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			“Sonata in Wax is a masterful tale of art and ambition, war and illness, desire and discovery. Exquisitely crafted and vividly attuned to the intricacies of its fascinating characters, Hamlin’s novel sweeps across a century, unfurling the secrets of a sonata that becomes at once a totem of genius and the forbidden. I’ve rarely read a novel where music is such an astounding life force of its construction. This is a beautiful book, symphonic in scale, immersive in its depths, and morally complex in vision.”

			—Steven Schwartz, author of The Tenderest of Strings 

			“With the beauty and build of great classical music, Sonata in Wax interweaves a modern-day mystery with a World War I–era drama to create a novel unlike any I’ve read. Hamlin’s characters resonate with vitality, their struggles with poignancy and danger. When the threads finally entwine and the crescendo arrives, it does so with symphonic force. Sonata in Wax is a bravura performance from a writer at the top of his game.”

			—Paul Cohen, author of The Glamshack

			“In Edward Hamlin’s brilliant novel, past and present merge when a lost sonata’s restored beauty sheds light on the ravages of war and intergenerational trauma. Both epic and intimate, Sonata in Wax is a triumph of storytelling.” 

			—Brendan Neil Casey, author of She That Lay Silent-like upon Our Shore

		


		
			Sonata in Wax

			a novel by 

			Edward Hamlin

		


		
			Sonata in Wax

			Copyright © Edward Hamlin 2024

			No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address:

			editors@greencitybooks.com

			[image: ]


			GREEN CITY BOOKS

			Bend, OR 

		greencitybooks.com

			First Edition

			Designed by Isaac Peterson

			Cover photograph by Edward Hamlin

			Back cover photograph and author photo by Adam Dooley

			Excerpt(s) from IN SEARCH OF LOST TIME, VOLUME 2: WITHIN A BUDDING GROVE by Marcel Proust, translated by C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised by D. J. Enright, translation copyright © 1981 by Chatto & Windus and Penguin Random House LLC. Revisions to the translation © 1992 by D. J. Enright. Used by permission of Modern Library, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for. 

			EPUB ISBN: 9781963101034

			23 24 LSC 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

		


		
			Sonata 
in Wax

			a novel by 

			Edward Hamlin

		


		
			Since I was able to enjoy everything this sonata had to give me only in a succession of hearings, I never possessed it in its entirety: it was like life itself. But, less disappointing than life, great works of art do not begin by giving us the best of themselves.

			— Marcel Proust, Within a Budding Grove
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			Prélude

			The music is a fold in time. Given just a few piano notes—the quiet opening phrase, say, hovering like smoke—Ben is transported straight back to the moment of discovery, every detail of time and place intact. The muted, undersea lighting of the Studio A control booth where he’s sat beside Itzhak Perlman and Daniel Barenboim and so many other brilliant players over the years, listening to breathtaking music recorded only moments before. The companionable glow of his meters and indicator lights. The tang of stale coffee from a mug forgotten atop the microphone safe. The smooth glide of the faders under his expert fingers. And the vague sense of Chicago, somehow, roaring about its business just beyond the soundproof walls, the subsonic rumble of buses and the screech of El trains, the airhorns trumpeting from the ballpark, the snatches of mariachi and hip-hop and rowdy banter along the sidewalks—the city’s soundscape felt rather than heard, a raucous shivaree that never lets up.

			All this will snap back in an instant whenever Ben hears even the smallest fragment of the lost sonata, blazing through his heart without losing a single watt of its electricity.

			The piece haunts him like the voice of a missing child. Tender and untouchable, it murmurs in the back of his mind as he wanders home from the studio on rainy evenings, sings to him as he dawdles over his solitary dinners. The unknown pianist churns through darker chords as Ben hurries past the hallway mirror, then listens in bemused silence when he sits down at the piano to unwind with a little jazz. On some mornings he’s jolted awake by the breakneck Allegro and springs from bed feeling better than ever, perfectly steady on his feet, almost fully recovered—only to have the music snatch its energy back, and his along with it. But as mercurial as the sonata is, he’s grateful for its company when the house fills with stillness, when all is a little too quiet in his life.

			For weeks now Ben’s kept his discovery to himself. He’s played the strange piece for no one. In every spare moment, meanwhile, he’s hammered away at his amateurish research, trying to identify composer and performer, trying to make musical sense of what he’s hearing. He’s listened to the crackly recording countless times, by day and by night, at home and at work, on cheap earbuds and on Studio A’s thirty-thousand-dollar speaker rig. But the deeper he goes, the more he’s aware of his own limitations. It’s a job for a scholar, not an enthusiast. More often than not it feels like a lost cause, a problem with no real solution. Pure folly.

			He forges ahead nevertheless, because he has to. He can’t let it go. Night after night, day after day, he scours the literature on early twentieth-century French piano music, listening to Debussy and Ravel and Satie for hours on end until the fierce ringing in his left ear forces him to stop. Like some befuddled philosopher he fills a notebook with stray facts, wild guesses, tenuous theories that only confuse him more, bringing him no closer to the answers he needs. The only thing that’s clear, lately, is that he’s badly out of his depth. While it’s true that there’s an expensive piano in his living room and a piano performance diploma somewhere in a bottom drawer of his life, he’s just never done this kind of detective work. Wrung out, he loses heart and gives up. Then begins again. 

			At times he’s wished Robin was there to kick around ideas, then reminded himself of all the reasons why it’s better she’s not. Though everything’s changed between them, he certainly hasn’t forgotten her profound musical intuition, the way she can go straight to the heart of a piece on the very first hearing. It’s one of the many things that make her such a fine musician. 

			Robin would hear things in the sonata he doesn’t. She’d take it apart measure by measure, study its inner workings and reassemble it without missing a beat, quickly grasping the composer’s ambitions. He’s watched her do it a thousand times. Bartók, Górecki, even Bach—he owes his love for each of them largely to her. The memory of listening to music with his brilliant wife, of hearing her revel in its glories late into the night, is precious to him.

			There are other moments Ben misses—so many. The way she’d nestle against his neck, jet-lagged and exhausted, when he’d collect her at O’Hare after a grueling tour, horns blaring in the arrivals lane, her body releasing itself into his like a quiet shift of earth. On summer mornings, the scent of sleep she’d leave on the pillow if she rose before he did. On winter evenings, stretched out on the sofa opposite one another with her feet tucked against his chest, the wriggle of her toes inside socks stolen from his drawer. The tiny tattoo of a sixteenth note on the inside of her thigh, so high up that only a lover or a doctor would ever come across it.

			In the back of the bedroom closet there’s a grocery bag with a black sweater crumpled inside it, a stray left behind in the chaos of her move-out. A few filaments of fine bronze hair still cling to the cashmere, a fading trace of her Lancôme. At the bottom of the bag is a register slip listing the ingredients for a dinner they must have shared, long ago: lemon risotto with prawns, he’s deduced, an arugula salad, the lazy splurge of a store-bought blueberry pie. An ordinary Saturday evening in their long life together. Robin making the salad, he the risotto. A glass of yesterday’s wine passed back and forth between them while they cook. Ben’s known about the grocery bag and its contents for some time now but leaves it just where it is, wary of its power to harm him. Or perhaps he’s holding it in reserve—for what, exactly, he couldn’t say.

			If she were still in his life they’d listen to the sonata according to their old ritual, lying side by side in darkness on the Moroccan tribal rug in the living room, the music spreading over them like a Saharan sky full of stars. But Robin’s not here: in the darkness it’s only him, alone with the starry mystery of a piece of music he may never fully understand.

