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			The structure of landscape is infinitesimal,

			Like the structure of music,

			seamless, invisible.

			Even the rain has larger sutures.

			What holds the landscape together, and what holds music together,

			Is faith, it appears—faith of the eye, faith of the ear.

			—Charles Wright, “Body and Soul II” 
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				—Ludwig van Beethoven
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			JANA

			

			Violin I

			It’s a love story, the famous violinist had said, and even though Jana knew it was not, those were the words that knocked around her brain when she began to play on stage. The famous violinist, Fodorio, had coached the quartet earlier in the week, and it was what he’d said after they had finished a run-through of the Dvořák “American,” which, according to Jana, was definitely not a love story. But here they were, the Van Ness String Quartet, performing in their final graduation recital at the conservatory, starting the shimmering notes of the first movement, and all she could think, as much as thinking was involved at all, was: maybe it was a love story.

			It was a love letter to the country, as she understood it from her classes. Dvořák’s European peasant take on American folk songs. But how could someone think this was a story of romantic love? It seemed to Jana to be more classic than that: a person falls for the dream of a place, for a life that could be lived there, for something they were not but might be. It was about the shimmering itself, that almost visible stuff that hovered just above the hot pavement of your life. Potential, aspiration, accomplishment. The famous violinist who had coached them—Fodorio, she could not bring herself to say his name—was sort of a hack, anyway, at least when it came to teaching. Jana would never tell him to his face, but she enjoyed the solemn interior pleasure of her disdain. What did he know? Here’s what she knew: that the Dvořák “American” was about the simple opportunity of America, and that no one was more closely acquainted with identifying and consuming opportunity than she was. By the time Henry’s viola solo entered three bars later she had decided again: no, it was not a love story.

			It’s a love story was not something Henry remembered from the coaching session, and certainly not what was running through his mind when he introduced the jaunty Americana melody in the third bar. Instead, what had glommed on to the inside of Henry was what Fodorio had said when he passed Henry his card as he was packing up his viola. Call me if you decide this quartet business isn’t for you, he’d said. I can set up a few recitals in front of the right people in New York. You could have a great solo career. Henry had wordlessly taken the card, slid it into the velvet pocket inside his case, and had not moved it since. But the card throbbed there nonetheless. If you decide this quartet business isn’t for you—as though Fodorio had already decided it was not for Henry, and was simply waiting for Henry to come to the same conclusion. But Henry hadn’t decided anything at all. He never did, young as he was and blessed with the kind of talent that guided his life’s decisions for him.

			Whether or not it was a love story did not concern Daniel, as these days he didn’t have room in his life for romance or enduring love, or any symptom or side effect of the two. Not when he had to practice twice as hard to keep up with the rest of the quartet and their maddeningly natural abilities, and especially Henry, whose obscene talent teetered on the edge of prodigy, who could play drunk, blind, in love or out of it. There was no space for love in Daniel’s life when he had to work real jobs in addition to their schooling, moonlighting at a bar in the Castro, picking up wedding gigs when he could, and teaching beginning cello lessons to rich kids in Pacific Heights. It’s a love story: sure, okay, but what else?

			Of course it’s a love story, thought Brit, though she thought everything was. This note here, and this one, this joyful countermelody, her second violin harmony, the collective intangible, the audible agreement. Her relationship with Daniel, which he’d rather coldly cut off a few days ago. Even the absence of love was a love story for her. Even this pain, this suffering. It was useful. Though she imagined one day no longer needing to know that, or she fantasized about rewinding her life and starting over so she was a person who did not have to know that, or she entertained the idea of a parallel Brit, living in a world in which there was no need to make sense of a man who up and left on the brink of love, of people who up and left, of a life strung together with all these little leavings, but she felt sad for this parallel Brit, an emptier sadness than she felt for herself now. They were all love stories.

			And though no one would have explicitly admitted it, what it was about—love or something else—was entirely up to Jana: it depended on the way she took a quiet, sharp, and precisely timed breath in an upbeat before the first note, on the pressure of her attack on that first note, on the space she left between the first and second notes, on the degree and length and resonance of the vibrato she applied to the violin neck. It was up to her minute movements, certainly in the beginning of the piece, if not after. Even the way she closed her eyes, if she closed them at all, if there was a flutter to her eyelashes or a stern set of her brow, all of that determined everything that was to follow. Jana’s job as first violinist was to lead, but these days her leadership had expanded beyond the physical. Her bodily and tonal decisions, one after another after another through an entire forty-minute program, now served as emotional leadership. The power in this was both benevolent and wicked, and, to Jana, felt perfectly natural. She had always wanted to truly lead a group—and better still, to lead a group to greatness. It had to happen, it would happen, its future happening defined her. And where, in this narrative of greatness, was there room for a story of love? It wasn’t any story she’d ever been told.

			

			—

			There was a reception in the large anteroom off the faculty lounge, and the quartet stood awkwardly along a wall at the back. Jana picked at the side seam of her dress, where she could feel her performance sweat drying stiff.

			“We shouldn’t stand together like this,” Jana said. “We look like idiots.”

			“I think we should stand together so no one mistakes me for Daniel,” Henry said, grinning.

			“They’re not going to mistake me for you,” Daniel muttered. “For one, I’m six inches shorter, and for two . . .” But he didn’t finish saying what the second reason was.

			“Don’t leave now,” Brit said to Jana, gesturing across the room. “Here comes that guy. He gives me the creeps.”

			Fodorio strode toward them, buttoning his jacket and beaming. Jana stood up straighter. He was a prick, as she understood it, but a talented and successful one, and talent and success were two things she never turned her back on.

			“Ferrari,” Daniel said under his breath.

			“Fodorio,” Henry corrected him.

			“Since when do you remember names?” Brit asked Henry, as Jana stuck out her hand to shake the famous violinist’s famous hand.

