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			HIDDEN IN DENSE FORESTS high in the Romanian mountains, where the winters were especially cold and long, were spruce trees that would be made into pianos: exquisite instruments famous for the warmth of their tone and beloved by the likes of Schumann and Liszt. One man alone knew how to choose them.

			Once the leaves had fallen and snow blanketed the ground, Julius Blüthner made the trip from Leipzig by train and walked through the forest alone. Because of the elevation and the brutal cold, trees there grew very slowly. They stood straight and thick against the elements, their grain dense with rosin. Blüthner nodded to the young trees as he passed, occasionally brushing their bark in greeting. He sought the older ones, whose branches he couldn’t reach, whose diameters were so great he couldn’t see if a bear were standing behind the trunk. He knocked them with his walking stick, and pressed his ear against them as his intuition dictated, listening for the music hidden inside. He heard it more clearly than any other piano maker, better even than Ignaz Bösendorfer and Carl Bechstein and Henry Steinway. When he found what he was listening for, he marked the tree with a scrap of red wool, which stood out bright against the snow.

			
			Then the lumberjacks he’d hired cut down the trees he’d chosen. Watching closely, Blüthner could tell which were the finest specimens by how they fell. Only those with a minimum of seven annular rings per centimeter, all evenly spaced, would be carried out of the forest on sleds, then shipped back to Germany. And the finest among these would become the soundboards that beat like hearts inside his famous pianos.

			As protection against splitting, the logs were kept wet until they reached the sawmill. There they were quarter-sawn to unlock the purest tones, then sawn and planed into uniform planks. The wood chips went into the furnaces to heat the mill and power the steam engines. Because of knots and other imperfections revealed in the cutting, many of the precious tonewood planks also ended up in the furnaces. What was kept was nearly perfect: white in color; light and flexible; the faint traces of the rings densely spaced and running parallel across the faces of the soundboard planks. These raw boards were stored for at least two years, covered and uncovered until their humidity dwindled to about fourteen percent.

			When it was ready, the wood was transported by horse cart to the enormous Blüthner factory in the western quarter of Leipzig and laid out on racks near the ceiling in hot rooms for many months. But even then it wasn’t ready to become an instrument. To ensure that the soundboard would someday conduct Blüthner’s peerless golden tone, the wood had to dry out for another few years in the open air.

			It was with reverence, then, in 1905, that an assistant Klavierbaumeister selected a number of those carefully seasoned planks and glued them edge to edge to form a single board. He cut it to the proper shape and planed it to the proper thickness, flexible enough to vibrate but strong enough to push back against the pressure of more than two hundred strings. Once crafted, it was returned to those warmer rooms to dry further before thin ribs could be applied to its underside, perpendicular to the grain lines. Then the soundboard took on a small amount of moisture, enough to allow its top to swell into a gentle curve, upon which the bass and treble bridges would sit, their downward pressure meeting the apex of the opposing curve as if around a great barrel. The Klavierbaumeister admired his work: the impeccably matched parallels of the grain, the precise curvature of the crown. This particular soundboard would provide the heart for the factory’s 66,825th piano.

			
			The frame of the case was built by other craftsmen, its five back posts sturdy enough to bear the weight of the soundboard and the iron plate. The pinblock was cut and fitted. The agraffes were seated into the plate at a height that would determine the speaking length of the strings, which were then strung; tuning pins were hammered in, and the action set and fitted. Cold-pressed felt was layered thick onto the wooden hammers, thinning appropriately toward the delicate treble side. Dampers were installed next, along with the trapwork of pedals and levers, dowels and springs. The case was ebonized after the guts were in, requiring countless coats. The finishers’ arm muscles bulged above their rolled-up shirtsleeves.

			Next the instrument, nearly complete, was tuned, the tension of each of the 220 strings adjusted to the correct pitch. Then it was regulated, the touch and responsiveness of the action attended to until the motion of the fingers on the keys would be properly transferred to the hammers that struck the strings.

			At last, after many years of effort by many expert hands, the piano was delivered to its final station for voicing. The Meister there lifted the linen blanket covering it and passed a hand over the shiny black top. Why should this piano be special? Each one was special, with its own soul and distinct personality. This one was substantial but unassuming, mysterious but sincere. He let the linen drop onto the factory floor.

			
			“What will you say to this world?” he asked the instrument.

			He shaped the hammers one by one, listening to every string, shaving and minutely aerating the felt again and again. He was like a diagnostician, knocking the nerves below a patient’s kneecap, measuring the response. The piano called out each time in compliant reply. Hello, hello.

			“Fertig,” he said when the work was done. He wiped the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve, pushed the wisps of white hair away from his face. Standing back from the piano, he regarded this complete and brand-new entity that would be—after being played in properly—capable of incredible feats. The first few years were unpredictable, but over time it would open up and gather into itself a unique history. For now it was a perfect instrument, characterized only by its potential.

			The Meister fluffed his apron as he sat down on the barrel he’d borrowed for a seat and, flexing his fingers, considered which piece to christen the piano with. Schubert, his favorite composer. He would play the rondo of his penultimate sonata, the big A Major; the opening melody was pretty, with a feeling of hopefulness and joy that preceded its more pensive, agitated development. This would be the perfect inauguration of the glistening black Blüthner No. 66,825.