			Genius is the only word for what Ben hears on that first late-summer afternoon in Studio A. Cueing up the digitized recording, the Counterpoint staff already scattering into the stifling city streets on bikes and buses, he has no inkling of the explosion the sonata’s about to set off in his life. He certainly can’t imagine how quickly it will turn him into a liar and a fool. Auditioning the century-old track is a last chore to be knocked off before going home, nothing more. 

			He clicks the Play button. A percussive pop, then a long stretch of dead air . . . though dead is hardly the word for the chaos that bursts from the monitors. The sound is more like a sky full of locusts. There’s no telling what lies on the other side of it. Ben tilts back in his chair, interrogating the spitting noise with a specialist’s ear, already considering ways to neutralize it. He’s been at this for three decades now and is among the best in the business, but he’s no miracle worker. The hiss and crackle threaten to smother the music the moment it’s born. But the noise may be the least of his worries. At four seconds there’s a sudden dropout: the needle plunges into a divot on the original recording surface, gouging into the wax like a power tool, an excruciating shriek filling the control booth. The digital track replicates the analog disaster with the grim fidelity of a photographer at a hanging. Ben trims his faders quickly, bringing the gain down so it’s bearable. But after a few beats the needle claws its way back out of the rut. Seeing its opening, the static roars back in with a vengeance, loose and feral, back on the warpath. There’s no stopping it now.

			At last—a relief—the invisible pianist arrives. Four notes pirouette through the control booth, lighter than air. Despite the hiss and crackle, despite the ten long decades that have passed since the player touched the keys, the final note rings like a chime. To Ben’s practiced ear it sounds like the performer’s in a small, resonant space, maybe a music room or salon, certainly not a hall. Even on the crude recording he can hear the sonic signature of a quality piano—a ballroom grand, if he had to guess, a bit too big for the room. But after the brief arpeggio the music disappears without a trace. The pianist absconds from the scene. 

			Ben nudges his faders up: nothing but noise. The pianist’s gone off the air. 

			“That’s it?” he says, puzzled. “Can’t be.”

			Only after five seconds, far longer than his musical sense tells him is right, is the opening phrase answered by another. The sonata tumbles headlong into a minor key, landing on a moody, complex chord that utterly delights him. He didn’t see this coming, after the feather-light, optimistic opening notes. Through the roaring locusts, a darker bell tolls. A conversation begins. Ben shifts in his chair, intrigued.

			As the sonata unfolds he listens with rising excitement. He’s fascinated by the sly feints and attacks, the daring melodic turns, the thread of dissonance that shuttles through the playing. Jazz chords surface and then vanish without explanation, decades ahead of their time. At a certain point the pianist sprints into double time, then triple time, ripping through a passage so devilishly complex that Ben can’t begin to track it. The music is boundlessly curious, eager to trespass and transgress and build anew. Even today it would be considered avant-garde—how could it possibly be a century old? And the unknown player is a virtuoso by any measure. Every second of the recording beguiles.

			Ben scrambles to his feet and begins to pace the room with hands shoved in jeans pockets, galvanized by what he’s hearing, incapable of sitting still. His legs waver under him, weak and fickle; his head spins with a faint sidereal wobble. When he passes the studio door he has to clutch the handle to keep from falling off his feet. But the invisible pianist has shifted him completely outside of himself. For once his body’s failures barely distress him. 

			The hiss on the old recording no longer matters, either. The ravishing music shakes it off like a dusting of snow. He certainly never expected anything like this. He was expecting—dreading—fifteen or twenty minutes of tedious, homemade parlor music, a bit of shaky Gilbert and Sullivan or Couperin played by some well-meaning amateur a century ago. What’s flowing from the monitors on this Chicago afternoon is on another plane entirely. It’s the direct transmission of a vision. As the recording comes to a close Ben sees the lost sonata for what it is: a dream of modernity, dazzling and feverish and wild as only the truest dreams are.

		


		
			First Movement

			Andante 

		


		
			Chicago

			September 2018

		


		
			i.
Edison Comes Home

			After locking up the studio on that first evening Ben walks slowly home through the sweltering city, a bulky package tucked into his messenger bag. Mr. Benjamin Weil, Creative Director, Counterpoint Studios reads the carefully typed label, Confidential. The return address is for the Wooden Arabian, an antique shop in Belfast, Maine. Inside the package sits a spirited letter from one Willa Blount, a set of five wax recording cylinders in bubble wrap, and a jump drive with the raw audio he’s been listening to—a first digital capture of the original recording, etched into the cylinders while the Great War was raging.

			The house is quiet and cool, a blessed refuge. Ben’s planned on his usual jog along the lakeshore before fixing dinner, but after a long walk home through marshy heat and bus exhaust it’s the last thing he cares to do. And there’s a question of balance: only yesterday, veering onto the easy gravel path along Montrose Harbor, he’d stumbled over nothing at all and fallen hard, skinning his knees like a boy knocked down in a schoolyard fight. Hardly serious damage—more of an embarrassment, really, when a watery-eyed old man helped him to his feet—but distressing nonetheless. It wasn’t the first time he’d fallen for no reason.

			“See somebody, for chrissakes,” the old man said as Ben picked gravel from the heel of his hand. “A doctor! You fell why? Ask yourself.” The man leaned in, crowding him. “Look, I was an oral surgeon for forty-eight years,” he rasped before shuffling off in his rubber sandals, his authority on all medical matters thus established. The odd encounter, coming on the heels of a fall that never should have happened, dogged Ben all the way home.

			The old man had a point. Between bouts of vertigo and the urgent ringing in his left ear it’s become harder to pretend nothing’s wrong. He should see a doctor—yes—but the thought of it only makes his head spin faster. The plain truth is that he’s been losing control of his body since June and has done nothing to find out why.

			Instead he’s tried to seize back the wheel, tried to power through. Sometimes a run tamps down the vertigo; sometimes it throws him to the ground. Alcohol deadens the ringing, but a second glass of wine can send him reeling. Long work days take his mind off the situation for a while, then fatigue makes the ceiling spin when he lies down to sleep. Through the endless nights his thoughts stumble down one blind alley after another, colliding with brain tumors, Parkinson’s, ALS, maladies he’s never heard of, diseases his fear conjures out of thin air. 

			The final weeks with his mother, paralyzed in her hospice bed by the spinal cord tumor that would kill her, are never far from his thoughts. In the early stages Sylvia Weil stumbled too, reeling around her spotless apartment like a woman on a bender, toppling stools and end tables, terrifying herself. Ben can’t help but relive it. It’s all too easy to line up his symptoms against hers. Yet in the morning he gets to his unsteady feet and tries to go about his day as if nothing’s wrong. Clings to his routines stubbornly, knowing in his heart that he can’t outrun whatever’s chasing him.

			At this moment, though, his head is still and steady. Ben scoops the mail from under the slot and flips quickly through the circulars and To Resident clutter, his thoughts elsewhere. The sticky walk home has left him wanting a shower. For fifteen minutes he lets the plashing water settle his mind, the stream not much warmer than the atmosphere outside. After putting on clean clothes he opens a beer and settles himself at the dining room table, unbuckling the messenger bag in his dead-quiet home.

			With curatorial care Ben unwraps the package from the Wooden Arabian, sets the envelope aside and undoes the bubble wrap to lay bare the relics, source of his delight. 

