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To all my music teachers, past and present




Κασάνδρα

Ἄπολλον Ἄπολλον

ἀγυιᾶτ᾽, ἀπόλλων ἐμός.

ἀπώλεσας γὰρ οὐ μόλις τὸ δεύτερον.

CASSANDRA

Apollo, Apollo,

Guardian of the ways, my destroyer!

For you have destroyed me utterly this second time.

—AESCHYLUS, AGAMEMNON, LINES 1,080–1,083 (TRANS. KAILEE PEDERSEN AFTER HERBERT WEIR SMYTH)







I


To compose is among the bitterest of self-mutilations. Carlo Gesualdo, madrigalist and double murderer, prince of that sunless palazzo in which he scribed his grim harmonies, understood this most of all, as he enacted the grand horror of his design: catching his wife and her lover in bed together, he stabbed and shot them both until they were dead. I am convinced it was there, in that bloodstained chamber, and not at the court of Ferrara, where Gesualdo finally succeeded in refashioning himself into the composer he would become—his music darkly beautiful, rich and chromatic to even the untrained ear.

I first became a composer when I was a child, and I did not stop producing abject mediocrities until the writing of my first piano concerto. It was then that I realized how totally inadequate I was as an artist. To compose, rather than to simply write notes on a blank page, required more than a talent for mere diversion. When I was kept awake at night by a particularly incisive melody by Tchaikovsky, I wondered how much of himself he gave over to the work—and in doing so, if it was electric agony, or otherwise a kind of bliss.

The making of music lies in the heart, a cruel yet tender organ, and it is here where the last of my goodness once resided. For many years, I marked out my life in compositions, the speed of their production, and the acclaim with which they were received. I ached with promise—however callous it rendered me. I had no time for other people. Even worse, I had no real use for them. The greatest pleasure of all was music, more thrilling and seductive than what might lie between parted thighs or an open mouth, and in the compositions of the masters that had come before me I would find both my destruction and my salvation.

When my piano concerto was given its European premiere, I waited backstage with Oliver Wakefield, who was to perform it. I had written it for him, though I did not tell him I had done so, as it would have exposed a weakness within me that I could not acknowledge. It was several years before the end of everything. He seemed very real to me then. Perhaps we were happy, in some way. He leaned over to kiss me on the side of the head. Then he walked out onto the stage, sat down at the piano, and began to perform.

I realize now what I did not as a child, what Gesualdo only grasped looking down at the bodies of his wife and her ill-fated lover: the greatest of music requires the soul to bear so much, until it is monstrously scarred. Here I offer an exhibition of these injuries, in musical form: a tone poem, an opera seria, a collection of cantillations, carelessly conceived. A study in brilliance and other flightless birds.



In the thoughtless and insolent weeks leading up to my departure from the fourth and last of my childhood homes to enroll at a conservatory, and for several years after, I took my calls in the bath. My mother had somehow rented a place with a massive clawfoot tub that she never used, and it was there I spent many languorous afternoons. The phone would ring, and I would simply climb into the empty basin, fully clothed. Sometimes my mother would stand in the doorway with a look of disapproval, though what exactly she disapproved of, I could never understand.

Even afterward, when I took up residence in a run-down basement apartment with water stains on the ceiling and mouse shit behind the radiator, I would sit in the tub among the mold and tile. It was like a sanctuary for me. All the bathrooms I had occupied as a child—and there were many, my family moved often, my stepfather always had some new job and could never make the rent—were the quietest places in the house. They possessed the purest acoustic qualities. If you set the radio on top of the sink and tuned it to the classical station, which I often did, the sound would fill the space with such a breathless and clarion energy that it was like being present in the concert hall itself.

I knew when Oliver called that something was wrong because he didn’t needle me about my compositions at all, as he usually did, a series of empty jabs without any real meaning to them. He had always been pretentious, and I had always been sensitive, and it was in this mode that we had conducted our disastrous personal relations for the last two decades. We had known each other so long it was almost pointless to say anything at all in these conversations. There were no longer any secrets between us. When you grow up together, as we did, you are forever attuned. Every word came from his mouth like I had spoken it. I anticipated the falling cadence of his sentences, the fluctuations in pitch that I found so musical in his speech.

You shouldn’t come to Ryder’s concert, he said to me. He could have said, Don’t come to my father’s concert, I’d rather die than see you, have you forgotten what we’ve done to each other, or I see you’re coming to the concert celebrating the life and career of Ryder Wakefield, the Pulitzer Prize–winning composer of Caldera Counterpoint (2009), and I would really prefer you not to. But he said none of these things. What he uttered was so simple, so forthright, it was like we were children again, standing in the foyer of that big house in New Mexico that would now and forever be his father’s alone.

You’re performing my concerto, I said. Why wouldn’t I come?

I was Ryder Wakefield’s last and greatest composition student. After me, he took no others. It was in that place, his grand living room, where I learned everything there is to know about counterpoint and more besides, where I came to understand the limits of inspiration, that to compose is to cultivate an artistic rigor to the exclusion of all other concerns, to deny oneself until there is nothing left but a landscape of sound, a vision of glass in the desert, lamentations in a Phrygian mode.

My work was elegant, distinctly American, dazzling in its virtuosity. I was the heir to Ryder’s legacy, his stranglehold on minimalism that still lingered. Minimalism, the movement to which he had once been heir apparent, was at one time avant-garde even to the avant-garde, audacious in its repetitiveness and its flaunting of convention. Its emergence in the 1960s heralded the arrival of a new kind of sound—an approach that bordered on simplistic, the same notes presented to the listener again and again, sedimented atop each other until the music became ever more layered. Minimalism repeated itself. It could do nothing except repeat itself. Yet within this, there was formal daring, a crystalline purity to the structure of each piece, and a relentless intensity that could be almost unmatched.

I wrote a few short orchestral works, a violin sonata, and a piano concerto, before finally beginning to write for the voice. Then came a chamber opera, a cantata, several song cycles set to poetry beguiling and inimitable. I experimented, perhaps excessively, with chromaticism. I rebelled against tonality and then returned to it like a prodigal child.

It’s not your best, he said.

Then Ryder doesn’t want to see me?

No, it’s not that, it’s just—

Just what?

Mia, come on—

Is it your dad?

No, it’s not my dad.

So it’s you. You don’t want to see me.

He sighed. Then he said, You remember that summer, right? The one right after you graduated from conservatory.

I wanted to say, You mean the one where you said you didn’t love me anymore. At the end of it.

But I didn’t say that. He already knew these things, and so did I.

Instead, I said, Yes, of course I remember it.

I think it was the time we were happiest together, he said, at last.

It had been the summer I grew arrogant beyond measure. My ambition was ceaseless; I could hardly sleep; I was practically incinerated by it. I lay in the bath with the phone pressed up against my ear, my bare feet dangling over the side: the memory of that summer recurring, reversing upon itself, recalling Oliver opening the door of his father’s house, then closing it, then opening it again, these cycles of remembering and forgetting, these pathetic gestures, his hand warm against my face, those mornings spent lying lazily in bed, threading his fingers through my loose hair.



Ever since childhood, we had been strangely unalike, he and I. Punctus contra punctum. Note against note. The practice of counterpoint, so mastered by Bach, unfolded in the grand distance between us—as people, as musicians, we were in a perpetual state of antagonism, set against each other in every possible variation.

Oliver was conspicuously gifted at performing the Baroque piano repertoire, in all its understated elegance. He practiced for hours each day. He was a responsible and fastidious pianist. In his spare time, he would listen to recordings of his favorite performers and write notes in his journal on the myriad approaches to Bach, the subtle press of the keys. Reveling in the perfection of those spiraling harmonies.

I never practiced in anything resembling an orderly fashion; I eschewed any attempt to study the piano. When Ryder took me as a student, I was half-feral, deranged. I could play nearly anything by ear. I sight-read with the utmost confidence. I critiqued the pieces I was forced to perform; I disliked everything. I stole staff paper and doodled little melodies all over the pages—youthful omens of my future as a composer. Prodigy, protégée, betrayer, hungry for knowledge of what lay beyond the notation on the page, what existed outside of mere performance and interpretation and instead verged on sublime creation. A little Fauré in the flesh.

There were a few things that linked us: a domineering father figure that loomed inescapably over our musical output. A weakness for the torrid sentimentality of the Romantic era, although only one of us would ever admit it. Our lives seemed to be in a constant state of extraction and collision. Drawn into a disastrous interplay of melody against melody, an invertible counterpoint.

Still, we were both orphans. That had always meant something. The two of us, alone in the world, together. The Chinese orphanage where I had been plucked from obscurity described me as “difficult to love.” An apt descriptor, more apt than they could ever foretell. Oliver’s mother was Korean; she left him with Ryder and decamped for the farthest reaches of the East, never to return. Ryder would call him his Asian son, his tender boy from Seoul, words that marked him, forever, without mercy. To be both and neither. Not Asian, not American, not even something in between. In the end, we might as well have been nothing at all.



For Conlon Nancarrow—a composer of music so complex and difficult it could only be replicated by the perfect, mechanical attack of a player piano—it was not tempo, not pitch, not instrumentation, not the performer, not even the composer, but time that was the last frontier of music.

In the music of Ryder Wakefield, time does not simply pass but is always set in motion, inescapable, overwhelming. In For Oliver (2021), the music moves forward, then repeats itself, then overlaps in layered orchestral textures, before lurching into a bleak abyss of dissonance, uncharacteristic of his late music, written in a frenetic mix of time signatures that gives the impression of the piece collapsing in on itself.

It was Ryder who introduced me to the concept of music that might have only a tenuous relationship to time and causality, sounds that existed in a space of total randomness, chaotic and uncontrolled.

Mia, composing beautiful music is really quite simple, Ryder said to me. This was one of many moments in which he gave me advice that I understood the true meaning of only years later, after a period of great confusion.

You cannot control everything when it comes to your art, he said. It’s like falling in love. You simply have to let go.

Every aspect of falling in love disgusted me. To surrender yourself to someone else, wholly and utterly, was its own delicious humiliation.

Oliver was the great love of my life. I know this now, far too late to do anything useful with the knowledge. I wrote for him, before and after his death, numerous pieces: a concerto of ash, a symphony of thorns. Some of these works have remained unfinished; others I destroyed.

All I retain is our time together, the perfumed memory of it, and my obsessive attempts to preserve who he was, in fragments. The precise arch of his fingers against the piano. The curve of his mouth when he frowned at one of my many excruciating musical puns. If it ain’t Baroque, don’t fix it. Too hot to Handel. How he would say my name, Mia, always turning downward on the final syllable. How we had waited for him in the arrivals lounge at the airport, Ryder was grumpy and I was terribly sleep-deprived, and when Oliver stepped into view I felt the warmth and joy so expressed by Liszt’s Liebestraum No. 3, the music cradling me, his arms pulling me into a hug, and there I was, like myself and yet not, trembling in his embrace.



Within those soft, languid mornings lingered a restless sorrow. I listened to the faucet dripping. The drone of the air conditioner in the other room. The sound of Oliver’s voice coming through the phone, serene, with undertones of honey. Distant, somehow.

What’s wrong, Oliver? I asked.

After the concert, I’ll be traveling, he said. I’ll be away for a long time. Can you take care of my dad for me?

He won’t like it. He won’t want to see me.

He doesn’t have a choice, Oliver said.

Are you going back to Korea?

No.

Then where?

Salzburg, maybe. Milan. I might retire, even.

He was at the height of his powers at the time; his rendition of the Goldberg Variations had achieved a precision of interpretation that could only come from years of brutal and uncompromising repetition. Years spent performing Bach, lying beneath the piano with the sheet music scattered around him in a dizzying whirl.

Now? But you’re just getting started.

Yes, now.

I did not go to the concert to hear his final performance of my Piano Concerto in F Minor, bursting with bravura virtuosity; I was not there when he went to the hardware store and purchased a length of double-braided nylon rope; I was not there when Ryder called and left a message, his voice tremulous and hollow, Mia—I found him—he’s gone and hung himself—oh God, what am I supposed to do? God, how could you do this to me? My son is gone—it’s all over for me now—

Once, we had promised each other we would never be separated. A childish vow, one that could never be fulfilled. Oliver knew then, at the time of his suicide, what I have had to learn with the grand bitterness of age: life itself is merely a series of cruel separations, concluded only by the moment of death. When the music leaves the body, when the orchestra stops playing—we are together again, at last, in that space of terrible beauty. That void of perfect silence.






II


In response to this unfathomable loss, Ryder retreated to his sanctum in the desert. Lying in seclusion among the buffalo grass just outside Santa Fe, shaded delightfully beneath the pinyon pines. It was where I had spent the entire summer after my graduation from conservatory, where Ryder had composed his mid-career masterpiece, Major Arcana (1987), and where we now found ourselves, years after all that had transpired.

I had not intended to return to Ryder’s house for a very long time, if at all. What brought me back so soon was a confluence of unfortunate circumstances—some explicable, others not. A languishing orchestral commission whose flaws I had hoped Ryder might illuminate for me, in his singular way, was principal among them. The other was recurring nightmares of Oliver, standing at the tall window that looked out over the driveway, summoning me back to that place where we were once children and would never be again.

Ryder had left me several voicemails, each increasingly incoherent, his speech patterns growing ever more circular and serpentine. Like the phase music of his early career, he produced agonizing repetition after repetition, returning always to the same place he had begun, the same obsessions that recurred without ceasing. He begged me to visit him, then phoned me again to tell me not to, then called a few minutes later and said he was lying, he was a paranoid and neurotic old man, he’d gotten it from his mother, please come at once, he had something to tell me.

I said, I’ll come.

The summer days had bled into each other, humid, sweat-slick. The rain provoked an oppressive listlessness in me. Dragonflies gathered on the car window, their iridescent bodies tauntingly beautiful. My thoughts lingered on Oliver, on his death. I drove past a flooded arroyo on my way to the house and out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw his dead body floating there. But when I turned to look, I realized it was only a piece of wood, discarded in the stream.

I parked the car at the bottom of the hill and walked the rest of the way, through the tangle of unruly greenery that lay dying at the bottom of the footpath and up to the front of the house where I saw the windows had been boarded up with cheap plywood. From inside, I heard the cacophony of the Steinway, just slightly out of tune, exploding into a rendition of the “Presentation of the Rose” from Richard Strauss’s opera Der Rosenkavalier.

Imagine, he had once said, playing it for me years ago, pointing as he did to the exact notes in the score set before him. A young nobleman, Octavian, must deliver a silver rose to the merchant’s daughter Sophie von Faninal, then as sweet and beautiful as she’ll ever be, as a sign of her engagement to another man. And in this duet, they realize they are in love with one another. It’s completely extraordinary. The stylishness with which Strauss intertwines their two voices—women’s voices—and drives them to a passionate climax. You must remember this if you remember nothing else, Mia. Music must be beautiful, or it must not be at all.

That had forever been his aesthetic philosophy: beauty above all else, above all other things.

Ryder had never been an exceptional pianist, not like his son, who seemed to summon the music from within the piano, whose mastery of the instrument transcended both of us. Yet even now, I could hear in the chaotic crash of his hands against the Steinway all the exuberance and naïveté of youthful love—just as Ryder had himself once fallen in love not with another man but with music itself, in the nosebleed seats of an opera house whose extraordinary monumentality was only apparent to him in the pitch darkness as he waited for the curtain to rise and open to him a strange world of passion, desire, hidden longing.

There would be other men, later, and other operas in turn. But Der Rosenkavalier was special. A particular marriage of Germanic refinement and Romantic emotionality, it was richer upon each listen. The same pattern of notes, the same recording, yet each time it produced tears in him anew, as though he was hearing it for the first time. As though he still had it in him to love, once more, with the same wild abandon he had possessed in the sunlit days of his boyhood.

A veil of darkness settled over the saguaro cacti that dotted the lawn. Their spines barely illuminated in the shimmering moonlight. To my right was the outline of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, smudged into the horizon by God, the clumsiest of painters. Ryder had purchased this place decades ago, when his career was at its zenith and he was still a man enamored by opulence and excess—the entire façade gave off the impression of great wealth, deserved or otherwise, though now in its obvious state of disrepair all glittering pretense had curdled to rot and decay.

The house was surrounded by the desert on all sides. As a child, I would lie awake at night listening to the subtle harmonies of the landscape. The percussive lash of the rain against the window. The cicadas singing their faint madrigals. From the vast and shifting sands emerged a holy music. Untethered from mortal concerns, its echo in the stone was a revelation; I was a young girl again, holding a score that was too large for my hands, tangling and untangling its melodies. Hollowing myself out just to hear the second movement of Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor played over the radio, standing beside the bathroom sink where every morning my stepfather would ask me to hand him his bottle of shaving foam. The slice of the razor intercutting with the downbeat of the orchestra like the stroke of a conductor’s baton. Imagining Oliver’s hand raised in the air as he conducted from the piano, this languorous adagio sostenuto of Piano Concerto No. 2, which he once hummed to me as we lay entwined together, our bodies touching so closely I thought we would never be parted.

I rang the doorbell. The music stopped. Silence rose up the hillside and laid itself over the lawn like a burial shroud. I waited in that quiet place at the front of the house, where I had often waited before as a young girl, hoping to catch a glimpse of Oliver in the window.

That desire, to see him again—to glance furtively at the corner of his mouth as he smiled, to touch his face, freshly shaven—was now shaded with a peculiar melancholia. The everlasting specter of death.

Ryder came to the door and cracked it open, his good eye looking out at me.

Mia? he said, like he didn’t recognize me.

It’s me, I said.

His gaze moved back and forth across my face as though he were searching for something in it—perhaps he was looking for the girl I was when I had first come here, ten years old and inchoate as a newborn lamb, barely rising to his waist. Now I was thirty-five, the same age as Mozart on his deathbed, and I was tall enough to stand as high as Ryder’s shoulder. Fragments of who I once was remained: I still let my black hair grow out longer than was strictly sensible, as I had when I was a girl. I still wore a ring on my right hand that Oliver had bought for me, one I had never given back to him, like so many things I had taken from him and never returned.

Well, come in then, he said. It’s going to rain. I don’t want you getting sick.

Thank you, Ryder.

I went into the narrow hallway and took off my coat. I regarded the house with great familiarity, like an old friend. I would spend my afternoons and, eventually, entire summers here, studying under Ryder, watching the light illuminate the sand-colored walls. Lying in bed counting the exposed wooden beams on the ceiling, until I heard Ryder snoring and Oliver’s knock at the door, then Oliver and I would steal away, in secret.

I remembered this now, the splendor of his savage brilliancy at the piano, contained within the slender taper of his fingers. That summer we had spent together in this house in Santa Fe, moving in and out of tempo with each other, reverberating in terrible harmony. The desert, the music, the pitch-black innards of Oliver’s unlit bedroom beckoning, darkly beckoning. The beginning and end of everything that would ever happen between us.

You look well, Ryder offered.

You too, I said. I watched him bend down and begin stoking the fireplace. His gnarled figure curled inward on itself like a felled tree, the veins in his hands visible as he nudged the embers with a fire poker until the flames rose up and illuminated the living room with a warm glow.

At eighty-four, Ryder always seemed older to me than I remembered, as though he had aged with alarming rapidity when I was not paying attention. I comprehended nothing of the brutal ravages of time; it was like I was his student again, a little girl in white socks and Mary Janes, sitting at the piano and gazing out the window instead of memorizing Mozart. And when I looked back at my teacher, I was surprised by the lines on his face, on his hands. Still, he retained the irresistible force of his charisma, the engulfing shadow he cast—my teacher, the man who had loomed over my childhood, who had cultivated the seeds of my artistry in unrelenting soil.

His face was much the same as I remembered. The three wrinkles on his forehead. The thick hedgerows that served as eyebrows. His mouth was perpetually fixed in a mild grimace—the agonies of musical genius, he’d once claimed. His nose jutted out at a slight angle between his cheekbones. It gave him a rather patrician look, like the head of a Roman statue that had been dropped on the ground. He often rubbed the bridge of his nose when he was composing, pressing the tips of his fingers together at the thinnest point in the cartilage and moving them up and down in unison, as though he were playing an exotic instrument of bone.

He had been handsome once, exceptionally so. It seemed almost impossible to imagine this, but I had seen the evidence—blurry and indistinct, yes, but evidence nonetheless—produced by Oliver after digging through his father’s old tapings of Great Performances on PBS. At first, I had thought it was a video of Leonard Bernstein. Then I realized the angle was all wrong, the side profile not nearly so aquiline. It was Ryder himself, 1987, the premiere of his String Quartet No. 1. He was forty-seven; his hair had not yet turned grey. At the time he was still steeped in minimalism. An admirer of Philip Glass, Steve Reich, Terry Riley, and Julius Eastman—he had followed after them, a veritable enfant terrible. Frightening and arresting in all his genius, his flouting of tradition. Ryder demanded his music be both tuneful and sophisticated. His early works were characterized by complex rhythms, fiendishly difficult to perform but eminently listenable. His temperament was only just beginning to be shaped by an uncompromising ear for melody, which could turn easily from ecstasy to a profound, manic obsession.

Ryder hated Bernstein, not least because they were both American, Jewish, gay, their lives deeply intertwined with the psychologically torturous act sometimes termed “music-making”—and thus there existed in Ryder’s mind a kind of neurotic and imagined rivalry between them—but also because he had grown up watching Bernstein live on ABC. Sunday afternoons spent crowded in front of the television set with his two older cousins, waiting for the maestro to make his appearance. Waiting for the day it would not be Bernstein striding out from the wings of the stage but Ryder Wakefield himself, his suit neatly pressed, conductor’s baton in hand.

With the emergence of the artist, Ryder had always contended, must come the inevitable destruction of the altars he once worshipped at. One day, he claimed, even I would surpass him. And in that surpassing would be the end of him, just as his generation had rejected, imitated, and buried the composers that had come before.

I had great admiration for him. Having been sent to an orphanage, unwanted, I had no father—but if I had one, it would have been Ryder. Yet he was also my teacher, and what passes between teacher and student is not love; it is something entirely different. Admiration and terror, envy and hatred. I was all he had left in the world; not only that, I was all that would be left of him. His pedagogy, however demanding, had imbued me with a small part of his essence that would live on. His unerring insistence that composition must be exacting and precise, or not at all. After he abandoned the deliberate repetition of minimalism and returned to the tonality of centuries past, he emphasized sprawling, intricate melodies. I, too, favored the beautifully melodic, with touches of French and Asiatic sounds. Francis Poulenc by way of Qigang Chen.

These were only some of the many eccentricities we shared. As a master artist might sign his apprentice’s painting with his own name, Ryder embedded himself within my early work, his influence so subtle that his style seemed to emerge, unbidden, at the climax of an art song or the silence between movements in a symphony, overtaking my notation with propulsive mastery, as though the music had been written in his hand alone.

He gestured for me to sit opposite him. It was a familiar tableau: the two of us, sitting across from each other in his upholstered wingback chairs. Between us was the coffee table, stacked perilously high with scores, books, detritus from a life dedicated to music without compromise.

Ryder poured himself a glass of bourbon. “You must be wondering why I asked you to come here.”

I shifted in my seat. My thoughts were elsewhere. Above the fireplace were the pictures of us, these framed photographs on the mantel that spoke of happier times—Ryder and a little Korean boy holding hands on the beach, wearing matching striped bathing suits.

Surely it wasn’t an invitation to sit around drinking and sniping at each other.

You’d do that for free. You’ve always been a glutton for punishment.

Then what?

There’s no one else I can trust with this, Mia. No one else in the world. Not since Oliver—

I’ve always kept your secrets.

So you have, he said. The ice in his glass rattled as he drained it in a single swallow. You know, I never wanted children. I was never the kind of homosexual who nested. But then I adopted Oliver—mostly by accident—and anyway, I started thinking to myself, maybe a daughter could be nice. Then you came into the picture, and I was so happy. So unbelievably happy.

In the fireplace, the embers blazed and reared up. Gnawing at the logs, bathing Ryder’s face in red light.

When I adopted Oliver, I was fifty-two, he said. I thought I was old for a dad. Everyone I knew already had kids in their twenties and thirties. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I had so much stress those first years I got a stent put in. My own father died at sixty-six and I didn’t know if I’d outlast him. I’d lie awake at night worrying I’d die when Oliver was too young to be out on his own, that I wouldn’t live to see him graduate from college.

How strange it is. To be in my eighties and now mourning my son who has predeceased me. He will never sit shiva for me. He will never recite the kaddish.

I watched Ryder’s expression turn from muted agony to a strange, almost tender contemplation. His features sinking into the rugged geography of his face as he poured himself another glass and sipped from it. Calmer, this time, almost measured.

He paused here. Studying the ice as it slowly melted before he set down his glass.

I come from a line of butchers and slaughterers. Abattoir workers. My father’s side. The men in my family—we’re killers, through and through. And sometimes I wonder if it was me—my fault—that Oliver died the way he did.

It wasn’t your fault. You know that.

Then whose was it?

I didn’t come here to relive the past, Ryder.

Then why did you come, Mia?

I was hoping to get your thoughts on something I’ve written—

You don’t need my thoughts. I didn’t train you for decades to be indecisive. You’re a fully formed artist and you need to act like it. Or are you still a child?

I have some scenes from an opera—a biographical sketch of Carlo Gesualdo—

Not the worst choice I could think of. It’ll have a suitable amount of excessive violence and eroticism, which I suppose is all the rage these days. Do you have a librettist?

No. I’m writing the text myself.

Well, knowing your level of literary ability, that’s already a huge mistake.

It’s going to be semi-autobiographical. Drawing a parallel between the struggles of modern creative life and—

Oh, even worse. Autobiography is the refuge of those without material.

Says the man who composed an entire song cycle in Yiddish as an homage to his mother.

And what did you think of that, then?

A competent exercise in nostalgia. Vastly inferior to your earlier work.

So you’re saying that when I left minimalism, I lost my edge.

You lost everything. You lost what made your sound unique, you lost the fucking plot, Ryder, all of it—

When I became a father, I had other concerns. I didn’t feel like making instruments play the same three measures of music for twenty minutes and calling it a composition. You see? Minimalism is an intellectual dead end, a desiccated corpse of what it once was. Maybe twenty, thirty years ago there was something avant-garde about it. But now? Now?

The past itself is a dead end.

You write these beautiful melodies, and then you abandon them in the second movement. You talk about tonal music like it’s a cardinal sin, he said. His disdain hung heavy in the air. It’s like you don’t actually want to make music anyone will listen to.

Listenable music? Who listens to you anymore? Music historians? Your career has been over for years.

He fixed me with a piercing look. You think you’re clever, don’t you? Critiquing an old dinosaur like me. A relic of the past. Spitting in the face of your predecessors. Even Beethoven scorned Haydn. I once was the same way. Don’t act like you don’t know who made you into the composer that you are. The story of the student is inevitably the story of her teacher. The life of Mia Voss is inevitably the life of Jonathan Lefkowitz, whether you like it or not.

It was the first time in years that I had heard his birth name spoken aloud. I had no response to this. We were so opposed it was like those rare occasions Ryder would speak to me in Aramaic, as when I was preparing an arrangement of the kaddish from Ravel’s Deux mélodies hébraïques. We recited the text together, slowly; we imagined ourselves as mourners at a funeral. Ryder showed me photographs of his father’s grave, where as a boy he had shoveled dirt onto his coffin. The rhythm of his speech, his language, was as familiar to me as that of my own mother—but the content of his sentences escaped me. I understood nothing.

My arrangement of Ravel was a predictable failure of the imagination; I moved on afterward to working on my own compositions and never again attempted to revisit the Jewish music that had so defined Ryder’s youth. I had failed to rework the mourner’s melody of the kaddish into something acceptable for string quartet, and I had failed to imagine Oliver alive again, knocking on the front door of the house, sitting down at Ryder’s grand piano to play the Goldberg Variations like they had been composed just for him.



Did you at least read the excerpts I mailed you?

When did you mail them to me, I hardly go out to check the mail these days.

Last month, I said.

Oh—yes, he said. Some parts were absolutely brilliant—the sophistication of the melodic language, the relentless forward motion of the orchestra, the eclectic mingling of minimalism with gestures toward Puccini, Poulenc, and of course my own work—and how could you not gesture toward it, I wrote a number of masterpieces, and also, I practically raised you—

Here, he sighed, held up his hands. But—it’s unfocused.

Ryder—

I said it was unfocused. I didn’t say it was bad.

You might as well have said it was bad.

Ryder leaned back in his chair and frowned. Rubbing the bridge of his nose with his right hand. He narrowed his eyes in deep concentration. I couldn’t tell what he was getting at. Was he thinking of the extravagant perfection of the St. Matthew Passion? Was he summoning memories from some impossibly long-ago time when we were still happy?

After all these years spent tending to the open wound of my memory, I would be pathetic again, many times over, to touch Oliver’s dark hair once more, or to stand with him in the living room of his father’s beautiful house in Santa Fe, arguing with Ryder on the merits of Mascagni. The three of us, together. Just like it used to be.

Come with me, he said, as the shadows on the wall behind him began to lengthen and crawl across the ceiling. I have something to show you.

We walked up the stairs to the second floor to his office. Oliver and I used to sneak up here sometimes when Ryder wasn’t home. Little thieves that we were, we’d go through his endless bookshelves, his side table, even the drawers of his desk. Rifling through all the things that Ryder kept hidden from us: letters from his mother written in a precise and inhumane hand, pill bottles with strange words printed on them, drafts of music that would never be heard again in his lifetime.

He gestured toward the pile of papers on the desk and said, This is it. My masterwork.