			“Listen!” he called out, but nobody could hear him above the factory’s ambient noise. “Here she is born!”

			And he pressed his finger down on C-sharp, the first note of the rondo, listening hard, and it rang out to meet him with the innocence and power of a child’s first cry. Finding it as pure as he’d hoped, he began to play the rest of the sonata. He would send off this shining new piano with as much optimism as he could gather, knowing it would no longer be as vestal once it was touched by its future owners’ desperately human hands.
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			CLARA LUNDY KICKED a step stool against the front tire of an old 1996 Chevrolet Blazer and leaned over the engine, tossing her dark blond ponytail over her shoulder. She unscrewed the cap of the relief fitting and put a shop towel over it to catch the gas that leaked out when she pressed the valve. When the lines were bled, she stuffed the towel into her back pocket and went to her toolbox to grab the 16mm and 19mm wrenches and the quick-disconnect tool. Then, with an athletic jump, she disappeared into the yellow-framed pit so she could work from underneath. She removed the bracket, released the snap-lock fitting, and pulled the rubber hose off the outlet side of the filter first to keep the fuel from dripping in her eyes. She’d learned that lesson long ago in her uncle’s garage and had never forgotten it.

			“Hey, Clara?” Peter Kappas, one of the shop owners’ three sons, peered down at her. A halo of late afternoon sunlight outlined his bulky silhouette. “That guy with the rack-and-pinion job’s back again. He says it’s still making noise.”

			“Same noise or new?”

			“Popping. Bolts, probably.”

			“Can you do it? I’m not done with this filter.”

			
			“I promised the Corvette would be done by five.”

			Clara slipped the new filter into the bracket. “Okay, give me fifteen. I’ll get it up in the air and see what’s going on. But if it’s the mounting bolts, then you’ll have to do the alignment again. You got time?”

			“For you?”

			“Stop.”

			He raised his arms. “Kidding. Yeah, I can do it.”

			After she tightened all the bolts and checked the lines, she went back up to prime the system. She turned the key to On, waited for the fuel pump to kick on and off, then switched the key to Off. She did that a few more times, and sitting there, she glimpsed herself in the rearview mirror and was startled to see that she looked older than her twenty-six years, like she’d aged a decade overnight. Her eyelids, in spite of the little bit of makeup she’d put on, were still vaguely puffy from her crying jag the night before. Her mouth was set so hard that tiny lines radiated from her lips; she’d been clenching her teeth. When she relaxed her jaw, her pale cheeks seemed to sag and her mouth turned down at the corners. There was a smudge of grease across her forehead—probably from having pushed her bangs out of her eyes—that resembled her late father’s birthmark. She looked at herself, at his light brown eyes and pale eyelashes, their matching high cheekbones, and felt a gut punch at this unanticipated image of his face in the mirror. An old grief added to the new.

			She turned the key all the way, and the Blazer’s engine fired up perfectly.

			“Clara! Phone for you!” someone called above the noises in the shop: the hydraulic torque wrench and the air compressor, the glide and slam of toolkit drawers, the relentless clinking of metal, the ever-present laïko music coming from a grease-covered boom box in the corner, the shouts in Greek and English.

			
			She wiped the stain from her forehead with the dirty towel as she walked over to the phone that hung on the wall. Peter’s brother Teddy stopped her with a hand on her forearm.

			“It’s Ryan,” he said. “You might want to take it in the office.” Who knew what they’d been saying about her and Ryan. Peter’s mother, Anna, could read her face as though Clara were her own daughter and turn an opinion—I don’t think this Ryan is good for you—into a topic for general discussion. Clara usually found herself offering supporting information without even meaning to, and the entire Kappas family soon knew all her personal business. She didn’t mind, though; they were the closest thing to a real family she’d had in a long time.

			Clara nodded. The office was little more than a desk against the wall in the waiting area, between the water cooler and the coffeemaker. It was hardly private, but there weren’t any customers inside at the moment, and Anna, who was behind the counter writing an order for parts, winked at her and said, in her thick accent, “I’ll give you a minute.”

			Clara sat down and tried not to look at the flashing caller-on-hold light on the phone. She gazed instead at the framed photos on the wall of the Sporades Islands: the family’s whitewashed villa, the curved rock beach, the impossible turquoise water.

			When she could avoid it no longer, she took a deep breath and picked up the line. “Hey,” she said.

			“You’re not answering your cell.”

			“I’m working.”

			“Whatever, Clara. Listen, I’m taking off for a few days so you can pack up your stuff. I really want you to be out by the weekend, okay?”

			
			“Wait, what? Seriously? I thought we were still talking about everything.”

			“Clara, did you not hear me last night? I’m tired of waiting for you to make up your mind. You just don’t want what I do.”

			“I never said I didn’t want the same thing, I just asked for time.” She turned her body toward the wall. “Ryan, please.”

			“I know you needed time, and I’ve tried to give it to you. But I can’t keep putting your needs ahead of mine. I’m ready to move forward. I want a family. I’d like it to be with you, but if it can’t be…well, what choice do I have?”