			A bronze sun angles through the windows to set the room aglow. Before him on the table sit five cylindrical boxes a little smaller than soup cans, the old cardboard abraded and tallow colored. Edison Gold Moulded Records, the labels read, Echo All Over the World. On the back of each box is a cameo of the famous inventor, debonair and intense, the deep-set eyes suggesting late nights at the lab bench, the bow tie knotted with an engineer’s precision. The signature below the portrait has a look of painstaking penmanship about it, as if the signer were a schoolboy not entirely comfortable with cursive.

			The lid of each box is hand-labeled with the word Sonata—as if anyone would know exactly which sonata—followed by a sequence number. The piece must have been recorded in sections to overcome the limitations of the medium. In the studio this afternoon, as a first order of business, Ben had spliced the digital files together to get a sense of the whole, planning to smooth the transitions later. 

			He nudges the cap off one of the boxes. Inside, cosseted in batting, sits a rigid spool, precision-turned like a machine part. Ben plucks it out and stands it on the table, feeling all his breath leave him in a gust. It’s a thing of beauty: a perfect cylinder of cobalt blue, lustrous and refined as a hand-blown vase. It is also, unmistakably, a piece of vintage technology, casually elegant in the manner of hand-tooled brass telescopes and tortoiseshell fountain pens. Whoever chose such a blue had something to say to the world, something to sing out. It’s hard to imagine it was the magician of Menlo Park.

			But what matters is the signal the cylinder carries. Leaning in close, Ben can just make out the faint pattern of grooves etched by a long-ago stylus, interrupted in several places by cruel nicks and a wandering hairline scratch: the wayward path of the sonata, rutted as a back-country trail. 

			As he studies the cylinder, the sun dips below the house across the street and casts the relics into shadow. At the same moment he becomes aware of the scent of meat on a grill. Somehow it’s slipped through the air conditioning and into the house. Incredible that the neighbors would think to barbecue in such punishing weather, but it wouldn’t be the first time. Life rattles on regardless. A child’s squeal twirls up the gangway and disappears, then reappears somewhere behind the house next door.

			The beautiful Farahani kids—gifted with Persian genes on their father’s side, Minnesota Swedish genes on their mother’s—will be roistering in the backyard, oblivious to the heat, as their father Behrouz prods at kebabs with the same hellbent zeal he brings to everything. Nothing slows the man down. Lean as a greyhound, he’ll be sweating out Coronas now as fast as he can put them away. Meanwhile Eva Farahani will be occupying herself in her cool kitchen. Good people; good neighbors who took care of him when he needed it most, through the bleak winter months after Robin left. The scent of their dinner makes his stomach rumble.

			In the dining room’s cool twilight Ben slips out Willa Blount’s letter and spreads it across the table, the tidy cursive pleasing to the eye. Surely the work of a fountain pen, which seems only fitting for an antiquarian. When he skimmed the letter this morning—his assistant setting up mikes for a session, the frazzled temp cursing at the laser printer, Ben’s office ablaze with summer sun whose heat bled right through the industrial-grade windows—he imagined his correspondent to be some starchy New England matron who was selling off family heirlooms to keep herself afloat. But no: Willa’s a bona fide antiques dealer, even if she seems to have no interest in selling the antiques sitting before him now. She’s entrusted them to him strictly in the name of music. Now that he’s heard the sonata, he can understand why.

		


		
			ii. 
Kindest Regards

			Dear Mr. Weil, Willa writes,

			Thank you for taking on my modest project. I’m told you’re the best in the business, so if anyone can make sense of these recordings, I’m sure you can.

			Enclosed are the original wax cylinders, as well as digitalized versions made by a client of mine who collects vintage Graphophones. Peter’s extracted the audio to the best of his abilities, using (he asked me to tell you) a vintage Dog and Baby stylus purchased from an English specialty supplier. He’s quite passionate about his work, so I assume he’s recovered whatever can be saved, but please feel free to give it a go yourself. I’m sure you can scare up a functioning Graphophone in Chicago.

			I believe the cylinders were part of the original inventory of my shop, which opened its doors in 1922. The ledger lists the consigner as simply “Family,” with the offer price shown as “NFS.” In our business that means Not for Sale, which is how the lot wound up in our overflow storage, tucked away who knows how many years ago in a mislabeled crate.

			What will be more interesting to you is the descriptive note in the ledger. This indicates that the lot consisted of five Edison Gold Moulded wax cylinders, in fair condition, with contents identified as follows:

			Oct. 1, 1917 home recording, Aigremont, Winchester Mass., first of five. American debut of Fr. piano sonata. Performed by J Garnier for an invited audience. 

			Sonata recording pt two.

			Sonata recording pt three.

			Sonata recording pt four.

			Sonata recording final pt.

			I can add to this that “Aigremont” refers to the mansion of the Oren Sanborn family in Winchester, Massachusetts, just outside Boston—Oren was the son of James Solomon Sanborn, co-founder of Chase and Sanborn Coffee. C&S was a household name when I was a girl, but it’s pretty much disappeared now. About the only place you’ll find their coffee these days is in office supply stores, in a five-pound can with the Styrofoam cups and creamer and break room supplies. No great loss to the world of coffee, I suspect, though being a tea drinker myself I’m in no position to say.

			I mentioned that the ledger identifies the Consigner as simply “Family.” This, too, points to the Sanborns. Why? Because the original owner of my shop was Oren’s daughter Helen, who grew up at Aigremont. At the time of the recording Helen would have been an eligible debutante; an heiress, technically, though the family fortune was being frittered away by a father with a weakness for show horses and yachts. All that coffee money spared Oren the need to work, but his pockets weren’t quite as deep as he thought. By the time his wife showed him the door he didn’t have two pennies to rub together. Aigremont was sold to speculators for a song. 

			After this unfortunate turn of events the Sanborns stopped reproducing entirely. Interesting, isn’t it? Like something from the animal kingdom. Only one Sanborn has survived to the present day, and she’s childless—when she’s gone, the line will be extinct. 

			All of which brings us round to the sonata. Of course the sound quality of the recording is poor, but I found the music astonishing, Mr. Weil—although bewildering might be the better word. I’m not ashamed to say that I didn’t understand a single note. But I’m as certain as certain can be that this sonata deserves to be heard. As does that pianist, J. Garnier, who’s every bit as astonishing as the music itself, wouldn’t you say?

			So, then—while I hope you can improve on the audio quality, the music is what’s important to me. That “American debut of Fr. piano sonata” note in the ledger certainly suggests it may be of historical interest. With your background and contacts in the classical music world, I’m hopeful you can identify it. It may be a known piece, nothing notable about it. Maybe you’ll recognize it right out of the gate. But perhaps it’s something far more precious. At this point I’d just like to know.

			Enclosed is a check to get you launched. I hope it’s enough. If so, please begin work. I’ll anxiously await your report.

			Kindest regards,

			Willa S. Blount

			Ben folds the letter and slips it back in the envelope, considering how to proceed. The first step, obviously, is to do what he can to restore the audio, work that will have to be squeezed in between recording sessions and studio business. It happens to be a particularly busy time at Counterpoint. The pianist Ana Clara Matta has several more Debussy préludes to record for her new CD, having fallen far behind schedule thanks to a hyperextended tendon. Then there is Jean Artigue, an acoustician who’s traveling all the way from Paris to sonically map Studio A as part of some academic research project. In the midst of it all the Swiss soprano Constance Pik is flying in to perform with the Chicago Symphony, which means a concert, a CSO fundraiser, and a drop-in at Counterpoint where she recorded a set of Mozart arias, just after 9/11, that won her a Grammy. All of it will steal time from Willa Blount’s sonata.