			“The Van Ness,” he said in his thick accent. Where was it from? Somewhere in the Mediterranean? Jana had forgotten. He shoved past her outstretched arm and embraced her. Jana inhaled his scent: musk, tobacco, women. She smiled a gummy smile.

			“I see our coaching session got you all far,” Fodorio said, moving on to Henry, whose hand he took in both his hands.

			“We were doing all right before that, though,” Daniel said.

			“He’s joking,” Jana said, shooting Daniel a desperate look. If he could not be an asshole now, that would be excellent timing.

			“Am I?” Fodorio said, winking. Winking! He was now embracing a reluctant Brit, whose long blond hair fell around her shoulders like noodles. Angel-hair pasta when it spilled out of the box onto your kitchen floor. It annoyed Jana that she never put it up for performance. It was all anyone looked at on stage. It lent her a quality of accidental beauty, beautiful gold hair that just grew and grew as though she couldn’t help it.

			It was true, their recital had gone well. But Jana had fully expected it to go well. Everyone had been prepared, infused with the right amounts of fear and confidence. But this recital hadn’t been the true test. While it was their graduation performance, and while all their teachers sat in the audience, grading them, and while a select number of talent agents and representatives from RCA and Deutsche Grammophon had also come to listen, it had really been a warm-up for the real deal: the Esterhazy quartet competition in the Canadian Rockies just one week away. If they won or placed there, it would be the beginning of the lifelong career Jana acutely wanted for herself, and for the ensemble.

			They couldn’t afford to screw up, and Jana never let that knowledge fade.

			Fodorio—the famous violinist, the prick, the winker, the soloist on tour—also happened to be one of the judges for the Esterhazy competition this year, a fact Jana had tacitly but firmly noted early on in his weeklong residency at the conservatory.

			She slid her arm around his elbow. “Would you get me a champagne?” she asked.

			Fodorio smiled. “Surely.”

			“Oh, me too,” Henry said.

			Jana frowned. “You’re not even old enough to drink, Henry.”

			“Also, get it yourself,” Daniel said, peeling off to the makeshift bar. Brit followed seconds behind him, as though tethered.

			Fodorio fetched two champagnes and leaned against a tall table with Jana. Henry had disappeared. Fodorio commented on Henry’s absence, then asked Jana, “Where is your family, dear?”

			“Oh.” Jana shook her head, not wanting to explain. “In Los Angeles.”

			Had the absence been that gaping? Jana wondered. Was it obvious, the space in the audience where Jana’s family was not? Then she remembered that neither Daniel’s family (too poor to travel, “not plane people,” Daniel had said) nor Brit’s family (dead, as they were) had shown up, and this brought her a private comfort.

			“Your own concert went spectacularly,” she said, leaning closer. She’d gone to his performance with the San Francisco Symphony two nights before, though she usually didn’t like going to any concerts when one of her own was so near. It muddled things, took up aural space. Attending Fodorio’s had been a tactical decision. And she was only lying a bit now—she never used the word spectacular—but as she said, it had gone well. Fodorio was the kind of violinist who mistook his fame for rock stardom, and who played something like the Mendelssohn concerto as though he were Bon Jovi in tails. Jana didn’t know where Fodorio got off. Peering at him from her seat in the middle of the mezzanine, she had not wanted to like the performance, but in the end, in the final movement, with his aggressive flourishes and demanding tempo, she had succumbed to his allure. Fodorio had his thing and he wore it well, a persona that radiated through the tender wood of his bow down to the strings and out the soundpost into the concert hall. A little calculated, Jana thought, but so expertly performed (and rabidly consumed), it was seductive.

			“Thank you,” he said. “I wasn’t aware you were in the audience. You should have come backstage to see me. We could have had quite a . . . time.”

			Her champagne flute was empty. He was a magnet, two-sided, attractive and repulsive. Black curly hair strewn across his head in a way that seemed haphazard but was surely and entirely thought through. Cuff links, a salmon-pink dress shirt, a gray suit. He wasn’t contractually required to come to their recital. He’d fulfilled his duty with the one coaching session—it’s a love story—earlier in the week. Why was he here?

			He reached a hand across the cocktail table to peel her fingers from her empty glass. His hand was strong and veined and covered with wiry dark hairs. Something about the brute strength of his grip won Jana over, an instantaneous reversal. What a player, with that hand.

			“Really, though,” Fodorio said. “You’re excellent.”

			“I know,” she said. “But not the way Henry is,” she said, almost automatically. She always felt a need to acknowledge Henry’s talent to anyone who complimented her, as if to say, I know what you might be comparing me to. I know my status.

			“Well, no,” Fodorio said, and his admission burned her a bit. She wanted more alcohol, something stronger than champagne. “But you’ll have a great chamber career ahead of you. You could be much better, though.”

			Jana took her hands away from the table.

			“No, no,” he said. “I mean to say you will be better. With age.”

			Jana excused herself to get another drink, hoping there was liquor. What did he know? Well, a lot, she conceded. Enough to be selected as a judge at the most prestigious classical music competition in the world. Keep that in mind, she thought, carrying two gin and tonics back to the table where he waited. Her torso grew hot from bottom to top, seeing him. She would also keep that heat in mind.

			There was a flurry of other conversations: the director of the conservatory congratulating her, questions about her plans for the summer (play and practice, what else?) and the future (Esterhazy, what else?), the group (Henry getting louder as he drank more; Daniel and Brit in heated, intimate conversation in various corners)—but Jana kept Fodorio in her sights all night, and she could tell that he kept her in his, too. Toward the end of the night, some embarrassing number of cocktails in—it was a celebration, after all—she escaped outside to smoke.

			She walked a block away from the conservatory, up the hill. She pulled a cigarette from her purse and lit it, making sure no one was around to see her. She didn’t know exactly why she hid her occasional smoking from everyone, but she did, and it felt good to have a secret from Brit and Daniel and Henry. Her mother had smoked, and the smell of it, of Pall Malls especially, calmed her when boredom led to an anxious jitter.