I picked up the first sheet of paper and saw the title scrawled at the top. Death Fugue: Music for Orchestra. The few lines of music I saw before setting it back down on the desk suggested a return to the obsessional circuitry that underlay his minimalism, tinged with the vibrant colors of the Romantic era. Perhaps there was a fugue in there, perhaps not—Ryder liked to riff on established forms, a slight improvisational streak to him that lent a jazzlike cadence to the work of his middle period, which had only recently seen a critical revival.

It’s not finished, I said.

That’s why I asked you to come, he said. My great obsession. Not even my publisher knows about it. I’ve been toiling away in secret for months. I’m eighty-four, Mia, I have a bad heart—

Ryder, now’s not the time to discuss—

Was it the time when Oliver died? he said.

That’s not fair, you know that’s not something I—

You’ve taken everything from me. This is the nature of teaching. My life, my career, has come to an end. I’ll put out a few flaccid sonatas, maybe another chamber opera. It’ll be warmly received because I’m famous and people think that means I know what I’m doing, even though I’m groping in the dark like the rest of you neophytes. But you’ve stolen the fire that was once mine, Mia, you have the energy and insolence to match. I have passed to you the legacy of those who came before, and you must continue it.

I’m already writing an opera.

You can’t write an opera about fucking Gesualdo. Come on. Hindemith already did what you want to do in Mathis der Maler. The life of an artist is an extremely boring topic.

Then what am I supposed to write an opera about?

Whatever is most beautiful. Whatever moves you. Whatever you can excavate from the rancid depths of your soul. Whatever you can finish. The light of composition—

Not this again, I muttered.

You carry the light of composition within you. I know you don’t believe me, but I’ve always said that. In the end, you and I are much the same. We are very lonely people who dislike ourselves, and our only great love is music.

What he did not say: Like father, like daughter.

Promise me this, Mia, he said. Promise me you’ll finish it if I can’t.

He knew as well as I did that I could deny him nothing. In the end, we were exactly the same. He had made me in his image: the scholar, the composer, and the teacher. One day, I would be standing in the living room of my own beautiful home, lecturing condescendingly to children who did not know any better, in the hopes that one of them might take up the art for the next generation. And then I would grind them down and reshape them for my own purposes, just as had been done to me.

I said, I promise.



Within weeks, he was dead. The house cleaner found him at the bottom of the stairs one morning. He had slipped and fallen. A terrible accident. There was a certain gracelessness to his death that surprised me—for a man so committed to beauty in all things, he had the misfortune of dying in such an ugly way. I worried that he suffered, although I was told a suspicious number of times that he had died instantly, it was painless, there was nothing to worry about. I was also told that I would inherit everything: the great house in Santa Fe, the Steinway, the master’s oeuvre that spanned almost fifty years of active composition.

He was buried next to his son. The funeral was, per his brief instructions, conducted according to Jewish tradition and contained an excess of Mozart. That was his only demand: for his mourners to hear the crystalline perfection of his favorite composer serenading him as he descended into the earth, never to rise again.



History had come to Ryder’s house in the desert, at last. That tantalizing and destructive force brought to bear on the disaster that was my existence—now, all at once and with great intensity, had finally arrived. I knew then I would have no choice but to recall everything that had happened, every piece of me that still carried traces of the past. It had emerged from that place where I had buried it, deep in my memories. Time, that scavenger, that vulture, had left only the bones.






III


The house had been preserved just as it was at the moment of his death. Windows left half-open, letting in the errant breeze. Plastic sheets laid over the best furniture. Old magazines piled up on the credenza in the foyer, the pages curling backward with age, rigid and rotting.

After the funeral, I wandered from room to room, picking up various items and turning them over in my hands. I wondered if this was what mourning was, black grief reflected in the curve of a bent coffee spoon. Ryder might have even used it once, conducting his mad symphony at the stove each morning. His usual breakfast was an omelet with cornflakes and fat-free milk, a few chapters of a biography of Schoenberg or Mahler or Szymanowski, and at least one page of music written by hand before noon, washed down with black coffee.

The kitchen was silent. There was only myself and the terrifying and doomed realization that my life had been one way and now could never be that way again. Oliver had been dead for years; I was used to that, the slicing ache of it. But now Ryder was gone too.



First, Oliver and I were children together. Then we were lovers, although now it feels like such a strange word—formed with the tip of the tongue touching the front teeth, the mouth slightly parted. So much implied by two syllables. The turning and turning of desire, until the self is warped beyond recognition. Hatred, jealousy, wretched pleasure intermingled; they have the same taste.

How to recount this? Memory, like music, expands to fill the space in which it is presented: a concert hall, a scrapbook of creased photographs. I remember the day of our very first meeting in the same manner I remember the day I admitted that I loved him, not in a linear fashion, but through a succession of vivid and incoherent images: Oliver smiling, deliriously happy—about what, I couldn’t say. An impulsive confession that I would never again repeat. Da Capo al Fine. Later—his face shrouded, unreadable; Oliver leaning over the railing of the staircase in the hall to hear me play, the gentle chords echoing, always echoing in that big open living room of his father’s house where I sat at the Steinway. My feet could hardly reach the pedals. There were flowers, freshly picked, clasped in my hands; in Oliver’s hands he held a book of sheet music, Bartók’s Piano Concerto No. 3, composed for the birthday of his young wife.

There was Debussy in Ryder’s living room, Mendelssohn ringing in my ears when we promised each other innumerable things, things we’d grow to regret later, such was a life so circumscribed by noise, sheer cacophony, the strike of the mallet against the xylophone like the rattling of our bones as he and I danced afterward. Together, just the two of us.



I lied to various people that I was only coming out to Santa Fe for a few weeks. Just to clean things up and sell the house. In fact, I had no reason to do any of these things myself. I could have sold Ryder’s house without even seeing it again. I could have hired someone to divide up his remaining possessions, many of which had only sentimental value, and auctioned the rest. But I still bought the plane ticket and packed away my things and told everyone I’d be traveling, which was a polite way of saying I was having one of my insufferable misanthropic fits again and wasn’t presentable around others.

My girlfriend at the time, whose presence I somewhat resented—and I was beginning to suspect the feeling was mutual—asked if I would be away for a long time. She was always asking me inconvenient things, like when are you going to commit, by which she meant marriage. I always responded with something vague like eventually, by which I meant never, although the extreme discomfort that occurred during these conversations always prevented me from actually breaking up with her, which would’ve been the merciful thing. Every time I spoke to her, she reminded me of a wounded animal—she was always vaguely hurt about something I’d said or done that I couldn’t remember. I never apologized enough, until finally I gave up on apologizing. I kept thinking of an injured fawn I’d seen lying by the road when my stepfather drove me to school, all bloodied brown fur with a broken leg, and I remembered my stepfather saying it would’ve been a lot better if someone had just shot it.



Three years after Oliver’s suicide, there was a retrospective of his recordings that dared to name me: Closely associated with the Baroque repertoire, particularly Bach, Oliver Wakefield also championed the new music of his adoptive father, the minimalist composer Ryder Wakefield, and the music of his father’s protégée, Mia Voss, a rising composer in her own right.

I read these words without comprehending them, as though they were written about other people, with other lives. When Oliver died, all those happenings had departed with him. He had erased what had transpired between us. This “Mia Voss” must have been some other person, far more talented and incisive in her sonatas, who had taken up her role as Ryder Wakefield’s apprentice and not lingered in his house in Santa Fe, waiting on inspiration that would never come. I was acutely aware that I was now Mozart’s age, right before his death. His music was so perfectly elegant it was like hearing, with total finality, the harmony of the spheres—an achievement at any age, let alone thirty-five.

According to Ryder, to be an artist was nothing more than an act of sheer will. To be a great artist, however, required profound loss. I appeared to possess this in near-luxurious excess: so many things in my life were marked by their absence. A stint in an orphanage had done nothing except make me hungry for a love that did not exist, the applause of the audience that I did not hear, even at my own premieres. There was such a drivenness in me, a bottomless ambition that distinguished my juvenilia. A brash, vulgar arrogance to the music—a desire to be looked at, to leave the audience enraptured by the sound.

Yet I had never achieved true greatness. Not the bewildering genius of Charles-Valentin Alkan, who entered the Paris Conservatory at the tender age of five, nor the sophistication of Erich Korngold, who saw his opera Die tote Stadt premiered at twenty-three. What then? By the time I could transcribe the most complex sonatas by ear, after hearing them only once, I realized that no one really cared if I was a good artist or a bad artist, but that I was driven by some inner force to make music, the same force that drove me to occasionally harm myself, inexplicably and without purpose. It was too late to turn back—to become the kind of person who could not differentiate between Schubert and Schumann, who did not spend hours at a time playing the same three notes on the piano, listening to the action of the keys, marveling at the color and light that could be summoned from a single instrument. Such astonishment to behold in a folded piece of sheet music, clasped gently in the hand of a child.



When we were in conflict, an occurrence that was more and more common in the years leading up to Oliver’s death, our arguments took on a seismic quality that could only come from years of history between us. Years spent together in the pressure cooker of Ryder’s practice room, observing the other’s musical production with a discerning eye. Our relations were shot through with rivalry, jealousy, obsession. I could not comprehend Oliver’s ease with the piano—in this art he clearly surpassed me—and likewise he could not understand how his father and I might fashion honeyed melodies from nothing.

The intensity of feeling that linked us was so great that Oliver said, when we were lying in bed together, I learned a word in Beijing last year. Zhiyin. It means someone who understands your music. Like a soulmate. It made me think of you.

That same intensity of feeling appeared likewise, although bitterly inverted, when at the dinner table we began debating, as two overeducated musicians might, the interpretation of Karol Szymanowski’s mysterious, surreal opera Król Roger. Vegetables were stabbed with forks; mashed potatoes smeared passive-aggressively on the plate; knives shrieked against ceramic as we continued our back-and-forth, unrelenting. Ryder watched, unamused.

Enough, you two, he said at last. All that I’ve taught you, and what do I get out of it? Petty, pseudo-intellectual pissing contests?

A drop of gravy fell from my fork and onto my thumb. I licked it off and saw Oliver’s eyes flick down to follow the motion, before he set his mouth into a grimace and said, God, fuck you, Mia, and pushed his chair away from the table to stalk upstairs.

What’s gotten into him? Ryder said.

I shrugged.

Well, you had better make up. And quickly. I can’t die with my son and best student on bad terms. Can you imagine what they’d say in the obituary?

Oliver would be dead three years after that argument. Three years after I watched him turn his back to me in the dining room and leave with such melodramatic finality, I was surprised to see him again when I returned the next week for my lesson. He did not acknowledge me as he sat in the window annotating a score, and the light illuminated his face like a Renaissance painting, accentuating the angular edges of his cheekbones and jaw that I had touched, marveling how much I had loved him even then, still, a love that did not leave but simply lay in wait, ruminating, ruinous, until subito forte, very suddenly and all at once, it appeared again among the wreckage of my memories.



Every morning, I pondered the repetitive dilemma of my continued existence. I regarded life as akin to a holding pen at a slaughterhouse, where we were all panicked and crowded together like cattle, and none of us could possibly fathom what was coming next. A distinct sense of generalized discomfort pervaded every aspect of my life—even the most minor interactions felt polluted by some unnameable distress.

It wasn’t so much that I wanted to kill myself, like Oliver had, although the thought occasionally floated into my mind, only to be pushed aside by an obnoxious internal monologue, in my best imitation of Ryder’s voice, on the disastrous state of my compositional practice. Suicide was an attractive, but incomplete, solution to this problem. Beyond this, I was perpetually convinced that my next masterpiece lay on the horizon, and since death was quite the obstacle to the completion of a composition, I’d have to stay alive until then—though I knew I’d never produce anything as brilliant as Anvil Crawler, composed by Ryder in two feverish weeks after a brutal storm up in the mountains. I might not even write anything as good as my previous works, filled as they were with the naked enthusiasm and earnestness I had come to loathe.

I had been so young then; I had so much weeping left in me, so much weeping and so much joy.

I was face down on the bed. First floor, guest room. This was where I’d always slept, both when I was a child apprenticing under Ryder and when I had returned for that aimless summer, twenty-one and a newly minted conservatory graduate, haloed by the certainty that nothing less than greatness lay ahead of me. I thought I might one day be happy; though what exactly that happiness entailed, I didn’t really know.

The sun was coming in through the window. I resented this, the great inexorable rotation of the astronomical bodies in the galaxy, the knowledge that the next day would arrive fast on the heels of the last one. When the birds in the trees began singing, I got up and brushed my teeth and hair, then set about wandering the hallways in a daze. Everything was the same as it had always been, except there was no radio playing in the kitchen, no sound from the patio, footsteps, the hum of a vacuum, voices from another room, echoing, the memory pulling me backward in time until I felt almost as though I were in free fall, remembering how Oliver had come into my room one night and shut the door, that wasn’t the only thing that had happened that night of course and that wasn’t why he’d come in, just to shut the door, but it’s what I remember, the way he put one hand on the doorframe as he closed it, the light was not on and I could hardly distinguish the outline of his body, he moved over to the bed where I sat, he moved over me, I thought to myself how wonderful it was to be in love, an eternal summer, to be perfected as I had never been before.

All this that once was, gone. Ryder’s voice, ringing in my head: Get up and get back out onstage. There’s an audience who paid for this. You better give them their money’s worth.



In the weeks before his death, Oliver began to hear music everywhere. Perfect music, music I lacked the capacity to understand, melodies written in wind and light, mediums incomprehensible to the rational mind. He would play a few of these mystical intervals for me, the sound dissonant and ambiguous, his face riveted with terrible concentration, as though it was the last time he would ever touch the piano again.

I had my own place then, a little rental out in Taos, but I still drove up every weekend to see his father. Ryder and I would retreat to the upstairs study to dissect each manuscript I brought him, each new composition half-formed, waiting to be ruthlessly criticized into being.

I often found Oliver perched on the couch in the living room, looking out the window at nothing. He appeared neither happy nor unhappy. Sometimes we spoke. Often, we didn’t. We had nothing new to say to each other. Our romance was long over—a youthful indiscretion he took care not to mention. Sometimes it would slip into our exchanges, but we would usually refer to it only in the most oblique terms, as if it had transpired between other people. When we conversed, the predominant topic was music, an obsession and grief we had shared since childhood.

I had the sense that Oliver was out there, somewhere, but very far away from me, in a distant place to which I could not travel. When I spoke to him, his eyes focused on my face, but it was like someone else was looking at me. Wearing his skin.

I don’t know why he did it. If I knew, it would have destroyed me. The reason for his suicide was the only secret he ever kept from me. Sometimes I think it’s better that I understood nothing. Maybe it was the last of his small mercies, to prevent me from knowing. He had spared me from the horror of having to forget.



The first day, I sat at the piano and composed nothing. I traversed the house and composed nothing. I looked through Ryder’s possessions, his things that were now my things, so much inherited, his socks and his papers and his compositional style and his neuroses, almost in a kind of daze, understanding nothing, and still composed nothing.

In the hallway outside the living room, I found that Ryder had moved his paintings around; instead of being greeted by a charming portrait of a lapdog, I found that massive and utterly silly purchase of his that he’d made at a student art fair in New York City, decades ago. It was a grotesque reproduction, in oils, of some Baroque master I’d barely heard of. A darkly mythological tableau of the god Apollo and his contest with the satyr Marsyas. Goat-king and fool that he was, Marsyas challenged Apollo to a competition of musical skill. Marsyas played the double-reeded aulos and Apollo played his lyre, and when Apollo won, he flayed Marsyas alive and nailed his skin to a pine tree.

The student had imitated the great original, but what emerged was an uncanny reproduction, one with just enough difference that it gave the sense that there was something terribly wrong with the painting, terribly wrong with the faces and eyes that looked out at the viewer. I stood in front of it and looked at Marsyas, his visage contorted in unimaginable pain. Then Apollo, beatific, ritual knife in hand as he cut away at the skin.

I regarded this work with the same dread as I had when I’d seen it as a child, hanging imposingly in the foyer, the shadow that cut across the frame obscuring it with a darkness that hid much of the imperfections in the work, leaving only the sense of the distorted, the absurd.

Upstairs, encased in a cheap unlabeled plastic folder, was the manuscript of Death Fugue. I was not conscious of its presence yet, not like I would be later, when it would occupy my mind with a pointed insistence. When I would know at every moment where I had last put it down, the image of each page burning itself into my mind until its entire contents became transfigured into a grotesque mass of musical notation, effacing all other compositions that had once lingered there until there was nothing else but Death Fugue.

I should have taken the manuscript downstairs and stoked the fireplace in the living room. I should have consigned the pages to the flames. But I did none of these things. Instead, I ascended the stairs, Marsyas watching me as I did so with his dead painted-on eyes, accusing me of an unnameable crime. One I would only come to understand later, when it was too late for me.

I went to the desk and picked up the folder. It seemed to almost open of its own will, as a flower opens to the hand of its gardener before being plucked from the earth—though I must have opened the folder myself, or perhaps this is something I have made up to give myself a measure of control over my life, one of my many comforting and ultimately futile delusions—and here it revealed itself to me, the darkness of the black ink against the white paper, the title etched in an unmistakable hand, Death Fugue: Music for Orchestra.

I began to read.



My mother, always prone to various bizarre pronouncements, like an ancient Grecian prophetess who had grown up in New Jersey, used to say that every love confession was akin to a confession to murder. What she meant by that, I didn’t really know—she had been married twice, once before my adoption, to a man she never spoke of, and then once after, to Mark. (Both of these men were, amusingly enough, still living.) Perhaps she was suggesting that the act of loving someone, with all its accompanying humiliations, was as grave and serious as the act of murder. Or perhaps she was just slightly insane, as only my mother could be. Christina saw the world as perpetually intruded upon by fate—for her, everything was neatly predestined, which is why when I said to her that Oliver had died, she told me it was something I should have expected, he’d been depressed for a long time, it’s like that with a lot of adoptees later in life, she’d been reading about it, trauma, abandonment issues, you’ve had some of those yourself, but you got over them, didn’t you? Didn’t you?

For many years I thought that I was like Carlo Gesualdo—somehow, in my myriad failings, I had transformed from Oliver’s beloved into his murderer. Ran the sword right through him, repeatedly, until he was dead. It was only later that I realized I had gotten things backward. It was he who was Gesualdo, and I Maria d’Avalos, that ill-fated wife of his. A part of me died with him, was killed by him, he plunged the sword into me as I called Ryder back after he’d left me a frantic voicemail, I heard him speaking over the phone, barely audible, saying that Oliver wasn’t breathing, one of his eyes was twitching, I told him to hang up and call 911, for Christ’s sake, why was he still on the phone with me, this deranged back-and-forth continuing for some time until I finally convinced him to go to the other room and use his landline, to unlock the front door so the paramedics could come, and then I threw on my coat and ran out the door to my car.

When I arrived, they had already left. The gate was unlatched. I drove up to the front door and entered the house. It was empty and soundless. I knew then that he was dead.






IV


At last, Ryder Wakefield’s final great, unfinished work revealed itself to me. Page after page of contradiction, pastiche, digression, and miscellany. He began by referencing the music of his childhood: popular music, jazz, the klezmer music of his father, the playful litany of the carousel at Coney Island. Then, the emergence of the artist as a dashing young man— Ah, to be young again in New York, Mia, he’d told me, that was a time of music, real music. Fluxus, downtown, John Cage. We were upstarts then. In full revolt against what had come before.

For a brief period of time, Ryder had been one of Cage’s many disciples. His encounter with the composer in the Experimental Composition class at the New School, nearly ten years after the premiere of 4’33”, had exerted a profound influence on his future work. Though he eventually broke from Cage and forged his own path forward into the burgeoning movement that would soon be called minimalism, he told me that it was Cage who taught him the usefulness of silence. In this comment, I sensed there was something more, unspoken—Ryder must have been acquainted with Cage’s music for Merce Cunningham’s ballets, a partnership between two men that encompassed both the professional and domestic, an entanglement Ryder would repeat in later years with his artistic lovers, men who might understand his music but never the composer himself.

On the page before me there was minimalism, pulsation, repetition, the melody turning back on itself like a wave that crested and faltered and crested again. The eternal struggle between the avant-garde and its forebears, replicated studiously in the agonistic tension that he wove into the second movement. Glimmerings of Oliver began to appear, Korean folk tunes cut open to extract only their most mystical and exotic qualities. Gestures toward Bach. There was a spare bleakness to all of these things, a hint at what was to come.

Just before Ryder had died, he was only beginning to return to neoromanticism, in all its great torrents of emotion and raw tonal beauty. The last section of the score contained a beautiful motif partially written in the string section. I traced with my fingertip the place where the musical line vanished into nothingness, halfway through the phrase, without resolution. Sound, then oblivion. It was a life chronicled in music, bereft of an ending.

Death Fugue was a piece of music that, like Mahler’s Tenth or Mozart’s Requiem, demanded its completion simply by existing. For many years, I had studied with Ryder, looked up to him, been at his side as he explained in painstaking detail the thought process of his art-making, his art-suffering. Following him around like a little disciple in the wilderness.

He was a bitter and lonely man with very few, if any, friends; he loathed his contemporaries but revered their greatest works. When preparing a list of recommended scores for a young composer who had emailed him, he had dictated to me the inclusion of Reich’s Different Trains, Adams’s Nixon in China, and Glass’s Einstein on the Beach. But he would not have deemed any of these men worthy to take up what he determined to be his legacy, in all its contradictions. And now, he had asked me to finish his last work, as Franco Alfano had finished Turandot after the death of Giacomo Puccini. Who could better understand the continuity of style than the one who had watched him laboring tirelessly at his desk, for years upon endless years? Who else could conjure the next moment of his music just as he would have conceived it, an act of imitation that was also an act of love?

That night, I lay awake in the guest room. The manuscript was on the desk beside the bed. I heard the house groaning and creaking, like an arthritic old man roused from bed. The bones of the place twisted and gnarled with age. The big windows overlooking the desert now with the shades pulled down, no longer left to gaze out onto the landscape. In Ryder’s house, everything, even the smallest unit of sound, could be music—the footsteps of a visitor in the hallway, the screeching cry of the occasional seabird that would pass through on its way to the coast. It was a formal approach I would grow to heavily question: if everything was music, then surely nothing was music. There had to be limits to what could be put into a score. But still he would exhort me, looking down at the driveway that sloped into the main road, where so often I would stand at the bottom and see Oliver waiting for me there, running down the path to greet me, Ryder turning and saying, What was the tone color of that siren? What was the timbre of that sound?

I got up and opened the door and I went into the living room and lifted up the top of the piano bench, which was stuffed with papers. Sheet music, books on music theory, tattered and illegible notes that had faded with age. I found a pencil hiding between two large folios, orchestral scores that Ryder had once conducted from, now falling to pieces. I came back into the room and fumbled at the light switch. Then I pressed the tip of the pencil against the paper, just as Gesualdo had done in his time, and began to compose.



To encounter Gesualdo is like encountering oneself for the first time in a shadowed forest through which only pinpricks of light are visible through the trees. From such darkness, such aching beauty. His work exuded elegance, refinement, a touch of the sinister. A purity and modernity to each carefully chosen harmony, threaded together so delicately they could scatter in the wind.

I first heard him when I was ten. I was with my stepfather, Mark. We were driving north. He said we were going to visit one of his old friends, by which he meant the composer Ryder Wakefield, who had recently premiered one of his new works at the Santa Fe Opera. My stepfather explained this to me, patiently, as though it were something I might care about, though I did not. I didn’t know who Ryder Wakefield was, and I didn’t care.

Mark had purchased a new car even though we didn’t have the money for it. Ever since he had married my mother four years before, I saw that he bought things with money he didn’t have. I wondered if this was a trait of most failed musicians, or only Mark. He had been one of those aimless people who was good at singing and thought that meant he should become an opera singer, which he found out wasn’t exactly true after far too much education in bel canto and a ruinous amount of debt. He was foolish—probably one of the most foolish men I would ever have the displeasure of meeting.

Still, I loved him. Back then, I was always looking for someone to love, and for someone to love me in return. I was a child and thus very stupid, so I had not learned how badly I could be hurt by this. To attach myself to Mark for a weekend and listen as he talked endlessly about music, as he often did, in the manner of a man who had never encountered anything quite as beautiful or seductive as a well-written motif in the string section, was nothing. When he bought me a piano and encouraged me to play it, I did. I was excellent at it. I was excellent at everything he asked of me.

This is a pattern that would recur throughout my lifetime: bitterly, indefinitely. Whatever limited brilliance I had cultivated as a pianist could not save me from what was to come. No amount of musical talent had ever staved off misery—in some ways, it seemed almost to have invited more.

I saw him turn the knob of the car radio until he found the classical music station. A drowsy voice drifted through the airwaves: Next up, Moro, lasso, al mio duolo, one of the many wonderful madrigals by Italian composer Carlo Gesualdo. More than just a composer, Gesualdo was also a prince who killed his wife and her lover after catching them in bed together—

What were they doing in bed together, Mark? I asked.

Mark didn’t answer my question. He just laughed and said, Don’t tell your mom I let you listen to this. It’s not for kids.

But I didn’t hear him. I wasn’t really listening, not anymore. I wasn’t in the car with my stepfather, taking that arduous drive to the house of Ryder Wakefield; I was with Carlo Gesualdo in the Palazzo Sansevero as he scratched the beginnings of a madrigal onto parchment with the same hand that had struck down his wife and her lover. Watching over his shoulder as he shaped each chord to his tormented vision.

This was not the work of a man who loved composing, as perhaps he had once loved his wife. Love, despite its sumptuous opulence, could not capture the depths of Gesualdo’s full-throated impulse. In the harmony alone it was apparent that Gesualdo was in thrall to every note. Why else would he labor alone in the unforgiving candlelight, night after night, stippling his paper with fragments of genius, if not to rescue from himself the last of his goodness and keep it safe within his music? He was a man possessed by an obsession so all-encompassing it was like he was being devoured. A hunger that yielded to nothing. Not even the satisfaction of artistic greatness.

Did he feel the same way, I wondered, when he drove the sword so deeply through his ruined marriage bed that he pierced holes into the floor beneath? Would I feel a similar frisson of delight using a cheap ballpoint pen to etch the beginning of a melody onto printer paper?

A composition took shape; I could sense it, its distance from me, like a shimmering mirage sighted far from shore. I tapped out the rhythm against the window until Mark, irritated, told me to stop ruining his new car. The future beckoned to me with a strange clarity: Ryder Wakefield’s massive house in the desert; his son standing in the doorway, nameless, unknown to me then; the outline of my musical promise striking in its glory, its sun-drenched hubris.



I wrote through the night. It was light outside when I stopped. In that time, I had completed little more than the melody Ryder had begun, the unfinished tendril of it splayed across the page in a tantalizing fashion. I had added a few lines, here and there—a sketch of something amorphous and malformed emerging from the percussion section, its outline unclear to me, but the rhythm was metrical and precise as the metallic thrum of a tension headache.

I was filled with a quivering, manic energy, one that hardly dissipated when I stood up from the desk and went into the living room where Ryder kept his desktop computer, barely used. I scrolled through the files, although he’d stored almost nothing of interest on it, and all his folders were labeled with nonsensical titles like “WORKS_FINAL (1)” (empty) and “New folder” (filled with useless junk and malware). I checked his email and unsubscribed from several newsletters. I looked through the digital photo album, which mostly consisted of haphazardly scanned photographs, some of Oliver as a child, some of Ryder himself, his hair not yet snow-white, standing with any number of musical luminaries that were as deceased as he was.

I closed the photo album. All that remained was the black screen of the monitor. I saw my face reflected there. I didn’t enjoy looking at myself; it was one of those things I tried to avoid. To me the entire endeavor was more than a little discomforting, the image interrupted by the bend of the light against the screen, narrow eyes atop a broad nose, all the features individually pleasing enough, but distinctly unharmonious when placed together. Ryder would sometimes call me Laideronnette, impératrice des pagodes. A reference to the Ravel piece for four hands, but with a bit of his cruelty shining through—it meant “Little Ugly One, Empress of the Pagodas” in French, and he said it far more than he needed to. The bitter comparison was steeped in the musical language of Orientalism, a perspective that regarded Asia not as an actual place but an exotic surface upon which could be projected any number of delicious fantasies. Whenever I performed this piece with Oliver, I imagined dainty, beautiful women with their almond-shaped eyes turned ever upward beneath their parasols, white-teethed, their flesh yellow as the peeled skin of a lemon.

Ryder would laugh after calling me this, sometimes sneering, sometimes not, like he was the first person in the world to compare me to a princess cursed with ugliness, and then we would go on with our lives. It was one of those things I never felt worth commenting on; he would never apologize, and now he was too dead for that.

I would have let him address me as anything he pleased, if only to see him alive once more. And how he’d insulted me, how he’d said whatever came to mind, he called me an imbecile once when I failed to play an étude to his satisfaction; he called me Mi-mi, Mimì, o soave fanciulla, when he was feeling particularly sentimental; and on the rarest of occasions, he would call me Rachel, quand du Seigneur, after the adopted daughter of the embittered Jewish goldsmith Eléazar in Halévy’s La Juive.

Fromental Halévy, whom Ryder alternatively imitated or despised, might at any point appear in his conversations. He was a Jewish composer triumphant in the French repertoire of the nineteenth century, a master of grand opera, and the teacher of none other than Georges Bizet, composer of Carmen, who later married Halévy’s daughter. It was said even Richard Wagner admired him, despite the problem of Halévy’s Jewishness, a problem that continually agonized Ryder himself. A particularly caustic review of his work even noted that unlike his queer and Jewish contemporaries in the avant-garde wing of twentieth-century American music—Julius Eastman and Steve Reich, notably—Ryder Wakefield took decades to admit he was gay and another decade after that to admit that he was Jewish.