			But already Ben feels the music sinking its hooks into him. It’s like no piece of period music he’s ever heard. Others were experimenting with dissonance in 1917, it’s true, but the sonata’s dissonant passages have an animal power to them that Schoenberg’s bloodless investigations certainly never did. And the jazz passages—they’re just inexplicable. Half a century ahead of their time, as if the composer had beamed into Birdland circa 1960 and taken everything he heard right back to the piano. To Ben’s knowledge, some of the harmonic concepts behind them didn’t even exist in 1917. The sonata is full of such mysteries. He’d like nothing more than to clear his calendar for it, to dig in and get to the bottom of things, but at the moment he doesn’t have the luxury.

			He gazes at the old cylinders standing before him on the dining room table. They gaze back, inscrutable and austere. One is turned so that the cameo of Edison is visible: the sly old inventor stares back from across the years, cagey and confident and by then unimaginably rich, Ben imagines. Even through the faded paper the ego sings out. Gathering the cylinders up gently, he crosses into the living room and arranges them on the music stand of the piano, where it seems to him they belong.

			In the foyer the doorbell rings. He slips away to answer it, leaving the Edisons to confer in the gloaming. 

			Oliver Farahani stands on the stoop—taller than Ben at only fourteen, dark eyes flicking shyly downward, a platter of kebabs and rice in his hands. It’s enough to feed a family of four. 

			“From us,” the boy says and smiles nervously, slipping off into the murky heat before Ben can send back his thanks.

		


		
			iii. 
Ana Clara at Play

			In the morning Ana Clara Matta arrives late, as usual, for her Debussy session. 

			“Sorry, people,” she says as she strides past the reception desk. “The bloody rain.” 

			With an unapologetic smile she slips into the anteroom outside Studio A and stands her purple umbrella against the wall to dry. It’s not the weather that’s made her late; it’s her tendency to operate on Brazilian time. Despite a childhood spent in London as the daughter of Brazilian diplomats, she’s never lost her casual attitude toward clocks and calendars. It doesn’t matter to her that the billing clock starts running from the scheduled session time rather than the time of her arrival; it’s her record company’s money, and once she sits down to play she rarely needs more than a single take to nail a recording. What Ana Clara Matta lacks in punctuality she makes up for in efficiency. She’s famously well-rehearsed. 

			It’s been raining since sometime in the night, the storm settling in for a methodical siege. Scattered all through the Counterpoint loft are drenched backpacks, rain-slicked ponchos, soaked tennis shoes propped against vents to dry. Half the staff are barefoot. Even for a Friday the mood is casual. As the artist gets herself organized, slipping off jacket and boots and shaking out her damp black curls, a roll of thunder overwhelms the traffic noise down on Clybourn. 

			The maestra sends Ben a sharp look—is the storm going to be a problem? 

			Though the recording suites are heavily soundproofed, thunder does occasionally bleed through, ruining a take. Ben isn’t particularly concerned, having just seen to the installation of massive new bass traps behind the redwood walls.

			“We’re fine,” he assures his artist. “How’s the arm?” 

			“The tendon’s shite. It’s the damp.” She holds out the slender forearm with its delicate gold bracelet and powerful hand, sliding up the sleeve and making a fist. “You see?”

			He sees nothing amiss; only russet skin and a fine weave of muscles beneath it.

			They sit down at the console to review her pieces. On the other side of the glass, Ben’s assistant, Eliza James, bends over the Steinway in headphones, rechecking her mike positions. Though they’ve used the same setup countless times, each player’s touch and body position are unique; the way a player hunkers down or rears back or sways with passion can subtly alter the recorded sound. It’s Eliza’s mastery of the nuances that makes her priceless. 

			Studio A is renowned for its flawless acoustics. The high, lovely redwood ceiling touches each note for a fleeting instant and sends it back sweetly, the 1.15-second reverberation time giving recordings just the spaciousness players crave. The thick Persian rug under the piano absorbs just enough of the ceiling’s reflections to tighten the signal. Complex baffles on the walls, custom-designed by one of the best acoustic engineers on the planet, keep the midrange orderly and clean. The result is a recorded sound that might as well have been captured inside the player’s own head. All this Eliza understands intimately. Meticulous and levelheaded, she’s been at Counterpoint for nearly fifteen years. With her in the suite Ben can devote full attention to his artists.

			Just now he’s pretending to study the score for the Canope as Ana Clara walks him through it, cross-legged in black tights on the other chair, rimless bifocals perched on her small, beaked nose. She sings her way through certain phrases in double time, all business. At forty-six she’s considered one of the world’s foremost interpreters of French piano music; the Debussy CD will be her eleventh Counterpoint recording. Though her label has sprawling studios of its own in Los Angeles, she insists on recording here, with Ben Weil on the board. He’s the only producer she’ll work with.

			Today’s préludes are brief and impressionistic, and Ben has no real engineering concerns. What catches his attention, spurred somehow by the jasmine scent of his artist’s damp curls, is Debussy’s dynamic note at the top of the score: Très calme et doucement triste. Very calm and gently sad . . . how well the phrase might have described the man Ben was in those first untethered days after uncovering Robin’s affair, before the anger roared in. Debussy knew.

			At the piano, Ana Clara pulls on her famous Punjabi slippers with their goat-leather soles and ornate beadwork. There can be no performance without them. She once delayed a recital in Berlin for forty minutes while a panicked minder dashed from the Konzerthaus to the Ritz-Carlton to retrieve the forgotten footwear, an incident that did not amuse the Germans. Now she stretches her body systematically, curling left and right, twisting gently on the bench, working her fingers one by one. The troubled forearm receives a brisk, expert massage. She goes through her paces like a runner preparing for a championship sprint, her concentration supreme, her thin lips drawn to a frown.

			“Go,” she says finally, nodding toward the control booth, and with a click of the mouse Ben starts recording. Debussy’s music begins to flow from the Steinway’s hammers, pulsing across gold-spattered microphone diaphragms through cables and into the mixing console where it sets a bank of meters in motion. On the wide computer monitor a green waveform begins to scroll by, tracking the heartbeat of the Canope. 

			Ana Clara Matta’s artistry floods through the low-lit studio like sunlight through rain, the Steinway crystal-clear, the music ineffable. Ben is so easily seduced by such moments. They still move him as nothing else can. He lets out a long sigh, unaware that his breathing is falling into step with the left-hand part of the Debussy, shadowing Ana Clara’s every move.

			Without thinking he nudges a fader up, watching his meters. On the technical level all is well. The sound is sweet and true. It’s the player’s emotion that captivates him—and, hovering just over his shoulder, the composer’s. He does feel Debussy, or his idea of him, in the booth: a smoker’s voice, a staccato laugh, a scent of hair oil. A way of walking into a room. Fingers nearly as slender as Matta’s, nails trimmed like a surgeon’s. The music makes it all perfectly clear.

			Ben studies his artist through the soundproof window. The sleekly tapered back, arched slightly above the piano bench. The nest of dark curls, tied back with a cream scarf to accommodate the headphones that she, unusually among players at her level, prefers to wear. The Punjabi slippers, sure and sensitive on the pedals. As she comes to a minor phrase she closes her eyes and turns her narrow face toward the ceiling, leaning into it, only to bring her head back down in a long arc as she resolves to major. The hint of a smile crosses her face. She has so much to say to the composer. As Ben listens, it’s as if he’s eavesdropping, so intimately does she converse with Debussy’s ghost, all her sensitivity and intelligence devoted to its handiwork.