			Sitting on a bench, Jana swung her legs around and turned back in the direction she’d come from, so the conservatory came into view, unassuming in its darkness. When Jana was a young girl, her mother—called Catherine, even by Jana—had often promised to take her to the symphony. She never did. LA Phil tickets were expensive, and Catherine said classical music was boring, anyway. Once, in high school, Jana took herself on a student rush price, lying to her mother about where she’d been. Jana told her she’d gone to a movie with friends, some blockbuster with Catherine’s favorite actress. That was something Catherine could understand. Catherine sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t. Jana could recall her waitressing and working at the jewelry counter at Mervyn’s (and also being fired from Mervyn’s), but more clearly she recalled the days she came home from school to find her mother still in her silk robe, smoking long, thin cigarettes on the back patio and practicing lines for a commercial audition she wouldn’t get. Once, Catherine got a bit part playing a cashier on a soap opera, and she had recorded the clip. The VHS tape, marked “Reel 1” in her mother’s thick cursive, sat in the center of the coffee table like a flower arrangement until it became sun-bleached and was no longer playable.

			When Jana crushed the cigarette under her shoe and stood, a perfect shiver ran down her spine, and she wished she’d brought a coat. She picked up the butt and walked it to a trash can on the sidewalk.

			“I see you.”

			Jana turned toward the voice. Fodorio leaned against a building, smoking his own cigarette. “But I won’t tell,” he said.

			“I don’t smoke,” she said.

			“I said I won’t tell.”

			“You have the accent of a rich person,” she said. “A person who went to boarding school.”

			“And now I’ve been found out,” he said.

			“See,” Jana said. “I see you, too.” She leaned on the wall next to him. The May chill raised goose bumps on her bare arms, and he draped his jacket around her.

			“I hear your group will be competing at Esterhazy this year,” Fodorio said.

			“The rumors are true,” she said.

			Was this against the rules, an entrant in the Esterhazy fraternizing with a judge? Surely not. There were seven judges and three performance rounds, and besides, who could keep one drunk professional musician from smoking with another, even if one was drunker and not exactly a professional yet?

			“I want tacos,” he said.

			“I know a place,” she said. “But we’d have to walk.”

			They sneaked into the greenroom to grab her violin. Before she placed it in the case, he took the violin from her, their fingertips touching on the scroll, and examined it. “Nice axe,” he said, adding, “for a poor girl.”

			As she covered her violin with the burgundy velvet protector and zipped up her case, his hand on her back was both a warning and a prediction. He did see her.

			As they walked, Fodorio kept his arm around her waist, and she relaxed into it. It felt good to have a man touch her, though she would never admit that to anyone. He was such a man, though, older and larger and more forward than men in school with her at the conservatory, and for a moment an image of Catherine flashed through Jana’s mind—her mother, poured into a sample-size designer cocktail dress, opening the door to her date, a large man who smelled funny and whose forehead shone like plastic under the porch light. Jana remembered sitting on the carpet, looking at the man in the open doorway, and her mother’s own bare feet on the carpet, nervously squeezing the fibers between her toes. Catherine had let the man in.

			Jana and Fodorio stumbled toward a taco truck Jana knew of, one permanently parked in a gas station parking lot, and they sat on the yellow curb and ate.

			“Do you really think we’re good?” she asked, adopting a false, girlish uncertainty that was unlike her. Jana thought the fastest and surest way to success was confidence. It had gotten her this far. That, and not wasting time with distractions like men or friends.

			“I think you’re young,” he said.

			“We’re not young. Henry’s young. I’m twenty-four.”

			“Well, your sound is young,” he said between bites. “Which is good and bad. It means there’s potential. But there’s not really room for danger.”

			“We need more danger?” Jana laughed, her mouth full of taco. “Please.”

			“Well, it’s true. A little too perfect, if you ask me. You did ask me.”

			“We have to win,” she said. It was the first time she’d said that out loud, admitted it to herself, to anyone. “We have to.”

			“What would you do if you didn’t win? What would you do if the quartet didn’t work out?”

			She sighed. The tacos were gone. There were only two more cigarettes in her pack, and she gave him one. “I don’t know,” she said. “Teach? Record a bit? Orchestra? Try to play solos when I can?” Saying it depressed her, took some of the wind out of her.

			“You could have a decent solo career,” he said.

			“So I hear,” she said.

			“But you don’t want to.”

			“Not if there’s something better,” she said.

			“Is there?” Fodorio dangled the cigarette out of his mouth and spread his arms wide. “All this. Nothing better than all this. I’m smoking and eating tacos with a pretty violinist who happens to be fucking talented, she wants to tell me how to get back to the hotel, maybe come up, order room service because the symphony is paying for it. I’m going to fly to Sydney tomorrow, where it’ll be yesterday, or today, or something like that. Now, what’s better than that?”

			“Are you staying at the Omni?” Jana asked. “That’s right near here. You won’t get lost.”

			“But I need you to show me the way,” Fodorio said, blowing smoke into her smoke, his hand back on her knee.

			She looked at the ground between her feet. Where was Catherine tonight? Why was Catherine on her mind? It was the dark conservatory, how the pretty but closed façade had reminded her of Catherine’s face. Catherine, somewhere in Los Angeles, likely also drunk. It had been almost two years since Jana had spoken to her mother (a lazy abstention, no grudge in particular), but she felt sure she would know in some metaphysical way if Catherine were dead.

			“All right,” Jana said, standing.