			“Look, I love you, Ryan, you know I do. But marriage is a big step. Why can’t we just be together? Why’s everything such a rush?”

			“What is it about making this permanent that freaks you out so much? I know you love me. Why can’t you just say yes?”

			Clara sighed. She could change this conversation, change her entire life, with just one word. But she couldn’t do it. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

			“Then we’re done. I need you out. I need to move on.”

			“So you’re really going to kick me out? After two years you’re giving me, what, four days to move? How do you expect me to do that? And where am I supposed to get the money for it?”

			“You know I wouldn’t leave you on the street. I found you an apartment in East Bakersfield. I already put down the first and last months’ rent. I figured this would make things easier.”

			“Jesus, Ryan. Couldn’t we have talked about it first? East Bakersfield?”

			He made a huffing sound. “Do you really care where you live? It seems like all you really care about is that damn garage.”

			She balled the spiral phone cord into her fist, fighting the urge to cry again. Was she crying over losing him? Losing her home? Her own indecision?

			
			“The lease and key are on the kitchen table,” he said. “When you’re out, you can drop your old key through the slot.”

			Clara rested her forehead against the wall and exhaled. “So that’s it?”

			“Yeah, that’s it.”

			He paused, they both did, and she wondered if he’d say what he always did at the end of a phone call. You’re my girl—you know that, right? She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t let go. She leaned forward in anticipation, waiting, yearning, yet reluctant to give in.

			“Good luck, Clara. I hope you figure out whatever it is you want, I really do. I’m just sorry it wasn’t me.” Then he hung up.

			She held the phone against her ear, listening to her heartbeat until the busy signal began beeping. When she turned around, Peter was standing at the door.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			She didn’t answer right away. Maybe she hadn’t really loved Ryan after all, certainly not how he wanted her to. But she was used to being with him, to having someone to go home to, and life with him had been easy. “Will you help me move?” she asked Peter.

			He pulled off his ball cap—Havoline, Protect What Matters—and raked his fingers through his thick black hair. “Of course,” he said, and put the cap back on. “You know I will.”

			

			—

			Clara refused both Anna’s suggestion that she leave early to take care of herself and Teddy’s invitation to stop by the Early Ford V-8 Club swap meet to help him pick out some flathead engine parts for a restoration project. Instead, she splashed water on her face and went back to work. She’d told Peter she’d handle the rack-and-pinion job, and she would, even though she knew that under the circumstances he’d gladly do it himself.

			
			When she was finished, she returned her tools to their places in the chests that lined the wall beneath a shelf of Chilton service manuals, gathered up the dirty towels and threw them into the rag bucket, and told everyone good night.

			Peter stepped across the pit and the greasy cement floor and met her at the open bay door. “We’re going for a beer later,” he said. “Want to come?”

			“Thanks, but I have to start packing.”

			“Want some help?” Peter asked. She could’ve mouthed the words as he said them. At least once or twice a day, whenever he’d finished whatever he was doing, he’d wander over to wherever she was to see if he could lend a hand. When Ryan was out of town, as he often was, Peter would show up with cling-wrapped plates of his mother’s cooking or tickets to a game or a DVD to watch. During the most recent forest fire, he’d defied evacuation orders and driven to her house and convinced her to go south with him to the coast. Clara had always prided herself on maintaining her composure, something her mother would’ve admired as stoicism. Even if she was sick or lonely or worried, she was always “fine” to anyone who asked. Yet Peter could always tell when she wasn’t, and there he’d be, loyal as a dog, never asking for anything in return. It grated on her, how much she relied on him. She allowed herself to like certain people, but that didn’t extend to needing them. Especially him.

			“No, you guys go,” she said with a small wave. “I’m good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Outside, though the sun was low, there was no relief from the stagnant heat in the air, no westerly breeze to blow away the visible heat rising off the cars’ quivering engines or to move the thin, dust-covered palm trees that lined the chain-link fence by the road. Clara stood next to a stack of old tires that separated the Kappas Xpress Lube entrance from the trailer park next to it, looking out between passing trucks at the empty dirt lot across the street. The soot and ozone that always hung in the air in Bakersfield seemed especially thick and yellow today, like the sky was infected with something.

			
			She played a game with herself: if she turned around and someone was standing there watching her, Peter or even one of his brothers, she’d go back inside and say yes, let’s go get a beer. She would postpone the inevitable return to the rental house she had shared with Ryan, where a different key to some unknown place awaited her. She could have a beer or two or maybe three, and forget that she was about to start over, alone, again. She looked back just as Teddy was pulling down the rolling door on the last open bay from the inside, and she took that as a sign. When there was a break in the traffic, she jogged across the street to her car.

			She stopped at the Mexican grocery store where she and Ryan had met and subsequently shopped, and immediately regretted it. The piñatas hanging from the ceiling and banda playing over the loudspeaker seemed too festive for her errand. She asked someone stacking produce if they had any empty boxes, and while he went to find some she browsed the liquor department for beer. Ryan had been fussy about alcohol, especially beer, talking importantly about bitterness, notes, and finishes. He never drank straight from a bottle, insisting that it diminished things like creaminess and mouthfeel. Clara strode past the displays of craft brews and imports, picked up a six-pack of Pabst, then went to the checkout to pay and collect the stack of collapsed boxes the worker had left for her there.
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			“KATYA, COME. I have something to show you.”