My face was wet with what must have been tears, though I didn’t remember allowing myself to cry. I put a hand on my face to stop myself from continuing. When that didn’t work, I slapped myself. The pain was instructive, sharp. A whip-sting of hurt, the scratching of nails against flesh. I was returned to my body, mostly intact. I no longer felt like the boundary of my self was dissolving and that I might go with it, all the particles of my body dispersing in a single moment into nothingness.

All this was to have been Oliver’s. I knew this very acutely. Mourning his father meant mourning Oliver’s absence yet again. He was not here to sit with me as I sifted through the last of his father’s things; he was not here to share the burden of grief between us, as we would have shared everything, had he not died so soon.

When I was younger and had not yet trained myself out of that fatal excess of sentiment, I believed that Oliver truly loved me. But like everyone who had ever claimed to love me, he had also left me behind.



All of us are haunted. No musician is free of their teachers. Our parents, our pasts, our unfulfilled destinies. Once, when I could not master a difficult passage of Liszt, Ryder threatened to drop dead on the spot as I labored over the complex interplay of the left and right hands in Un sospiro. It would take me several months. Not until Oliver came in, walking through the living room where the Steinway sunned itself in the window like a lazing panther, all-black, imperious, did I understand. Watching as he sat down at the bench and sight-read the most difficult sections with the condescension of a born virtuoso, I finally comprehended the gentleness of Liszt’s phrasing, the radiant impressionism of his melody.

I did not foresee any of these things, standing at the front door of Ryder’s house, one of the most beautiful and enormous homes I’d ever seen in my life. I had no sense of the future that was preparing to unspool itself before me, joyous and painful, written in an uncertain key.

Mark rang the doorbell. We stood there together. He shifted awkwardly from side to side, as though he was not sure why we had come after all. I stared straight ahead at my reflection in the brass doorknob. Marveling at how my face and body appeared, distorted, on its unpolished surface. I watched as it turned, the motion almost hypnotically slow. The front door swung open to reveal a man in a white button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up just above his elbows. Grey pants. Six feet tall and at that time in the heady bloom of what some might have called his prime, he towered over me.

Who’s this? he said, looking down at me through his glasses. Go away. Shoo. I don’t want to buy your cookies for the bake sale.

Mark coughed. Jonath—Ryder, he corrected himself. It’s me, remember? We talked on the phone last week.

Oh, Mark. It is you. Ryder furrowed his eyebrows, puzzling over this new information. Then he gestured toward us with a broad hand, sweeping us inside. Well then. Come in, come in!

He led; we followed. Inside, the living room spread out before us in a palatial expanse. Modern, brightly decorated, in a bit of disarray. A piano sat in the corner; the lid propped open to reveal its innards. Wooden hammers and taut wires, the whole sight vaguely intestinal.

Scattered throughout the place were the subtle implications of his greatness—Ryder would never have been so gauche as to outright boast of his own talent, but his magnificence, the perfumed hints of it, lingered in every corner. Newspaper clippings of his premieres, inevitably well-received, were casually scattered on every surface. A photograph of Ryder teaching a master class at the Milan Conservatory hung in the foyer right above a stack of LPs, cassettes, and CDs balanced precariously atop a narrow bookcase. Ryder’s music, there for the taking. Stuffed into the shelves below were books on musical composition, visual art, fashion, even the occult. Writings on all things eclectic and esoteric.

There was something deeply intriguing about Ryder—an artist who was beholden to no one, who had been at the forefront of the avant-garde and found it insufficiently radical. Yet in the prime of his brilliance, he had returned to the music of his father, the splendid tonality of the Romantic period, in a final reprise of the limitations and raptures of tradition.

A figure darted from one of the side hallways into another corridor. A blur of color and shadow. White shirt, navy pants, black overcoat wrapped around a tall and thin frame. Shoes meticulously polished.

Oliver! Ryder called out.

The figure stopped, turned. I saw him standing in the doorway. A young boy with an open, expressive face. Oliver Jae-ho Wakefield, in the flesh.

Like me, he had dark hair, dark eyes. The same piece of music transposed to a different key. The cheekbones that would appear more distinctively as he grew older were only just emerging. There was a palpable air of nervousness in his bearing, the rapid gestures of his hands. He could not have been more than fourteen years old, but I could feel a deep sadness radiating from him. It made him seem older than he looked; though perhaps the shadow it cast over him was simply the premonition of loss that would shade our time together in my memory, forever. His death lurking in the background of these recollections, just as the music of Gesualdo was irrevocably stained that night in the Palazzo Sansevero, where the moon lit the sword in his outstretched hand with a ravishing gleam.

Come over here and introduce yourself, Ryder said.

Oliver did not walk over. He said, Hello, in that clipped and elegantly formal way of his. At fourteen he had already learned to act the role of a distinguished concert performer. A little prodigy in the making.

Oliver.

Dad, he said. I’m busy with this Bartók.

You can be busy with this Bartók after you greet our guests.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. Crossing his arms in childish obstinance, he recited, Hello, I’m Oliver Wakefield. Welcome to our home. I hope you have a lovely time here.

Clutched in his left hand was a sheaf of sheet music, one of Bartók’s piano concerti. I examined it closely; the rich dark coloration of the black ink printed on the cover. The dog-ears he had made that I later learned was Oliver’s way of marking down difficult passages.

He noticed me looking and grimaced.

A pianist? My dad is going to eat you alive, he said, and then stalked up the stairs without so much as another word.

Oliver! Oliver! Get back here, young man!

Mark just laughed and shook his head. At that age, you can’t predict what will come out of their mouths.

Ryder glanced at me, dismissive.

So this is the kid then. Huh.

Yeah.

She looks just like you.

Very funny, Ryder.

You didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to go through the adoption process, is all I’m saying.

Well, I didn’t. My wife did, a couple of years before we met. It was a package deal.

How old is she?

Ten.

She looks younger. She’s just a little pip-squeak. Those shoes are a size too big.

She’ll grow into them.

Well, let’s get to work. You said she was talented.

I said she was probably one of the best young pianists I’ve heard in a long time.

You haven’t heard that many good pianists, Mark. I have.

Come on, Ryder. Just listen to her.

Fine. Go on then.

Mark gently took me by the hand and sat me down at the piano. It was far larger than the one we had at home. Kept in impeccable condition, polished so brightly I could see my blurry face looking back as I passed. I was so short then; my feet hardly touched the pedals.

What’re you playing?

I was silent.

All right, Mia, come on, Mark said. He laughed, nervously. Don’t embarrass me. We came all this way.

La fille aux cheveux de lin, I said. The French coming out as Mark had coached me, the American accent leaking into the vowels that emerged in the high and nasal voice of a child.

Ah, yes. Debussy. What a wonderful choice. Heartfelt, tender, deeply soporific.

Ryder, be serious—

You should’ve had her play Ravel or Fauré. I do love Fauré.

I put my hands on the piano and began. I heard them whispering to each other. Barely drowned out by the strains of delicate music that drifted through the air.

And the boy? Mark said.

Oh, I don’t know. His mother was one of my students, a pianist, she went crazy, or something. Left him here, I couldn’t even believe it. The courts just let me adopt him because all the rest of his family, back in Korea, didn’t want anything to do with him. An unwed mother. Can you imagine?

My approach was tentative, ridden with anxiety; I had been nervous in the car ride up and now with Ryder’s eyes fixed on my hands, my posture, the way I leaned over the keyboard, every atom in my body seemed to dissolve. I could no longer feel the space between my fingers as they traveled up and down the keys, wringing the melody from the instrument with noticeable effort.

I played. I played some more. Then I stopped.

When it was over, Ryder did not clap. He simply nodded, more to Mark than me.

Charming. Really charming. But there are enough young kids nowadays that are also very charming.

She has talent, Ryder.

I didn’t say she didn’t. I just said she doesn’t have enough.

I looked out the window. I looked anywhere except Mark’s disappointed face, which he was trying very hard to conceal but could not. I knew him too well, the creases that appeared around his nose when he was concentrating. How he would shift back and forth in his seat and rub his hands together when he was not mad, sweetheart, no, it’s not like that.

But of course, it was like that. It was always like that, with Mark. He approached hiding his frustration with the same dogged ineffectiveness he approached every other aspect of his life. He was an excellent singer, but not an extraordinary one. No amount of musical education could change that. It was a mediocrity that resided so deeply within him that he could hardly perceive it; he took his artlessness for a talent of its own.

I want to play something else, I said.

Like what?

Carlo Gesualdo. Moro, lasso, al mio duolo.

That’s not a work for piano.

I’m playing it by ear. From memory.

Your own arrangement?

Yes.

Oliver had come back. There he stood, at the top of the staircase, resting his elbows on the banister. Leaning over to look down at us like some discerning god of music from on high. There was a particular glint in his eyes. Unreadable. The same glint when I told him that I had met someone, when he told me that he was thinking about getting engaged, like we were saying these things for no purpose other than to hurt each other as violently as possible. To inflict the sharpest of wounds in the briefest of exchanges.

Let her play it, Dad, he said.

Ryder laced his fingers together and leaned back in his chair. Get on with it then, he said. I don’t have all day.

The work was deft, immaculate. From memory, after hearing the music only a single time. Transforming what was once music for four voices into an arrangement for two hands, drawing the harmonies forth into the stillness of the air. Cantabile, in a singing style. That slow, hypnotic pace that could entrance and astound. There in the Palazzo Sansevero, Gesualdo’s melodies would ring out—the metal of the blade in his hand would ring out, clattering against lifeless stone.

When I was finished, Ryder said nothing for a bit. Furrowing his large brows together, he studied me at length in silence. Then he turned to Mark. The girl can play, he said. It’s not good enough, not by a long shot, but it’s a start. The arrangement makes no sense, it’s a madrigal for four voices, not for piano. But she’s young, she hasn’t learned good taste yet—

I told you—

Bring her back here. Wednesdays after work, every week. We’ll do one hour of piano, then another hour of music theory and history. Once a month, she should stay through the weekend.

Is my wife going to allow that?

It’s not about allowing anything, Mark. This is just what we do. You’re either a musician or you’re not. You of all people should understand that.

And how will we pay for the lessons?

Don’t be ridiculous, Ryder said. I wouldn’t ask you to pay. I’ve known you since you were doing comprimario roles in graduate school. You and I both know you don’t have any money anyway.

I turned back to look at the interior of the house; here I was, decades later, turning to see the furniture covered in clear plastic, the rooms tidied of all traces of Ryder Wakefield and his son. Now emptied of their contents, they seemed as wide and desolate as the desert that he had evoked in Santa Fe Mysteries, the last of his middle-period compositions.

Though maybe it was merely a trick of the imagination. Everything seemed larger when I was a child—even my very self and its place in the world. It was only as an adult that things shrank and narrowed before my eyes. Returning to Ryder’s house, years after we had met, years after Oliver had gone, I realized that the ceilings were not as tall as I remembered, the stairs not as steep.

Yet I too had changed. I had learned to whittle myself down, to make myself small. I had forgotten the delirious joy of composition. I had left all that behind; it resided now only in the space I had made for it in my past, hidden away, emerging at the most inopportune times. A feeling like grief, bottled anger, despair.

Those listless mornings, waking without Oliver’s face pressed between my hands. Lying alone in an empty bed. To go without Oliver was like missing a part of my own self. Rising late, day after day, plagued by dreams in which I lay shivering in the grass that glinted in the afternoon sun. Oliver was there. His distended, hanged-man’s face looking down at me. His gaze dulled by death.

Ryder had told me, years before—and only after a few too many post-concert gin and tonics—that I carried the light of composition within me. The light that was his own legacy, to be passed down to me as his last and greatest student. Don’t let the light dim, Mia, he had said. Don’t you dare let it go out.

He had looked so hopeful then. I didn’t have it in me to tell him that the light had gone out long ago. There was nothing left inside me but a dark room that had been emptied of all sound. A man standing next to my bed at night with all the glory of the world contained in his madrigals, the music glittering, always glittering, Gesualdo’s sword bright in the moonlight, striking downward, only now his hand is my hand, and I aim the blade directly into my own heart.



It was late in the afternoon and Ryder had asked me to drive him to the cemetery. At first, I refused, as I did not want to go all the way out there when we were on the verge of a breakthrough with a difficulty in the brass section of my commission for the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, but he insisted, the idea had come into his mind and he would not let go of it, so finally I agreed to take him.

He stopped near the entryway and searched the ground. His hands grasping and open, covered in liver spots. I watched as he did this. My mind was on the trumpets, the English horn.

Ryder said, Mia, help me, I am old and cannot pick up this damned rock without hurting my back.

I went to his side. I leaned over and picked the pebble off the ground.

Here you go, I said, and put it in his outstretched hands.

You get one too, he instructed. I found another rock on the ground and put it in my hand. It was smooth and warm.

Together, we walked up the path. At the end of the path was a stone. Engraved on the stone was the name OLIVER JAE-HO WAKEFIELD and two dates. The two dates were separated by thirty-four years.

Ryder placed his pebble on top of the grave.

Now you, he said.

I placed mine next to his. From above, the two pebbles looked strangely peaceful. Like they had always been there.

One day, Ryder said, I will be here too. And you will put a pebble down for me.

Years later, I did exactly as he asked. I returned and put a pebble down for him. The path to the graves was longer than I remembered, the rocks on the ground less aesthetically pleasing than I knew he would have liked. I picked the smoothest and shiniest one I could find and set it atop his headstone. I saw the pebbles we had placed before were missing. A part of me knew it was an unremarkable occurrence. It could have been anything. Wind, birds. Children playing in the cemetery, looking for stones. Another part of me mourned for the two pebbles, like I had mourned for Ryder and his son. One day I would be like them, and I wondered if a student of mine would come here and mourn me too.



Who was I before I took possession of Death Fugue? Who was I before Oliver, before I came to this house, before I had even learned to read music?

I had lived in a two-bedroom apartment with my mother, who enjoyed dressing me up like a little doll, until I became too old and defiant for that. Mark entered the family picture, blond as a Labrador and with the same charmingly ineffectual demeanor. He came bearing gifts, expensive china and well-made furniture, which at the time suggested generosity rather than the extravagance and irresponsibility of a man who lived in a world blissfully ignorant of overdraft fees. They were married very quickly afterward. I was enlisted to carry a bouquet of flowers at the wedding. It was Mark who sensed that I had more than a minor talent for music; I would listen to him singing in the shower and try, in my childish and undeveloped voice, to harmonize with him. Then there was a piano, and piano lessons, and sitting in the passenger seat of Mark’s car that had a top that would roll down, which I liked very much, the wind slashing at my hair as we drove to Ryder Wakefield’s house, a place so full of imagination and wonder, and then so full of death. I saw myself growing older and taller in the mirror even though in my mind only moments had passed since I came to the United States on an orphan visa and was promptly naturalized, since I had sat with my mother at a restaurant and she had asked me pointedly, Are you really eating all that, Mia? and that night I had vomited in the toilet, the sordidness of it a dark pleasure, curdling within me like so many subsequent self-abuses that would follow: a lit match, an open hand to the face, scratches all up and down my stomach that gently protruded outward like the soft flesh of a pear. The next morning, I went to Ryder’s house and there was nothing inside me; I was empty of all these things. There was only the music, luminous, eternal, unbending, and when it sang, my heart sang, and where it went, my heart went also.

When it came to music, that was the eternal question. Who was the possessor, and who the possessed? Had all this striving, all this painstaking study been to master the art, or to facilitate the art’s mastery over me?

I stood over Ryder’s desk. I almost didn’t know how many days had passed since I arrived here, except I did because I found my old boarding pass in my purse while I was going around and throwing things out, and it said I had flown in on Thursday.

I had spent four days trapped in a delicious cloud of memory. Tender reminiscence interlaced with a wounding nostalgia. A desire to be free of this grief, and yet also to crawl inside it and stay there, forever, cocooned by my own inadequacy.

I discovered that I had developed a hangnail on my right index finger. This disconcerted me. Since I was a child, I was convinced that any imperfections, any flaws in the porous surface of body had to be rectified immediately—otherwise, the outside world might seep in. Carefully, I pinched the little flap of skin between my forefinger and thumb and began to peel it back. I concentrated very intensely on this task but did not realize until it was too late that I had pulled away too much of my skin and had drawn blood.

With horror, I saw a tiny droplet fall onto the manuscript of Death Fugue. The corner of one of the pages was now tinged a bright red, as though I had injured the manuscript itself.

Like I was concealing some lurid crime, I hastily stuffed the papers back into their folder and then into the drawer of Ryder’s desk, where I thought no one would witness what I had done. Then I went downstairs, moving past the disapproving eyes of Apollo and Marsyas, back to the couch where I lay for the rest of the afternoon. My hand twitching, against my will, constantly moving back and forth in a phantom motion of writing, like I had been compelled by some greater force to compose even in the absence of music.

I took two sleeping pills that I found in the medicine cabinet and wrapped myself in a blanket. In the living room, there was a framed photograph of Oliver from when he was a boy, sitting at the piano. It looked at me. It did not look away.

I slept. In the morning, I went to make myself coffee. Lying on the kitchen counter was the manuscript of Death Fugue, neatly stapled in the corner. The paper was pristine, spotless. On the final page, I saw a new line of music written there.






V


I know what they will say about me. That this vortex of madness was my own doing. That I asked for it, by wanting too much. Ryder once told me he saw great potential in me, great potential and even greater ambition, and that there was no part of my putrid soul I would not regurgitate to an audience for applause. He knew this because he was the exact same way.

When I was young, Ryder had said, my mother took me to see the horses at Coney Island. The ones on the carousel. She told me they were carved by Jewish masters who had come here at the turn of the century. They’d learned their art making carvings for synagogues before fleeing to America. I knew then I would be a craftsman—not of wood or stone but of sound, glorious sound, the likes of which had never been heard before.



I believe now, despite my desperate attempts, that I could never have rid myself of Death Fugue—a manuscript that was not merely a series of musical gestures scratched onto paper, but a causeway into a far darker and more arresting obsession. Not truly. Death Fugue was the final work of Ryder Wakefield, and I his final student. To not finish the piece would have signaled failure. The apprentice’s failure to become the maestro, the composer’s failure to complete the great work.

I was many things, most of them unpleasant to contemplate, but the prospect of being a failure caused an incredibly unsettling sensation to overtake my skin, halfway between a shiver and a twitch, like something was crawling over me. I would not fail Ryder, who had taken me in hand as a child and both crushed me and remade me into something wholly new. I owed him that much.

I turned to the final page, where the new line of music was, and saw that it had been scratched out in a hand that resembled mine. Perhaps it even was mine. I thought to myself, I must have done this and forgotten, because I took two sleeping pills and have a recent ADHD diagnosis that I refuse to do anything about. I thought to myself, the blood just faded away, and the paper sat out all morning in the sun. Bleached down to whiteness like a skull in the desert.

I was happy to tell myself these lies, because they prevented me from feeling like I was going crazy. This was a fate Christina claimed ran in the musicians of her family, including a great-uncle and a distant cousin, a guitarist who had killed himself by stepping out in front of traffic. I wasn’t entirely sure why she relayed these stories to me as a child, like she was warning me about something, because we both knew there was nothing I could inherit from her—not her face nor her eyes nor the way she laughed like I imagined a noblewoman might laugh, delicately, with a hand over her mouth. I laughed like a donkey, a barnyard animal. I snorted when I laughed. Christina would say, Anyone can tell you’re not mine from that laugh alone, they don’t even have to look at you, which felt like an insult that should have hurt me more than it did, but by then I had been injured so much by her that it was like slicing at scar tissue. The knife couldn’t grip the flesh; there was nothing left to cut.

I placed Death Fugue on the desk in Ryder’s study. I resolved not to think about it for the rest of the day. I drove to the nearest store in Santa Fe and bought groceries and loaded the wet plastic bags into the trunk of my car. I carried them up to the house and put them in the refrigerator. After making dinner, I uncorked a bottle of wine in the bathtub and put on a recording, more recent in vintage, of Oliver performing Couperin. I drank straight from the bottle until it was empty. When I got out of the bath, my skin was wet and shining, and I wiped myself off with a towel that had RW monogrammed on it in sinuous gold thread.

The recording began to skip. I went to the record player and lifted the tonearm. The record spun for a few more hypnotic rotations, then stopped. Yet there was still music coming from somewhere in the house. I heard it creeping up the staircase, floating into the room with an enviable lightness. Ryder had always critiqued my output as overly worked, laborious. It was not the kind of music spun effortlessly from the thread of imagination, as a magician would conjure delight after delight before an ecstatic audience, as Ryder Wakefield himself had achieved such a mastery over sound that he could do whatever he pleased with it.

Downstairs, the radio in the kitchen was on. Tuned, as it had always been, to the classical station. I heard snatches of a piano performance that was just ending, the pedal disengaging, the audience clapping and roaring, a disembodied voice announcing over the furor: That was Oliver Jae-ho Wakefield, performing a piano arrangement of Death Fugue: Music for Orchestra. The composer is Mia Voss, most well known for her song cycle Year of the Snake—

I yanked the cord from the wall. The radio fell silent. There was only the sound of the dishwasher running, the house creaking and groaning.

I walked slowly up the stairs. Anything could have happened when I reached Ryder’s bedroom, including climbing out the window and throwing myself from the second floor, but instead I went to the desk where Ryder kept his things and pulled out one of the drawers and tossed most of the contents onto the floor, scattering his letters, his pens, his photographs of Oliver as a child. Finally, I seized Death Fugue and brought it downstairs with me with the enviable casualness of my mother descending the stairs every morning with her copy of Vogue. I put it under my arm and then I stoked the fireplace, I watched the flames go up, I shoved a fistful of papers into the fire until they began to singe and blacken. Only this time I went too far, the heat began to lick at my exposed wrist and fingers, a sharp and familiar pain, like when I had taken a lighter and burned my inner arm like it was nothing more than cheap tallow, the peach color turning to redness, a welt that blistered and wept.

I withdrew my hand, cursing loudly. The pages were crumpled and burned at the very edges, but the music was preserved. Black ink on crisp white paper. Even as I kneeled on the carpet and drunkenly wept over Ryder’s handwritten notation, over the last trace of him that remained in this world before his untimely death, I knew beyond reason, beyond doubt, that Death Fugue: Music for Orchestra would endure.



It was strange coming to Ryder’s house every week. A place so filled with music—and all the anguish and exultation the making and the listening and the practicing of it entailed. The first Wednesday Mark picked me up from school and drove me to the big house on the top of the hill, I watched Oliver eat a bag of chips at the same table where his father had written out in painstaking hand the first draft of his early masterpiece In the Grass, I Hear Birdsong (1968).

We sat at the kitchen table, not looking at each other. Ryder had insisted I eat one of his dry, crustless sandwiches before the lesson. In the distance I could hear the shuffling of sheet music, the adjusting of a music stand, Ryder pulling the piano bench out and moving his fingers over the keys.

We were children then. I hardly thought of Oliver as handsome. My mother had impressed on me the opinion that boys were little demons put on earth expressly for the purpose of tormenting me and, at some point, possibly getting me pregnant and ruining all the hopes and dreams she had for me of becoming an Extremely Famous Concert Pianist, but of course I’d have to get married to one when I got older, that was the way of things. She’d done it twice, and it wasn’t so bad, was it?

Oliver stuffed another handful of potato chips in his mouth. Looked at me with narrowed eyes, like he was examining a particularly difficult passage of music. Then he said: I can’t believe you played Gesualdo for my dad.

What was I supposed to play for him?

He shrugged at this, nonchalant. Somebody actually good, I guess? Have you ever heard of Chopin?

We were ten and fourteen. We hadn’t yet developed the vocabulary that would characterize our later fights, explosive and volatile. Words like shards of glass in the mouth, sentences savage and cutting, I’m sorry your parents fucked you up and you don’t think anyone will ever love you, Mia, I’m sorry that you’ve decided to be bitter and jaded all the time, so you never have to risk anything of yourself—God, not even in your art—you really can’t be sincere if your life depended on it—

Ryder came into the kitchen.

Ready?

I nodded and stood. Together we went into the living room. He pointed me to the piano bench.

Play, he said.

Play what?

Anything.

I sat down. I don’t remember what I played that first day, or the second, or the third. Still, even years later, I remember the feeling of the keys beneath my fingertips, perfectly weighted—it was a beautiful grand piano far beyond what Mark could afford, with a fine subtlety and richness to its resonance that suggested an entire soundscape I had only just begun to grasp. In my audaciousness, my childish immaturity, filled with the brio and pride that so often accompanied youth, I could hardly imagine the work that was to be done.

Ryder listened, his eyes half-closed. His head slightly tilted back. The way he always looked when he was concentrating deeply, whether it was Tullio Serafin conducting Renata Tebaldi or my amateur fumbling at Schubert.

God help us, he said, after it was over. It’s like you’ve had almost no training at all. Worse than a novice.

That was how it always began, with him. Merciless critique, delivered in the most casual way. So many irreconcilable things reconciled into a single man: bitterness, striving, cruelty, love beyond measure. More than the love for his son was the love he had for music—in some ways he treated it like his husband, with all the tender devotion that implied. In other ways it was his supreme master. He was possessed by it. He would pace in the kitchen, at all hours of the night, crumpling pages upon pages of scribbled-over drafts in his fist. Beautiful words in Italian, words he would one day teach me the meanings of, written down and then crossed out: allegretto, scherzando, senza sordino.

Start over, he said, waving his hand at me dismissively.

Again?

Again. From the beginning.

Until I get it right?

I have no interest in correctness, Ryder said. Music is not correct, it is beautiful. Begin again—make it radiant. Make it rich and vulgar and expressive and terrifying. Make something that would rouse the skeletons from their very graves to dance among us. Make something that would drive even the most indifferent man to a ruinous obsession.

How prophetic—how unnerving, to look back on a moment like this, years later. Ryder would probably have claimed he didn’t remember saying such a thing. But I did.



When I reentered my body, I was sprawled on the bathroom floor. I got up on my hands and knees and vomited into the toilet. A wine bottle, my only companion, was shattered against the tile. Only the neck was intact. One of the shards threw its glittering refractions onto the wall. I picked it up and cupped it in my palm. I thought of the beautiful stained-glass windows in a church where I had performed years before, each little piece of glass in splendid harmony with its neighbor. The sound of the piano pouring into every corner of the church as the panels glowed with their own inner light. A true miracle of the senses. The colors unbearably vivid, the music infinite.

I got to my feet and stepped into the hallway. In the living room, a stack of old records had fallen onto the floor. I picked them up and began rearranging them on the shelf. Recordings conducted by Karajan, Abbado, Kleiber, Mitropoulos. An old LP of Oliver’s complete recording of Bach’s toccatas and fugues. The album cover was a photograph of him from behind, seated at the piano. His head barely turned. He looked very serious.

I returned this record back onto the stack, face down.

At the bottom of the stairs, I paused in the place where Ryder had died—been found dead—here, time itself, both what was and what had been, seemed malleable—the separation of memory and the present shifting back and forth as I ascended the stairs and went into his room.

I sat at Ryder’s desk. Death Fugue lay before me, open to the last page. I knew it would be there without even looking for it; I simply had the sense that it existed in space, in time, here on Ryder’s desk, as it always must have. Not anger, not grief, not even flame could destroy a work of art such as this. I placed a pen beside it. I waited for something to happen, but nothing did. The inside of my head was completely silent. A great wave of emptiness blotted out my conscious thoughts. A blessing, then, to be free of that siren song of shame and self-castigation, those impulses that so often spoke to me in the voice of my mother—or else it was my own voice, plain and unremarkable in timbre, not melodious in the least, detailing my unending failures without ceasing.

Ryder had always told me that music required sacrifice. What would I give up to finish Death Fugue? What inferno would I readily cast myself into, to become the composer I’d always dreamed of?

As I contemplated this, I felt the piece of glass resting loosely in my hand. I thought about the muscles in my neck and shoulder, the tendons in my arm that I would use to write my inevitable masterpiece. How right it would feel to stand on the stage at the premiere and hear the acclaim in the audience’s applause, reverberating deliciously in the concert hall. I did not notice until the blood trickled down my arm and began to drip onto the carpet that I had cut open my palm.

My other hand reached up to grasp the pen. I had no control over it. I watched as it moved across the page, smearing the ink as it went, lazily scrawling music I had not composed, that I had no understanding of, but whose perfection was immediately apparent to me. It spoke to me in a secret language, as Apollo would have spoken to Marsyas when he skinned him alive. And I had opened myself to it, and I knew I must be opened in turn, as a knife opens a wound into the body, but it would require greater and greater apertures—it would require everything of me, everything I could offer of myself, the flesh itself was a doorway—and if I surrendered myself to it, I would step through the threshold and let my soul be immolated like parchment put to the flame.



I still remember her, Oliver said.

Who?

My mother, he said.

I was struck by an intense and inexplicable jealousy at this admission. I didn’t remember anything of my past. Sometimes, I thought I might have entered the world when the plane carrying me to America landed at the airport. Summoned into existence right there on the tarmac.

Do you ever think about your parents? he asked.

I honestly hope they’re dead, I said.

Really? he said. Why?

Because then I don’t have to grieve them twice, I said.