			Fodorio had a two-room suite with fuzzy bathrobes and a Jacuzzi tub up against a clear glass pane that looked out over the bedroom. He made love like he only called it “making love,” when really, what she wanted was whatever the opposite of making love was—to fuck. His hair nearly vibrated off his head, his hands were coarse and perpetually moving. His lovely, expensive violin sat in its case, visible over his shoulder. She wanted it. She knew he knew she wanted it, wanted his sort of success. It wasn’t that she was particularly pretty (tall for a woman, unobtrusively thin and flat, an angular, slightly forgettable face) or that he was particularly attractive (too hairy, some might say, shorter than he acted). They’d chosen each other for the reason most people chose each other: to get closer to some quality they didn’t naturally possess. For Jana it was his accomplishment. For him, well, she supposed it was her hunger for his accomplishment. And here she was restless and tired and anxious and bored. While he roused himself on top of her, she thought: What was the thing the quartet was missing? How could they get it? How would she know when it was time to give up? Eventually Fodorio fell into a champagne nap, and Jana wrapped herself in a plush bathrobe and made herself a tourist of his hotel room, ambling and touching all his smooth things.

			Here was his pristine Vuitton luggage, here were his damp European-sized swim trunks, here were the loafers he had worn without socks during the master class, lined up neatly in front of the mirror. And here she was in the mirror, an imposter, a poor girl from the cracked Los Angeles suburbs, a woman whose mother wouldn’t have understood what Fodorio did or was, if she even cared to ask. And here on the dresser was Fodorio’s wallet, textured black leather, falling open in her hands: $327 in cash, four credit cards, a New York State driver’s license in which he appeared bloated and old, and a worn two-by-three-inch photo of a small girl with dark, blunt bangs, a school portrait, the neon teal background clashing with her fuzzy green sweater. She smiled big and toothy, and had fat dimples Jana recognized from Fodorio’s face, a feature that made his smugness charming. She turned the picture over, and written on the back in cursive that seemed ancient, Gisella, 6. The writing a promise the girl’s life would be so long and full of pictures that reminders of name and age would be necessary.

			When Fodorio had coached the quartet earlier in the week, he’d criticized the tidiness with which they’d played Beethoven’s “Serioso.”

			“Do you know what this is? This piece?” Fodorio asked, standing in front of them on stage. A few peers and teachers were scattered in the audience, waiting for one of his infamous eviscerations.

			“Yes,” Jana had said. “It’s Beethoven’s first push toward the more complicated composer he became later in life.”

			“Mmmm, not quite, my dear. It’s this unconscious mess, like the tortured man he would become later in life. There’s a difference. There’s something tortured about it, and something that resists that darkness, no? Like here.” He pointed to a passage in the middle of the movement, a run of difficult sixteenths that she shared with Brit. “You’re playing these like they’re unison sixteenths, but they’re not.”

			“What are they, then?” Brit asked.

			“They’re agitato, a race against each other, almost angry at each other. They’re competing. Here, let me show you,” Fodorio said, putting his hand around the neck of Jana’s violin.

			His fingertips touched hers then, callus to callus. Startled, she let go of her instrument. He motioned for her to get up and when she did, Fodorio sat in her chair. He perched on the very edge of it, more off the seat than on, and peered at Brit from beneath large, trembling lids. With barely a breath, he started the passage, and Brit caught the downbeat expertly. Fodorio’s notes landed a millisecond before Brit’s, and his accents were irregular, poking at Brit’s syncopations. Jana stood aside, awkwardly useless, the air emptied out of her. He was better than she was, yes, of course, but he was also better with Brit, with the group, her group.

			Now he was on his stomach, naked still, lightly snoring, his arms curled uncomfortably, under him, a mere human. He looked unabashedly, embarrassingly, like a man, and when she tried to shimmy her arm out from under him, his heaviness confirmed it. Just a man, a body thick all the way through, unconscious on a bed. How disappointing, Jana thought, that someone capable of such intricate movements and sonic perfections could be just a pile of human hanging off a hotel mattress. That this collection of muscles and blood and instincts made up a father, one who likely had forgotten to call his faraway daughter.

			Jana worked Fodorio’s arm out from under him, and he snapped awake with a start, his fists curled up like a cartoon version of a boxer. Jana couldn’t help laughing, but when he didn’t think it was funny, something in her warmed. She took one of his hands and unrolled his fingers, one by one. They were slender, as they should be.

			She held up Gisella.

			“It’s her birthday,” he said. “She’s six.”

			“She’s seven,” Jana said.

			“Oh,” he said, rubbing his eyes, sitting up. “Yes, seven. I meant seven. Oh, God, that makes me sound like a terrible father.”

			“I just know because . . .” she said, flipping over to the backside of the picture.

			“I love her,” he said, as though trying to convince Jana, and then angry that he had to convince anyone. “I don’t live with her, but I provide for her in other ways. I can’t see her that much because I have to travel to provide for her. And her mother wanted it that way—she was the one who gave me the ultimatum, she was the one who first brought up divorce. They could have traveled with me. But her mother made the decision, and what was I supposed to do?”

			He went on, but Jana had stopped listening. It sounded like a speech he’d given himself in his head many times before, the slightly tinny, desperate tenor of his voice, the insistent diction, the rapid, uneven cadence, as though he was trying to get it all out before she could say anything. In any case, she didn’t care whether he lived with his daughter or not, or whether he sent money, or whether he saw her only on holidays or two weekends a month. She cared, however, that this—this girl, this seven-year-old—could inflate and deflate him so. Moments before, he was a plain man on a bed, and here he was now, distracted entirely from the top of her breast peeking out of her robe, her messy hair, the smell of her damp skin. A child could do that to a person, a daughter to a father. She didn’t know this firsthand, but here was evidence.

			He continued to talk, and she tried to reach up through him to his center to flip some switch, to turn all his attention back to her, to be the object, the subject, the motif, to turn anything she wanted, to win.

			To win.