			There’s a toughness to Ana Clara Matta that’s always appealed to him. He knows little of her private life, really, apart from what the music press prints and her fellow musicians hint at. Like any flamboyant player she’s the subject of endless gossip. She’s loved and she’s hated. None of which seems to touch her: she glides through the clouds of envy and adulation unperturbed, at most faintly amused. When loose comments about her are made in Ben’s presence he holds his tongue like a discreet maître d’, it being part of his code not to take sides. 

			Only since Robin’s departure has he allowed himself to wonder about Ana Clara’s life outside the studio. He knows she divides her time between Chicago, London, and Paris when not on tour. She despises her native Brazil for its corruption, though she did give one triumphal concert in São Paulo some years back. She’s fluent in several languages, which flit through her conversation freely, favoring the native tongue of whatever composer she’s currently playing. 

			When it comes to her romantic life, it’s common knowledge that she’s capable of real cruelty. Most notoriously, there was the incendiary breakup with Horst Lörber, an Austrian cellist Robin knew, who fainted dead away and nearly tumbled into the orchestra pit when she accused him before a sellout audience in Munich of sleeping with a male student. There was the magazine interview in which she dismissed the huge, abstract paintings of another ex by remarking drily that what she found so tiresome about him was the way he was constantly trying to enlarge himself. And these were only the men. There are still the banal rumors of bisexuality—of an affair with an Italian writer spotted leaving Ana Clara’s Florence hotel room at dawn, another with a beautiful nineteen-year-old pianist whose talent was suspiciously out of proportion to Maestra Matta’s gushing praise. 

			There’s little doubt that a good bit of the gossip is seeded by her manager, Sir Anthony Wooten, a British oddity as famous for his own sexual antics as for his alligator boots, rose cravat, and Anthony Eden homburg. It’s Ant Wooten’s job to keep the mantra Ana Clara Matta on everyone’s lips, and he excels at it. He’s almost certainly responsible for his client’s latest moniker: The Animal. She’s said to be quite proud of it.

			But what interests Ben is who she is when she’s alone. He wants to know the mundane things. What books are on the nightstand in her Lincoln Park brownstone? What art on her walls? What food in her refrigerator? Does she use a pillow at night? Sleep on her back or her side? Talk in her sleep? (In which of her many languages?) What did she dream of last night as the storm rumbled in, knowing she’d be off to Counterpoint in the morning? Did Ben Weil flit through her unconscious, if only for an instant?

			As she plays her way toward the final measures of the prélude, he tries to imagine her bedtime rituals. He watches her shake her curls out and slip her wiry body into a nightgown, brush her teeth with meticulous care while inspecting her sharp features in the mirror. Don the bifocals to delve into a book whose cover he can’t quite bring into focus. In his fantasy she’s exquisitely alone, her world solitary, under her perfect control. It’s not occurred to him until this moment that the notorious Matta might sleep alone—but now his intuition tells him she does, even when there’s a lover in her life. She’d protect the night’s vulnerable, unguarded space for herself. She awoke alone today. He’s almost sure of it.

			“Et voilà,” she declares, the take finished. “What do you think?”

			“Elegant,” Ben says without thinking. The truth is, he stopped listening to the music halfway through. “Happy with it?”

			“Not sure about the pedal on this bit.” She plays a phrase adroitly. “Could be I lingered.” 

			“I’ll play it back.”

			“Let’s hear it on the monitors.” She sets her headphones on the bench and slips into the control room with him.

			Together they listen, her fists balled on the chair arms, one slipper dropped carelessly to the floor. She’s holding her breath with a sort of tantric concentration. When the passage in question arrives she leans toward the speakers and closes her eyes, lips moving silently, her whole body listening. Afterward she lets go of a long sigh that grazes his arm.

			“Ça marche,” she decides. “It works. Let’s knock off the Feux.” 

			But she stays where she is, eyeing him. “I think you don’t like Debussy, do you? You might even be a Debussy hater, for all I know. Are you a Debussy hater, Ben?”

			He nudges a fader up and down absently. Finds he can’t look at her. There’s some truth in what she says: Debussy’s impressionism often feels shapeless to him. It’s the same reason he dreads the obligatory pilgrimages, with out-of-town guests, to the Art Institute’s Monets. He prefers cleaner lines in his art. But there’s no need for Ana Clara Matta to know this. The truth is, Debussy’s music moves him only when she plays it.

			“I like him fine,” he says. 

			“Liar.”

			The harsh word leaves him speechless. If there’s one thing he’s not, it’s a liar. This has never been one of his failings. But when he steals a glance at her she’s laughing. 

			“So serious,” she says, and plays a feather-light arpeggio on his bare forearm. “Like some kind of astronaut.” And with this she’s gone, her jasmine scent lingering in the booth as she sits back down at the Steinway, his artist safely under glass once more.

		


		
			iv. 
Deeper

			With the Matta session behind him, Ben can’t wait to get back to the Garnier recording. All through the humid afternoon it’s played in the back of his mind, the music imperfectly remembered and all the more intriguing for it. In less than a day the French sonata has become part of his inner soundscape, a contour of his imagination. 

			At four-thirty he tells the temp to hold his calls and retreats back into Studio A, killing the lights in the suite. In the close, soundproof room the tinnitus in his left ear hisses like a gas leak. Ben’s long since cataloged its variations: the ten-kilohertz scream, the midrange whine, the softer pink noise he’s hearing now. He knows his companion’s moods all too well. At the moment he’s grateful for the milder weather inside his skull.

			Ben takes his seat and cues up the sonata on a ten-second delay, tilting back and closing his eyes. Tonight it’s the musician in him who wants to listen, undistracted by jumping meters and the busy scrawling on the computer screen. Tonight he’ll let the music embrace him. It’s not so unlike love, after all: he’s a man entranced by a lover whose secrets have only been teased at. It’s time to go deeper.

			Before leaving last night he’d made a working copy of Willa Blount’s original file and split off the noisy lead-in, pruning away the opening crackle so the music would begin immediately. And now it’s here: Garnier’s opening arpeggio comes swooping in through the monitors and hangs weightlessly in the close air, the notes ringing out from a past Ben’s barely begun to imagine. 

			It’s the fourth time he’s heard it, more or less, yet the innocence of the opening phrase still deceives him. Even knowing what’s to come, he lets himself be lofted up like a leaf on a rustle of wind, charmed by the simplicity of the four quiet notes. But it’s only a feint. After the arpeggio comes the awkward rest, the music going oddly silent as if gathering strength, charging itself. Ben waits it out, the musical idea behind the long pause still obscure to him. 

			In the back of his mind he’s counting. Five . . . six . . . seven beats of silence, then the first notes of real melody, the piece starting up in earnest. Despite the long delay there’s an abruptness to the opening figure, a sense that the player’s jumped the gun, launched into the first theme a beat too soon. Something in the meter is subtly off. 

			Finally Ben hears it: the seven beats of silence want to be eight.

			It feels like an amateur’s mistake, just bad counting. But given the rest of the sonata, the utterly masterful playing, Ben can only assume it’s intentional. The weird rest is but the first of many a riddle to come. 