For several years after Oliver’s death, I attempted to trace a path through his recorded performances to the moment just before his departure from this world. Part of this was archival work, demanded by Ryder—to preserve, in pristine stillness, the visual and auditory fragments of his son. It was also an enigma that yielded no answers. The video of the last concert Oliver gave, which I downloaded from the internet and carefully combed through, frame by frame, second by second, revealed nothing. He performed Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand and Liszt’s Totentanz, took his bows, and walked offstage. He returned for an encore, an understated rendering of The Bells by William Byrd. The subsequent reviews were rapturous, predictably so. The self-assurance with which he performed was something achieved only through hard repetition, an unsentimental education that commenced one bright morning at the piano in Ryder Wakefield’s house where after a leisurely day at kindergarten he had walked over to the piano and simply began to play, without any formal training. His musicianship already fully ripened on the vine.

At the end of the video there was a brief moment where he looked out into the audience. Right at the person filming from the balcony. I rewound that section over and over again, watching the distorted pixels that, viewed in harmony, rendered an image of his face in the grainy video. Wondering if I could read his intentions, as I so often could, in the dark void of his gaze.

I saw nothing there in his brown eyes, in his flat expression as he looked out over the crowd of people. Nothing as he turned his back to the audience and walked through the door that led backstage, vanishing from sight.






VI


That night my dream was of skylights, of starlit archways, of the vast empty spaces of Ryder’s house in Santa Fe. I dreamed still of my imperfect self, my stomach covered in scars from old and forbidden ingresses of the body, where I had attempted to discover how deep I could bore into myself before the sheer pain prevented me from going any further. My abdomen was perforated with holes like the surface of a lotus seed, and with the knife held loosely in my hand I carved out another, numb to everything but the wet sound of flesh against metal. In the darkness I lay there, seething. The handle of the knife was slippery with blood, but I was determined—in the manner of a monstrous insect, stridulant and musical—to discard my skin, for soon I would have no need of it. I would have no need of anything except Death Fugue.



Ryder almost never told me about himself, not directly. Not at first, and especially not while he was attempting to mold me into a version of himself—perhaps lesser, perhaps not. Our lessons were eclectic, haphazard exchanges of ideas, technique, musical opinions (irreverent, caustic, often insightful). In them he revealed very little of himself, the time before he had become a father and retreated from the public eye, returning to a life of pedagogy—the handsome young man poised with his conductor’s baton aloft I had seen on the cover of a vinyl LP was almost a stranger to him. Music made in another life.

After our lessons he would leave me to do whatever I liked; he permitted almost anything, so long as it was musical, to be done in the house. Sometimes I would wait for Mark while playing with various expensive percussion instruments that were piled in a corner, like the disassembled skeleton of some great wooden giant, left behind for humans to fashion marimbas from its bones.

The weekends I stayed over I worked hard, harder than I ever had at anything in my life, which wasn’t really saying much since I was extremely lazy and had never paid attention in school. The symbols on the whiteboard, the words in the books, none of these carried the seductive, shattering allure of music. Ryder was relentless—eight to ten hours a day or more. I once practiced my glissandi so many times I ripped the skin of my cuticles off; I was given Band-Aids and instructed not to get blood on the Steinway.

Very rarely, I would catch a glimpse of Oliver. He had just started high school; he wasn’t around very much. Like most high school students, he was far too sophisticated and interesting to spend time with a fifth grader, let alone his father’s only pupil. He was already playing with several symphonies in the area as a soloist. Sometimes he and Ryder traveled together, to places I had never heard of before: Bayreuth, Spoleto, Aix-en-Provence.

I regarded all of this with a strange jealousy, though I knew I’d never be talented enough as a pianist to merit the rapturous praise that followed, inevitably, in the wake of Oliver’s performances. The mastery of the music was self-evident with him from the very first note. Where I struggled to fit my hands to the correct positions, he simply glided over the passage with the greatest of ease. I would hear him practicing, two rooms over, the clarity of his Brahms unmistakable. He was an astonishingly direct performer, even as a child—a straightforward quality that he retained in his recordings. Each phrase in its proper place. Restrained, thoughtful, relentlessly perfect. Like gazing down at the surface of a clear pond.

I lacked almost everything necessary for the making of a good pianist. Refinement and good taste eluded me. I rejected subtlety in all its forms. I concealed these failings, at first clumsily, then more artfully as I grew older, with a tendency toward excess. I relished the theatricality of each bravura showpiece; I milked the cadenzas for all they were worth, and more.

Ryder listened to these renderings, occasionally with a look of plain despair on his face.

Your Rameau is a disgrace, he said, at last, burying his head in his hands. Totally resigned to the agony of witnessing my incompetence. Repeated over and over, as it was, in a manner that suggested not maliciousness but a complete lack of concern. I had no desire to be a musician of nuance. I liked being ten years old, bold and brash, banging away at Prokofiev. I had the sense that this time was fleeting. I would not always be ten years old; I would not always enjoy Prokofiev. One day I would be thirty-five, cleaning the kitchen tile on my hands and knees. My joints would hurt in strange places. The years would slip by, leaving me behind in their wake. So much time not spent composing, not working on a new opera, not subjugating myself to music. My skin, like a worn exoskeleton, growing more and more brittle every year, until I might one day slough it off entirely.

Ryder looked at me. Not in the way Mark looked at me, with affectionate distance, or my mother’s way of looking through me and never at me. It was as though Ryder saw me simply as I was. Unadorned, without artifice. No more, no less.

He said, You have a real sadness about you. Your playing is full of tears. There’s a great longing in it. Oliver is sometimes too constrained, too reticent. You have the opposite problem—you’ve never met a fortissimo you wouldn’t hammer out.

I looked up at him from the piano bench where I sat. This was a strange moment to recollect so precisely—the flushing of my face, bright with potential, the feeling of the wood grain beneath my hands, the blurred memory of the music set before me, a jumble of notes and symbols—because nothing had really happened; Ryder quickly moved on to a grandiose and self-aggrandizing monologue about Mozart, the development of Western art music, and comparing various composers to vegetables, which I half listened to.

Next week, he said. Bring the Mozart. We’ll work on a sonata. It’ll be good for you, like iceberg lettuce. Very precise. To temper all that Sturm und Drang you’re so insistent upon.

Ryder spoke to me not as a child and sometimes not even as his student. He spoke to me like an artist. He took my badness very seriously, in that it was intolerable to him, and we would have to do something about it. He imparted upon me the inescapable sense that I had a responsibility to the music, to make it beautiful, or else there would be no point in spending hours every day flagellating myself at the piano.

I could have been doing any number of other things, like debate club or tennis or watching television. Instead, I had chosen this life, even before I was conscious that I had chosen it. A life of sitting down at the piano and plucking from thin air the skeletal outline of a masterpiece—whether in Ryder’s grand living room, in a practice room so cramped I could hardly wedge myself inside, in an auditorium that seated over a thousand people. There was no way forward except to become what Ryder had destined for me since the beginning: a musician. Good or bad, it didn’t matter. But a musician, all the same.



The days after Oliver’s suicide were characterized by a pointed nothingness. The layer of skin that had once separated my entrails from the outside world had dissolved; everything hurt me, so very badly. I was vulnerable and exposed, laid open. Grief had rendered me pathetic. Unable to eat, unable to sleep. I observed the destruction wrought by Oliver’s death as I was drawn into its spiral. Witnessing Ryder shrink from public life, retreat into the darkness of his own shadow, the man he had been before Oliver, alone in his big house, scrawling ever more arcane symbols on paper that would later be called music.

Oliver had the audacity to do what I couldn’t; he’d ended it so decisively that he was declared dead on arrival at the hospital, there had been no hope of saving him. When Ryder received so many consolation cards and flowers we had to move them into the sunroom, I came to the bitter realization that I was jealous of a dead man, jealous that he was the kind of genius whose absence people would mourn, whereas I was merely an acolyte in the house of his father. Everything that Ryder had taught me had rotted in my hands; I was his sad imitation, the lesser of his creations.

Worse than this creeping knowledge of my own insignificance was the childish promise Oliver and I had made, to never leave the other behind. In a terrible way, he had fulfilled his end of the bargain—in killing himself, he had gouged himself into me, with such precision that I knew the taste of him would always remain. I could never escape the dreams in which he pursued me through the hallways of his childhood home until we came to a stop in the room where his body hung from the rafters, his face bruised and bloated, the hands scratching at his throat in vain. His eyes, vacant and lightless, staring down at me. No matter how much he struggled and raged on the noose, there was no delaying the silence after the raucous applause, after everything has finished, morendo—Italian—to play as if dying away.



In the morning, I presented my right palm to the mirror like an offering. The cut was still fresh. I pulled the glass out and poured hydrogen peroxide on the wound. A part of me liked it, the sting. I tugged my shirt over my head and checked every inch of myself, my reflection that stared back at me.

I saw no other evidence of injury, except the white lines on my belly that had been there for years, the cuts made so long ago it sometimes felt like they had always been there. My arms were peppered with fine hairs, the skin slightly dry, still untouched. I looked inside the little cavern of my belly button and found only lint. The rest of me remained as it had always been, mostly intact.

Before the mirror, every ungodly fold of my body was exposed and vulnerable. I hadn’t been naked like this since the night before I had left for Santa Fe. My girlfriend and I were lying in bed talking, both of us nude, I turned her over with my hands; it was dark but even still I saw her neck and sternum were dotted with freckles, the tops of her breasts also, curtained by her long brown hair that curled gently at the ends of each fine strand; now I thought of these freckles not as imperfections of skin but like stars in some great constellation, an astral map for sailors to navigate by on the treacherous and unforgiving sea.

Something about this tender memory now felt alienating to me. Perhaps it was the lingering rawness of it. There we had been, the edge of her body intercutting with my body in the cool room. I had pretended, in that moment, that Oliver did not exist. I had pretended that I was a normal person with normal thoughts. I had pretended a lot of things back then.

If I was to finish Death Fugue, I would eventually need to rid myself of these attachments. But then, I wondered, what if I flew home and tried to patch things up with my girlfriend? (Surely, she’d take me back; I was a very forgivable woman.) What if I simply left and forgot about all this? What if I burned the house down, and with it, all that remained of Oliver and Ryder? All that remained of my musical obsessions?

I looked at my hand. The cut was still visible. I pried it open with my fingers, just a little more. No blood came out, only a clear liquid that congealed like pus. I peered inside the opening, the red mouth of it, and there I did not see anything of who I had been before I had come here. I saw only my own blood-drenched ambition, the next bar of music to be written, my furious struggle to self-actualize as an artist.

My desire to be noticed, to be wanted, writhed uncomfortably within me. I remembered the thrill of hearing my own music played in a concert hall, to know that I had done something that was mine and mine alone. That was the future Ryder had envisioned, beyond even Oliver’s suicide, a future where I as his protégée took up what he had not finished, at the bottom of the stairs where his body must have lain for days before being discovered, the flies buzzing around his eyes. Was he bewitched by Death Fugue as I had been? Had he thrown himself from the top floor in his desperation to escape from it? To follow his only son into death?

Disturbed by this possibility, I found myself pulled between two opposite points: the desire to finish Death Fugue, whatever the cost, and the inconvenient human urge of self-preservation. I considered my girlfriend, perhaps waiting for me back home; I tried to fix her image in my mind’s eye, only to find that I could not remember what her eyes, her mouth looked like. Only the general contours of her image remained. I could barely even remember her name. The lack of memory itself was a wound. The knowledge had been forcibly excised from me by my fervid, destructive obsession with Ryder’s final work. I did not see her face, her limpid eyes—these descriptions I recalled as though they applied to another woman I had never been acquainted with. Instead, I saw the first page of Death Fugue written out—not in Ryder’s hand, but in my own.



When I first met my girlfriend, I didn’t like her very much and I thought she was a bad musician. This is strange to describe in hindsight, but it’s true. She was a singer who seemingly couldn’t count past four and would eventually arrive at the pitch, but always slightly late, which gave her singing a destabilizing, lugubrious quality.

Ryder had assigned me to coach her on the soprano solo of his cantata. She was in a young artist program for opera singers, and I was in some sense still Ryder’s apprentice, as I had always been and would always be. We were both twenty-eight years old. She had never dated a woman before. I had, with limited success. I regarded other women in the same way I regarded spiders, in that I intellectually comprehended they were more scared of me than I was of them, but still found them vaguely disconcerting.

I wouldn’t exactly say we were happy. There was, occasionally, a feeling of comfort and warmth. We developed a great familiarity with each other. After breaking up and getting back together in a repetitive cycle for several years, the relationship had accrued shades of both eroticism and hostility, which I found perversely enjoyable. I sensed when I was in her life, and we weren’t together, that this bothered her in some way. She missed me when I didn’t miss her, which was very attractive. I was used to being the one who was discarded at the end of a relationship. It was thrilling, for once, to have the upper hand.

It wasn’t until I saw her perform that I understood. She possessed a voice that was distinct in its plainness. It was not a voice of great beauty nor of intriguing ugliness. All the problems I had witnessed in the practice room remained, perhaps even more apparent in the final performance—her tendency to twist the rhythm beyond the limits of good taste, her upward attack on the melodic line, her fluttery vibrato that verged on a tremolo—but even more than this I could hear in the way her voice carried that she had something I didn’t. A visceral, honest passion for music, free of poisonous contempt and pretension. She liked to sing; she enjoyed performing; she had an attitude toward such things that was incomprehensible to me.

I had a colleague of mine, a conductor, who loved to marry sopranos, Ryder said. And you know what happened to him? He’s dead now.

Ryder, a lot of people you know are dead now. Because you’re ancient.

But still, he said. These women are all the same. Neurotics, every last one of them. She’ll drive you to an early grave. I’ve seen it before.

I sighed and turned to the next page in the score.

A part of me did love her. She frequently accused me of lying about this, but it wasn’t a lie. I was simply incapable of showing my love, partially formed as it was, in a way that was acceptable to her. I was, in her words, emotionally constipated, a phrase that always conjured in my mind a darkly humorous image of gastrointestinal distress, of rotting from the inside out in a melodramatic, septic way.

My difficulties with intimacy were myriad and uninteresting. I didn’t want her to love me, not really, and resented when she tried. To fully reciprocate her affections would have been to risk something of myself, which was intolerable. So many years had passed that the shell of bitterness and indifference had calcified around me. I would never be free of this, the sense that I had been irrevocably damaged at birth, like a defective item that should’ve been returned to the manufacturer; that I was difficult to love; that whatever this woman could offer me was nothing compared to the moment Ryder said, incredulous, his hand outstretched as he handed back several pages of sheet music, my tone poem and second work for orchestra, This is outstanding. Better than even I could manage. You have written real music, Mia. Real music!



We destroy the ones we love. Ryder had informed me of this, very matter-of-factly, when I was his student. So I had loved Oliver—and look at what became of him. A century from now, he would be no more than a footnote in a long list of esteemed pianists, as he had died too young and too tragically. He would not give us eighty-six years of virtuosity, as Vladimir Horowitz had. We would have to content ourselves with thirty-four.

I clung to memories of better times. At the opera house, Oliver and I sat together and exchanged glances when Ryder was distracted. Another day, another concert hall: I watched Oliver perform, the sleeve of his suit pulling up to reveal his wrist, his forearm as his fingers glided across the keys, his eyebrows raised in rapt concentration.

Ryder sat at the dinner table with his hands clasped in front of him. He sighed melodramatically and said, Oliver has informed me that you two are “in love,” whatever that means. I expected this. I warned you about this. I knew this from the moment you handed me that damned concerto you wrote for him. It goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway—Robert Schumann married Clara Wieck, the virtuoso pianist and daughter of his teacher. Schumann also went mad and died in an asylum. I hope you know what you are getting into. Regardless, you have my blessing. Young love is very beautiful. Don’t kill each other, and don’t ever stop composing. Okay, I’m done with the lecture. Good luck to you both.

I lay with my head in Oliver’s lap. We were watching something on the television, but I don’t remember what it was. The muffled voices on the screen made me drowsy. His hand gently stroked my hair. I turned my face upward, toward his, so I was looking at his chin. I asked him if there was a great flood or a fire or a plague or an alien invasion if he would take me with him, if I was valuable enough to be brought along after the world had ended, I envisioned us alone as the last two people on Earth after some indeterminate cataclysm, like in a postapocalyptic video game I’d played, preserving the remnants of music, scores and fragments of instruments and recordings on cassette tapes, like they were precious gems, and Oliver said, Mia, you know I’d never leave you behind.

Later, I would ask him if he remembered saying this to me, like a sacred oath, and he would say he didn’t, and I would promise him the same thing in return, and he would smile. The sun seemed to rise and set in his face. I remembered this.

When Oliver was angry with me, he would leave the room as soon as I entered, and he was angry with me for many of the years leading up to his death. We fought endlessly, about everything—in his thirties, he had begun to question even his own adoption. He wanted to find his birth mother. He thought it was strange I had no desire to pursue any of these things, that I remained indifferent to the circumstances of my adoption, that I could disregard my Asian-ness, my accident of birth, as merely a matter of appearance and not one of existence. For me, it all seemed so meaningless and depressing—I sensed Oliver was angry, deeply angry at his birth mother for abandoning him, whereas I didn’t really feel anything at all. I had carefully cultivated my apathy, my intellectual discernment, as a way out of the whole affair.

I sometimes even wished my birth parents were dead, not out of a feeling of anger for what they had done to me, but because it would be simpler for everyone involved if they were. My detachment was a selfish thing. I was indifferent to everything that happened to me, as a means of survival. My ability to access hatred and despair was limited; those emotions had seemingly abandoned me in childhood. I performed for audiences much in the same way I performed for others around me as a little girl, a frozen smile plastered to my face in an absurd mimicry of happiness. I knew from a young age that if I wasn’t good enough, if I struck the wrong note in the middle of the concerto or misbehaved, I might find myself back where I had begun, nameless and alone.

My childhood, of which I could not remember very much, and what I did remember I often forgot soon after, was a lacuna that I had filled with music. What need did I have for this futile anguish when I was meant to become a composer? Why would I waste my time on dramatics over the woman who had left me on the side of the road and did not turn back?

When my mother told me the Chinese government had asked her if, in the event she was able to have a child of her own after all, would she get rid of me, she had laughed at the absurdity of the question, laughed telling me this, and my child-self had laughed too, laughed because it was darkly funny and because I knew she would have done it if she could.



I was in the kitchen beheading some mushrooms for dinner when I heard Ryder’s landline ring. It was Mark. My stepfather rarely called me, and when he did it was usually on my birthday, or the day after, or the day before; he could never remember the exact date, and it was one of those calls that I felt could have been an email, they were of such little substance. At times, I found myself idly imagining being drawn and quartered rather than enduring Mark’s small talk. I loved him, certainly, and like my love for Ryder, my affection was often mixed with a great deal of irritation.

Mark?

Hey there.

I said, Hey—What’s going on?

Well, you know, kiddo, he said, Chloe was worried about you. She hasn’t heard from you in a while. So I thought I’d call and see how you were doing. I tried your cell, but I got voicemail, so I decided to give the house phone a go.

Chloe?

You know. Chloe. I heard the awkwardness of his voice, like he wasn’t sure how to phrase it. Uh—that woman—you know—your friend—

Oh, I said, and tried to give the impression I wanted to discuss this topic, which I absolutely didn’t.

And your mom. She misses you.

Okay, I said, without inflection.

He coughed. What have you been up to? I mean, I’m sure you’ve been busy. Commissions and all that.

I said, I’m finishing Ryder Wakefield’s final masterpiece. It’s called Death Fugue. It’s a postminimalist work for orchestra.

He said, Oh wow.

I said, I have dreams where I gouge holes in myself so the music can come out.

He said, Well, that sounds real cool, kiddo.

I said, If I died tomorrow, how many people do you think would come to my funeral? Five?

He said, You know your mother and I are so proud of you. The big composer, huh?

I said, I want to be with Oliver. I think about it all the time. Is this what dying feels like?

He said, Okay, good talk. I gotta go, your mom needs help with the grill. Don’t be a stranger!

But I was a stranger. Holding the phone in my hand as the outside world receded, I realized my stepfather no longer understood me. Perhaps he never did.

I stayed on the line. The disconnect tone was a bright A-natural, neither too high nor too low. I stood for several seconds just listening. The note rang out, the pitch unwavering, electronic and sterile. It had a dizzying, disembodied quality that I always associated with sounds generated by inhuman means. Computer cantatas, rondos for robots. Ryder had embraced technology at various points in his career. He used tape loops and theremins. Occasionally he would man the soundboard at live performances of his works, playing it as he would an instrument, with all the bravado of an orchestral soloist.

The voice that spoke to me was distorted. It seemed to emerge from beneath the noise, echoing hollowly, subterranean in origin. I recognized the shape of the words before I understood them, how could I not have immediately sensed that it was Ryder’s voice, his inflection unmistakable. It was from a taped interview he had conducted at the Pratt Institute decades ago, where they asked him about his musical process, and he’d said, You just have to finish the damn thing. And here, like one of his compositions that transformed, cut up, and bastardized human speech into music, it began to loop insistently back on itself—finish the damn thing, finish, finish the, damn, thing finish—until the very phonemes became unrecognizable as they fractured into endless sound fragments.

Is that what you want? I said. But there was no response.






VII


As a child, I often felt as though a clear pane of glass, similar to the kind at a museum that both contains and facilitates the display of its many marvels, separated me from the rest of the world. I could gesture at normalcy but never quite achieve it. I could see my mother, my stepfather, through this glass, but there was no way of ever reaching them. I was always set apart. At first, I believed this was because I was special. I was convinced I had been singled out for a greater purpose, one that others could not understand. It was only later that I learned, too late for it to do me any good, that I was not very special or interesting, neither as a musician nor as a person; in fact, I was actually rather mediocre, and all that suffering had been for nothing.

Suffering is not a prerequisite for art, but it is helpful, Ryder had told me. Simon Vasiliou taught me this.

Who? I had said. Then I remembered—the letters I had glimpsed when Oliver and I had broken into Ryder’s desk, startling in their frankness—Always and forever, Simon. Yours truly, Simon. Much love, Simon.

A composer and conductor, Ryder had said, faded into obscurity now. He’s dead too, of course. We met in New York; I came home right after my master’s. I had a letter of recommendation from one of my professors who knew him, I went straight to his house. He let me in—I was twentysomething and incredibly good-looking back then, and well, anyway—we were together from then on. Until I got a commission he didn’t, and then it was over between us.

He was jealous?

No, he said. No, it wasn’t that. I had gone to a party and met the woman who was funding the whole thing. She was filthy rich, oil money, you know how it is. And she said she’d heard a rumor that Simon had a man at his second home in Connecticut—that’s where we sometimes met, outside the city—like a kept woman. The prospect of such a scandal was beyond belief, could I possibly know anything about that? I didn’t have it in me to say anything either way, God, it was the sixties, but she was on me like some kind of vulture. Pecking at my corpse. I think she knew something, maybe not everything, but enough that a few days later I heard they were giving me the commission instead. And that was it. I ascended. He didn’t.

Ryder, I had said. You couldn’t have known.

No. But I said nothing. I didn’t deny it. I loved him; I revered him; I betrayed him. It’s as simple as that. We destroy the ones we love, Mia. You’ll learn that, given enough time.



I sat in the chair with the manuscript on the desk. The day before, I had written several pages in an unshaking hand. The light was radiant. A wasp came to the window and displayed its ringed abdomen in the glass. I was vaguely aware that I had purchased a round-trip ticket, and today was the day of my scheduled departure. I hadn’t packed at all—if anything, I had scattered even more of my belongings in various rooms, my possessions mingling with Ryder’s until they were indistinguishable. Like the rotted vines that crept up the back of the house and grew into the narrow cracks of the brick wall, I had infiltrated this place so thoroughly I could no longer be extricated from it. A part of me would reside here forever.

I sensed that the traditional repertoire of notes would not suffice to complete Death Fugue. Just as John Cage had prepared the piano with screws and bolts, so I too would have to alter myself to accommodate the new sounds required of me. There was so much of me still left, there was no place for the music to take hold, as a filled vessel cannot hold any more inspiration until it is emptied.

I hadn’t composed at all that afternoon. I felt agitated, manic. I was failing Ryder. I was failing the music. Sweat gathered in my palms. I wanted to break myself open, with such force that I might shatter myself into a thousand pieces. In a fit of anxiety, I picked at the skin of my face. I pulled out a few hairs and laid them on the desk. Four parallel strands, like the strings of a violin. It wasn’t enough. I scratched my neck, the inside of my elbow. There was shame, anger. I remembered that I was worthless, that nobody would miss me if I killed myself. These thoughts crawled into my mind and began to consume me from within.

I was distressed; I needed to regain control. I crossed out a jagged leitmotif for the trumpets. I left the rest unfinished. My heart beat faster and faster in anticipation. In the unrestrained convulsions of my mind, I knew—I needed the music more than I needed myself. And for the music to return, I would need to sacrifice, to wound, to open myself to inspiration in ways I never thought possible.

I became convinced, as I occasionally did during these moments of dissociation and immense self-loathing, that something was terribly wrong with a specific part of my body. Usually it was my eyes, which I would examine closely in the mirror for their uncountable flaws, or my shapeless legs, or the irregular slope of my nose. This time, it was my teeth. I recalled the inexplicable and humiliating childhood ritual of being forced to get braces. When I was a little girl, my mother had referred to the gaps between my teeth, affectionately, as resembling a picket fence, and I never forgave her for it. Even after my teeth had been restored to a respectable uniformity, they continually irritated me with their cavities and their exotic gum diseases and the excruciating procedures required to fix these ailments. This was my introduction to the medieval torture device of the retainer, whitening strips, mouthwash that reminded me of drain cleaner. The mint floss with which I half-heartedly attempted to hang myself. All this had been done to me, only for a man I had liked—loved, even—to examine my open mouth as I lay beneath him and say, with some derision, Your smile is crooked.

I wished my upper right molar were not so asymmetrical. He must have seen that, I thought. It almost didn’t fit inside my mouth. Its presence was intrusive, unwelcome. I pushed my tongue against the enamel and imagined I felt it shift within the gum tissue. I suspected that it was slightly out of place, just enough to unnerve me. I envisioned holding the tooth in the palm of my hand and feeling immense relief. An imperfection removed.

I knew, most of all, that I deserved it. Whatever pain this was, I deserved all of it, and more.

I went downstairs and retrieved the pliers from the drawer in the kitchen. Carefully and with great precision, I inserted them into my mouth. The taste was coldly metallic. I considered my many obsessions—Death Fugue, Ryder Wakefield’s incomplete disentanglement from the minimalist movement, Oliver’s face—before gripping one of my back molars and wrenching it free.



My development as a composer was precipitated, like many male composers of eras past, by problems with a woman. In this case, I was having problems with my mother. I was always having problems with her, but when I turned sixteen these problems seemed more and more insurmountable. I would sneak out of the house and drive around aimlessly, listening to the recordings of music I so meticulously collected until the battery ran out in my MP3 player. I was enamored with a secret language I felt I shared only with Ryder, a mystical world that unfolded before me whenever I heard the first strains of Steve Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians.

I had almost no friends, and ones that I did have were a bad crowd, as my mother put it—they encouraged me to get into things like smoking and stealing gum from the corner store, little transgressions that thrilled me in a strange and conflicted way. I had the sense I was getting older, growing into something monstrous and horrifying. My body had ceased to be my own. It was a piece of mangled flesh wrapped in skin. No tits and no ass, as Tyler in my calculus class put it so eloquently. My mother began to complain that I didn’t fit into any of my clothes; she screamed when she caught me trying to bleach my hair in the kitchen sink.

I rebelled in the same manner I conducted most affairs in my life unrelated to music—half-heartedly, and without much conviction. I told my mother I hated her, although as soon as the words flew from my mouth, I could tell there was no truth behind them, I didn’t mean it, I had so much love for her that it angered me with its excess. I occasionally encountered Mark roaming the hallways of our home. He seemed to no longer regard me as his stepdaughter but a crawling mass of chaos that lurked in the darkest corners of the house. Leaving a trail of crumpled candy bar wrappers and wrinkled socks in my wake.

I spent more and more time with Ryder, shamelessly following him around, doing anything he asked of me. I would sometimes show up unannounced, unheralded, sitting on the steps of his porch with my backpack and ripped jeans. Oliver was twenty and attending Curtis, like his father had before him. His presence at the house was rarer and rarer. I no longer thought I might catch sight of him out of the corner of my eye as I reached up to turn the page of a huge, unwieldy score. Writing incomprehensible notes to himself in a little pad he always carried with him, phrases that tantalized with their hidden meanings: voicing, right hand, remember, legato. Then, sometimes, other things: Review Grieg concerto for Friday concert, IMPORTANT—Per Dad, be nice to Mia! this one he’d capped with an exclamation point, an unusual mark of emotion.

Oliver and I were perpetually bickering, in the manner of children. We didn’t mean anything by it, not really. Not like we would as adults. Oliver was territorial over his father, his house, his existence being invaded by a precocious interloper. I hated the smoothly condescending way he discussed Bach, how everything about the piano as an instrument came so easily to him. Where I struggled and flailed for an entire evening, he grasped the outline of the music without even looking at the pages set before him. He once told me the notes might simply appear to him during a performance—without any conscious effort on his part, like a man possessed. His playing was sincere, unfailingly beautiful, and only ever a hair short of perfection. I was less envious of his great gift than the casualness with which he wielded it. Music seemed to neither burden nor enrich him. Like so many things about Oliver, it just was.