			He didn’t seem to think they’d win at Esterhazy, but Jana saw he also made decisions like a musician, committed in each second to the possibility that everything could change, depending on the nearly invisible but distinctly audible movements of the violist’s bow, or the edge of the cellist’s tempo. Remain agile. Stay in the place where everything could fall apart—isn’t that what he’d told them at the master class? That was where he lived, and though Jana did not (perhaps she was another breed of musician), she understood it. And could use it.

			So while she was reaching up inside him in her imagination, she was also touching him on the bed, and her robe slipped off her shoulders, and her mouth swallowed his talking, and he melted easily into her, moving like a fish from one girl who would elude him to another.

			But Jana pushed him down when he tried to roll her over, dug her short nails into his collarbone. “No,” she said. She straddled him and his face blossomed beneath her. She rocked down close to his ear and said, “I want to win.”

			“Okay,” he said, smiling. “You win.”

			“No,” she said. “I want us to win. At Esterhazy.”

			He stopped smiling. His arch lifted her up. She held his gaze for as long as she could. She vacated her face, she inhabited only her primal self. She could have been anyone, she felt like anyone, but also felt most like herself. This is what she knew how to do—be the physical embodiment of a determined act of aspiration. This time she was a bundle of frenetic energy atop him, a woman held loosely in that place between triple forte and unbridled chaos. And in the final waves she let out a sob before collapsing onto him, she was small now, he was large again, their bodies were cold with sweat—just bodies that could, from time to time, do incredible things. She could have wept there into his metallic neck at the plainness of it all.

			Her words came slowly because she was afraid, but the slowness lent them a sense of confidence. Tempo was always a strength of hers. She said: “If you don’t help us, I will tell everyone that you said you’d help us win if I slept with you.”

			There was a pause, some counting of beats, a breath.

			“Okay,” he said, his hands on her back, patting her like she was a pet. “Okay. All right.”

			After he fell asleep again, this time noisily and deeply, she dressed silently and picked up the picture of Gisella from the carpet beneath the bed, where it had slipped, and tucked it into her purse before clicking the door shut behind her.

			It was predawn in San Francisco, the hour when the city felt most like a small ocean town, morning sea birds swirling in the purple sky. But it was cold, and Jana walked briskly, regretting the choice not to wear tights. She found a lonely cab idling on the corner and hopped in.

			At the door to Henry’s building in the Haight, she leaned on his buzzer until he moaned into the speaker. She hummed back the exact pitch of the buzzer (D-flat) and he let her in.

			Jana climbed the three floors two stairs at a time and nudged open the already ajar door. Henry’s apartment, paid for by his rich parents in Napa—who were also kind, generous, witty people—was chilly. Beneath her feet crunched blank music sheets Henry had tossed to the floor, scribbled with phrases of a piece he was writing. Lined along the walls were crates and crates of classical music records, the only belongings besides his viola that he really carried around, city to city. He was attached to them in a way that made Jana feel tenderly toward him, like watching a child be protective of his toys. But at the same time his attachment also frustrated her. The records cluttered his life—he never unpacked or organized them, and he was forever searching for the right one when he needed it. It was just another way his life was needlessly wild.

			She stepped out of her shoes and into Henry’s bed, into the familiar comma made by his long body, and found the spot warmed, perfumed, raw. There’d been someone else here.

			“Who?” she asked, elbowing him.

			“Off-duty ballerina,” he said into the pillow. “You?”

			“No one,” she said. “That stage guy and I went out to a gay club downtown.”

			He tightened his arm around her. “You spent a bunch of time with Ferrari tonight. How was that?”

			“Just like you’d think it was.”

			“He give you his card, too?”

			Jana lifted her head from the pillow and turned it toward him. “He gave you his card?’”

			Henry didn’t open his eyes but reached his arm across her to paw at the nightstand, where he produced a folded-up card with Fodorio’s name on it. Jana sat up in the bed and unfolded it. On the back, Fodorio had scribbled: For your John Lennon moment.

			“Your John Lennon moment?” Jana said.

			“What?”

			“What he wrote on the back. For when you want to leave the band.”

			“No one’s leaving the band,” Henry mumbled.

			“Then why did he give this to you?”

			Henry opened his eyes and propped himself up. “Because he’s an egomaniac who wants to feel like he’s helping me do something I don’t even know I need yet?”

			Jana rubbed the folds in the business card between her fingers. “Then why did you keep it?”

			Henry looked at her like he felt sorry for her, but not in a pitying way. Tenderly, his face matching her meek timbre. At that, she would have let it go, dropped the card to the dirty floor and fallen asleep. But then he took the card from her hand and tore it into tiny squares. He popped the squares into his mouth, chewed quietly, and washed them down with a glass of water from the nightstand.

			“Sleep now?” he said.

			“Okay.”

			Together, they fell into a platonic slumber, as they’d done many nights before: a mess of tacos, sweat, rosin. They were friends, Henry like the brother Jana had always wanted. They were kindred in their prideful loneliness, the stubborn fermata held blankly in their centers that could just go on forever. They pushed their fermatas against each other, and were something close to satisfied. Is there anything better? Fodorio had asked her of his life, and she hadn’t answered. She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t so far away from the failures and disappointments scattered on the floor of his life, but at least she had this, someone else’s fermata. Jana dreamt of nothing. As for Henry, he slept with a dashed-off smile across his face, and she never could tell.

		

	
		
			BRIT

			

			Violin II

			There was something nagging Brit, loping behind her more general sadness, and it was that she couldn’t remember having actually chosen to want to be with Daniel. And this was what made her current situation more painful and aggravating—her life felt like an old, warped record, her pain circling back around and skipping on her lack of intention. She was sad, and she was angry with herself for being sad. She didn’t like wanting what she hadn’t intended to want as much as she didn’t like being denied what she hadn’t really wanted in the first place. She thought there was enough to be sad about without adding on the unfulfilled wishes at the edge of your life. For instance, a slightly wider left hand, a better violin. For instance, your parents to be alive again.