			Ekaterina Dmitrievna looked from her father to her mother, who was kneading dough for their dinner—again there would be no meat or butter. Her mother smiled and nodded. Katya put down her doll, took her father’s extended hand, and they walked down the hall of the four-story prewar apartment building, through the scent of cabbage and the sound of babies crying, past the tattered propaganda posters. EXPLOITS ARE WAITING FOR THE BRAVE! BREAD—TO THE MOTHERLAND! POWER TO SOVIETS—KHRUSHCHEV! She was tired—they all were tired—but for her it was because she’d lain awake all night in her small bed listening for the music that had stopped three nights ago.

			“Where are we going, Papa?”

			“Chi-chi-chi. You will see. A surprise.”

			Katya grew anxious, though, as they approached the apartment belonging to the old blind German. He’d been her father’s acquaintance, a client. Her father visited him more often than he did his other customers, because his piano went out of tune so frequently. “He plays too hard,” Dmitri told his daughter. “He puts all his sadness into his songs. Bad for the piano but good for me, eh?”

			
			The German had been banging on his piano for as long as Katya could remember. Mostly he played at night, when the children in the building were trying to sleep. The music made them restless and their mothers angry, but they feared speaking up. They imagined they knew what he would say in his gruff, bellowing voice: It is always night to me! He rarely left his rooms, and whenever he did he groused loudly in German as he shuffled his too-large body down the halls, knocking into the walls with his cane, his empty blue eyes roving over everything. He grew monstrous in their imaginations, and the neighbors whispered rumors about him that might or might not have been true: Wilm Kretschmann was not his real name. He had volunteered with the Waffen-SS. He was half Jewish, not one of Hitler’s Aryan Herrenvolk, but still had killed hundreds of Jews and partisans. He’d defected from his SS division, Das Reich, in 1941, before his ethnicity could be discovered, slipping away from his unit in Naro-Fominsk during the Battle of Moscow; Hitler would’ve had him executed otherwise, because no “subhumans” were allowed membership in the Waffen-SS, even if they were willing murderers. He’d hidden in a textile factory, listed as missing, until the Wehrmacht had been pushed back by Soviet forces. He’d been blinded by either shrapnel or guilt. Who knew how he’d made it to Zagorsk? He had made his money as a building contractor or a thief. He still carried his Mauser HSc in his jacket pocket. The music was proof of his torment. He was a monster, a demon, an ogre.

			Katya loved him.

			The first time she followed her father to the German’s apartment, she was six. The door had been left ajar. She slipped inside and crouched down against the wall, her back pressed against the peeling wallpaper, ready to run if she had to. Her father didn’t see her; he was bent inside the case. The German sat straight in an old chair like a soldier, looking at nothing, his ear cocked toward the piano. Katya worried that he could hear her heart beating, it was going so fast, like one of his musical pieces, so she hugged her knees to quiet the sound. After sitting unnoticed for several minutes, she grew bold. She stuck her tongue out at him. Nothing. She did it again, then pulled a silly face. The German was impassive. Only when Katya stifled a giggle did he turn toward her. She was silent after that, and directed her attention to the shiny black piano that had swallowed her father’s head.

			
			In the months to come, she went repeatedly, stealing inside to watch the German as he listened to her father tune his piano. What she wanted most was to watch him make the music she heard at night. Unlike others in the building, she liked the strange and complicated lullabies that came from his apartment. She wanted to know how it was done.

			“Please will you play,” she finally said one afternoon, emboldened by this desire, the words lisping from the gap where her two front teeth had fallen out. She had just celebrated her seventh birthday. Her father turned and spoke her name sharply. “What are you doing here?” But the German only lifted his hand, as if in blessing, and beckoned her from where she stood in the doorway. “I wondered if that was what you were here for,” he said in a voice not at all like an ogre’s.

			He paid her father, asked him to sit down, and guided Katya to the near end of the piano, his giant hand warm and slightly trembling on her shoulder, and told her to stand there. He maneuvered himself onto the bench, sitting heavily, and rested his hands in his lap. Katya held her breath. After a moment, his hands floated up elegantly to the keyboard for a beat, a moment of silence, then drifted down to touch it: careful, slow, gentle. Katya thought of how her mother stroked her hair when she was upset or had difficulty sleeping.

			
			But what was this music? It wasn’t the wild, pounding music he played at night; it was more like soft rain, or clouds passing overhead, or the dance of snow fairies. It unfolded like a story she’d never heard before. Secretly, she pressed her hand against the shining wood. She watched the old German’s fingers moving over the keys, barely touching them, and felt the music enter her entire body through her ears, her eyes, her feet, her hand. When he finished, her smock was wet with tears, and when he stood up—his movements gruff again, shaking from age and blindness—there were tears on his face, too.

			“A Russian composition for you,” he said in his strange accent. “Piano Sonata no. 2 in G-sharp Minor by Alexander Scriabin. First movement. You know him?”