			The music opens its heart to him. Notes tumble through space, alighting gently in a quiet chord he finds inexplicable. A minor eleventh, he thinks, the sort of chord you’d hear Herbie Hancock play, not Debussy or Ravel or anyone else of Garnier’s era. He has the urge to stop and analyze it but resists the temptation. If he halts the playback every time something intrigues him he’ll never get through the track.

			The pianist breaks left and walks the black keys down into darkness. For several measures the sonata lingers in melancholy. Ben slumps in his chair and knits his arms across his chest, brought low by the shift in mood. After a gradual descent the pianist lingers on two grave, methodical pulses toward the very bottom of the instrument’s range, a low A if he had to guess. The music slows almost to a stop. He could be listening to the leisurely heartbeat of a whale hovering a hundred fathoms down. The final note drains into a hiss, leaving no hint that it was ever there.

			Ben counts two silent beats; three. Then, without wind-up or warning, the sonata bursts into flat-out allegro. A long, virtuoso run drives the melody back above the water line, the whale breaching, the playing audacious. Ben feels his pulse rising. Galvanized, he rocks forward and clutches the arms of his chair. The pianist’s technique is explosive, daredevil. For twelve or more measures the piece reaches into Liszt territory, fiendishly complex. In the faceless player, the composer has met his match. The notes explode in a fusillade of sparks, setting everything they touch on fire.

			No amount of practice could have transformed Ben Weil into such a virtuoso, no matter how long he’d kept grinding it out in music school. This is no parlor amateur. These are gifted hands. Once again he sits awestruck in the deserted studio, nailed to his chair. The long-dead pianist might as well be tearing up the Steinway on the other side of the window, right here, right now. The playing doesn’t seem humanly possible. The passage is halfway done by the time Ben remembers to breathe.

			Eventually the music relaxes and a new theme appears. Flitting like a starling through clouds of suspended chords comes a simple folk song that takes the piece in a new direction entirely. If there was a whiff of the avant-garde in the first movement, then sheer flamboyant firepower in the second, now the sonata really begins to sing. The turn is full of grace. Ben listens with admiration as the pianist glides effortlessly from bravura into sweet lyricism, clearing the air, fingers weightless as starlight. . . .

			Then trouble. There is a loud pop, then a painful scrawling pierced by a single piano note, a cry for mercy. The music is crushed. On the screen the problem reads like a wildly dangerous EEG. It’s a shattering turn for the worse. But he knows from last night’s session that there is music on the far side of the disaster zone. The pianist will return after several excruciating seconds, surprised in the midst of a complex phrase only slightly related to what came before. The sonata will move on but with something vital severed, the connective tissue ripped away. 

			Ben opens his eyes and pauses the playback, the engineer in him unable to resist getting down to work. Quickly he sizes up the situation. The damage to the wax has completely destroyed six seconds of the recording. Scrubbing through the waveform by milliseconds, he can find no musical signal at all after the last forlorn piano note. Garnier has been obliterated. 

			There is no software that can interpolate the missing audio, no magic that can divine the composer’s intentions. Perhaps if it were a traditional piece, a bit of baroque clockwork, a musicologist could reconstruct the missing section, but for an experimental work like this it would be a fool’s errand. The piece is just too strange for it. Ben clicks the mouse to move ahead, filing the issue away for later consideration.

			The final passages of the French sonata hold more surprises. By now the composer seems capable of anything. As the pianist moves through another passage marked by airy chords and surprising silences, it’s hard for the listener to guess where the piece will end up. Ben can only laugh in amazement, yet again, when the piano begins climbing through a series of rootless jazz chords—chords that remind him of mid-sixties Bill Evans more than anything—toward a grand flourish that can only be called a fanfare. Trumpets would not be amiss: it’s as if a monarch has arrived in glorious, golden refulgence. No one would have predicted such a finale. It’s bizarre but somehow it works perfectly. The pianist delivers a final, crisp triplet and the French sonata fades away, slipping back under its blanket of noise. It’s over.

			Or almost over.

			Somewhere in the spew of static Ben detects a human voice whose words he can’t make out. The speaker sounds like a woman although it would be hard to say for sure. Another voice answers, this one clearly male. The words themselves are buried—the muffled cries of coal miners on the wrong side of a cave-in.

			It’s no mean feat to extract intelligible speech from audio this corrupt. The piano speaks a simpler language. An E-flat is an E-flat. A bit of tossed-off speech, on the other hand, can pose profound challenges. All the nuances that make the human voice a wondrous thing make it the audio conservator’s worst nightmare. 

			It’s probably not worth the effort it would take to recover it. After hours of spadework it could turn out that the speaker is just telling the unseen recordist to stop the recording, or offering some bland compliment to the performer. With a mouse click Ben splits the file where the music ends and saves the spoken snippet to a file of its own. He’ll get to it when he can. 

			The music is what matters most, as always. If there is a constant in Ben Weil’s life—an unwavering faith—it’s this. Never once has the music betrayed him.

		


		
			v. 
In My End Is My Beginning

			With Garnier’s piano still ringing in his head, Ben steps into his compact little home and just stands for a moment, enjoying the coolness, the soft flutter from the floor vent. As a fifty-fourth birthday gift to himself he’s had central air put in; little enough in the way of self-indulgence, but something he and Robin never managed to do. In a matter of hours, for the price of a vintage microphone, years of pointless suffering were reversed, summer after summer of wrangling with the Chicago heat for no good reason. It’s a minor miracle that still catches him off guard. He settles his bag under the etching of La Scala and closes his eyes, the better to appreciate the soft touch on his skin, the tender welcome.

			After the divorce, his life at a low ebb, Ben gradually convinced himself that such modest pleasures were his due. He had the money, even after buying out Robin’s share of the house; they’d made enough over the years that the settlement left them both well outside the danger zone. Counterpoint had brought in a sizable income for two decades, while Robin, for her part, commanded serious fees on the international circuit, her services as guest cellist in high demand. Consumed by their careers and frugal at heart, childless by undramatic mutual agreement, they’d never spent half of what they earned. Over time the swelling of their assets came to embarrass them. When they’d finally sat down with a financial planner, goaded into it by Robin’s brother, they were almost too shy to look at the numbers. 

			“I see a lot of beautiful green here,” the woman at the bank said approvingly, thumbing through their documents. “There’s certainly no shame in that.” 

			But for them there was a sense of shame, as if someone had told them they were descended from robber barons, their lucre squeezed from the souls of the poor. “It’s not like it’s anything to be proud of, right?” Robin said afterward as they sat over noodles in a dimly lit Thai place. The good news had left her thoroughly dejected. “Think of all the people who have nowhere to sleep tonight—millions and millions, Ben.” She eyed her plate with suspicion. “Think of the people with nothing to eat. Think of Sudan. Syria. The fact that we’re clueless about finances doesn’t mean the money should just rot in the bank. We need to give more of it away. Maybe a lot more.” Ben didn’t disagree. After paying the bill they’d hurried home to the computer and made hefty donations to Doctors Without Borders and CARE and the Red Cross, sticking with names they knew, ashamed they hadn’t done it sooner. Ben closed the laptop, thinking they were done. 

			“But what about the refugees?” Robin said in dismay. She was still in her winter jacket, the color high in her pale cheeks, coppery hair tucked up under the Peruvian hat he’d given her the Christmas before. “And the homeless right here! I mean, those guys sleeping on steam grates on Lower Wacker are basically internal refugees, right? If we’re going to help the Syrians, we’ve got to help the Chicagoans.” Commandeering the computer, on a tear now, she clicked her way through websites like a Black Friday shopper. Ben gave up trying to track how much they’d spent. After an hour of ferocious giving, Robin slumped back in her chair, exhausted. 