			Brit couldn’t deny she had been attracted to Daniel when they first met, and she knew he had also been drawn to her. Sitting on opposite sides of the table that first day in Counterpoint II, they’d noticed each other noticing each other. He hummed with nervous energy, quick to raise his hand to answer a question, possessing a spastic agility that betrayed his insecurity. A boyish face with large, nervous eyes and a nose not to be missed. And she caught him staring—at her face, her breasts, her mouth (her crooked eyetooth, even?)—when she offered answers to the professor’s questions about the tonic pattern in Don Giovanni. She whispered to Jana, “I think that cellist is staring at me,” and Jana rolled her eyes and said, “Not everyone is staring at you, Brit,” but she tucked a strand of Brit’s hair behind her ear when she said it so it wasn’t entirely mean.

			But he had been staring at her. Nearly two years later, after they’d formed the quartet and just before the difficult conversation in which they all decided the quartet would be what they’d pursue together, she asked him about it, in bed, in that postcoital moment where one feels free to say anything because nothing could be more embarrassing or intimate than what has just transpired.

			“Yes,” Daniel said. “I was watching you all the time then. I always thought you were pretty. You must know that you’re pretty.”

			Brit hadn’t known. Some girls grew up that way, knowing they were pretty, using it. Brit felt she hadn’t been pretty until very recently, and the change made her uncomfortable; she was unused to men looking at her, seeing something she could barely see herself. In the mirror she looked how she’d always looked: pale skin, nearly blue-vein translucent; a puckered, downturned mouth (that tooth); oddly spaced features (nose too narrow, eyes large and far apart—like a cow, she’d once overheard a girl cruelly say); long hair, a dull shade of blond, boring, exasperated with itself.

			“I don’t know that,” she said. What she meant was, Tell me more about how I’m pretty.

			They were lying on their backs in bed, the sheets yanked up above their chests, staring at the ceiling, their fingertips touching down near their bare, damp thighs. Daniel had been exactly as she’d wanted him to be—kind but primal, and relentless in his pursuit of her satisfaction. She’d been fine, she assumed. She’d been lost, in a good way. She was cold.

			But he didn’t tell her more about how she was pretty. Why didn’t men do that? Was it because she wasn’t really, except if they were having sex with her? Or was it because they truly believed she knew she was pretty and didn’t need convincing? Or was it because they believed by virtue of their having sex with her, she would come to understand her physical beauty? What Daniel did instead was swing his thigh over hers and bring his rough hand to her belly, which he began to rub. He said, “This is fun.”

			“But we shouldn’t rush things,” she said, an answer to a question he hadn’t asked.

			“No, casual is best,” he said as he worked his hand across her torso. Then he paused. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me, that women don’t want to date me?”

			“Perhaps it’s that you don’t want to date them?” she said, smiling.

			Daniel was an unlikely playboy. He was awkwardly large and small at the same time, shorter than average and a little stocky, disproportionate, with a curiously handsome face. There was something solid and undeniable about his body, everything tightly packed in there. Something glinting and playful about the way he carried himself, light and dangerous as a tumbleweed, apt to cut and suddenly whisk away. But he always had girls around, even if they never stayed long enough to matter, and Brit suspected his catch-and-release pattern would continue long after he let her go.

			“Would we be good together?” she asked, and paused to consider the question, but she couldn’t conjure up an image of the two of them, walking on a day-lit city street, holding hands, or trekking up a mountain somewhere, throwing backward glances at each other, teeth shining in the alpine air. She wanted to see it, to hear a soundtrack—maybe something like water running over a plate of glass, violins, sixteenths at the tip of the bow at the edge of the string near the bridge—but she couldn’t. It wouldn’t form, it wouldn’t hold.

			“No.” He resumed his pawing. “We’d be . . . just awful together.”

			“You’re right,” she said, arching her back and winding a leg through his. “I agree with you completely.”

			Brit half believed they wouldn’t work together. She’d often thought this, when he stubbornly scrutinized sheet music from behind the Coke-bottle glasses, or when he infuriatingly answered a question by analyzing in detail each side before settling on a studied waffle, or when he obsessed about the correct position on anything, everything—the history, value, and diversity of grace notes; the exact amount of wear an ebony frog could take before it needed to be replaced; the salty sting of the air in San Francisco, where they rehearsed, versus the air in (more affordable) Oakland, where he lived, and its effect on the wood of his cello. His compulsive precision made him an exceptional lover and a disastrous mate, an outstanding musician and an exhausting friend. Nothing unquantifiable could be perfect enough for him, and it was starting to become clear to Brit that unquantifiable things were the only things that had value to her.

			That was why that moment in bed after they’d had sex for the first time, I was watching you all the time then, she knew she’d remember what he said for a long time. She had been right, after all. There had been a mutual recognition two years ago, of something mathematical but mysterious between them, seen simultaneously, something totally invisible and unexpected, but natural. Like the molecules of the air had been dyed and made bright, electric, tangible. It gave her faith in so many things—her beauty, her instincts, possibility itself. Most of all, the thrilling freedom of being truly unable to predict your life.

			Which is how, she supposed, what happened happened. They continued to sleep together and told no one, especially not Jana or Henry. It was terrible fun. They played music, silly duets they hadn’t played since their Suzuki days and contemporary duets they found in the sheet music warehouse. They got drunk and found videos of famous performers and criticized their technique, rewinding and fast-forwarding, frame by frame. They stayed up late, clawing at each other between periods of dozing, with the frenzy of the first blush of infatuation, a blatant desire to know every single part of the other’s body, to exhaust that knowledge. They fell asleep on Daniel’s cheap futon, head to foot, legs tangled in each other’s arms, listening to Pablo Casals records, and woke only to the existential fuzz of a needle with nothing to play. They came to rehearsal sleepy, puffy with secrets.