			She shook her head, forgetting that he couldn’t see her.

			He put his thumb against her cheek and felt the tears.

			“Blagodaryu,” he said. “Thank you.”

			Her father understood his statement as a dismissal, so he took Katya by the hand and led her away. “Thank you,” she said over her shoulder. “Thank you.”

			She had hoped he would invite her back and teach her something, but he never did, and she was too awestruck to sneak in on her own.

			For the past three nights, she hadn’t heard him playing, and when she and her father entered the old German’s apartment, it was empty except for his big, glossy piano. “Where is he, Papa?” she asked. “Where is his chair? His bed?”

			
			“Chi-chi-chi, calm down, Katen’ka. He is gone. But there is something. He left you his piano.”

			“Gone where?”

			“He is dead. Someday I will explain. He left us a letter.”

			Katya hadn’t noticed that her father was holding something in his hand. “What does it say?”

			“Only that he wanted you to have the Blüthner. He bid me to take care of it for you, and that you should learn to play. He said even a blind man could see the music beating in your heart.”

			

			—

			Katya’s father and three neighbors pushed the piano down the hall and into the tiny living room. Two new families moved into the old German’s apartment, and began complaining of ghosts. He blew his brains out with that Mauser HSc, the whispers went. He’s gone home to the land of ogres and fiends. We’re glad to be rid of him!

			But without the German and his music, Katya could fall asleep only if she lay down with her head beneath his piano. With her hair tangled in the pedals, she dreamed of snow fairies dancing, and gentle rain, and clouds blithely passing by overhead. In the mornings she tried to copy the sounds, picking the notes out one by one, learning their order. Her father encouraged her, taught her what he knew. He said the German’s gift was proof of the goodness in mankind’s heart. To her, this meant there was magic to be discovered in such a special piano.

			And she did.

			It was the first great love of her life.
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			UNTIL SHORTLY BEFORE her twelfth birthday, Clara and her parents lived in a Santa Monica neighborhood that was within walking distance of both her elementary school and the beach and only seven miles from UCLA, where Alice and Bruce both taught. From the outside, their house was picturesque: a Craftsman-style cottage, just big enough, painted a pale yellow and surrounded by an actual white picket fence. It was filled with books and art and sunlight and an industrious sort of silence they ignored by keeping the vintage Marantz stereo system in the living room on much of the time—NPR for her mother, the classical music station for her father. They worked a lot, even at home, while Clara read or watched TV or made up gymnastic routines.

			The stereo hid other silences, too. Those that came before and after her parents’ fights. Or seeped out from their separate studies, where they spent hours after dinner. Her mother usually kept the door to her study closed; Clara could smell her Virginia Slims smoke through the jamb. Her father left his door ajar, and sometimes he let her do her homework on the red Kazakh rug while he read aloud in languages she didn’t understand. His silences, though, were the loudest. Hush, they said. I’m busy or Maybe later or I forgot.

			
			Yet Clara was certain it hadn’t always been like that. There were flashes of memory, faint proof of happier times: the three of them walking to the beach with cardboard buckets of fried chicken for a sunset picnic, or sitting outside playing cards on the small back patio. After they died, these were the moments Clara recalled most vividly. The greasy chicken, the creaky wicker patio furniture, the crisp, salt-flavored air, the warmth of holding hands with both of them at the same time, walking between them.

			Her only remaining family was her father’s sister, Ila, and Ila’s husband, Jack. She and her parents had visited them at their home in Bakersfield a few times—holidays and her grandparents’ funerals—and it was obvious that these trips were obligations, not adventures. Whenever they entered the city limits, her mother would shake her head at the pall outside the car window and say, “I still can’t imagine how you grew up in this wasteland, Bruce.” He would look at her sideways and reply, “Go easy, Alice.”

			Ila had what her father called a nervous condition, often exacerbated by Alice’s aloofness. Ila pointed out flaws in her own cooking or housekeeping or reading habits, overfilling conversational gaps with twaddle. Once, during a meal there, she knocked over a water glass, looked like she might cry, and kept apologizing for ruining the tablecloth, even after Alice assured her coolly several times that it was only water, it would be fine. Jack, on the other hand, with his old jeans and soft, worn shirts, his kind blue eyes and southern drawl, didn’t seem to mind being either underdressed or undereducated. Adjacent to the house, he had a garage and body shop that he’d built into a steady business. He had a curious nature and liked to hear what Alice had to say about politics, and he often asked Bruce for book recommendations, though he didn’t follow up on them. He always asked Clara about school, and when it came time to leave he would shake her hand and say, “It was a real pleasure to see you again, young lady,” and she could tell he meant it.

			
			After her parents’ memorial service—there were no remains to bury; the fire had taken almost everything—Ila and Jack drove her from Santa Monica to Bakersfield, her aunt crying and repeating how awful it all was, how terrible to lose everything like she had. Clara didn’t speak. She watched out the rear window as the sky darkened and everything she knew receded until her eyes were dry from not blinking, not crying, and her knees ached from kneeling on the seat. She curled up in her stiff new black dress, the patent leather shoes pinching her toes, and for the rest of that seemingly endless two-hour drive thought only about how badly she wanted to go home. But home as she knew it was gone.