			“You know what else?” she said later, changing into the threadbare green pajamas she’d worn since college days. “I didn’t like that bank lady one bit. All her success plan bullshit . . . it’s not who we are, Ben. We’re already successful, in the ways that matter to us. We don’t need people like her. Right?”

			And so, despite their considerable means, they’d continued to live like grad students, lugging out window air conditioners on the first hot nights of summer and blowing fuses—fuses—whenever the electrical service hit a glitch. In winter they ran a tippy space heater in the bedroom to banish the frigid drafts. The backyard was littered with broken cement slabs from a patio demolished by the previous owner; there was no garage for the Subaru, whose odometer had long since clicked past two hundred thousand miles. The kitchen floor was a patchwork of jaundiced linoleum that no amount of scrubbing could whiten, the cellar a forbidding catacomb. Only the stately 1936 Bösendorfer parlor grand that dominated the living room hinted at their true means—though even that had been tax-deductible.

			It wasn’t as if they hadn’t earned a modest upgrade or two. Ben had built an international reputation and a thriving business doing what he loved most, his client list a who’s who of the classical music world. Robin performed in concert halls around the globe, traveling business class with her precious Lorenzini cello riding next to her in seats paid for by her sponsors. Her recent South African tour had been a triumph. Only a few weeks before the truth about her affair came smashing down on him, the two of them had been featured in a Chicago Magazine cover story under the headline “A Classic(al) Love Story”—Robin resplendent in her green velvet concert gown and Cleopatra necklace, straddling the Lorenzini on the barren stage of Orchestra Hall, Ben hunkered hollow-eyed over the Studio A mixing board looking like he hadn’t slept in days. Which he hadn’t, as it happened, because by then he’d begun to suspect the truth about her and Alan Hurwitz. 

			In recent months they’d had almost no time together. Between touring and teaching she was rarely home, as likely to be in Vienna or Paris as Chicago—much later he’d wonder when she’d found time to sleep with Hurwitz, but by then it was academic. In the closing season of their marriage she’d played a nineteen-day stint in France and the UK, then headed straight off to Stockholm and Copenhagen, having spent her three-day turnaround in Chicago sleeping off a cold. Night after night Ben went to bed alone while she crisscrossed the Continent, their schedules too skewed for a goodnight call. 

			As fall trudged into winter, the skies overcast for weeks at a time, the dreary house oppressed him more and more. The ragtag furnishings and bad lighting were a burden he could no longer bear. After long days at Counterpoint he’d come home to his gloomy warren and change straight into pajamas and bathrobe, cold drafts coming off every window, the kitchen floor gritty under his slippers, and switch on a jazz station while he microwaved leftovers or poked at a bowl of cereal, unable to muster the energy to cook a proper meal. He’d be in bed by nine, only to lie awake to the sound of furtive rustlings in the kitchen—waiting miserably for a fatal snap—or the toilet gargling ceaselessly down the hallway. Meanwhile he imagined Robin in soft hotel beds and pin-clean bathtubs, room service croissants awaiting her, white Christmas lights wrapped around the manicured trees of whatever European town she was in—a precious respite from the rigors of her Chicago life, a parallel universe into which she escaped at every opportunity. 

			But no matter how often she went abroad, the pleasures of civilization never seemed to follow her home. The moment she stepped off the plane the familiar Chicago habits kicked in, the comforts of Edinburgh or Paris or Berlin left behind. Without missing a beat she’d switch on the space heaters and bundle up and get down to business. In the dungeon of a cellar she sorted laundry from the trip and coaxed the geriatric washer into action. With a run to the store she restocked the refrigerator and got the cooking back in gear. In the morning she ground coffee and scraped ice off the inside of the kitchen window, peering out into the broken backyard as if to reassure herself that nothing had been improved in her absence.

			Anyone looking in on their daily life would have assumed they were barely hanging on, a missed paycheck away from calamity. They’d lived this way for years; it was all they knew. But as the marriage began to drift and take on water—Alan Hurwitz lurking beneath the waves, as yet faceless to Ben, present more as a sense of foreboding than anything—the bungalow’s bleakness took on a more dangerous edge. Swaddled in an afghan one night, a glass of whiskey at hand for simple warmth, Robin somewhere in Scandinavia, Ben saw the truth: they were failing it, this union they’d built over more than two decades. They were starving it to death. The cheerless house had been screaming the truth at them for years now, if only they’d known to listen.

			After Robin left her scarred house key on the kitchen table and shut the door behind her for the last time, Ben came to see that he could make choices kinder to himself. Not that it would happen overnight; first there was anger to be burned through, grief over what he’d lost. And sheer disbelief: the sudden implosion of his life still made no sense to him. In the dismal, late-winter months after his wife moved in with her improbable lover and filed for divorce, the gloom of the bungalow for once suited his mood perfectly. Only with the arrival of spring—May stuttering forward in typical Chicago fashion, the daffodils thumped by smutty snow only hours after they emerged—did Ben look around his home and feel a tug toward action. Something had to be done if he was to move forward with his life. Even he could see it.

			“Benjamin,” his cousin Nikki told him one night over takeout, “you know I love you like a sister, right? The sister you never had? So I’m just going to say this. Don’t hate me. No halfway sensible woman would see all this”—she swept her arm around the scruffy kitchen in a blanket indictment—“and not have serious alarm bells go off. Imagine! She goes on a couple dates with this cool guy, this Chicago Magazine cover story guy, and when she finally goes home with him he’s living like a fucking mental patient.” 

			It stung, but he took her point. When he surveyed the place through her eyes he saw nothing but despair. And so, with Nikki’s help, he embarked on bringing the place up to par, upgrading the kitchen with cherry cabinets and granite countertops and stainless steel appliances, the price of the mammoth refrigerator so dizzying he had to sit down. But the kitchen was only the beginning. Nikki had grander plans.

			“Look,” she coached him when he quailed at the price of a bedroom set, “just do this. You can afford it.” Then: “You won’t always be sleeping alone, you know. I won’t allow it.”

			The floors were refinished in a titanic four-day assault, the Sturm und Drang forcing him to relocate to her place for the duration. Afterward a tight-lipped old Pole, Mazur, labored for weeks to restore the Art Deco trim work and the painted-over transom window with its stained-glass lilies, humming snatches of Chopin as he worked. It seemed the parade of contractors would never end. But there was proper lighting in the house now, and a second bathroom, and a landscaped backyard with a rose garden Ben had no idea how to tend. A brand-new hybrid, nothing pretentious, sat in the brand-new garage. 

			And the air conditioning, of course: most of all, on brutal evenings like this one, the air conditioning, his first and best gift to himself at the dawn of his new life.

			After dispatching a plate of Behrouz Farahani’s kebabs left over from last night, Ben falls asleep early, the heavy meal pulling him down, his copy of the Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians splayed open on the bed beside him. He’s not been able to resist launching into some research. He’s started with the performer on Willa Blount’s recording, for whom he at least has a partial name. There are references to a number of Garniers in the Grove—a Belgian who barely survived the plague of 1480, an oboist from the Paris Opera who may have played at the coronation of Napoleon Bonaparte—but none with first initial J., and none alive in 1917. Whoever the stellar pianist was, he wasn’t known to the editors of the Grove. 