I also hated how interesting he could be. He had a room to himself at school; a course schedule filled with theory, performances, and master classes; and worst of all, a girlfriend. I despised this girl more and more every time she was mentioned to me; for no other reason than it felt good to have someone besides myself to dislike, though I’d never met her and never would.

Oliver was oblivious to my jealousy. Only Ryder seemed to pick up on it, teasing me at dinner: Mia doesn’t seem to like your girlfriend very much, Oliver.

I turned red. My face was hot. I looked down at my plate and mumbled, No, it’s okay.

Oliver only laughed in response. She’s probably just jealous she doesn’t have a boyfriend by now, it’s normal. I used to hate it when my friends brought their girlfriends up.

Ryder sniffed. She’s too young. She needs to focus on school. Wait until you’re twenty-one, then you can fall in love. And drink alcohol. Before then, it’s not allowed.

Twenty-one! That’s too old, Dad. Let her live a little.

I’ll let her live a little when she can play Prokofiev with an approach that vaguely resembles subtlety—

I heard them chattering at each other, moving the conversation to some equally melodious topic: whether Gian Carlo Menotti was a better librettist or composer, the merits of Samuel Barber’s Antony and Cleopatra (interesting but unpolished), Ryder pleasantly humming in reply to everything Oliver said, a kind of inimitable call-and-response between father and son. It was an overture to a life so suffused with music the house practically seethed with it; it seeped out from between the floorboards, it made itself known in the sparkling burst of water from the kitchen faucet, the joyous perpetuum mobile of their speech, never-ending, unforgettable to hear.



At first, I didn’t feel anything. There was only the cracking sound of the tooth being crushed between the pliers. Levering it back and forth until it came free from my jaw, I detached it from the gum. I spit the blood into the sink. I balled up some gauze and stuffed it into the wound. The pain seemed to come then, a hot shard of regret searing the right side of my face. I braced myself against the sink. For a brief moment, I thought I might vomit or even pass out. My eyes watered and twitched. I rinsed my hands, bloody as they were. I put the tooth on a napkin. It lay there, lifeless. I almost did not realize it was my tooth. It could have been from anyone.

From the kitchen, I could see the massive painting of Apollo and Marsyas hanging in the hallway. I walked toward it, and as I walked, I thought I saw their eyes looking at me, their painted-on visages frozen in expressive contortions, Apollo’s bright face turned toward the viewer in expectation. Expectation of what, I could not discern. Marsyas remained as he always was, the muscles tensed in agony as his flesh was stripped from him. Did he beg for mercy, I wondered, or was he silent as he was flayed alive?

I passed the painting and went into the living room. I came to the grand piano. Opening the lid, I wiped away the thin layer of dust that had settled over the strings. More than two hundred were stretched taut inside the body of the piano, forged carbon steel and copper, something mystical and perfect in their parallel arrangement. Here is where John Cage would have inserted his nails, his pennies, his lengths of woolen material. Transforming the traditional sound of the piano into something altogether different, beguiling and otherworldly. Ryder used to say that Schoenberg freed us from tonality, but Cage freed us from the instruments themselves. We were no longer constrained by the sonic palette of our predecessors. All sound was music; all music was sound.

I picked up my tooth and placed it between the strings of the piano. I sat down and began to play, and every time I pressed down the key for A above middle C I heard not the natural sound generated by the hammer striking the strings but a pitch with a distinct tang, I heard the next line of music in Death Fugue, in which the pianist would be instructed to remove one of their molars and prepare the piano with it while the audience watched, for the pain itself constituted performance.

This trauma, this suffering, not only for Death Fugue, but for art itself, could only take on meaning in the presence of a rapturous audience. They would watch me as I dissected myself before them. I had deadened my heart to this fact, years ago. And if the injuries I enacted upon myself led to my destruction, then what? I had only done what I had been taught. To self-immolate, as the great artists did.



I had been in Latin class, ignoring the droning of the teacher and the shriek of the marker on the whiteboard when it came to me—my first composition. I was a difficult and intractable student when it came to most things that were not music—yet something struck me as particularly beautiful about the poem under discussion at that moment, “Catullus 7,” the poet’s elegant narration of the uncountable Libyan sands, the stars suspended above furtive lovers in the unspeaking night. I contemplated setting it to music, as Mahler set Rückert’s poetry in Kindertotenlieder to a vocal line suffused with pain, colored with so much suffering that in twenty years upon hearing the opening bars in a recording, I would hear Ryder say, Mia, please, turn it off. Give an old man some peace.

The music came soon after. Neoromantic, lilting, more than a little sentimental. First, the melody, to be sung by a soprano voice, then the piano accompaniment following, almost an inevitability. I composed it at the keyboard, one hand at a time, then both together, scribbling it down in a manic frenzy, seized by the promise and exultation of making something of my own. Afterward, I carefully entered each note into a computer program and printed out all six pages on my mother’s office printer.

I brought my work to Ryder with great hesitation. To me it seemed like such a precious thing, a novice’s first attempt at composition, however clumsy and poorly written. I remember folding it over many times and placing it between the pages of my sheet music, very carefully, so it would not fall out. Then I drove for half an hour and walked into his house, the front door unlocked, through the foyer that always smelled vaguely of lemons.

What is that? Ryder said, as I nervously held out the papers.

It’s an art song.

Yours?

Yes.

And you want me to—what—have a look? Just like that?

Yes, I said. Please, Ryder.

No, he said. I tried to keep my face from falling; I looked down at the floor and mumbled something. No, absolutely not.

Oliver didn’t even appear to be listening to the conversation. He was sitting by the window, thumbing through a biography of Rubinstein. Come on, Dad, he said. I’m sure it’s good. Just take a look, why won’t you?

I don’t have any interest in looking at the compositional equivalent of macaroni art.

Oliver said, Humor me.

Fine, Ryder said. Mia, give it here.

He took the sheaf from me, stapled together at the top left corner. I watched his eyes move over the music. Turning each page with studied carefulness. I could feel the agitated beat of my heart, not keeping time, accelerating rapidly. The room seemed to narrow as he did this, until it was as though only the two of us were standing there—master and student, an afternoon in the atelier. Halévy and Bizet, Rimsky-Korsakov and Stravinsky, Wakefield and Voss.

The melody is very French, he said. Reminds me of Reynaldo Hahn—if he completely lacked sensitivity and elegance. I don’t understand what is happening with the chord progression in the third system, why are we going into D major this early—the writing for the piano is competent, as expected—the writing for the vocal line, less so, but we can work on that—

He stood there for a moment, considering the sheet music. Considering me, standing there, this moment preserved in the hueless amber of memory, never to be forgotten.

So, we have a little composer in the house now.

Ryder looked at me. Peering down from such a great height. It was like I was a child again, ten years old, standing in the doorway of his home. Holding on to Mark’s elbow as I waited for the rest of my life to unfurl before me in aching splendor.

He said with great seriousness, You won’t make any money. You, very likely, will not be successful. And if you are successful, you’ll hate every single day of it, until you die. Is that the life you want for yourself?

I nodded.

He groaned. His body seemed to deflate. Defeated by the sheer obstinance of a teenage girl in the face of impossible adversity. I was the same as you once. I thought I’d be different. Now look at me. Old and irrelevant.

You’re not irrelevant, I said.

Ryder laughed, a choked and ugly sound that escaped his broad frame like the honk of a brass instrument. But I’m old, he said, and I know a few things. First, study Orff’s Catulli Carmina; he’s approached Catullus before, although it’s a cantata, it’ll be a good learning experience. Mozart’s Exsultate, jubilate for the setting of Latin text to music. I’ll give you some of my books to take home—Oliver, go into my study and get a copy of On the Musically Beautiful by Eduard Hanslick, it’ll be next to the potted cactus—

Ryder motioned to the piano bench. Sit, he said.

I sat down.

This is not very good, but all is not lost, he said. He placed the sheet music on the stand in front of me and pulled out a pencil. We can make it better. I will show you. Now, let us begin—



Later, when we were in bed for the first time, I would ask Oliver why he told his father to read my work. Why he said it would be good, as though I had any goodness in me that I could impart into my music, why he believed this with such casual assurance. He would smile slyly and say, You ask a lot of questions.

Come on, Oliver.

I just knew.






VIII


The last photograph of Oliver and I together no longer exists. I destroyed it. There was something that disgusted me about the happiness we had shared. The memory stung of nostalgia. Oliver playing for me, “Une barque sur l’océan” from Ravel’s Miroirs, the melody of it like the burst of seawater against the rocks, the hot Mediterranean wind on white sand, the water so clear you can see yourself looking back.

That afternoon we went out to the lake; he took his father’s car. The day was warm and beautiful. I lay down on the bank, without a towel, beads of sweat dewing on my skin. I was younger and thinner then. Oliver got on top of me, his hands were pressing into my hair, my shoulder, he draped himself over me. I had just turned twenty-one. Heartbreak hadn’t been invented yet; it held no meaning for me. I wanted to be near him all the time; I was enthralled and disgusted by my obsession, the depth of emotion I was only just beginning to comprehend. My hair was wet and lay across my face tangled like sea wrack. The sky was a total, unimaginable blue.

This was the last time I was good, that I was happy, that I was worth anything.



I could no longer rid myself of Death Fugue. It was inescapable. Every day its hold over me intensified, until I felt drawn to it as I was drawn to a lover, Oliver, its presence in the house unmistakable, I could sense it several rooms over; at any given moment I might be obsessing over some part of the manuscript that I could have performed from memory, in a perfect arrangement for solo piano, the music arriving fully formed after I slashed my arm twice with a knife.

I had occasionally self-injured since I was a teenager, but it was always clumsy, half-hearted work. It wasn’t something I could show anyone, not out of shame so much as a desire for everything I did to be perfect, and my amateurish self-abuse was not perfection but a muddy bruise on pale skin, a jarring discontinuity of the flesh. Now, I had been initiated into a world of cutting, slicing, and mutilation that required elegance and artistry. The demands of the music had become ever-increasingly complex and arcane. I had to exert control over myself, my body, my artistic discipline. I thought of cutting open my abdomen and taking out my liver. I thought of removing more teeth and putting them into the piano. I thought of the development of the religious ecstatic in the late period work of Ryder Wakefield, his final swan-song acknowledgment of his Jewishness that manifested in his pieces for the human voice, tepid art songs that paled in comparison to the riotous emotion of his earlier, more accomplished work.

Nights when I could not compose, I would go into the room at the end of the hallway, which had been locked for years, and I would sleep in the bed surrounded by language textbooks and handwritten notes on Rachmaninoff. I would lie there among the endless trophies and photographs from several international and highly prestigious piano competitions, I would fall asleep looking up at the ceiling that Oliver must have also seen for the last time before he killed himself there, in his childhood bedroom. The plastic stars glowing in the dark, the exposed rafters looming overhead.



Was Gesualdo tormented by the ghost of his dead wife? Was his later music, his violent interruptions of traditional harmonic progression, merely a revisiting of that bloody and defiled chamber where he had whetted his sword on her bones?

Ryder, ever the scholar, the oracle, the last miracle of American minimalism, would have disdained such an obvious reading of Gesualdo’s work. Light and shade, he once instructed me, slashing a line through a measure of music he disliked, You must encompass both in your music. It cannot just be one or the other.

To interpret Gesualdo as a tortured recluse would have been to deny the extraordinary lucidity of his music; yet to ignore his murders would have been to strip him of that seething darkness that made his work so compelling. What unfettered impulses lay in Gesualdo’s heart, in the arc of his hand striking downward at the prone bodies on the bed, resided within all of us—as did the terror, the ecstasy of creation. No amount of ink scratched into parchment by candlelight could blot out the screams that lingered there, the blood that still stained the stone.



My girlfriend, whose presence in my life I hardly cared to acknowledge anymore, obliterated from my mind as she had been by the intensity of my obsession with Death Fugue, and whose contact information I had unhelpfully recorded in my phone as “C” with a heart emoji, texted me and said we were breaking up. It was clear, she said, that I’d found someone else out there in Santa Fe and was staying there for good. She then accused me of having the kind of neglectful contempt only women could have for other women, even their own girlfriends. I was offended by this unfair assessment, because I possessed that contempt for everyone I met, regardless of gender. This text went on for several paragraphs, most of which I didn’t read, although I found myself impressed she was able to type all that out with only her thumbs.

When my first heartbreak happened—all Oliver’s fault, obviously, and not at all mine—I cried so much I thought I might leak all the water in my body out of my eyes. I had a nightmarish vision of turning into a shriveled, pathetic little raisin. I thought I would die; I had numerous heart palpitations that I was convinced were signs of my impending death at the old age of twenty-one; I firmly believed I would never love again. Perhaps that last part was truer than I realized—after Oliver’s suicide, everyone else had to contend with the unattainable quality he had been given by death. The perfection of my memory of him, frozen in time, forever without equal. Even more brutal was the memory of his piano playing, never to be surpassed.

Was there anything in the world more important than music? Once, I might have thought there was. When Oliver came over to Ryder’s side as he was composing at the piano and said, Dad, for the very first time, Ryder told me he had finally come to understand there was something more sublime than what could be written in a musical score. To love and be loved, the most precious of feelings.

In a darkened auditorium, I sat and watched Oliver play Liszt with exquisite composure. Drawing from the Années de pèlerinage an inner luminosity I would never hear again. I watched him brush a piece of hair out of his eyes in between movements, a casual gesture, thoughtless; I caught a glimpse of his profile from the side like I was seeing it for the first time. And there it was. Immediate and self-evident as a lightning strike. He had me.

I thought to myself, one day I’m going to marry this man. One day he will take me by the hand before the eyes of his watching father and he will crush the glass beneath his heel as was ordained by tradition more ancient than I could ever comprehend in the little life we had shared between us.

That man, whoever he had been, and however he might have loved me, was dead. There was nothing left, in his absence, except music.

I turned once more to Death Fugue. I opened it to the last page and began.



I was so unbelievably young back then. It almost hurts to remember it. Like peeling away a scab to reveal the raw flesh underneath. With Oliver, I thought I could do everything over again, like I’d never been ruined in the first place. I looked into his eyes and he looked into mine, and I saw my image, my nakedness reflected in his pupils, this tiny sliver that I cut from myself and gave to him, freely, without regard to the consequences. I was twenty-one and thought I knew everything already. The sheets on his bed were soft all over, just like his skin. After we were done, the atmosphere carried a strange sense of finality. As though in doing this we had bound ourselves to each other forever, like two lines of music moving in similar motion, before collapsing and breaking apart.



Before Oliver’s death, his performances had reached a thrilling incisiveness that was almost unmatched. Not all music is contained within its notation, and everything that resided off the page, hidden in the wilderness of interpretation, was made apparent in his recordings. He did all these things with the air of someone completely unaware of his own genius, carefree in his gestures, in the placement of his fingers on the keys.

He told me he’d stopped practicing; he didn’t see any point in it anymore. He had achieved everything he could possibly desire as a pianist. Yet that hunger remained, the fire in the belly that Ryder had so carefully cultivated in his son and student alike—there was always music to be written, repertoire to be mastered, scores to be studied.

It’s disarming, he said, to be thirty-four, and still the same hack I was at sixteen.

He was calling from Austria. Just after midnight. I imagined him, in the darkened hotel room, talking on the phone. Leaning, as he often did, to look out the window at the street down below.

You’re not a hack, I said. You have an exclusive contract with Deutsche Grammophon.

You and I both know that doesn’t mean anything, he said.

Oliver, it has to mean something.

He sighed. Fair enough, I guess. Then he added, You know, when we were younger—when my dad was teaching you composition, I used to be really jealous of you.

Really?

Yeah, really.

Why?

Because you can create something from basically nothing. You and my dad, you write for people like me. Without composers, I couldn’t exist. There would be nothing for me to interpret. I think you and my dad understand each other in that way, more than I understand him. You’ve always been his favorite.

But you’re his son.

Well, sure, he said, but you’re the one who inherited everything from him. Artistically speaking, you’re his real legacy. Not me.

He paused for a moment, saying nothing. I heard the air conditioner running in the background of the call, a low simmering hum that possessed its own cyclical rhythm.

Do you ever wonder what it would’ve been like, even a little? he asked.

Like what?

Like if we hadn’t grown up the way we did. Practicing music hours and hours every day. Learning Italian and French and German. Getting coached on music history and theory instead of, I don’t know, playing on the monkey bars or whatever—

You mean if we grew up like normal people.

When you say normal people, it’s like when my dad says the hoi polloi. The audience. The critics—

It’s just—there’s not much to wonder, is there? We can’t go back in time and change how things were.

You say that. But sometimes I think about leaving everything behind.

And doing what?

I don’t know. Starting a farm. Living in the woods, in a little cabin, like a lumberjack.

I laughed upon hearing this, even though I tried not to. I said, That’s ridiculous. You’re allergic to pollen. You hardly ever go outside. Do you even know how to drive a tractor?

If it’s not ridiculous, then what’s the point of having a fantasy?

I don’t know. I’ve never had any.

Surely you think about something before you go to sleep at night, he said.

I don’t fantasize about things. I think about all the music I’m going to write.

God, Mia, you are so boring.

Am I?

So serious about everything. Even Bach was playful. You should try it sometime.

No thanks. What else is in this silly little fantasy of yours, then?

He paused for a moment. There was silence on the other line. So much said and unsaid. So much music played and unplayed.

We’re together, he muttered, as though he were speaking only to himself. And we’re happy.



In the absence of cutting instruments near at hand, I would sometimes gnaw on myself, idly, without any real intent. I chewed through one of my fingernails into the soft flesh of the nail bed beneath, and when I did, I felt as satisfied as I once did after a delicious lunch. I ate very little, or far too much, and what I ate was not really food. After the removal of my molar, my mouth yearned for ever more eccentric flavors: handfuls of raw meat from the fridge at midnight, wax from the candles in Ryder’s study, wood shavings scraped from the piano. Afterward, I would insert two of my fingers into my throat and vomit up what remained undigested, the liquid dark and red and lustrous in the sink.

My missing tooth pained me less and less with each passing day, days that slid by without me counting them or even being conscious of time. I sensed there would come a point where I could fix my mind on Death Fugue and nothing else, just as I had once listened to only a single recording of Ryder Wakefield’s Fire Sermon, conducted by Thomas Howell, written for four female voices and orchestra, for weeks on end as a child. The rippling effect of the strings, like the torrents of a wildfire, blotting out all other thoughts, until my mother told me to stop lying on the floor of the living room like a lazy bum and go help my stepfather with the lawn.

Last night, I dreamed I was being taken on a gurney somewhere—a hospital, perhaps—I was catatonic and couldn’t move, my bones and muscles were inert, and as I lay there the only thought that came to my mind was of Death Fugue. It was no longer merely a work for orchestra, but for all orchestras, all instruments, all sounds were encompassed in its infinite variations. I knew if I opened the manuscript and looked inside, I could see the entire history of classical music contained within it, fascinating in its impossibility. If I tore out a page and swallowed it, the ink would be delightful as nectar, the paper savory as sliced veal. The music itself was a delectation and I would consume it until I was irrevocably transformed, until it became a part of me. If I were flayed in the manner of Marsyas, the skin would peel away to reveal not the sensual pleasures of my flesh, red and wet as pulped fruit, but music. Not my raw intestines, but instructions to the performer. Not the allure of my slashed-open throat, but the overture to Death Fugue.



Ryder turned the manuscript of my Piano Concerto in F Minor over in his hands.

This is a love letter, he said.

To Bach, I said.

Don’t take me for a fool. You have no respect for Bach. It’s for Oliver.

I knew it was useless to lie to him. There had never been any secrets between us.

I told you, no boyfriends until you’ve written your first opera. No girlfriends either. This doesn’t look like an opera to me.

Ryder—

He peered down at me, his eyes moving from my face to the pages of music, then back again. There’s precedent for this, unfortunately, he said. Examining each bar of music with the casual indifference of someone who had already heard all the great composers and would never hear another again. You know, Bizet married Halévy’s daughter. That old Jew. I used to hate him and Meyerbeer. Now maybe in the end I’m becoming just like them.

Ryder, first of all, you’re not my father, you don’t get to tell me what to do—

This is going to end very badly for you, he said, mark my words. But it’ll be good for your art. You know how much good art I made after my first heartbreak? If you’re really lucky, you’ll get divorced at some point. You can milk that for the rest of your life. Just don’t let him ruin your career. I don’t want another Fanny Mendelssohn on my hands.

But what about the concerto? Is it any good?

Of course it’s good, Mia.

Really?

I had gone too far. Ryder never gave praise lightly, and never allowed it to linger without the sting of a bitter critique.

Well, if you have to ask, it’s derivative, he said. But so is a lot of music, so you’re in good company.

Years later, I realized what Ryder had meant to say—that there was nothing further to be said about love that had not already been expressed by the old masters: Beethoven in his letter to the Immortal Beloved, Benjamin Britten in the opera roles he so painstakingly created for Peter Pears. Love deferred, love elided, love obscured by musical notation.

I had the privilege of hearing this, or something like this—music that could encompass such a feeling, in all its ecstasy, its violence and torment. A sound that tore the air from the room. It was like hearing the birth of something, primordial and buried deep within the earth, reemerging, a repetition of histories both recorded and not. I recognized it immediately: Adonis, a cantata for tenor and chamber orchestra. Written by Ryder in 1986 as a showpiece for Irving Williams, fresh off his triumphant American debuts as Rodolfo in La bohème and Sportin’ Life in Porgy and Bess. In this recording, it was Ryder himself conducting. The demands on the singer, the woven texture of the orchestra, a tendency toward the melodramatic—all unmistakably the markers of a work by none other than Ryder Wakefield himself. Ryder had cobbled together the libretto from half-translated Greek sources and his own febrile imagination. Adonis narrates his mother’s doomed passion for her father, Cinyras, then her transformation into the tree from which he is birthed. A newborn, sticky with myrrh sap. Tragedy follows, a wolf at his heels, spun out in honey-dipped tones, the voice as a conduit for sadness, desire, pleasure, the brutal pains of existence. When he is gored to death by a boar, the music is stretched to its limit with dissonance, a shriek of pain that never resolves musically, laid bare like an open wound in the score itself.

Irving Williams was long dead by the time I heard his recording, a ghost’s voice singing to me through the radio, but Ryder still spoke of him fondly. I had a strong suspicion that Ryder had loved this man not only for his voice but also for his beautiful hands, clasped together on the cover of his LP that was displayed prominently in Ryder’s study: Great Tenor Arias in English. Even more endearing was the softness of the skin around his eyes, which gave them a very expressive quality.

Ryder described Irving as a singer with an extraordinary command of the text, relentless in the rehearsal room, and supremely dedicated to his art. They had met at a concert and shortly afterward started up a relationship. Beyond the masterpiece that was Adonis, most of Ryder’s music for tenor from the 1980s was composed for Irving. The art songs he wrote for him were, beneath all the artifice and the refusal to outright name his sexuality, love letters, and within this tangle of music and passion there was such pleasure, sublimated, felt only deep beneath the skin.

Things had, apparently, ended very badly between them—sometimes I wondered if anything could end well when it came to a relationship with Ryder—though they had reconciled to a deep friendship years later, and Ryder attended the funeral. Occasionally, I would catch him listening to the recording in the living room, his head tilted to the side as a plaintive, amber-hued voice floated through the speakers.

I always liked them sad, he said to me. My gallery of sad artistic men.

What happened with Irving? I said.

Ryder Wakefield happened, he said, and turned the volume higher.

This was what it meant to love—to produce a masterwork, after years of training and stretching every bone and ligament in the body toward it. To have finally achieved something, a tantalizing mastery of musical language, and bent it beneath his will.

None of this would save him. Not from the waning glory of his work. Not from the relentless advance of time. And certainly not from the death of his son, which had ended all things, as the same hands that had once tucked Oliver into bed now threw dirt into his open grave.



I was dissociating in the bathtub when I received two very irritating emails in quick succession. The first was a reporter asking to interview me for a feature on Asian American composers—a group with which I had never associated myself and had no intention of doing so now. I thought of my race mostly as an inconvenience: I had a Chinese face, but I spoke no Chinese. I had never returned to China and would likely never do so in my lifetime. I was like a character in a Puccini opera, an Asian invented by a Westerner. Any gestures I might make at cultural authenticity in my music were fraudulent and hollow. All I had inherited had been passed to me not by blood but Ryder’s teaching, the hours of sitting on the piano bench looking up at him as he scourged my work with his pencil until it was no more than a wrecked outline of what it once had been. Through this relationship I had been made anew, in his image, which was essentially European and Romantic. At one point I would have done anything to please him, my teacher; I would have crawled on my hands and knees for miles just to hear him tell me that my work was good enough, that I was good enough, and in this way perhaps I could finally destroy the imperfect part of myself that lingered even after so many years of assimilation. The Asian face on my adoption papers. The Chinese passport that bore an old and ancient name I had long forgotten.

Gender was another affliction I wanted nothing to do with. I was a woman, but unlike my mother I had no real understanding of how to be one correctly. I was always doing aggravating things like eating too loudly or talking too much or occasionally having girlfriends, an indiscretion which particularly distressed her. Ryder’s only response to that last revelation—my bisexuality—a word which Ryder never used, instead choosing to refer to my indecision when it came to both women and key signatures—was to tell me that he recommended marrying a conductor to improve my career, and that they were hiring more women these days, so either way it might work out for me. Then he laughed, though I heard in his laugh the bitterness of a man who had only come out in his sixties, who had witnessed society become more accepting and been forced to watch that acceptance pass him by.

The second email was even more unnecessary. It was written by a woman whose name I did not recognize. I looked her up; she was a real estate agent now, but thirteen years ago she claimed, in a rambling and imprecise manner, that she had been a musician, she had been sexually harassed by a prominent conductor at a music festival, she knew I had also performed under him, and she wanted to know if I had also been his victim, she had kept all this hidden for over a decade but now she was going to the press about it, she’d reported it to the orchestra and he was on leave pending the investigation, surely now it would be a good time, if something had happened between us, for me to come forward—

I put the email in my spam folder.



Ephemera, 1982. One of the crowning achievements of minimalism. I had copies on LP and cassette; Ryder himself had supervised the digital reissue only five years ago. Music for orchestra, repetitive and disarming, but more accessible somehow, tempered by a tenderness so rarely expressed in Wakefield’s mercilessly uncompromising oeuvre.

The rhythm beat against the walls, the floorboards, the very skeleton of the room—pulsing, mechanical, moving ever forward in exquisite repetition. The melody was not granted to any one instrument in particular; it was a recurrence of the same pitch passed between different sections of the orchestra. This was not the vast emotional expressiveness of the Romantic composers that Ryder so prized, but a remnant of his past. Minimalism, as Ryder had once described it—that bastard child of music and pure sound. So highly structured it sometimes felt exaggerated into formlessness. Layered harmonies of such density you could plunge yourself into them, like a stream of rushing water. Yet there was a sharpness, a modernity to it, honed by the cutting brilliance of his youth.

This was Ryder at his best, Ryder before life had taken everything from him—first, he had cast off his family, his name, the very essence of himself. Bent his artistry toward the limitless future, then back again toward the past. In 1940, he was born Jonathan Lefkowitz, his origin story repeated so often it bordered on the apocryphal—forcibly ejected from his mother’s womb and onto the floor of an ambulance stuck in traffic right outside Carnegie Hall. His father gave him his face and his surname, and nothing else. His mother was a dark-eyed beauty who spoke Yiddish to him as she rocked his crib, though he would come to reject her, and when he returned to New York City ready to remake himself as a bright flame of the avant-garde he claimed to everyone he met that he had grown up a WASP in Connecticut; he took his new appellation from two boys he had loved back in high school, stole their surnames right out from under them, and in time only his mother still called him Jonathan.

At the podium conducting this particular recording of Ephemera (2005, Sony Classical) was a man I can only call the Conductor. I had heard him—heard his recordings and heard of him—before I met him. He was one of Ryder’s many collaborators; he was featured on several recordings of Ryder’s music from the late 1990s onward. There were many conductors in the world—maybe some of them were even better than him—but he was a real musician’s musician, the kind spoken of at dinner parties with a sly undertone, the implication that everyone knew who was being referenced when they mentioned his definitive recording of Ryder Wakefield’s chamber opera Josephus and Vespasian, his much-younger second wife, or the rumors of his volatile temper.

When I met him, he was already famous. The years of struggling in the wilderness were long behind him. He had recently been anointed music director of a well-known orchestra. He could ascend no higher in his rise to prominence. His past, present, and future in the history of classical music were assured.

Ryder, he said, extending his hand.

This is Mia, Ryder said. One of my students.

Ah, yet another one of your little foundlings. A pianist?

And a composer, Ryder said, as though it didn’t matter at all to him, but I could hear the pride mingling with his feigned indifference.

Peter Grimes and his newest apprentice, hm?

Ryder said, Oh, don’t joke.

The Conductor said, I’m sure we’ll be working together in the future, Mia. I hope we can be good friends.

The Conductor shook my hand. His palm was warm. He didn’t linger. He engaged Ryder in five minutes of friendly conversation and then departed.

Four years later, I would be performing under his baton. I would be twenty. He would be in his late thirties, maybe his early forties, and divorced. What does it matter? He touched my elbow when he did not need to; he told me to wear a shorter dress for the performance so he could see my legs when I played; he invited me back to his hotel room to discuss the work of John Adams. And I accepted all these things.

He was a great admirer of Ryder Wakefield. He told me this himself, afterward, while I lay naked in his bed. Then he went to take a shower, to wash himself clean of me.