			It was in her uncle’s garage that she learned how to live with her losses. While her aunt tried to soothe her with soft, idle chatter and constant expressions of grief, Jack understood Clara’s need for quiet. He made a comfortable place for her under an old desk in the corner of the shop’s office where she could rest or hide, but where they could keep an eye on each other. Eventually, as she emerged from her shock, he showed her how to check tire pressure, refill windshield-washing fluid, jump-start a dead battery. She was enrolled in a new school where she made some acquaintances and then a few friends, but she was always drawn to the safety and comfort of the shop. Over the years, she learned how to fix tires, change oil, do minor engine tune-ups, handle auto inspections and, later, to troubleshoot breakdowns and repair electrical systems. She worked as many as twenty hours a week throughout high school, even though her uncle encouraged her to spend more time with her friends, to start thinking about college and her future. He brought home a brochure from CSU Bakersfield, but when she looked at the endless list of majors offered, she panicked.

			
			“Clarabell,” he said. “Listen here. You’re the little girl your aunt and me never had. I’m glad for it, you know that. But this wasn’t supposed to be your life.” He swept his arm through the air, indicating the house, the shop, even the city. “You don’t have to stay here. You can do anything you want.” The only problem was that she didn’t know if there was anything else she wanted to do.

			Then, shortly after she turned twenty, she met Bobby, a UCLA philosophy student who was driving through Bakersfield to visit friends up in Fresno. His Jetta had been misfiring as he drove up 99, and when his engine light came on, Jack’s shop was the first one he could find. Clara adjusted his throttle and smiled as she handed him back his keys. He smiled in turn, and their dinner that night was the start of a year-long relationship. He was a few years older, and talked with gravitas about his ideas for several start-ups, and said that after graduation, he wanted to found his own company. She liked that Bobby opened doors for her, and held her hand when they were in a movie or walking anywhere, and gazed at her when she was speaking. It turned out that he lived not far from where she’d grown up in Santa Monica. At her request, they spent a Saturday on the beach she’d once considered her own, and then he drove her up the street she’d lived on with her parents. “Drive slow,” she said, and he did, making no clumsy attempt to cheer her as she suffered that intensely difficult experience.

			
			After a few months, though, he began campaigning for her to enroll at UCLA. “You’re too smart not to,” he told her. “You like cars, so study mechanical engineering. We could spend more time together.” She shrugged and said she was happy being a mechanic, that she liked it and was good at it, her uncle having trained her well. Soon frustrated by her continued lack of interest, Bobby said hurtful, pointed things like “Don’t you think your parents would’ve wanted you to go to college?” Eventually, he told her he didn’t want to be with someone who wasn’t going to do something more significant with her life than changing oil, and that was that. Her first real heartbreak after the original.

			She met Frank at a bar a few weeks after her twenty-second birthday. Jack had been diagnosed with late-stage throat cancer, and she needed to escape Ila’s desperate hand-wringing. She’d always been more likely to cry on Clara’s shoulder than to offer the comfort of her own. Frank was a bartender and fly fisherman with tattoos that began at his wrists, disappeared into his rolled-up shirtsleeves, and emerged again at his collar. Clara, approaching him drunkenly that first night, asked where she should go to get inked, something like a socket wrench and a heart in her uncle’s honor. Frank told her she’d regret a tattoo, swapped her whiskey for hot tea, and defended her from jeering patrons while she slept it off, head down on folded arms at the bar. She woke up when the lights came on, and once he’d finished cleaning up, Frank took her home and put her to bed on his couch.

			Ila died of cardiac arrest early in their relationship; then Jack was transitioned into a nursing home. Clara had to sell Jack’s shop, along with the house that had been her home since she was twelve, in order to pay all the bills, and Frank made room for her in his small apartment. She needed a job, and he introduced her to his friend Peter Kappas, who gave her one in his parents’ garage. When her uncle died, Frank helped out with the funeral arrangements, stood with his arm around her as the preacher delivered the eulogy, let her cry in the bedroom undisturbed. He was a sweet and decent guy, so much more laid-back than Bobby, so much less demanding, and she thought maybe he was the kind who wouldn’t break her heart—until he brought a girl named Willow home and told Clara how hot it would make him if he could watch them get together.

			
			She didn’t have many friends, so she asked Peter and his brothers to help her move into a new apartment. Afterward, Peter asked her to dinner, and she said she’d go, but only as a friend. She tipped her head far back, looked him in the eyes, and told him, “I like you. Let’s don’t fuck it up.”

			She had a handful of casual dates, though never with anyone she wanted to see again. She had a policy against socializing with customers, and since she didn’t like to hang out in bars or coffee shops, meeting new people was hard. When she wasn’t working, she spent most of her time either alone or with Peter.