			At night, she found the divots in his breastbone made by the point on the back of his cello neck, and the light bruises that appeared and disappeared on the insides of his knees, depending on how long their rehearsals lasted. He ran his fingers through her hair, asked her never to change it. On nights after they rehearsed, he carefully avoided the rust-colored welt on the left hollow of her neck, even with his breath.

			It could only go on so long.

			Two days before their graduation recital, after a particularly rough rehearsal, they’d made up similar excuses of exhaustion, and Brit offered to drive Daniel home. There, she made him a late dinner—he couldn’t cook, and he so rarely went out to eat, always just scraping by—and they ate at his bachelor-sized table with a Janos Starker record spinning in the background. She argued for Heifetz instead, and he responded by repositioning the needle at the beginning of the record, insisting she listen again, for what exactly he didn’t say. She lit a candle she found in his dirty bathroom, and laid out cloth napkins, which were actually the soft towels she used to wipe rosin from her violin. When he wiped carbonara off his mouth, the napkin left a chalky white glint on his chin. She smiled and said nothing.

			Unlike Jana and Henry, Daniel and Brit had both gone to academic colleges for their undergraduate degrees, and Brit felt an outsider kinship because of this. But Brit’s connection to him went further, in that they both felt like they were missing families. He talked about his mother. Daniel was the second child from a generally loveless family in Houston, one whose struggles with money did nothing to bind them together, and whose peculiar, artistic younger son only furthered their cosmic expansion away from each other. His father worked on a construction crew that jumped from site to site, and his mother cleaned their small home in the affordable suburbs, occasionally cleaned other people’s homes, and prayed. They quietly tolerated each other, made ends meet, cared that Daniel was successful, and cared much less that he was a musician. What he did, he did alone.

			Brit was an actual orphan, though she didn’t describe herself that way. Her father died of a regular kind of cancer when she was in college, and her mother just simply gave out—there was no other way to put it—a year into Brit’s time in San Francisco. She had no siblings, either, no one to go home to. Brit was drawn to the story of Daniel’s family, how he had one and was still a kind of orphan. He didn’t seem sad about it, but matter-of-fact. They could share the same hurt, but in different ways. They bore the same wound, in different shapes. She learned to crave that dynamic between the two of them. She could be the fabric flapping in the wind; he could be the flagpole.

			“My mother believes in destiny,” Daniel said. “She thinks I was her destiny. And that mine is music.”

			“What, and you don’t?” Brit asked. “That seems like a fine thing to believe in.”

			Daniel shrugged. “Sure, if you don’t want to have any responsibility for your life. Or control. Or ability to make things better.”

			“Maybe that’s what your mother means, though, about you being her destiny. Don’t you think that’s why people have children?” Brit asked. “To make a better family than the one they grew up with?”

			“No,” Daniel said, too quickly. “I guess that could be a reason, but it’s not the smart one. Especially when you don’t have money to pay for that family.”

			Daniel was always talking about money, that was one thing. Money was never far from his mind, and he rarely paid for things, and he was always tired, working late at the bar he wouldn’t let any of them visit. He felt insecure about the quality of his cello and expressed this by always being the first to mention it.

			“I don’t know,” Brit said. “We didn’t have much money, but we were happy.”

			“Well,” Daniel said, “there’s a difference between your ‘not much money’ and my ‘not much money.’”

			“Really?”

			“‘Really?’ says the girl who got an inheritance to pay for this life here.”

			Brit straightened her shoulders. He had a way of stinging that was quick and shallow. She would give all the money back from that small shack of a house if it meant having her parents around for just one more week, one more concert. She didn’t say that.

			The effect of his nastiness registered across Daniel’s face. He leaned forward. “I just mean that we used food stamps and my brother and I slept in the living room in one of our places, and I had to ask for tuition remission for everything—everything—and this thing I’m doing, it’s like the least profitable thing ever, and none of you have to worry about that.”

			“I worry about it,” she said. She did, but not in such a way that it influenced any decision she felt was imperative. And she worried about him, about the way his worry had made him hard at the edges, all that determination and self-doubt wrapped up in his obsession with money. “I worry that you would let something like money keep you from something like . . . having a family.”

			“I’m not sure I want children regardless.”

			“Why not?” she asked.

			“But why? Why would it be any better? Why add more people to the world unless you absolutely have to?”

			Brit stirred the pasta around her plate, making delicate, unappetizing designs. She had never thought of herself as one of those women who absolutely had to have children, could not identify with the girls from high school who so swiftly wrote in to the alumni magazine about their babies—The greatest Christmas gift I could ask for! or We are so in love with baby Isaac! (already? does love happen so fast, ever?)—and yet, even though she was a modern woman, she could not picture wanting to have a child outside of wanting to have a family. Being a mother seemed an entirely different enterprise from being part of a family, a real one. And that was what she wanted, she realized suddenly, over the middling pasta. A family again.

			“I always thought I’d meet someone who I’d love so much that that love had to spill out into another being. Lots of other beings. I want to have a child as an expression of love, I guess,” Brit said. “I’m saying I want to absolutely have to.”

			She was surprised to find herself embarrassed at her speech. She sensed Daniel across the table, also ceasing to eat, his wineglass empty, both of them on the verge of the next thing—leaving or staying. He made no indication he wanted her to stay. She tried not to show that she wanted him to want it.

			“I agree, I suppose,” Daniel said. “That would be a nice feeling.”

			“Do you think you’ll ever feel that?” Brit asked.

			Daniel drummed his fingers on the table in time to Starker, who had just begun the prelude to the third Bach cello suite. “You know that part of the Symposium? Where Aristophanes talks about how humans were split in two by . . . by—”

			“By Zeus,” Brit offered. She already knew the story, but she let him tell it anyway.

			“Right, by Zeus. And that desire is the pursuit of wholeness.”

			Brit remembered a bad translation from a college intro class, though she hadn’t thought of it in some time. “I like that.”