It was at that time I thought, for the first time, though certainly not the last, of really killing myself. Not in the vague and ambiguous way I might have as a child but with a vividness that traversed the entire diapason of music. Frightening, vicious, absolute in its clarity.






IX


Given enough time and sordid recollection, impulse, influence, and relentless repetition would inevitably rearrange themselves into music. As the sunlight flooded into the house, I sat at Ryder’s desk and allowed the final movement of Death Fugue to congeal in my mind. Every musical phrase was a fount of newness and delight, the clarity of expression unmistakable. It had begun as Ryder’s work, Ryder’s sense of musicality, and would end as mine and mine alone.

I could remove more than only my tooth. I had taken the gauze out and thrown it away, and now all that remained was an indentation in my gum that sometimes wept discolored, tasteless pus. I could cut my hair and burn it. I could take a knife and line the blade up where my index finger hinged at the first knuckle and push down, putting all my weight into it until it severed the bone and what remained of my fingertip. I would remake myself until I was less and less each time, carving away pieces of my own body in the same manner I would revise my own music, with unfeeling specificity, until I had achieved perfection.

When my skin was peeled back like the shell of a molting cicada, I wondered what would remain. The frothing of my arteries, perhaps. The listless beating of my exposed heart. As the dirty dishes piled higher in the sink and flies gathered in the meat that had rotted in the fridge, I stood before the painting of Marsyas and Apollo and saw my own face there, contorted in an expression of what I once believed was agony but now knew to be epiphanic ecstasy.



I remembered what they said about me, those first few premieres. Like her mentor, but worse. An inferior reproduction of Wakefield’s most glittering triumphs. Too Asiatic, not Asiatic enough. Shamelessly Orientalist. The sound, the aesthetic, overwrought and cloying. As though someone had regurgitated the entire history of Western art music into a score but learned nothing from those who came before. Minimalist? Postminimalist? Does she even know? And so on. The struggle to make something of myself, to mold myself from the lump of clay that I was using the tools that Ryder had given me, felt pointless and impossibly absurd.

Death Fugue was a reprieve from this, a chance to dedicate myself to a work that held no memories of asking Oliver to give me advice on the piano accompaniment as I stood watching him play the melody with the left hand, casually virtuosic, he did not glance at his fingers or even the score, his eyes meeting mine, that night I let him bury his face in the hollow of my neck and shoulder, laughing when his stubble scraped at my skin, I pushed him away from me, his body was on top of mine, heavy, I turned away, I turned my face away, an expression of rich intoxication forming there, imperceptible in the dark bedroom.

No memories like these at all.



How happy Oliver and I had been. I never understood why that happiness had to end, though it inevitably did. A performance, no matter how beautiful, can only have so many encores.

Our summer had begun with him practicing Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 3. The tone he wrung from that recalcitrant instrument was bell-like, tempered and clear. I leaned over the side of the piano and said, What’re you playing?

You know very well what I’m playing, he said.

Ah, yes, the great Rachmaninoff.

One of Dad’s favorites.

One of yours too.

He smiled. Why aren’t you spending the summer with your family, little one?

Mark and my mom are traveling. To Greece.

They didn’t take you with them?

No, I said. They wanted a romantic getaway. Plus, it’s too expensive to bring me. And I’m twenty-one now, you can stop calling me that.

He said, I still remember when you were really tiny. My dad said he worried you’d blow away in the wind. My little Laideronnette …

That was years ago.

Not so long, he said.

His left hand skimmed over the keys, launching into another lilting musical passage, but he reached out his right hand to pat me on the head, though as his hand brushed through my hair, I saw him hesitate, looking at me curiously, with an expression that I would not come to understand until much later. Then he withdrew his hand, the right rejoined the left, he was absorbed again in his playing like he was in some great concert hall. The notes came pouring forth, electric in their intensity, yet unclouded by sentimentality. Even in his music-making, he was enviously straightforward. I wasn’t sure if he was even capable of lying.

Weeks later, we stood in the dark hallway next to the kitchen with the light off, where his father wouldn’t see us. He pulled me forward, his hands on my waist. We kissed in the dark.



I composed my Piano Concerto in F Minor that summer. I wrote like a woman possessed—on any surface I could find, even ones not meant for music—paper napkins, old holiday cards I found in the nightstand, the smeared palm of my hand. When I was finished, I printed out a copy for Oliver and listened to him play excerpts from the solo part, the music drifting and sweet in the first movement, before blooming into the allegro agitato second movement, the quickening of the heart in time with the rapid escalations of the orchestra, which finally resolved in the third movement, a playful denouement that waxed into lyricism, lightly touched by Romantic influence. It was gentle and sophisticated, but not overly refined. Throughout, there was a sense of real sentimentality, a striving toward the melodic, an infectious joy, a sheer beauty emanating from each sinuous melodic turn.

When he finished, we waited in silence as the last note died away. I watched his finger, still pressing down on the key until the very last moment, when he slowly lifted it, lifted his hands off the keyboard and placed them in his lap. Contemplating what he had just performed.

He said, Beautiful. It’s like I’m at that part in Eugene Onegin when Onegin gets the love letter from Tatyana.

But in the opera, Onegin rejects her after he reads the letter. He says he doesn’t love her.

Yes, it’s all very depressing, isn’t it?

And the ending is sad too. Onegin finally realizes his love for Tatyana, but it’s too late. She’s married to someone else. He’s left in despair. He’s killed his best friend in a duel and lost the love of his life. His life is over. Then the curtain falls. I wonder how anyone could move on from that.

Maybe he doesn’t. Maybe he kills himself, after the opera’s over.

Oliver looked at me when he said this. I looked back at him. Sometimes I would think about this exchange and wonder if I could see there, in his face, our tangled future together written out plain as day. But I had no talent for premonition; I was not the music critic of The Village Voice who had once written that despite outward appearances, Ryder Wakefield’s unpolished, disastrous first concert heralded the arrival of a titan in the making. I could not foretell how strange Oliver would seem lying in his coffin, as though someone had made a doppelgänger of him and placed it there. A likeness that would have fooled anyone except those closest to him. Anyone but Ryder and me.

He said, This music doesn’t sound like Dad. This sounds like you.



It was never again as it had been that summer. He told me at the end of it that he was traveling for his concert tour and didn’t want the relationship to continue. I said, Okay, I guess it’s over, then I cried in the bathroom after my lesson because he’d hurt me so badly. I never understood why he did this; it seemed incomprehensible when we were so happy. I had opened myself to him as a spring bud might, only to be torn at the stem.

For the next seven years, we saw other people. Girls would come over and catch sight of me at the dinner table with Ryder and say, Oh, who is that? Your sister? and Oliver would say, nonchalant, loud enough for me to hear in the next room, That’s just my dad’s student. She won’t be here long.

In two years, I would stand in the living room of his father’s house wearing a black dress and a pillbox hat with a netted veil. Ryder would turn to me and say, When my mother died, I thought there would be no more music. Oh, Mia, how naïve I was. I never knew there could be anything more painful than that. Until now.



Outside the closed door of the music room, I could hear them fighting. In the hallway, the painting of Apollo and Marsyas menaced me. I stood with my back to it. It made me think the figures were not looking at me, if I did not see them.

Ryder’s voice, agitated, carried through the door: You want to go to Korea and—what—look for her? Why?

I want to find my family, Oliver said.

I am your family. You do not remotely comprehend what I have given up. To give you a better life.

This isn’t something you would understand, Oliver said.

He opened the door and stormed out. I watched him leave through the front door, down the driveway that looped into the cul-de-sac where he sometimes walked in circles when he was puzzling out another measure of Bach. Another glorious interpretation of Brahms. His father followed and stood in the doorway, wringing his hands. He looked at me when he saw me, like he was surprised I was there, though I was always there Wednesday afternoons, this was how it had been for years now.

You’re hard on him, I said.

It appears my child and my protégée have conspired to prepare the auto-da-fé against me, Ryder replied.

I said, Are we going to have my lesson?

Yes, he said. Otherwise, you will not get into a good conservatory, you will not compose anything worth hearing, and then all my hopes and dreams for you will be crushed and I will be disappointed in you forever. Go to the piano and show me what you have been working on.



I traveled to Bregenz to do a summer master class with a very famous pianist from Europe. I had grown up listening to a recording of his, his performance of Debussy’s complete works for piano. The recording was sensuous and decadent, colored by a tempestuous passion that spoke deeply to me. I wore the CD out listening to it and Mark had to buy me another.

The pianist stood over me as I played. He said, You play this in a very strange way. Very precise, no mistakes. But there is no heart in it. I know in Korea, it is all precision—correctness—

I looked out the window of the auditorium, at the light slipping through the branches of the trees that stood there, and said nothing. The people watching the master class also said nothing. I remembered how Ryder had said, Music is not correct, it is beautiful—how I was not Korean, and not really Chinese either, but a monstrous chimera—how Ryder never admitted he was Jewish because he had wanted to study with Nadia Boulanger, and she would not take too many Jewish students in one year—how Ryder did not want Virgil Thomson to write of his “Jewish melodies” but to savage him the same as everyone else. He desired not to be spared from the wounding of Thomson’s criticism but from the spectacle of his own Jewishness, through which critics might imply sounds and melodies he had never inserted into his scores. It was one thing, in Ryder’s eyes, to be Jewish, and another thing to be heard as Jewish. The first was barely tolerable and the second, in his mind, was not. He would not be among those whose art was declared degenerate and thrown in a bonfire. He would be something else, someone else entirely, Ryder Wakefield, a convenient fiction. This identity, a Protestant from Connecticut, he had assembled so carefully from his memories of Stephen Ryder and Martin Wakefield: Stephen, who had a kind smile and a cowlick, and who always shared his umbrella when it was raining, had died in Vietnam. Martin was in a nursing home in New Jersey and could no longer speak. Ryder sometimes wrote to Martin’s daughter. He had intended to take this pseudonym only for a few years while he established himself, long enough to be accepted into Nadia Boulanger’s class, to garner a few good reviews for his juvenilia, but after ten years of answering to the name Ryder Wakefield, he found he no longer knew who Jonathan Lefkowitz was.

It’s a very Asian way of playing is all I am saying. Maybe try something different.

I smiled and said, Of course, and when I played the arabesque for the second time, exactly the same way I had the first, the very famous pianist said, Yes, thank you. That’s perfect.



One of the distinguishing features of minimalism was its emphasis on recurrence, reduplication, reiteration. The same sequence of notes, repeated over and over. Sometimes, two lines of music would overlap. Moving in and out of time with each other like two nudes overlaid in bed. Music replayed until the original melody is effaced entirely by new permutations. What Ryder would later deride as boring and repetitive was, at the time, a totally irresistible enterprise of new music, full of vitality, seductive and arresting.

For several years after Oliver’s death, my dreams recapitulated themselves, in the manner of a minimalist composition—once, twice, and then three times—I entered the room where his body lay. Ryder was not there, and I was alone. I came to the edge of the coffin and saw Oliver lying inside, in his brown suit, the one we buried him in.

He sat right up and turned to me. His upper body stiff after so many hours lying there, dead. When he opened his eyes, they were spotted with red marks. Pinpricks of blood. The coroner had said this could happen, in a hanging. The hemorrhaging. His lips moved but hardly any noise came out, he must have snapped his neck on the way down, I leaned very close to hear the rasping of his throat, stuffed with worms and grave dirt. His fetid breath resounding in my ear as he hissed, You cannot save me.



The phone in the kitchen rang. I picked it up. I recognized the voice immediately. Dark and cavernous and with that unplaceable accent that all at once suggested his childhood in London, his education in Switzerland, and then his extensive professional success in America. It was as if I’d summoned the man just by thinking about him. It was the Conductor.

Hello, is this Mia?

How did you get this number?

I’ve always had Ryder’s number, Mia. You know that.

I looked down at the tile. My bare feet, standing there among the dirt and grout. The sink was filthy. Filled with the remains of a meal I hadn’t kept down, and what came back up was now clogging the drain. It smelled disgusting, like something had died in there.

It’s been so long since I heard your voice. How long has it been?

I said, What do you want from me?

I have a favor to ask. Can I come over?

I don’t want you to come, I said.

Nonsense. It’ll be just like old times, he said.

I wanted to ask what he meant by “old times.” Only one of us, it seemed, was nostalgic for the cruelty that had characterized our prior relationship. How he had once turned to me and said, You could be really beautiful, you know, if you fixed your teeth.

I said, Aren’t you doing a production of Bluebeard’s Castle in Los Angeles right now? You’d have to fly out here.

That’s long finished. I’m already in town for rehearsals, actually. I’m conducting Madama Butterfly in August. One of your favorites.

One of Ryder’s favorites, I corrected him.

You know as well as I do that he imparted his taste onto you.

As he spoke, I moved my tongue around in my mouth until it touched the empty space where my molar used to be. The flesh was raw, inflamed. I pressed my tongue flat against it. The pain reverberated through the right side of my face, all the way up to my eye socket. I thought then of boring a hole in my eye, right where the pupil would have been, straight back to the optic nerve, so that I could see what could not be seen through an undamaged lens—oh, but if I made an opening there, if I buried the drill bit so deeply into my pupil I made a passageway for light and color to seep in—

I said, Okay.

I’ll be there tomorrow, he said. Then he hung up.

I thought about cutting open my stomach and crawling inside myself to escape him. I thought about him finding me there, curled up, my head halfway inside my abdominal cavity. The photographs of Oliver and Ryder on the walls, staring down at me as I pulled my intestines from my body like a coiled length of hose. The knife in my hand, hollowing out what was left of me. On the counter, a finished copy of Death Fugue.






X


Ryder had always contended that composition was about desire. Certainly, it contained a kaleidoscopic array of other emotions—his rage, his sorrow, all these things he could not express outwardly were contained within his scores. For him, everything lay just beneath the surface, implied yet never spoken. He wrote love songs for men to be sung by women, and there was something strange about this too, his passions transformed and expressed in the body of another, the complications of his homosexuality smoothed out, as he put it, by this sleight of hand, as though in some way he could correct even his most fatal of flaws through music. Jonathan Lefkowitz into Ryder Wakefield. The apprentice who cleaned movie theater bathrooms at night to pay for piano lessons into the maestro who exhorted me as I wrote and rewrote a melody in front of him until he was satisfied: Tell me, Mia, where does the music want to go? What does the ear desire?

For a composer so focused on desire as the underpinning of his mastery, he was silent for decades on this aspect of his life, coyly gestured to in a New York Times review from 1986 regarding his “longtime friend” Irving Williams and their “shared house” in upstate New York. He told me he felt no need to put himself on display in his music, like a peacock showing off its gaudy feathers. There was something deeply painful and unspoken beneath this answer. A manila folder in the back of his coat closet detailed a course of electroshock therapy in 1973, which was deemed “unsuccessful.” Ryder himself told me of his mother’s cold response, how she had said, Don’t ever speak to me of this again, and he had kept that promise, just as he always played Debussy for her when he visited, her favorite. As though in his loyalty to her, his love for her, he could convince her that he was the same Jonathan she had rocked to sleep every night as a baby, made in God’s image.

Young and foolish, I had confronted him about this. I shouldn’t have, but in the eternal power struggle between teacher and student, the student will do whatever she can, including shameless provocation, to take the upper hand. We were arguing over Tchaikovsky that day, whether or not his sexuality had any bearing on his work, specifically the ballet Swan Lake, an enormous achievement by any measure, astoundingly moving, all at once tender and present in its emotionality yet impeccably constructed. In it, the swan Odette cannot be with her beloved prince due to a curse—or, in my rather torturously contrived reading, because she was Tchaikovsky’s gay desires reconfigured into the body of a woman.

Ryder said, This line of reasoning is nonsense. The problem with your analysis is that not every composer mediates their identity through their music. John Cage hardly ever did that, for example—refer to the famous confrontation between him and Julius Eastman, when Eastman brought explicit homoeroticism into Cage’s work, which infuriated Cage—Cage was Zen, he was at a remove from the music. He did not allow himself to infringe.

Is that what you do in your work?

I took after Cage, yes. When I was younger and more experimental. It was my aesthetic decision. I didn’t want to involve myself in my music; it felt unseemly. I didn’t make gay music, I made music, period.

Then why change your name? Why lie for so many years about who you were? Is that infringing?

He gripped the pencil in his hand so aggressively I thought it might snap in half. He slashed another line into the composition set before him, and said, It is the privilege of the young to choose assimilation. It is the misery of the old to be condemned for never having had the choice. You are so insufferable sometimes, Mia, it’s like I made you myself.

I’m just asking—

He turned on me, blazing with fury. Do not speak to me like you understand what I have lived through. Jonathan Lefkowitz, the faggot, the kike, would not have survived. But Ryder Wakefield did.



Did I desire the Conductor? I suppose at one point I must have, or else everything that had happened between us would not have. It was not the desire I had for Oliver, sweet and unsophisticated. It was something else, an annihilating force. There was a quality of absurd predestination to it, as though the entire affair was inevitable from the moment he saw me and thought about crushing my bones between his white teeth, his mouth wide and open for me, how I watched him in a hotel room crack open chicken bones with his canines and suck the marrow, suck his fingers clean of the meat, before adjusting his tie and asking me a question I didn’t hear, something about Claudio Abbado’s recording of Pelléas et Mélisande. Something about asking me to bring him another soda with lime.

I left him not because I thought I deserved better or because I developed anything resembling self-awareness, but because of an opera. He had come to the city to conduct a few performances of Madama Butterfly. I had seen it many times. It was one of Ryder’s favorite operas. He would always tell me to stop listening after the first act, the happiest of them all, because it ends in a glorious love duet between the geisha Butterfly and her husband-to-be, the caddish American sailor Pinkerton. The rest—Butterfly’s yearslong abandonment by Pinkerton; her relinquishment of her half-American, half-Japanese son to Pinkerton and his new wife; and, finally, her suicide—was, in Ryder’s words, “unbearable melodrama.”

I was slowly beginning to suspect that all of life itself was an unbearable melodrama, one that could have only been invented by a particularly sadistic librettist. I stood in the rehearsal room with the Conductor, off to the side, quiet and unintrusive, as he talked about the score with the singers playing Butterfly and Pinkerton. I remember the woman, mainly because she was very beautiful, with a delicate, narrow face and milky skin, she was thin and her waist and thighs were smaller than mine, and when I looked at her it was like looking at an improved version of myself, an Asian woman who ate vegetables and went running every day, who enjoyed looking at photos of herself and had never in the heat of the moment sliced at her stomach with a razor, and when she sang, the voice cut right through me, a concentrated thread of sound that expressed all things. Desire, envy. A terrible, unending sadness.

I didn’t like how she formed the words yes, Maestro, the syllables overly articulated, her voice traveling up and down in a pseudo-melodic fashion, like she was singing instead of speaking. I didn’t like how bright her eyes were when she turned them upward to look at the Conductor’s face, as though each word he spoke to her was prophecy.

The question in my mind, the Conductor said, as he coached them through the love duet, is whether Pinkerton loves Butterfly.

The man said, I think he really loves her. Look at the music. Why did Puccini write such a beautiful duet if his feelings weren’t real?

The woman said, But she’s fifteen years old. Quindici anni netti. And Pinkerton himself says he’s only with her until he finds una vera sposa americana, a real American bride. I think he loves her like a little bird. Like something he can crush to death with his bare hands.



Later that day, in the hotel room, I asked the Conductor why Butterfly kills herself at the end of the opera. Why these things must always end with so much suffering.

Well, I think she kills herself because by giving up her child, her life is over. She has nothing left.

But why would she kill herself over that?

A strange look came over his face then, like I had blurted out something bizarre and offensive at a dinner party.

You don’t see how a woman abandoning her child could be emotionally devastating? he said.

No, I said.

Afterward, I brought him a drink and turned off the light.

Lying on my back looking at the ceiling, I thought, I have to leave this man.



I waited for him in the living room. I stood in front of the big glass window overlooking the driveway and watched for hours. He didn’t come until it was dark. Like he couldn’t see me when it was light out. Like he was ashamed. I saw his headlights in the driveway first, then the figure of a man. He came up the steps and rang the doorbell. I opened the door.

He looked the same, only older. Dark brown hair in loose curls. As had his image in my memory, the color had faded to an ashen grey. The lines around his mouth were more pronounced, the hairline slightly receded. Time had been kind to him; he retained much of himself that had been there fifteen years before, when I remembered him standing at the podium while I watched from the piano bench, his way with the music spare and fastidious.

Mia, he said. I saw you waiting in the window.

I said, Come in, please.

I went to the kitchen and poured us both glasses of water. I brought them into the living room as he sat down in front of the fireplace, in one of the wingback chairs. I took my seat in what had once been Ryder’s chair, across from him. I noticed him looking around, but he did not comment on the disarray in the house, the pulverizing atmosphere of decay.

You look well, he said, even though I did not. Soda, no lime?

Tap water, I said. There was an edge to my voice, but I didn’t know where it had come from.

He took the glass from my outstretched hand. Then he crossed his legs and began fiddling with the laces of his oxford shoe. I watched as he did this, without saying anything.

Is something wrong?

No, I said. Then I smiled, but I think I did it wrong—the effect was more of a frigid grimace. The mouth upturned at the corners, slightly grotesque. My front teeth were showing. My empty socket had bled that day, and the inside of my mouth was filled with the bitter froth of spit and blood, tasting of copper.

Mia, there’s something I wanted to tell you. I’ve been meaning to do this for a long time. I know that our—our relationship—didn’t end on very positive terms.

I had always enjoyed his elegant way of phrasing things. He had the force of personality that allowed him to reshape even the most absurd situations in his favor. When I had left him, he had threatened to destroy my career. I saw him again four years later, when I assisted Ryder in preparing a performance of his work for percussion, Seoul Xylophones. The Conductor refused to acknowledge my presence; it was as though I did not exist anymore to him. I was no longer useful in the way a woman might be useful to a man like him. I no longer held the charm of a body that had not yet been tainted by his presence, so he had discarded me.

I said, I can’t imagine what you mean.

He said, If anything that happened between us was—uh, was harmful to you, or you felt like my behavior crossed a line—or something of the sort—I’m very sorry.

Can you please get to the point and tell me what it is you want from me?

He coughed and got up from the chair, his long limbs extending like a stick insect as he rose and moved over to the piano. He leaned over it, turning his back to me, like he couldn’t face me with what he was about to ask.

What’s this? he said, pointing to the sheets of paper splayed on the music rack.

Ryder’s last work. Left unfinished.

Are you finishing it?

Yes. It’s called Death Fugue.

Is that a reference to Paul Celan? He started turning the pages, pinching them between his thumb and forefinger as he methodically surveyed each measure of music.

I think everything in Ryder’s life is somehow a Celan reference. But he didn’t tell me one way or the other before he died.

That’s a shame. Although—how exciting that you’re finishing it. I see there are a lot of referential elements in the piece. You could continue that. You know, do it like the interpolation of “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” in Eastman’s Gay Guerrilla. Now that’s a real piece of music.

He was fond of mentioning artists of color like he was the first person who had conceived of their music as being worthwhile; I had seen, several years ago, an article lauding his gracious support of an initiative to train more female conductors. These displays of his seemed very genuine, but somehow brutally ironic.

He said, I’m on leave right now, actually. There’s going to be an article coming out. They might ask you to comment.

How many women? I asked.

Excuse me?

How many women did you sexually harass?

I didn’t—

He scratched his face with his index finger and coughed, a nervous tic. I felt something approaching pleasure at this, watching him squirm. Like an ant burning to death beneath a magnifying glass.

I’m told that four women have agreed to go on the record for the article, he said, at last.

Those are rookie numbers. You’ll be fine.

Don’t make light of this, Mia—you have no idea—

Nothing’s going to happen to you, I said. Issue a statement expressing vague regret for your actions, pretend you’re getting therapy, go hide in your villa in France for a little while, and then come back in six months. Nobody will care.

He said, Do you remember when we last worked together?

Seoul Xylophones. You were conducting. It rained the entire rehearsal period. You were a real asshole.

If they ask you, I’d like you to say that’s when our relationship started.

You think what’s going to make or break the case against you, that I was twenty-four and not twenty?

It’s better optics. It would help me a lot, Mia.

You conduct one of the most important orchestras in the United States, I said. What better optics could you want?

He sighed. I knew you were going to be difficult about this.

I got up and moved around him, moved around Ryder’s clutter of sheet music and books that still lay on the floor, stacked in their little towers. I sat down at the bench. From where he stood, it was like he was giving me a musical critique, as he had when I was a soloist. His drink in his left hand, a gaudy watch on his right wrist.

I have something I want you to hear, I said.

I began. Death Fugue, played as it had not been played before. The fluttering of the left hand sliding, irresistibly, into the punctuating chords of the right, before the entrance of one of the leitmotifs, dark and voluminous, suggesting the approach of death. I saw the Conductor standing frozen, transfixed, like time had halted for him and was reversing itself, fifteen years ago, we were back in the rehearsal room that was too small for the grand piano and he put his hand on my knee, gently, a secretive glance—

The photograph of Oliver above the mantel turned his eyes to look at me. I ignored this and kept playing. The music crescendoing to a frenzied climax as I plunged my hands so deeply into the piano, I thought I might break my own fingers.

I wrenched a stuttering glissando from the keys. The music hurtled forward, the hammers assaulting the strings, the A-natural above middle C emitting a richly aberrant noise, I put my whole body into the motion of playing, possessed as I was by the wildest of feelings, as I imagined the Conductor’s skin coming loose from his body, sloughing wetly onto the ground, his organs and innards following, until his skeleton peeled itself from the last flap of skin and began to dance, a great clattering of bones, and I too would cut myself from forehead to pelvis, unzipping myself from the suffocating cocoon of my body and joining him in the frenzy.

I slowed down, languorously finishing the next phrase, and then came to a stop. I put my hands in my lap. The house was silent. I looked up at him, my smile ferocious and beaming, as the Conductor stared back at me like he had just heard the music that would be played at his own funeral, the death march of his life’s end.



Simon died in 1983, Ryder said. I visited him when he was dying. He didn’t go quietly. He didn’t forgive me. And he told me about something. Miasma. It happened to the House of Atreus. Once one person in the family sins against the gods, the whole line is doomed. Maybe this has all been me, then. Oliver’s death, and everything that came after. My weakness, my failings. My own fault.



The Conductor said, barely audible, What the hell was that?

I said, The greatest postminimalist composition of the twenty-first century.

It’s disturbing is what it is.

It’s a work of genius, you mean.

Awful. Just a bunch of noise, cacophony— Look, I’m sure it’s very meaningful for you to be finishing this, but Ryder knew when he was alive that even atonality has its limits.

I said, Don’t refer to Ryder by his first name, like you’re his equal, because you aren’t.

The Conductor raised the glass to his mouth and drank. His tongue darting out from between his teeth as he drained the glass of water. His hand was shaking ever so slightly and the water in the glass trembled with it.

Well, that was enough excitement for one day, I think, he said, setting the glass down on top of the piano. I watched as he did this, so disrespectfully that it was as though it didn’t even occur to him that he was being disrespectful.

I said, I’m not going to lie for you.

He said, It’s clear we’re getting nowhere with this conversation. I’m sorry I even came. Goodbye, Mia.

I didn’t move. I watched him collect his coat, his things, and awkwardly move toward the front door. Down the driveway to his car.

Rising from the piano bench, I went into the living room and retrieved a fire iron. I carried it lightly in my left hand as I followed behind him. He didn’t hear me coming. He was muttering to himself as he walked, crazy, delusional, should’ve known better than to come here, and when he turned to get into his car, he had quite the expression of surprise on his face upon seeing me approaching, he said, Why do you have that with you?

I thought of taking the fire iron and smashing it against his head. I imagined his skull splitting open like an egg, the Conductor falling forward onto his face and leaking the yolk of his brain all over the driveway. I would keep striking, like Mark had taught me on the golf course with his nice set of drivers, breaking the Conductor’s spine, then the bones of his leg. The image was very vivid and pleasurable, although when I tried to will my hands to follow through with this murderous impulse, I found I could not think of anything except the time nearly fifteen years before he had told me, I don’t know why you always say that, Mia. You’re actually not that difficult to love.

I said, I have to stoke the fire pit.

He said, O-kay, with an emphasis on the second syllable that politely implied he thought I was insane. Then he got into his car, the kind that was conspicuously expensive. He had bought it for his second wife. He had told me this, in bed. I watched him drive off in it. The passenger seat was empty. That was where I used to sit.



That night, I lay awake in Oliver’s old bedroom. There were scratches on the inside of my thigh where I had scoured it with my nails, the viciousness of the act a familiar pleasure against my skin. The moonlight illuminated the shadow of a noose on the wall, though every time I turned on the lights, I saw that nothing hung from the rafters except what dangled and rotted in my own imagination.

After the encounter with the Conductor, I cleaned the living room and put away his drinking glass. As I held it up, I saw that it had cracked, a sliver, a single flaw running through the crystal, distorting the refraction of the light.

He touched my face; he told me he loved me; maybe I believed him, long ago. What the Conductor had said to me, or did not say to me, was immaterial. One day, all these things would merely be noise, and Death Fugue the only music that remained.






XI


There was a time when I would have been presented with a blank piece of paper and seen my own music written there. An eternity of possibilities spiraling outward from a single note, perfectly arranged in my mind. Now I saw only Death Fugue inscribed on the white pages of a new notebook, on the unmarred surface of a white dinner plate, on the white stucco walls of Ryder’s home.