			Then she met Ryan, who was pushing his cart down the grocery aisles with cool aplomb, smiling at shoppers and workers alike. With a high, domed forehead, a hooked nose, and a slight paunch, he wasn’t especially handsome, yet Clara noticed that people were turning to watch him. He nodded at Clara as he passed by, and she understood: that brief and beatific glance felt like a blessing. When he walked away with his back to her, she became aware of the simultaneous sensations of loneliness and longing. He stopped at a display to accept a sample of agua fresca, and she wheeled her cart next to his. The employee handed her a small paper cup, and Ryan turned to her and said, “Cheers” in what she soon learned was a South African accent.

			
			They loitered next to the juice bar, their carts touching. He was a freelance pilot who flew King Airs for an air-ambulance service, delivering harvested organs to recipients or flying patients to hospitals for transplants. He loved being able to help the children especially, he said. While he talked, she noticed and developed an immediate affection for the crookedness of his teeth, the deep blue-brown of his eyes. When she told him she was a mechanic, she worried that he might lose what seemed to be a mutual interest, but he slapped his thigh and said, “That’s so cool!” Then, uncharacteristically forward, she asked if he would take her flying.

			She moved into his two-bedroom rental house five months later. Now, almost two years after that, she was moving back out again.

			

			—

			She dropped the stack of boxes by the front door and looked around the twilit room. The overhead lights were too bright for her task, too normal, so she cracked open a beer and let her eyes adjust. There on the table, as promised, was a lease agreement and a shiny gold key. Next to it was a note that said simply, I wish you the best.—Ryan. P.S. Don’t forget to leave your key. She crumpled it up and tossed it in the trash.

			There wasn’t much to pack, just her clothes and books and CDs, a few things from the kitchen. The hibachi she’d given him for a birthday present and he’d never set up. A couple of lamps. Her uncle’s favorite tools and the one family photo album her aunt had put together. She could fit most of her stuff into the Corolla; after starting over as an orphan fourteen years before, she’d never gotten into the habit of collecting things. But she would need help, and a truck, for the futon couch that would become a bed again, a small table and chairs, her bike, the piano.

			
			She opened a second beer and wandered into the spare bedroom. Her old Blüthner upright was against the wall, unplayed and mostly ignored, as it had been since she’d moved in. In the beginning, Ryan didn’t complain about the space it took up, didn’t urge her to try lessons again. He accepted it as one does any relic of a lover’s history—generously at first and then, when the inevitable discords arose, with increasing degrees of irritation until, finally, it came to symbolize the worst failures between them.

			“Why don’t you just get rid of that thing?” he’d snapped in the middle of a recent fight. His thirty-fifth birthday was a few months away, and he wanted to turn the room into a nursery. “You don’t even know how to play it,” he added, with unforgivable disgust in his voice.

			“Fly to hell,” she told him. He marched into their bedroom and slammed the door so hard that she could feel it in her teeth. That was two weeks ago.

			Now she sat down on the bench, took another swig. She mashed a pedal with her bare foot and listened to the faint sound of nothing, of dampers lifting from strings without sustaining any notes. It was like pressing the accelerator and wanting to take off—but where?—in a car that wouldn’t run.
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			THE TROLLEYBUS SQUEALED to a stop, the triangle ropes swinging in lazy arcs above the passengers’ heads. “Извините,” Katya said, rushing, and brushed by the stockinged knees of old women, the bored gazes of tired men. Due at the Theater for Young People in fifteen minutes, she would almost certainly be late.

			She walked as fast as she could, occasionally breaking into brief sprints until her feet pinched inside the leather heels she’d borrowed from her roommate. She fanned away her perspiration with the thin portfolio of sheet music—at least the weather hadn’t turned too hot yet—and hurried past the statue of the diplomat Griboyedov, the neat rectangle of grass down the center of Pionerskaya Square, the mothers pushing prams along the tree-lined walkway, the young stilyagi pretending to be fancy Americans in their narrow pants and bright shirts, smoking cigarettes and laughing too loud at one another’s jokes.

			“Katya!” called her friend from the Leningrad Conservatory, Boris Abramovich, as he jogged up and took her hand. “I thought you’d changed your mind, I was so worried.”

			“No, of course not. It was the trolley’s fault. Late again.”

			
			“Soviet timetables aren’t so precise after all,” Boris said, practically pulling her along, his dancer’s stride longer than hers by half.

			“Don’t talk like that, Borya. The walls have ears.”

			He gestured gracefully toward the cloudy sky. “In the middle of the promenade! You shouldn’t be so serious all the time, you know. Loosen up a little bit.” He slowed down and tried to undo the top button on her blouse, but she slapped his hand—mildly, though, as if shooing away a housefly. He laughed. “Besides, now Gerald Ford will save us with разрядка.”

			She liked Boris, but he was too fanciful. He was studying choreography at the conservatory, where she was three years into her specialist degree in the art of instrumental performance. Piano students were sometimes invited to accompany the ballet dancers during practices and performances, and even to compose scores for their choreography. This was how they’d met, and while she admired his dancing and his intellect and enjoyed his company, his enthusiasm for seemingly everything exhausted her. He tended to break into dance if provoked by a sunny day or traffic around Theater Square, by news good or bad. Once, when they were waiting for the subway, he’d performed pirouettes down the entire length of the Sadovaya station.