			Daniel leaned forward. “But don’t you think that’s a little reductive? That someone can only be whole with someone else? What about everything that can make you whole without attaching yourself to something like a parasite? What about hard work and accomplishment and . . . like, inner harmony?”

			“What’s inner harmony?” Brit asked. Daniel laughed, but she continued, “No, really. How can you harmonize with yourself?”

			Daniel stopped laughing abruptly. He folded his hands on the table. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I contain many pitches. It’s about moving from polyphony to harmony. People are so much music. People don’t recognize that enough.”

			“So you’re going to be alone forever because it’s too offensive to your dignity to attach yourself to someone else?”

			“You’re not understanding,” Daniel said. He leaned back, revealing to Brit small bits of sauce where the front of his shirt had touched the plate. “It’s not someone else. It’s the whole concept of fitting in someone else’s . . . construction.”

			Brit didn’t know how to say that it sounded nice to be contained in someone else’s construction without sounding stupid, young, naive. And anyway, even if she could have said it, he wouldn’t have come around to see it from her side. He was too busy with his hammer and pick, chiseling away at a perfect likeness, freeing his ideal self from stone.

			She could feel her face go slack, her chest hollow out. It was what she saw happen to Daniel’s body when he sat down to play.

			“Look,” he said. “I suppose it all comes down to biology, anyway. Maybe there’s a biological urge I’ll feel for children. Maybe not. What I’m saying is it doesn’t seem to have anything to do with love, not to me. And it definitely has to do with money, which, if you remember, I have none of.”

			His obdurate nature often presented itself in a refusal to really answer a question—he was more afraid of being wrong than of being nothing. He did this in rehearsal often, making Jana red in the face by not completely agreeing or completely disagreeing with her interpretation of a passage. It amused Henry, but Brit often stepped in to defuse the situation, which usually meant persuading Daniel to let Jana have her way. Daniel would play the passage the way that seemed best, anyway, which was always whichever way Jana articulated it on stage, and their instantaneous response in performance was a skill they had cultivated.

			“I don’t know,” Daniel said. “That whole narrative of love and children, it all just seems a little too much magical thinking to me.”

			Starker was climbing up the fingerboard, heading toward the breakthrough arpeggio that required a difficult thumb position. The preludes to the suites always had these passages, ecstatic arpeggios that fully expressed the major chord, and then backed away into a modulated scale, before ending in dignified triple stops or broken chords. But before the ending, those ecstatic arpeggios threatened to dissolve into chaos. They were Brit’s favorite parts.

			And just behind her sadness, this thought pulsed: She wanted Daniel, not only in a way he didn’t want her, but in a way he didn’t want to want anyone. And she wanted him to be different, to want to have a kind of love that trembles over the lid of a shared life, to have a hierarchy of wants of which money was not an essential part. The arpeggios died away. Starker was back to the descending scales, working his way toward the end of the first movement.

			“I like him for the Bach suites,” Daniel said, switching topics. “Because he’s no-nonsense. Starker. No frills. Not a romantic player, like Yo-Yo Ma. Not a messy one like Casals. Not a furious one like Du Pre—she always seems kind of angry. Starker is more simple. Good. Clear. I think that’s what Bach intended. Not all this interpretive bullshit. What do you think?”

			Daniel’s cello stood in its hard plastic case against the wall by his bed. She knew he allowed his mother to believe playing the cello was the path God had chosen for him. She knew his father didn’t care much for classical music. She knew his cello was cheap, and borrowed at that. She knew he would have to rent his tux for the performance, and that Jana and Henry would assume he owned it. She knew he would work a few more doubles at the bar this month to afford that rental. He grinned at her from his side of the table, no idea.

			Go away, Brit said to her sadness. She knew how it could come.

			“What do I think?” she repeated. “I think I prefer Du Pre.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Of course you do.”

			Brit saw then that Daniel’s articulation of their difference was his excuse not to fall in love. He was collecting evidence, always. She was ignoring it, always. She sighed. Really, she thought, they ought to have been able to predict this. She saw with sudden clarity the way he saw her. A pretty-enough girl across the table, the table in Counterpoint II or the fake dinner table here, now. A welcome distraction from the true goal of musical success—financial success. A girl who was not like him, not because her parents had died, but because of the money she had from their death.

			“I should be going,” Brit said when Starker completed the suite. “And I think—I wanted to say—we should stop this.”

			His face clouded for the briefest moment, then cleared. “Oh yeah?”

			“Yes. It’s too much, you know? With the competition coming up—”

			“No, you’re right. It’s too risky to mess with that.”

			“Too dangerous.”

			“Right, right.”

			She stared at her dirty plate next to his, the napkins and knives on the table and the bits of pasta sauce everywhere. She knew he wouldn’t properly clean up after this meal, and with their final rehearsal and then the concert, the dishes would crust in the sink for a week, at least. He was messy, this was a thing she knew about him—dust bunnies collected on her clothes when she was there, were carried back to her apartment—and as she stood up from the dinner’s wreckage, she said goodbye to that knowledge.

			There was no danger to Daniel’s life, no risk. And none in hers, either, but his lack was because he cut his life carefully around it. It was better that way, she supposed. Perhaps they had to save all that danger up for the stage. Perhaps it was dangerous enough just to be a person, alone.

			He put his hand on her back and took it away. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll walk you out.”

			There was an ease to letting go, she thought, especially if you never had anything to begin with. They walked down the close stairs of his shabby apartment building, smelling like their meal, the athletic fragrance of black pepper and pancetta, a smell that would for years bring reeling back a feeling of gut-sinking disappointment for Brit. The light was out in the lobby, as always. In the dark, before he pushed the heavy door open, she began to quietly cry. He didn’t notice until they were standing in the plain light of the streetlamp.

			“Hey, Brit,” he said, but didn’t reach out, his hands stuffed in his pants pockets.

			“I’m fine,” she said.
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