I washed my face in the sink. The house reeked of death; flies gathered in the windowsill like mourners in a funeral procession. Flecks of blood dotted the honeycomb tile on the floor of the master bathroom. I had spent the better part of the day trying to dislodge one of my nails from its bed of skin using pliers, only to stop after each attempt from the unbearable pain. I yearned to separate myself from the major and minor imperfections of my body, the dimpled fat of my legs, the chipped nails, the unsightly lines that encircled my neck. I had no need of these things, my extremities, my body parts, sections of myself that became more and more foreign by the day, until it felt strange to even possess them. To see them in the mirror when I rose from the bath in the morning, the teeth that did not belong in my mouth, the eyes that yearned to be removed from their sockets.

Somewhere in the house, my phone was going off again. Someone was always calling; mostly, I did not answer. I could hear the irritating ringtone that I had set years ago—it was Ride of the Valkyries for lack of anything better, the recording was not very good, tinny and distorted. It echoed through the empty house as I stood in the kitchen and observed the flies swarming the rotted core of a leftover apple. Laying their eggs in the trash can. An image came to mind then of Oliver’s skeleton in its coffin, beetles crawling out from the gaps in his rib cage.

I felt like something was very wrong with me, but I didn’t know what it was. Like I had been made wrong, somehow. There was the same unplaceable melancholia, day after day, that stayed with me from the moment I awoke to the moment I crawled into bed and closed my eyes, envisioning a variety of exotic ways to kill myself instead of going to sleep. I could spend hours like that, imagining myself into my own death. But then this feeling would pass, and I would seem normal enough again, I would go out into the world hoping to make something of myself but knowing deep inside I never would.

Mia?

Christina? I said.

Mia—goodness, I hardly recognized your voice—it’s been too long since we spoke.

Has it? I said.

And you never come visit. Mark and I aren’t that far away, you know. There’s a direct flight from Albuquerque to San Francisco.

You could come visit me, I said.

Oh, no, honey, that’s—what, almost three hundred dollars? And with the hotel, another six hundred at least. That’s so expensive.

Okay, I said. My mother was always tallying these things in a way that verged on cruelly inappropriate. Once, she had told me that she had not wanted to adopt in the first place, but necessity forced her hand, and then she told me how much it had cost her to go all the way to China and back, but the way she said it suggested she had paid too much for me, a painful assessment by any measure.

How have you been, what have you been up to?

I’m good. Busy.

You always say that. There’s got to be more to it than that. You never tell me anything, I feel like you keep so many secrets from me. But then again, you were always like that. Even as a little girl. You’d spend all your time with Mark or in the music room practicing. I hardly ever saw you.

Someone you know came and visited me today.

Who?

You have his recording of Ryder’s Fire Sermon.

Oh! Him. He was just in The New York Times. He’s conducting Madama Butterfly in Santa Fe. Right near you. And he came by?

Yes.

What did he say? Is he going to commission you for a new work? You should have said hi for me. I’ve always thought so highly of his recording of Turangalîla-Symphonie. Messiaen has never been done better, in my opinion.

No, Mom, he came by—

You know, I never understood why you two fell out. It could’ve been really good for your career if you’d stayed with him—

Mom, he—

I don’t understand why you gave up such a good opportunity, Mia, I mean really, it would’ve been a real boon for you. You were only going to go so far with Ryder, I’m sorry to say, and now that he’s dead I’m not sure where you’re going to get those opportunities again.

I said, Mom, he came over because he’s being accused of sexual harassment. There’s going to be an article about it.

Oh, that’s a shame.

He asked me to say I was twenty-four when our relationship started.

Well, are you going to say that?

I don’t see what difference it would make. There’s four women going on the record.

But it could really help him. He would owe you.

Mom, I don’t want to do something like that. The relationship—it wasn’t, like, traumatizing, but it was really—it wasn’t okay.

Well, I hope he didn’t hit you or assault you or something.

Jesus Christ, no, he did not—

Then what are you so upset about? It was fifteen years ago. Maybe you could try, I don’t know, moving on? I mean, who would believe you? You’ll just be some oversensitive woman in a New Yorker article.

Christina—Mom—

I just—I just wish you’d decide to be normal for once, Mia. The situation with you and that girl—you had your chance, with him, for a normal life, to be successful—

I am successful—

This is like that thing with Uncle Joey. You were so dramatic about that. You’ve always been like this.

Like what?

It was almost impressive, how effortlessly she went for the death blow. The coup de grâce.

Difficult to love, she said.

I said, Thanks, Mom. I know.



When Christina was being particularly mean, I would comfort myself by remembering the time when I was little, I got sick, and she became frantic, she stayed by my bedside feeding me soup, even when Mark went to work. She checked my temperature every hour and kept patting me on the back whenever I coughed or sneezed. I thought this was ample evidence that she loved me, which she did, although she was very bad at expressing it, because she had grown up in another time, the kind of sepia-tinted era where her own father had forbidden her from dating the Japanese boy who lived down the street, and she had her own traumas that were never resolved and had never really bonded with me properly for unspecific reasons. I knew how to say all these things to rationalize her behavior to myself, but when I got older, I remembered that I’d had a major concert coming up that I couldn’t be sick for, which cast the entire situation in a different light. I wasn’t sure whether to take it as an act of selfless, motherly compassion or as preparation for life as a performer. I had performed the role of Mia Voss, loving and grateful daughter, just as much as I had performed Béla Bartók’s Mikrokosmos for solo piano. I excelled at both. And whenever she said I was difficult to love, somehow, furiously, defiantly, I loved her even more, as though in doing this I could prove to her that there was something within me worth salvaging after all.



There the Conductor was, on top of me. He put his knee on my stomach and wrapped both hands around my neck. The action was distinctly sexual, it must have been something I wanted or else he wouldn’t have done it, I tried to remember if I told him I liked this, but it didn’t matter, if he liked it then I taught myself to like it, I was so very good at that, it had been the same with Gluck and all the harpsichord music I had pretended to listen to. I saw this was what my mother wanted for me. To have my sexual aberration, my inversion—inverted, as a chord was, as Ryder was—degraded out of me by a man. The Conductor looked down at me as he did this, and I looked up at him. I saw his face, so familiar to me. Then it was not his face but the face of Apollo, youthful and serene like he was in the painting. Flaying Marsyas of his skin.



My mother had no brothers. She did not have any siblings at all, in fact. Uncle Joey was her cousin, or maybe her cousin’s cousin—his relation to the family was always a constant source of confusion and ambiguity. Sometimes he would drive up to our house on his Ducati, unannounced. Unlike my stepfather, who always had a job but almost never had any money, Uncle Joey seemingly never worked but could reliably produce, with the ham-fisted astonishment of an amateur magician, several rolls of bills from the wallet that he kept in his back pocket. He would hand these out at family gatherings like a nobleman doling largesse upon the peasants. He laughed telling the story of how a literary-minded sorority sister, way back in college, had given him the Nabokovian sobriquet Humbert Humbert, though the significance of this was not clear to me at the time.

He preferred the girls, my cousins especially, beautiful and lithe as the ballerinas in a Degas painting. But there was something about me that he liked the most, even though he would sometimes make cutting remarks about my ugliness and stupidity, I suppose simply because he could. I think he took an interest, despite how ungainly and uninteresting I was back then, no older than fourteen or fifteen, because I had already been corrupted, I had come out of China marked, and in the foreignness of my face he saw no relation, he saw only the soft flesh of a hare coursed down by the pointers he raised for duck hunting, only the thigh of Daphne as she turned and ran from Apollo in the meadow.

Nothing ever happened between us, though he took great pleasure in suggesting something could happen, asking if the pictures of me at graduation my mother was showing everyone were pictures of me naked, asking if I was decent before he came to my room to fetch me for dinner, asking if he drove up to my school on his Ducati to pick me up if they would think he was my much older boyfriend. And in this act of mere suggestion, I felt he had violated me in some way, and when I told my mother about this, years later, years after Uncle Joey had to give up his Ducati because his vision was bad and now he mostly spent his time stewing in his home in rural Nebraska, restored from a ruined farmhouse that had mysteriously burned down in the mid-nineties, I hadn’t seen him in years, my mother claimed to not remember any of these things that had certainly never happened, and even if they had, she asked me what I expected her to do, he was family.



Ryder said, Now we have come to the issue of dissonance. Intervallic tension. Harmony, orchestral color.

He played a series of notes on the piano for me, a regular diatonic scale, C major, with only a single pitch out of place. Then he began playing different chords together, as Persichetti had outlined in Twentieth-Century Harmony—the octave and its open consonance, the sharply dissonant minor second, the ambiguous, elusive tritone.

I recalled the Voss family photo, displayed in a grandiose manner on the wall of the living room. When the camera flashed, I turned away, my face wrapped in a death shroud of black hair. My mother and stepfather looming in the background, their twin smiles brightly gleaming.

Ryder’s lecture continued: Which one of these is not like the others? Which one of these does not belong?



When Oliver said he was going to look for his birth mother, I only half believed him. He’d been saying this for years, and then always proceeded to do absolutely nothing about it. I was resentful whenever he brought it up. To me, he had everything he could ever want—a father who was devoted to him, a musical gift that could only be described as extraordinary. When we performed Diptych, Ryder’s work for two pianos, I could feel it very acutely, the pulse and reverberation of his music against mine, the immense skill with which he shaped each phrase, the luminosity of his interpretation. My performance paled in comparison, a rote expression of the notes dictated to me by Ryder Wakefield himself, a man I sometimes loathed, a man I admired, a man I had learned so much from, and a man I would one day seek to surpass.

I never understood what drove Oliver to seek out his family so intensely, and to eventually end his life. I once thought it had to do with a feeling of emptiness, the one that I also carried inside me, and he was looking for answers to fill it. But this explanation, like so many explanations for his suicide, was neatly dissatisfying. It suggested there was a reason for what he did, and as the years passed, I had begun to accept that there may have been no reason at all. He simply couldn’t bear life anymore, and he had made the decision to leave.



When I tried once again to take up writing the last part of the final movement, nothing came to me. There was nothing except utter stillness in the house, in the colorless landscape of my mind. There was only the space between musical notes, and in that interval lay Death Fugue, just as it had grown to fill the void between Oliver’s death, then Ryder’s, then what would one day be my own.

Everything comes back to Wagner, Ryder would say, although I rolled my eyes each time he said it. So often he spoke of Wagner—Wagner the genius, Wagner the anti-Semite, Wagner the wife stealer—somehow Ryder had reconciled himself to Wagner the historical figure, freed him from the burden of his ideology, so he could enjoy the music and the music alone.

Only one letter separates “sound” and “wound,” although the words are not etymologically related. In Richard Wagner’s Parsifal, it is Amfortas who suffers a wound that will not heal. Pierced by the holy spear, he must be absolved of his crime before he can stanch the bleeding. Perhaps there was a connection there, a hidden logic behind Death Fugue that I was uncovering—that the production of sound required the wounding of the body, until the work was complete.

At first, a part of me resisted. I did not want to go further than I already had. Some days, when the sky was clear and so was my mind, clear and free of Death Fugue and insensate to music, what I was forcing myself to do sickened me. But then the sky would darken, and I would retreat to Ryder’s study, to the waiting embrace of his composition textbooks, and everything would begin again. Narrowing my mind to the production of music; reopening a wound in my body until both blood and inspiration flowed. Repetition upon repetition, as in minimalism. Resistance, then recognition, as in Ryder’s entire pedagogical approach, when it was not akin to medieval torture.

I sat at the piano. Very carefully, I positioned my index finger on one of the keys. With my left hand, I smashed the fallboard down onto it. A tremor went through my entire body as I crushed my finger in the piano, I did it again; the second time the effect was even greater and I shuddered and hissed in pain, my eyes were wet, I pulled my finger out and saw that it was angled in a strange direction, the flesh at the point of impact was bloody and pulped. I imagined I even saw splinters of bone nestled there.

As I stood in the bathroom, grinding my teeth as I wrapped my finger in gauze, I knew it wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t—had never been—good enough. This was amateur work. The real act of self-sacrifice would come later. Robert Schumann must have understood this, locked away in the asylum, in the trembling darkness of his own ruminations; as did Hugo Wolf, unable to compose in his last years, driven mad, his Lieder lost to him, only the shadow of his genius remaining in the recesses of his diseased mind.



Oliver went to Seoul to find her. I told him not to, but he never listened to me. He said it was something he had to do, an irresistible compulsion of the blood. In the two years before he died, we had been on worse and worse terms, though we spoke almost every week. It was comforting and irritating to hear his voice; his was outwardly very calm, measured, though beneath it there were hints of a dark complexity that he kept suppressed, only emerging in his piano performances, or when I was lying with my head in his lap, the bedroom was unlit, I could hardly make out his face, he stroked my hair and said, Sometimes I feel like I’ve done nothing at all with my life.

Oliver thought I was cold and uninterested in the outside world, which was true, and I thought he was deluding himself about what he would find in Korea. He had started going to therapy and reading books on adoption, and he began using words like closure and reunion, which I found sentimental and embarrassing. We argued constantly, in a way that reminded me of how we fought when we had been together, although we weren’t for the most part—the fact that we weren’t in love anymore seemed to add a tantalizing bitterness to every exchange. Where once we had seen each other only through the haze of intimacy, we were now mercilessly acquainted with each other’s failings.

I don’t think you will find what you’re looking for in Korea. And if you do find your mom, what are you going to do then? There’s no guarantee it’ll work out. She might not want to see you.

God, Mia, you could stand to be a little more empathetic, Oliver said. Not everything is like those tragic French operas you and my dad are always listening to. It doesn’t have to end in fire and misery.

I knew which opera he meant: Fromental Halévy’s La Juive, one of the glittering curiosities of French grand opéra. The Jewish goldsmith Eléazar becomes embroiled in a web of lies when he rescues the infant daughter of the future Cardinal de Brogni and raises her as his child, only for her to fall in love with a Christian nobleman, a capital crime that leads to both of their executions. I knew why it was one of Ryder’s favorites, despite the tragedy of the ending and the vast imperfections of the score—Ryder saw himself in Eléazar, sentenced to die alongside his daughter Rachel, who could be saved if he were to reveal her true parentage as the daughter of Cardinal de Brogni and a Christian by birth. In his climactic aria “Rachel, quand du Seigneur,” he ruminates over the decision, torn between paternal love and the demands of his brutal conviction, whether to renounce his bloody revenge or to sacrifice her in his vendetta against Cardinal de Brogni. Ultimately, he chooses to keep the secret; he chooses vengeance against Christians over his daughter’s life. More than this—he chooses his anger over the redemptive power of love. At the gallows, he tells Rachel she can save herself if she converts, and she refuses. They are both doomed; there is no extrication from the cruel wailing of the string section as she plummets to her death into a cauldron of boiling water, in a storyline that stretched the very limits of believability yet somehow retained a curiously moving quality to it.

Oh, Mia, my Rachel, quand du Seigneur, Ryder would say.

I said to Oliver, It always ends in fire and misery. It wouldn’t be interesting if it didn’t.



Whenever I went outside, I could hear people laughing at me. Whispering about me behind my back. I would turn and see a group of girls, like a flock of beautiful swans, gathered outside the bus stop where they murmured secretively to each other about the woman who lived alone in the grand house that sat atop the massive hill and looked out over the rest of the other, lesser houses, and there ensconced within the great glass windows I wrote out what would be my last composition.

Inside the house, it was no better—the paintings eyed me with derision. Every time the telephone rang, I expected to hear my mother’s voice on the line, admonishing me for ruining my career, for squandering everything she and Mark had done for me. I measured time not by the digital calendar on the computer, still running an ancient version of Windows that had been released before I entered middle school, but by the increasing atmosphere of dissolution that had taken over the kitchen and bathroom. The cut-open remains of fruit left to swelter in the humid air, now engorged with rutting and dying flies. The parade of ants that greeted me every morning as I opened the fridge and dispassionately observed the carrots growing roots, fine tendrils extending from their dried and rotted bodies.

Sometimes I would put on one of Ryder’s old records and listen to it while staring at a crack in the ceiling. The crack was an imperfection in this great house, constructed as it had been so specifically to Ryder’s tastes, Pueblo Revival and brazenly modern in equal measure, just as he had refashioned himself in an amalgamation of the past and present. The avant-garde radical and the nostalgic Romantic. Jonathan Lefkowitz, who existed only in memory, and Ryder Wakefield, who was unburdened by it.

This recording ended with a short interview with Ryder, and I often was lulled to sleep by his nasal baritone, the same voice that had castigated me so thoroughly when I was not up to his standards, calling me Laideronnette, you little failure, the same voice that now said, I used to despair about the future of music. But I’ve got myself a protégée now. And now I think, I have so much to pass on to her. And to my son.



The first time I heard my work performed, I recognized the melody and wondered who had written it. Then I remembered that I had done this. I looked in the concert program and saw my name there, with a little biography and everything. The realization was a shocking pleasure; it thrilled every part of me. It brought to mind a sensation that was not happiness but located infinitely beyond it. Something out there in the world existed that was mine alone. No matter how stained I was by my seething inadequacy, this piece of music would persist. It would outlive Oliver and Ryder. It would outlive even me.



I tried to think of words to adequately describe the Conductor’s behavior. Misconduct sounded like I was suggesting he was a bad conductor, which he wasn’t, and inappropriate had too many syllables and made me feel strangely lightheaded. Imagining what a man at the age of forty could possibly want with a college student, what he saw when he put his hands on me, when he peeled off each layer of clothing to reveal before him the unconquered territory beneath. But I had liked that, hadn’t I, I had asked him to do these things, and I had loved him—not as much as Oliver, never as much as Oliver—it was a perverse, strange feeling. It reminded me of how I loved my mother, although she was capable of hurting me like no one else alive. This was a feeling I had learned over many years of musical pedagogy to accept, that many profound things came from terrible beginnings, and that great artists sometimes required the suffering of those around them. Gesualdo had been a murderer, after all. The Conductor, in comparison, was merely an awful man, but in the regular manner of regular men. His was a banal awfulness. A wolfish appetite, a taste for young women.

He had been very productive when we were together, he said he liked that, that I made him sharper somehow, as Gesualdo sharpened his sword against the whetstone before stabbing his wife to death. As the Conductor sharpened himself against the edge of my lifeless body before stabbing himself into me.



My cell rang. There was a woman’s voice at the other end of the line. I immediately knew it was not my mother because the voice had no cut to it, as I had been taught to evaluate voices by Ryder, their myriad timbres, how a singer might shape a vowel or slice through the orchestra at the climax of an opera. My mother’s voice carried without any exertion on her part, it was distinctly metallic in the upper register and when she was upset, she would slide up and down the octave in a single sentence in a histrionic wail.

This voice was different. Luxurious, smooth as velvet. It made me think of the plush, soft mattress the Conductor owned, that I had been laid down on so often, which was ironic because he was exactly the man she had called to discuss, and as I stood in the kitchen listening to her voice echo against the tile I thought of Poulenc’s opera in one act, La voix humaine, which follows a woman’s phone call with her lover, but we never hear the man speak, there is only a single soprano onstage, telephone in hand, she reveals she has attempted suicide, at the end she wraps the telephone cord around her neck, though here in the kitchen with my new smartphone I could not do that, I had to stand there awkwardly and listen to the reporter address me like I had been the victim of some terrible crime. I responded with words like yes, no, probably not, and then when finally she asked when, I imagined myself rising from the bed, twenty and naïve about everything, I saw my blurry reflection in the fogged glass of the bathroom, he was showering in there, his straight razor was discarded in the sink, my uncle Joey also used a straight razor, the memory of it disgusted me. When he came out, I was not in the room; I was not sitting on the edge of the bed with my hands in my lap as he leaned over me. I was no longer present in my body; I did not feel the slow feminine rot of it, the looming loss of my youthfulness that I knew must have once been so attractive to him.

He had loved me, certainly; he loved me like a little bird, a baby bird he could crush to death with his hands.

I said, I don’t remember exactly when it happened. I must have been sixteen when I met him. But he didn’t start with me until I was twenty-four. He must have thought it was better to wait.






XII


Like Marsyas, soon I would relinquish what remained of my useless husk, warped and wrinkled beyond repair. My unsalvageable skin. I could feel my bones aching when I lay in bed, unmoving. This is how I knew I would be free of them.

In Death Fugue’s first movement, the melody in the string section was unbending, mechanical, forever striving. Great music had the same pleasure as translated literature, Ryder claimed, because both attempted the impossible—to render the foreign into the known. The original was ever present, impossibly rich, and unattainable. For Ryder, there was no possible way to transmit the human condition, in all its colors, its polyphony and irresistible momentum, into instructions for the percussion section, just as there was no possible way to render his mother’s words to him in Yiddish in English without compromising and approximating the vocabulary until it shattered into pieces between his teeth and tongue. But there was no reason not to try.

At night, I would crawl into Oliver’s bed and drift into a dreamless sleep. The pages of Death Fugue cradled in my arms like a child. Almost, the sheet music whispered to me. The music will come. Give it time.



I developed a fascination with bodies in conjunction with the destruction of my own. Animal bodies, human bodies, unadorned and without skin. Cut open to display their innermost secrets. Hunters in the woods processing the carcass of a slain deer. Butchers lecturing on meat carving technique. Low-budget animated films on human anatomy, in which brightly colored diagrams precisely communicated their correspondence to each layer of human anatomy. I scrolled through images from surgical pamphlets. Wounds that were opened in the body, only to be closed again with elegant sutures.

Sometimes I logged in to Ryder’s ancient computer and browsed various forums to discuss, in great detail, all the possible ways of freeing myself from my skin I could devise. Most of these conversations were merely curiosities—I often stumbled upon people who were recovering from some kind of psychiatric disorder that made them self-harm, which I decidedly wasn’t, as I would never recover from this—or I met people who were role-playing their dark fantasies and had no intention of perforating their body with household implements or gouging out their own eyes. These people were the most pathetic, because they kept asking me to prove what I had done, like it was something to be proud of, but when I sent them photos of my tooth, my damaged nails, the bloody pliers, they never replied.



As a pianist, I had been completely ungovernable. Possessed by flashes of brilliant insight that quickly dissipated, utterly sincere in my playing and also in my flawed technique that rendered me suitable for only a narrow subset of composers. As a composer, I had not rid myself of any of these flaws. With age, they increasingly entrenched themselves in my music. The crack that snaked across the ceiling of Ryder’s house ever widening.

The work I produced was provocative, uneven, full of grandeur and arrogance. Eclectic, uninhibited by boundaries of geography or logic or good taste. I had once defended it to Ryder as a hybridity born from my fractured Asian identity and he had replied, Ah, yes. Your so-called Asian heritage. You’re just as much of a WASP as that harpy who raised you. Sure, you’ve got it—in the face, in the eyes—but you’re as authentic as Ravel and the rest of us filthy Orientalists.

After that insulting exchange, I simply told him I liked pentatonic scales and I would interpolate them as much as I pleased, and we never again revisited the topic of race in classical music. It was not the way of Cage, of Zen, of removing the composer self from complicating the music. I turned my later music to shock and irruption, decadence and salaciousness. I avoided gesturing toward the Orient except in the way Ravel did in Shéhérazade, with the knowledge that I too was a foreigner there. My music became less structured, more radical. As the years passed, a certain darkness crept in, without invitation. A malformed hopelessness permeating every score. Eventually, Ryder complained, There is so much sensuality and violence in this, except I misheard and thought he said, There is so much sensuality and violin in this, and I responded, Ryder, it’s written for wind quartet.

Who better represented the sensuality and violence of classical music than Carlo Gesualdo? His biography came to me as I wrote, the madness, the murder, the madrigals—the music pulling away from me, a horse tugging at its bridle. I imagined him standing over me, wearing his wife’s nightdress as he did on the night of the murders, fine silk stippled with blood, as he put his cold hand over mine and steered it to the next system of music, over and over again, scratching my vision into the pages until the morning light came in through the window and I fell asleep at the desk, exhausted, awakening hours later not to Oliver’s hand gently drawing its way through my hair nor Ryder calling me from downstairs that dinner was ready but the harsh chime of the grandfather clock in the hallway announcing it was two in the afternoon.

I was alone, as I had so often been as a child, alone with terrible struggle to compose and to make something of myself. I took my pen and dragged the tip along the inner forearm of my arm until I broke the skin, just slightly, and a small bead of blood welled there. Then I began again, where I had left off, the following pages of Death Fugue coming to me in a sublime whirl of sound and color, a storm in autumn. The kind that tore the leaves from the trees and scattered them on the ground in a delirious spiral—when I was a child I would run through them with my arms out, as if to embrace the world before me, Mark standing in the driveway with his rake, pushing the leaves along the wet sidewalk and then when it got too late and cold my mother would ask us to come inside and we would sit around the dinner table and eat together, like a real family.



Sometime after Oliver died and the pandemic descended on us, my mother became convinced she was dying. As soon as the travel restrictions were lifted, I flew out to San Francisco to be with her again. Mark and I constantly shuttled her to various doctor’s appointments, which inevitably ended in inconclusive diagnostics and imaging. She complained of endless ailments, mysterious problems that would come and go at random. I tried my best to be sympathetic, but I found the whole thing absurd.

We took her to the hospital one night. She had a fever. Her hands were clammy, and she kept grabbing my arm. The doctor said she just had a slight cold, it had exacerbated her asthma, he gave her some steroid pills and instructed me to help her with the nebulizer while Mark went downstairs to acquire a can of Coke from the vending machine. I moved to put the face mask on her and she gripped my wrist so intensely her nails left indentations in my skin.

Mia, she said, why did you never look for your family?

I said, What are you even talking about?

Your real family. You know, the ones in China. Now that I’m dying, there’s no one stopping you.

I sighed and said, You’re not dying, Mom. You’re just a middle-aged woman with asthma.

We have nothing to talk about, you and I. When Mark’s not here. You were always so close to him. The two of you, musicians—

I said, You’re supposed to be using the nebulizer right now.

When I adopted you, I didn’t know what I was going to get. Well, first I thought I would adopt from this pregnant lady I knew through my gynecologist, but she wanted too much money, and anyway—then I thought, maybe from somewhere I’d vacationed, like Brazil. But when I asked, apparently the fastest place to adopt from was China. So I applied through an agency, and then one day in the mail I got a package and inside that package was a picture of you, when you were a baby. You were very little. You had these big round eyes. Almost like a doll, a doll’s eyes. You didn’t look like any of the other Chinese babies I’d ever seen. And I knew at that moment that you would be my daughter. That was it! Can you imagine?

Mark returned and convinced her to put the mask on. We pulled the elastic strap behind her head, and I watched as the mist came up the clear tube and my mother closed her eyes and took deep breaths, in and out, the medicine filling her lungs. The machine made a light bubbling noise. Her hands began to tremble slightly, a side effect of her asthma medications. After half an hour of this, the doctor finally came back and said we could leave.

The parking garage was dark, and Mark had forgotten where he had parked. He had to keep turning on the car alarm as we walked around looking for it. Once we did, I helped my mother into the back seat. I climbed into the passenger seat and then Mark started driving us home.

My mother was still hoarse from all the coughing and the nebulizer treatment. She said, Mia, you are my favorite daughter in the world.

I said, I’m your only daughter, so by definition doesn’t that make me both your favorite and least favorite at the same time?

She laughed and said, Isn’t it the same thing, having me as a mother?



Ryder, in the end, was the only man I ever felt something approaching familial love for, as a child loves its father. I respected and admired him. I was terrified of him; I was affectionate with him. Almost defenseless. I wasn’t like that with anyone else. I let him hold my hopes and dreams in his palm. Sometimes, I hated him, but only a little bit, a hatred that I knew was futile, because I was devoted to him in all the ways that mattered, beyond even music itself.

Despite his demanding nature, Ryder could be strangely tender in his dealings with me. One moment, he criticized me for not inscribing into the score, by hand, a painstaking word-for-word translation from Italian to English of Mozart’s Idomeneo. The next, he said things like, How wonderful, Mia, you have really improved your choral writing. Very beautiful.

Beautiful. That was the greatest of his compliments, to be beautiful. To have achieved something aesthetically extraordinary.

Ryder said, I don’t know why you brought me this. It needs at least two more months of work, if not more. Come back when you have something really good to show me.

He tossed the papers down onto the table between us. I flinched at the sound.

As he reached for a score on the shelf next to his chair, he said, You know, Mia, I was watching TV the other day. I saw they’ve come out with these new DNA tests. More advanced. Oliver took one of those.

I said, I didn’t know that.

If you wanted to look for your family, I would help you, Ryder said.

Ryder, I said, that’s really not— That’s generous of you, but it’s not necessary.

But Oliver was so obsessed with it.

Yes, I said. He was.

And you’re not?

Your son and I are—were—separate people, in fact. We even had different personalities. Funny how that works.

I remembered how my mother had cried when I asked if I could order a DNA test. I was young then, sixteen or seventeen, and still curious about my origins. I hadn’t yet grown out of the childish desire to know what had happened to me. To see into my past, in an effort to discern the future. I didn’t want to find anyone in particular, or to travel to China, but I wanted to look for a face that was like mine. I thought I might discover a distant cousin, or someone from my province who was vaguely related.

Christina didn’t seem to be listening to me when I explained these things to her. Her tears morphed into a terrible outpouring of anger and accusations, namely that I didn’t love her anymore, that she wasn’t good enough for me, that the life she had created for me was better than anything I would’ve had back in China, where I’d been thrown out like trash, like something already dead.

I never brought up the possibility again. I didn’t want her to be distressed, and she was distressed frequently enough I was beginning to conclude that nothing I did could possibly please her. It was not simply a weakness in my piano playing or compositional style, but a flaw that lay within my very self. Incurable, hopeless. Difficult to love.