			The previous winter he’d invited her to go with him to a party at the apartment of another student whose parents were away. She was reluctant to go—having heard stories about those student parties, how wild and loud they got—but he convinced her that she spent too much time alone, practicing. “You’ll turn into a mushroom,” he said. At the party, there were black-market jazz records and raucous laughter, cheap cigarettes and even cheaper vodka, dancing and kissing among strangers, a steady parade of couples taking turns to gain a few minutes of privacy in the closet. After losing the one drinking game Boris had dragged her into, she found her coat in the pile by the door and snuck out into the relative quiet of the night, so relieved to be alone that she didn’t bother to worry whether any of the citizens walking along the Fontanka River were KGB.

			
			“Did you invite anyone to the performance?” Boris asked as they approached the rear of the building and peered around the corner at the small crowd gathered in front of the low steps. He’d arranged for a grand piano to be moved from inside the theater to the concrete deck that would also serve as his stage. The show was Boris’s idea. A professor had asked him to reinterpret a classical ballet, and he’d chosen The Little Humpbacked Horse, which was based on the familiar old fairy tale about a foolish boy named Ivan and the magical horse who helped him win the love of the beautiful Tsar Maiden. Traditionally, the ballet was staged with large casts, grand-scale scenes, and sentimental music that followed Ivan on his adventures underwater and to the edge of the world. But Boris had wanted something dramatically different—one dancer, one instrument, outside in the open air—and had also wanted Katya to compose the score.

			“No. This is your performance,” she told him now. “I’m only helping.”

			He glanced at her, pretending to be hurt. “What, you don’t want to show me off to your friends?”

			She rolled her eyes at him.

			“I’m just teasing you!” he said. “But you should’ve extended an invitation. Your music is magnificent. The whole orchestra translated into a single instrument. You made it better than I could ever have imagined, Katya.”

			She blushed and turned slightly away. “It’s only one scene.”

			
			“Yes, but it’s the best one.” He winked at her and unzipped his trousers. “It’s time. Let’s go.”

			He nudged her forward, and she walked carefully to the piano. There was no applause, because nobody knew what to expect when she sat down. Then she played a chord and Boris swept out onto the stage wearing flesh-colored tights, slippers, and a pointed felt hat, carrying a large orange feather and a stick horse. There were a few laughs, mostly from the children. He took a bow, nodded to Katya, and they began.

			Alone on the improvised stage, Boris became Ivan, ordered to a mountain to find the mythical firebirds and the imagined Tsarevna. As he folded and unfolded, winding and twisting, dancing solo among the building’s columns but conveying all the necessary roles, bringing the drama to life, Katya felt the stage begin to recede. The audience, swelling with passersby, was pushed away from the concrete steps and into the distance. Beyond them, the trolleybuses and cars stopped on their tracks, the murky river paused its flow into the Baltic Sea. Leningrad and maybe the entire USSR grew still; there were no sounds except for the music. It was better on her Blüthner, she thought, but it still felt like magic.

			Katya was lifted off the piano bench, her shoes no longer pinching, off the paving stones. Only her fingers on the keys tethered her to the physical world as she floated on the notes into the overcast sky. Now the clouds were parting, the gray smog burning away, the urban smell of sadness and decay gone. Katya closed her eyes. Had she ever seen such colors as those that swirled around her when she soared with the firebirds up to the top of the Tsarevna’s mountain? Bursting flowers everywhere, a sparkling sky. Then there was the princess, swishing her skirt and fan out on the bright balcony above the world, on the edge of newfound love. And here the fool was, discovering her, convincing her to return with him to the capital. It nearly blinded her, it was so beautiful.

			
			She only ever felt like this when she played.

			The dance went on for seven minutes, over in a flash. Katya’s soul was still lingering above the stage, covered in music, when Boris put his hand on her back, urging her to stand and bow. She moved as though awoken from a deep sleep. The audience clapped for nearly a minute, calling Браво! Браво! before dispersing. Then Boris danced offstage to see his instructor and some friends, and Katya was left alone, clutching the open piano for support as she tried to fit again into her inadequate body, the day once more turning stagnant around her.

			Eventually coming to, she noticed a young man standing on the steps, watching her. He took long drags on his cigarette, narrowing his eyes each time, then angled his square head away to exhale through one side of his mouth, as though to avoid blowing smoke directly at her. She had no idea who he was, but this apparent consideration impressed her.

			He didn’t alter his gaze for the long seconds it took him to take a final puff, flick his cigarette down, grind it with his heel, and walk toward her with heavy, methodical steps. He was average height and sturdy beneath his collared shirt, which strained only a little at the buttons above his belt. Yet he moved as though gravity worked harder on him than on other people. It made him seem serious—mule-like, even. He stopped directly in front of her and put his hands in his pockets.

			“I found this piece to be motivically cohesive,” he said with a jut of his chin. “It was good. I liked it. There were aspects of the main theme within the structure, yes?” His voice was deeper than she’d have guessed, a low-pitched key that made her think of the old oktavist tradition from the tsar’s court.

			She blinked at him. He didn’t look like a musicologist or a musician, but what did she know? “Yes,” she said, and it came out small and hoarse. She cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

			
			“Welcome,” he said.
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