			Just as Ben’s drifting off he thinks he hears the sonata playing somewhere in the house, wafting through the ducts like a breath of cool air. Not the crackling, corrupted version on the audio recording but the pure and essential thing itself, as its composer must have heard it, as Garnier must have played it. The soul of the music unchained, roaming a modern world it must find outlandish. The playing seems to be coming from the living room where the old cylinders sit atop the piano like tiny Torah scrolls, the music transmitted directly from wax to ivory as the ghost of the dead pianist awakens—the whole riotous century dissolved at a stroke, banished by the lost sonata’s first quiet notes.
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			vi. 
A Woman of Her Word  

			Elisabeth Garner snaps open her damp parasol, the sound crisp as a wingbeat, and stands it beside the cloakroom door. The cheerless corridor is dank with the smells of wet wool and oilcloth, some of the assemblers having arrived before the storm eased, caught in it as they hustled through the downpour. As for her, she’s lucky to have run a bit late this morning: by the time she walked out, parasol at the ready, the deluge had sifted down to a fine mist. Shafts of sunlight were already breaking through, dashing the oil stains along Humboldt Avenue into kaleidoscopic colors, there and then gone.

			As the streetcar swayed past the old burying ground she wondered whether the skies would clear in time for the Sanborn party. A part of her hoped the storm would swing back and sweep the Sanborn place right down off its hill. But after the miserable night she’d had, debating with herself endlessly in her stifling bedroom as the clock clacked away like some tropical insect, she was more confused than ever. Exhausted, too; so very tired. As she climbed the Bell factory steps she didn’t know how she’d soldier through the day. What she wanted to do was go home and lower the flounced shades in her bedroom, then unlace her boots and unbutton her starched collar, unpin her hair and lie down with a cool cloth on her forehead . . . but none of this could be done. At the heavy door she lifted her chin and put the thought out of her mind. She wouldn’t give in. 

			Though the rain’s blown out over the Atlantic, you wouldn’t know it from the damp on the air. Elisabeth wishes they’d open the grimy casement windows, but Cyril Jones, the foreman, claims that the sea air is bad for the equipment—by which he means the polished metal components of three dozen half-assembled Graphophones, neatly arranged atop high workbenches like a silver service laid for a princely feast. Eight Irishmen, two Scots, two Italians, a German, and a pale Polish girl in a hairnet hover over the parts under buzzing Edison lights, intent as surgeons, well aware that the famous founder of the Bell Company is due to pay a visit in just a few hours. 

			Elisabeth will miss him. Mr. Bell and his wife will surely have gone by the time she trundles back from calling on the Sanborns. A shame, as she’s heard the great inventor is endlessly charming—a bearish, no-nonsense Scot who wears his genius lightly, far more likeable than Edison. She’s studied the framed photo of him on the manager’s wall. The genuine smile nestled in a Père Nöel beard; the eyes that strike her as playful but a little sad, too. There’s a weight of age on Mr. Bell. Though she’s never seen him in the flesh, her heart goes out to him the way it went out to her ailing grandfather when they bid him farewell, surely for the last time, at Le Havre. 

			On his last visit, famously, Bell smoked with the workmen on the back stairs, regaling them with stories of his work up in Nova Scotia on flying machines and scientifically bred sheep. These are stories Elisabeth would adore hearing. But today it’s not to be. Instead she’ll be suffering through the prattle of the idle rich—not a genius among them, if she’s right.

			Cyril Jones may be right about the salt air. When the breeze doubles back on the town there is a considerably nautical odor from the wharves. On humid days the fishy stench crawls right up Bantry Way, rubbing its squalid hindquarters against everything it passes. And so the windows stay shut, the airless third-floor rooms laden with a pungent brew of sweat, breakfast onions, tobacco smoke, and all manner of gossip—always gossip, some of it in accents Elisabeth thinks she’ll never understand, no matter how long she lives in America. 

			This morning, after her sleepless night and the heartbreaking breakfast with her father, she has no patience for any of it. The unaccustomed morning coffee’s made her jittery; there’s a high-pitched whine in her ear. Something chutters like a locomotive in the back of her head. But she’ll carry on for her papa’s sake, if only to keep his mind off the war in France and all they’ve lost. She’s made this promise to herself and she’s a woman of her word. 

			“Shame you’ll miss the great man,” says Tom Shea in his slippery brogue. “Rich as Pharaoh, he is.”

			He and Elisabeth are in the shipping room, occupied with preparations for the excursion out to Winchester. Shea’s been loading crates with two Imperial Graphophones while she packs up three dozen wax cylinders, half of them blanks for home recording, half with music from the Edison catalog. There’s a small problem with the blanks: some of the boxes contain the new blue cylinders rather than the standard blacks. Not the first mishap from the Edison factory, which seems to be overwhelmed of late. There’s nothing to be done; they’ll work fine on an Imperial. The customer surely won’t know the difference. 

			It’s the Edison catalog cylinders that really concern her. Just now she’s fretting over whether to include #205, “Coon Songs from Ole Virginie”—a curiosity that will either amuse the Sanborns or offend them, if Tom’s right about the meaning of the title. How’s she to know? The Sanborns’ set is as mysterious to her as a band of Fijian cannibals. 

			From time to time, as a girl in Paris, she met genuine aristocrats who glided through her father’s music circles—she’ll forever recall the kindness of the elderly, stale-smelling Comtesse de Plessis, who’d sit and interview her attentively whenever their paths crossed, shunning the other adults—but American aristocrats are another matter. It could be that “After the Roses Have Faded Away” (#2575) would be a safer choice than the coon song cylinder. She weighs them against each other anxiously, like cabbages sold by the pound.

			On days like this, the idea of representing the Bell Company in the mansions of Boston fills her with a baneful panic. She worries that her French accent and fine features have fooled them all into thinking she comes from money—which is exactly the point, she knows, even if nothing could be further from the truth. “A classy looker’s what they want,” Tom told her bluntly when she took the position. “That’s you, doll.” 

			She’s surprised he’s found a situation at Bell, as ill-kempt as he is—the copper-wire hair perpetually out of sorts, the misbuttoned plaid vest with its tobacco stains, the crooked brown teeth packed with food. The coffee on his breath, which isn’t whiskey, at least. When he asks about her Saturday plans she can almost hear the scheming in his mind. But Tom’s had his trials, as he reminds her nearly every day. He’s an Irishman, isn’t he? Trials aplenty.

			But he’s not done with Mr. Bell. “Cursed with a wife like that . . .  ye got to feel sorry for the old beaver, don’t you?”

			“What is it you find so lacking in Mrs. Bell?”

			Tom brushes a bit of packing straw to the floor and regards her with mock surprise. 

			“Why, nothing at all. It’s grand to be deaf as a stone.” Her frown does nothing to derail him. “C’mon, girl. Don’t be coy. Suppose you’re the old man. You invent the telephone. The Graphophone. Brilliant. But at the end of the day, for all your trouble, what do you come home to? A woman with no use for any of it. Can’t hear a word on the telephone, can’t hear a lick of music. All your glory wasted.”

			“I’m sure Mrs. Bell doesn’t need a telephone to communicate with her husband.”

			Shea leans in close. “Dead to rights, Liz. She’ll read your lips like the Sunday papers.”

			Elisabeth is about to scold him when the bell from St. Brigid’s tolls.

			“Half ten! Christ,” Tom says. In her exhaustion she’s entirely forgotten the time. “We’ve a train to catch, girl.”
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