But what would happen? What would you do, if you found them? Ryder asked.

I don’t think they’d like me very much, I said.



Oliver called me and said, I found her.

Who? I said.

My birth mother, he said. I went straight to the hotel from the airport and put my suitcase on the bed. I didn’t open it or anything. I just kept staring at it, thinking I’d get my shoes on, I had the address the PI had given me, I had looked her up online, there were some traces of her on social media—a pianist, still—she taught lessons. I found a few pictures, but they were really old.

Finally, I decided just to leave. I had to. I got a taxi and the driver tried to speak to me in Korean. He thought I was Korean. I mean, I am, but—you know—I had to tell him I was adopted and my dad’s white in really bad Korean. Wasn’t the first time.

He dropped me off right outside. I went up to the front door and rang the doorbell.

We don’t look alike at all. I guess I must look like my—my biological dad, or whatever. But it was crazy, because it was like, as soon as I opened the door, she knew who I was. She knew it was me.

When I went into her house, I saw there were photos of her family around. Her and some man, a little older, and two kids. Right there on the wall.

I just thought to myself: She has other kids. My younger siblings.

Then I thought, God, why me. Why didn’t she want me? What was wrong with me?

We sat down at the dinner table. She started talking. She didn’t tell me everything, but she told me enough.

She was born in the States when her dad was here as a visiting scholar, but they moved back to Korea when she was seven. She was a child prodigy at the piano—I guess it runs in the family—she studied at a conservatory in Korea. There she met a guy, got pregnant. She came back to the United States to study with Ryder and gave birth here so nobody back home would know. Five years in, there wasn’t any money, her family was still upset with her, and the guy—my dad—had left her a long time before, she was sick or something, depressed, I guess. And she thought I’d have a better life in America. With Ryder, maybe, or somebody like him. Anyway, she bought a plane ticket and left me behind.

That’s all she wanted for me. A better life.

The last thing she asked me, she asked if I’d had that better life she envisioned for me. She knew I was—I was doing okay, at least, she’d seen an article about me in a piano magazine.

I didn’t really know what to say. I must have said yes. I mean, it’s certainly a different life, but it hasn’t been a bad one, has it?

She looked relieved. She was so glad. She said she thought about me sometimes. After she had given me away.

I asked if I could come back and see her again, and she said no, her husband didn’t know about me. Her husband didn’t know she’d had a son. And he wouldn’t be happy if he found out. He was coming home soon.

I had to leave out the back. So her neighbors wouldn’t say anything.

That’s all.

That’s all? I said. You don’t want to talk about it?

No. That’s all.



Oliver and I never spoke of his birth family again. I had been right; he had not found what he wanted in Korea. Every time he brought up the topic, I responded dismissively, until he stopped bringing it up. For me, all the basic facts of my adoption were established when I was a child. I never cried as a baby, likely because in the orphanage nobody ever came and held me, so I simply stopped, there was no point. I rarely cried as an adult, for similar reasons. My mother loved me, but not enough, and as I grew older, I began to think she would have loved me more if I looked like her, if I were free of my musicianship and my slanted eyes, if I were white, if she could relate to me in some way, but she couldn’t. My file said I was afraid of loud noises and usually slept through the night. I was found on the side of a road. They estimated I was three days old at the time.

To me, these questions of the past no longer mattered. Everything was subsumed by the identity of Mia Voss, musician and composer. To become a composer was to be free of myself. I existed only within the sonic world of my music, faceless and without form. And when the music rose, I too rose with it, to the ceiling of the concert hall, until all the air seemed to have been sucked out of the auditorium and filled with an extravagance of sound.



What defined a true masterpiece? There was no known formula for producing one—a single composer might create only one work worth preserving in their lifetime. Some might never achieve such heights at all, living in the shadow of an immense and generational talent while they toiled away at their imitative mediocrities.

As I fought and struggled and labored over the score to Death Fugue, I found myself wondering if that was me, Laideronnette the mediocrity, the pathetic summation of my career embodied by the words promising, almost, and not quite. The shadow that curved and drew itself across the wall in a dark smear at times appeared to be mine and other times might have been Ryder’s or else Carlo Gesualdo’s. I worked feverishly beneath their auspices. All I had learned from them, laid bare upon the page.

There was a lineage of musical development that began in the Renaissance era with Gesualdo’s sacred music, almost unholy in its darkly lucid expressiveness, and ended with the defiantly esoteric blend of neoromanticism and minimalism that constituted Ryder’s late career. But to trace such a thing was a fool’s errand. One might point to experimental composers like Ives, Varèse, Nancarrow as predecessors, though later in life Ryder would claim to be finished with modern music entirely. The links between teachers and students, the lines of influence, did not move forward in a straight path but reversed, recurred, shot thrillingly forward into a new era and then looped backward into the past again. There were no answers, no endings here. Only Ryder staring me down as he rifled through a new draft of a symphony, incomplete and incoherent in its construction, and said, You need to stop asking me if the music is good, Mia. There are more important questions. Is it real? Is it true?

Death Fugue was the realest, truest music I knew. I could write nothing less. It was a continuation of Ryder’s work, just as my life was a continuation of his, the student carrying the memory of the teacher, so too I carried with me his disdain, his witty repartee, his queerness, his love for his son. After a certain point, the work had transcended musical composition and became a practice of remembrance, devotion, a recollection of my time in Ryder’s house vividly transmitted through sound. Here I remained, sitting at the piano and waiting for Oliver to step into the room, though he would not, he would not come to the door and watch me as I scratched a sonata onto staff paper, I would not raise my eyes to his and blush.



When the Conductor returned, I was not ready for him. As when an instrument enters ahead of the orchestra, the Conductor’s appearance was unexpected and disconcerting. He called me on my cell phone—how he got my number, I wasn’t entirely sure, though it seemed to be something within his power to acquire, maybe in the personnel files at the opera house. I imagined him combing through filing cabinets until he found the folder labeled VOSS, MIA (ASSISTANT TO R. WAKEFIELD, COMPOSER-IN-RESIDENCE). My duties at the time had consisted of bringing Ryder coffee, helping prepare his scores, and shuttling him to and from the opera house in a rented SUV. During those drives we would discuss the music Ryder was writing, which occasionally erupted into screaming matches about Schubert, my continued inability to comprehend the German repertoire, and how I would never be the composer he wanted me to be.

I wondered if he could see me now, wherever he was. I wondered if he was proud of me.

Mia! the Conductor said. He sounded jubilant. A little drunk, even.

Hi, I said.

I’m sure you’ve heard the news, he said.

No, I said. I was preoccupied with examining the mold that had grown on the underside of a bread loaf.

There’s not going to be an article. There’s no investigation. It’s over.

Congratulations, I said.

You know, he said, we’ve just started rehearsals at the opera.

For Madama Butterfly, I said.

Yes, he said.

Then, slower, in a tone I recognized was his loose attempt at seduction: We’re having a little get-together after Thursday’s session. I’d love to see you there.

Go fuck yourself, I said.

Oh, Mia, don’t be so sour. You even loved me once, didn’t you?

I have no idea what you’re talking about.

I heard something happening in the background of the call that sounded like him uncorking a wine bottle. Pouring the dark, red liquid into a glass. I remembered how he would swirl it, so elegantly, like someone born into that class of people who knew exactly what to do with wineglasses—I didn’t, Ryder had to teach me—I hated that I remembered this, how the Conductor would drink it down and then dab at his mouth with a napkin, leaving red stains on the white fabric, making a terribly lascivious show of it.

If you felt nothing for me, why did you lie for me?

It doesn’t matter anymore, I said.

No, I want you to tell me. Why’d you do it?

You’re being awful right now.

Come on, he said, you like it when I’m horrible. When I’m cruel to you.

I don’t, I said. I don’t like it.

I thought of him getting on top of me. His knee slowly pressing into the soft mound of my stomach. He put his hands on my neck and squeezed—the noose tightened as Oliver kicked the chair away—these moments seemed related somehow, like two pitches harmonizing against each other, perfect and congruous, the interval between them so vast I could hardly measure it.

I’ve always liked that about you, he said. That you can take it. You try to hide it, but you’re very easy to hurt, actually. It shows in your face.

I went into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. I put my phone on the lip of the sink. The Conductor continued speaking:

—how beautiful and talented you were—

I turned on the faucet and poured myself a glass of cool water.

Love or an infatuation, I can’t say—

I unscrewed the cap of an old bottle of Ryder’s sleeping pills. The label was so worn away only the letters q, u, e, and t were left. I poured several into my hand and swallowed them.

Like a dancing girl on a painted screen—

I choked down the rest of the pills in the bottle. I put the yellow plastic bottle and cap in the sink, which was empty. I drank the rest of the water until there was nothing left in the glass, and then I too left that in the sink. The faucet was still running, and the items bobbed there like strange jetsam. As the Conductor spoke, I felt the walls of the room receding from me. The whole world retracting away.

I couldn’t resist. I couldn’t help myself. What’s a man to do?

There was nothing present except the thought of my impending death. At last, I would see Oliver and Ryder again, as I had hoped, and I would tell Ryder I had not finished his final work and he would pat me on the head with his broad hand and say, Rachel, quand du Seigneur, it is all right. I forgive you.

I lay down on the tile. It was cool against my legs, the left side of my face. I closed my eyes. I wondered if this was how Ryder felt, lying in the hospital bed as he waited for the machine to start up, the electricity to arc its way through him. Burning away his shame, his great weakness.

Mia—






XIII


—are you listening?

The Conductor was looking at me, everyone in the theater was looking at me, I glanced down at the score in my hands which was unrecognizable, published by Ricordi, titled Death Fugue: An Opera in Seventeen Scenes, I turned the page and saw myself listed as the composer and librettist, I turned another page and saw the music, infinitely moving, beyond what I could have ever hoped to create, I thought, surely this wasn’t mine, this couldn’t be mine, it was Ryder’s perhaps, I saw him standing there next to the orchestra pit with his arms crossed and on the stage was that Asian soprano I didn’t like, who still seemed very beautiful and in her beauty there was a pointed mockery of my own face, she was lying on the floor of some dilapidated bathroom and there was a video projection behind her that suggested a suicide attempt, an endless loop of pills tumbling out of a medicine cabinet, all very modern and maudlin, the Conductor was saying, Let’s go to scene thirteen, the dream sequence, from the top, please and thank you, the stage began to rotate, the gears shrieking against each other as another Asian singer was revealed on the proscenium, the same one this time, or perhaps different, I wasn’t sure, they all looked alike to me, like myself and yet not, she was walking alongside a deserted road, there was dirt on her arms and face, at the end of the road she stopped and began to sing, the melody without words, it was not in Chinese or English or any known language but an expression wrenched from the heart itself, keening and jagged with sorrow, when the aria was finished she drew something from beneath her coat, a swaddled bundle that she laid gently on the ground, she walked away and I waited for her, I waited for her to turn around but she did not turn, that woman, my mother, she did not look back at me lying in the grass, the smallest I had ever been—



—the god had already cut away the good half of me, the skin of my left side was hanging from my waist in strips as I screamed in agony, he began on the right by driving the knife in just above my breast and separating the skin of my armpit from my rib cage and then proceeded to cut at the warped remains of my belly, my intestines falling out of me, while I hung unmoving from the gnarled branch above, horned as a goat, horned as Marsyas the king of satyrs, nude as the day I was born, the grass of the meadow all dappled with my blood, splashed dark and thick among the roots of the pine tree, there was no light in the clearing except the brazen radiance of Apollo before me, flaxen-haired, laurel-crowned, he was silent as he continued his brutal work, and I heard only the hollow sound of the wind, the echo of the rock, the scraping of the knife against my skin and the gushing of the wound as he sliced off the skin of my face, cutting away my right ear, the pain was transformative, torturous, I began to hear music I had never heard before, the inner harmonics of the universe, and in my dying I understood, yes, the final movement of Death Fugue, at last, yes, what Ryder had tried to teach me all those years ago, yes, there is no distinction between sound and music, all is sound, all is music—



—the little boy riding the carousel was seventy-two years from the funeral of his first and only son, the long night spent wishing God had taken him instead, he could not face it, he would never face it, perhaps if he had been a better man he could’ve stayed the hand of God or perhaps he was an old fool after all, to believe still, despite everything, while his lamentations went unanswered; sixty-three years from hearing the work of Mia Voss at a concert and realizing the light of composition lived on in her, he had put it there, the fire, the arrogance, the musicality; forty-five years from Oliver’s adoption, afterward he took his son for ice cream and thought to himself, maybe I am not going to be so bad at this, maybe there is something of me worth redeeming in this life, I will grow old and one day he will bury me, just like I buried my own father, throwing the soil on his grave, as was decreed by a faith he no longer understood, a God whose face he only sometimes recognized; forty-two years from the night he drunkenly wandered downtown and passed by a synagogue, the carvings outside recollecting to him a life he had not lived, he did not enter, this place was closed to him, and on the street freely and openly as a child he mourned for all he had given up to become more than himself; forty years from the day he came home to an empty house without Irving in it for the first time, and the silence in each room spoke to him of the years they’d had, when they were happy; thirty-six years from his last visit to Simon, who was dying so slowly it was almost as though he was not dying at all, he would have hardly known it except for the black spots on his former lover’s face, marks of pestilence, and when he asked for forgiveness, Simon instead said, You will regret what you have done to become Ryder Wakefield; thirty-three years from the concert in which he heard the tenor Irving Williams present a recital of nineteenth-century mélodies and thought, That man is handsomer than Adonis himself; twenty-nine years from the premiere of his string quartet that he had shown to John Cage for critique and received nothing but koans in response; twenty-six years from lying down in the hospital bed where the electricity carved out neither his yearning nor his shame, the blood pounding in his temple, the repetitive pulsation somehow comforting to him, see, he was still a composer, he was still himself; twenty years from his betrayal of Simon Vasiliou, his Faustian bargain with the woman wearing a string of pearls who said, What a disgusting business, some man he’s kept out in Connecticut, can you imagine; eighteen years from the morning he made breakfast with Simon after a night of tangled limbs and ravenous, searching mouths, and wondered if anyone in the world had ever been this happy or if this was a secret pleasure accorded to him alone; thirteen years from climbing the stairs to Yoko Ono’s loft on Chambers Street to hear La Monte Young perform the newest of the new music, and when someone in the faceless crowd asked him who he was, his mouth formed for the first time the name Ryder Wakefield; twelve years from the day his mother looked him in the eye and said, Don’t ever speak to me of this again, this being the rot that dwelled within him, this being the terrible desire to be held by another man, with great tenderness, like lovers, like he’d seen in the movies; ten years from his first fumbling kiss with the coat check boy in the shadowed stairwell that linked the second and third floors of the opera house, he would remember this decades upon decades later, how perfect it was; five years from his first encounter with the overture to The Marriage of Figaro on the radio, a wondrous jewel of orchestral music, he almost wept to hear it while his mother did her needlepoint in the next room; and ten minutes from the moment his mother called for Jonathan! and he went to her, and she said, Do not ever forget where you came from. These horses were carved by Jewish masters who arrived here from Lithuania and Russia. One day, you will be like them, and you will make me very proud—



—he had not awoken that morning intending to kill himself, that was the truth of it, it was more that he was perpetually on the edge of something dark and drifting, and if he surrendered to it, he would be pulled under, the impulse of self-destruction always so easily at hand, the desire to efface himself entirely from this world, not to die as in to perish but to be alone in a place where there was no pain, but he knew this place also had no music and for many years that kept him from crossing the threshold, he was pulled back from the precipice by his dedication to an art profound and arcane and passed down from his father, the workings of an instrument that contained infinities, to whom he was as dedicated as a lover, though at thirty-four years of age he felt perhaps it was time, he had done everything he possibly could, played all the music he had ever wanted, there was nothing more keeping him here, he would be missed but not missed enough to deter him from his fatal course, and so as he stood on the chair and saw the blinding light of the afternoon illuminate the room with a strange glow he felt nothing, not the gasp nor the pull nor the last breath freeing itself from his body as he hung there, not the god entering the room, his glory startling the birds in the trees to song, a song of mourning, a threnody, the god approached the body and closed Oliver’s eyes with a gentle hand as the birds cried out, Apollo! Apollo Musagetes! How destruction has come to this house, retribution for a crime long denied—



—Ryder took my face in his aged hands and kissed me on both cheeks, he was weeping, Oh, Rachel, quand du Seigneur, he said, it is just how I imagined. I knew you would make such a beautiful bride, and upon hearing this I spun in my white dress for him, the house was strung with lights, I went into the living room and as I passed through the window looking out over the backyard, I saw they were taking down the chuppah, from the dimmed embers of the fireplace I retrieved a fire iron and held it to the light, in other hands it was like a spear, a javelin, a holy lance, a sword, I took it into the bedroom, upstairs I found Oliver lying in the wedding bed, waiting, and just as Carlo Gesualdo had done four hundred years before me in the Palazzo Sansevero, I stabbed him through the chest, piercing the feather bed beneath him, blood spurted from the gaping wound, I withdrew the iron and stabbed him again, this time through the stomach, I saw a trickle of blood coming out of his mouth and finally I speared him through the throat for good measure, the last blow snapped his neck and moved his head at an odd angle, like he was staring at me somehow, without comprehension of what I had done to him, the eyes open and unfocused, and here I realized what I had brought upon myself, what grave error I had committed, which was not loving him enough, if I had done that I could have saved him, if only I had not been the failure that I was, had always been, oh when I was a child I would sometimes get on my knees and pray for God to strike me dead and though not knowing where that impulse toward self-annihilation came from, I came down in my bloodied wedding dress like something out of Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor and at the bottom of the stairs where Ryder waited with his flute of champagne to celebrate the newlyweds I fell to my knees and tore my hair and scratched at my face until there was blood beneath my nails, my screams mingling with the music that seemed to come through the window though there were no players or instruments, no orchestra, it was Death Fugue that I heard, all those years in the wilderness of artistic creation, all this for nothing, I knew then there was no escaping what I had done, Ryder had doomed us both to the fire and misery of composition—
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I opened my eyes. The sink had overflowed and regurgitated its contents onto the floor of the bathroom. Coils of hair spit out from the drain, an old toothbrush, flaky pieces of soap. I too had not been spared—the crude ingredients of my stomach, including several half-digested pills, had turned to sludge on the tile. I wiped my mouth of it, the bitter taste.

It soon became apparent that I had failed to die. I had also failed to live, but that was how it had been for many years—a continuous failure to live, a living continuum of failure. I had not yet crossed over into that place where Ryder and Oliver resided, which I sometimes imagined to be a town full of narrow, quasi-European cobbled streets that they might walk endlessly—there, it was always nighttime, Oliver was as young and handsome as he had been the year of his suicide, the topic of conversation was perpetually delightful and erudite, and no one was ever sorry about anything.

The lights flickered. I shivered. My left arm jerked, once, twice, without any conscious effort to move. I could hear the faucet running, a wet trickle in my ear. Outside, the wind picked up. A thunderstorm coming in. A howl that did not cease.

Lightning struck the roof. The house collapsed into darkness. This was not an unusual occurrence; during a particularly chaotic storm years ago, Ryder and I had finished our lesson with flashlights trained on the sheet music. But Ryder was not here anymore, nor was his son. I was alone in the house, deluged as it was with sorrow and rain.

I thought, perhaps, of calling 911 or driving myself to the hospital. The prospect quickly rendered itself absurd to me. What would I say, once I was there? That I had tried to kill myself; I had failed; and now I was here, waiting, for the next opportunity to try again? Or that I had been yanked back from the abyss because I was compelled to finish the final manuscript of a composer whose music was unrecognizable to the vast majority of the general public? That I had loved this man once, and his son as well, and now what we had once been would be lost, forever, in the disorderly spiral of time that would one day swallow us all?



Play it again, Ryder said, gesturing to the piano. He turned away from me, and from the piano bench I could see only his broad shoulders, hunched slightly forward, as he listened. His head tilted to the side. I played the opening chords of my piano piece again, from the top. When I struck the keys of the piano, the sound seemed to descend from the ceiling in great peals, reverberating throughout the empty house.

He raised his hand to stop me.

What is this? What’s going on here? Is this some faux-Chinese thing you’re experimenting with?

It’s American, I said.

What do you mean, it’s American?

It’s like Bernstein and Copland.

Bernstein! Copland! American music! Lunacy, you mean. It’s Italian without beauty and German without precision. You might as well have said you’ve abandoned everything I’ve taught you these last few years. Where’s the experimentation, the adventurousness?

Beneath his vitriolic hatred of composers like Leonard Bernstein and Aaron Copland lay a dark undercurrent of envy. Ryder criticized them for being insufficiently radical; to him, their music was as pleasing as it was unexceptional. Yet while Ryder studiously scrubbed his early period work of any Jewish influence, Copland had written Vitebsk: Study on a Jewish Theme and Bernstein his third symphony, Kaddish. Ryder had contorted himself into the composer he would become, whereas Bernstein and Copland had remained utterly themselves. It must have felt like brutal mockery for them to exist alongside him, a man who had forsaken everything to become one of the greatest composers of the twentieth century, who even after a hesitant return to the faith of his parents could never again coherently summon the haunting liturgical melodies of his childhood into his work.

He leaned over the piano, his wrist bent at an odd angle as he wrote an entirely new melody over mine. He drew a large X through the final system.

There, he said. It’s better now.

But it’s not my music. This is your music, I said. This is the kind of thing you would write. In fact, you already wrote it. It’s a rehash of the melodic line from the second movement of Gradus ad Parnassum Suite.

A rehash of a melodic line I already wrote is still better than what dross you’ve put on this page. This is juvenile stuff, really, Mia. You can do better. You’re going to be a real artist one day.

How am I supposed to become an artist if all you do is tear my work apart?

Ryder said, This is where Oliver would come in and tell me to stop scolding you. Dad, you’re really harsh on Mia all the time. What a compassionate young man I’ve raised. Too bad compassion is so rarely an effective teacher. He’s become remarkably interested in your lessons recently, and he’s always asking about you, though I can’t imagine why, you’re not nearly developed enough as an artist to merit that kind of interest—

What? I said.

—anyway, he’s not here. He’s in Berlin with his girlfriend for the rest of the summer. It’s just you and me. Oh, don’t look so forlorn. When I was your age, I would have crawled through broken glass to spend the summer with someone like George Antheil. I used to work in a movie theater. I’d pick up discarded bits of popcorn and clean vomit out from under the chairs to pay for classes. I was eighteen, just like you. I knew only one thing: that one day, I would be a great composer. I knew, Mia! The music lived and breathed within me like some vile monstrosity crawling its way out of my rib cage. I had passion, drive. I wanted it more than I wanted anything in my life.

And now? What do I have now? A son, a bad back, a student who never listens to me. Alas, here we are, abandoned on the shores of modernity by our forefathers. John Cage would laugh to see me like this. Pathetic.

Are you finished? I said.

With you? he said. Never. Cage has been dead for fifteen years, and I still think about his critique of my work. Even after I’m gone, you’ll be stuck with me. Remember that.



Out of the starless black, a voice spoke.

The voice was Ryder’s. The intonation, the inflection, was all Ryder’s. As alive as he had been in 1980, when he had given a series of recorded lectures on the history and performance of opera for PBS.

He said, In the final moments of the sixteenth century, a group of Italian intellectuals known as the Florentine Camerata gathered. They did not strive for realism. They did not desire logic or practicality. Their art was an exaggerated re-creation of what had once enraptured the Greeks, the tragic theatrical form, and it is thanks to them we have what is now called opera. An intoxicating confrontation between the melodramatic and the sublime.

I moved only my neck. Slowly, I turned my face to the ceiling. Nothing was visible to me. The room was empty and emptier still.

Ryder’s voice turned warped and guttural. The long slow rattling of his breath passed through the air. My hands began to shake, a feverish tremor that rose from within my body. Every part of me shuddered as he spoke, this voice that was my teacher, dead and yet still so vividly alive, like an apparition out of the desert.

He continued, That right there was passion, real passion. But that passion has been lost. Now, we are faced with the empty void of the modern world. An unmusical abomination of what it once was. The people who reside there do not understand. They will never understand. They do not hear. They have lost the sound.

When Bedřich Smetana wrote Má vlast, he heard nothing. He was deaf in his right ear. But still! The music came to him. A masterpiece. You must have faith. You must prepare yourself. You must finish the work. You know what to do.

I did not say anything. My tongue stayed inside my mouth, limp and wet. Saliva began to pool in my throat. I choked and gasped, the sour taste of it burning.

When the lights came back on, there was no one in the bathroom except me. The mildewed tile. A dead cockroach in the corner of the room, lying on its back. Its legs folded together neatly in death.

I said, Ryder? Jonathan?

No sound remained except the watery drip of the faucet. Rainwater sluicing down the side of the house. Thunder receding into the distance, as heard through a window left open in the southern hallway. I had been abandoned here.

I knew I would never be myself again. Not as I had been, long ago. I would finish Death Fugue—and then it would be finished with me.

I curled up on the tile. I pulled my knees to my chest. I began, uncontrollably, to weep.



I took my mother to see a concert. A double bill of Ryder Wakefield and Philip Glass. Works for piano. Before the pianist strode onstage, my mother turned to me. In her hand was her phone, the screen gleaming brightly in the semidarkness.

Uncle Joey says hi, she said, pointing at his text message. The message was displayed next to a small icon of his face. It said, Wishing you, Mark, and Mia a happy Christmas!:)

I said, I don’t want to see this, Mom.

Don’t be rude, she said. She turned her phone off and put it in her purse. Then she scratched at her face with her red, clawlike nails. The color matched her lipstick. I watched this display without commenting.

I had never met Ryder’s mother, but from what little he told me of her, I imagined her to be not unlike my own—self-absorbed, terminally passive-aggressive, and always preoccupied with keeping up appearances. To be perceived as a happy family was of far more importance to Christina than actually being one. Similarly, Ryder’s mother could not bear the thought of having a gay son, so she decided the best course of action was vicious denial.

Perhaps that was what drew me to Ryder, the shared displeasure of our childhoods, though we had been wronged in different decades and in vastly different ways. Ryder carried this wrongness within him, in the upward curl of his lip when he sneered, how his comments could lacerate just as when his mother said, Don’t ever speak to me of this again, how she had torn the love letters she had found beneath his mattress, written in a boy’s hand, into tiny pieces and burned these paper fragments in the fireplace, until there was nothing left, no evidence that her son was an invert. Bent, warped, and broken. He would never marry Esther, the girl who lived on the fourth floor above them and had won the school spelling bee so many times it seemed almost irrelevant to hold another one. His mother imagined for him a lifetime of sordid bathhouse encounters and permanent unhappiness, and in that imagining there was fear and affection and dread all at once.

My wrongness was something internal, sublimated, not nearly so well-disguised with irony and humor. It lay just beneath the skin, a tumultuous wreck of emotion, and at any moment it might resurface. As the tide came in and brought shells and all manner of strange wonders from the sea, I could feel my worthlessness returning at the most inopportune times. There I was, standing in the wings as I waited to go onstage for a performance, watching resentfully from across the table as Oliver introduced his latest girlfriend to Ryder, until I could retreat to a quiet place and strike myself across the face repeatedly, banishing these inconvenient feelings beneath the waves.

Our mothers loved us, but they did not understand us. Worst of all, they had no idea what to do with us. As we emerged into our distinct selves, as we moved away from home and stopped calling more than once a year, the chasm grew wider and wider. We returned to our childhood homes as strangers.

Christina said, We can choose our friends but we can’t choose our family. You should be grateful for what you have.

Whenever my mother uttered the word grateful, I thought of the grate on a prison cell. The inferno of a conflagration. I thought of how Uncle Joey had asked me a question, and when I did not respond because I was scared of him, he then asked my mother, very loudly, if I was stupid.

Well, I’m happy you’re here, I said. I wasn’t sure if I meant it, but it felt like an appropriate thing to say. I had to choose my words carefully around her. Although she could be tender, even loving, certain conversations with my mother could verge precipitously close to inciting one of her backhanded remarks about my face or my manner of speaking or how unlikable I was.

Christina smiled and said, in that pinched and affectless way of hers, That’s nice, Mia.



Come morning, I staggered out of the bathroom and ate what was still edible in the fridge with my bare hands. I drank straight from the faucet. My body appeared to be deteriorating; my face was very pale, almost bloodless. I picked at my lower lip until it bled. I was located both inside and outside of my skin. I was afflicted with a terrible itch. When I touched my hand to my thigh, I felt the stretch marks beneath my fingers move, like some parasite was burrowing within my flesh.

I retrieved a knife from the kitchen counter. I went to the hallway where the painting was, Apollo and Marsyas in agonistic embrace, Marsyas no longer resisting as his skin was taken from him, Apollo glorious in his pride, his resplendent visage. The radiant symmetry of his face a wonder to look upon.

With the tip of the knife, I gouged out the eyes from the painting. The paint smeared and bled as I did this, as though the figures wept when I mutilated them. The gesture was cruel, but necessary. I did not want them to see what I was about to do. To the music, and also to myself.



Oliver was in the living room when I came in. He wasn’t playing the piano. He was sitting on the couch, watching an old movie. Blurred figures in black and white spoke to each other. The volume was turned down so low, I couldn’t make out what they said. It looked like there was some kind of love scene happening, but then he abruptly changed the channel to the midday news. Now there were lurid, low-resolution scenes of car chases, arsons, grisly hunting accidents. The screen flickered, each time presenting more images of human suffering.

Where’s your dad? I said. He didn’t even turn his head to look behind him as I passed. By now he was used to this, my coming and going at all hours, my knowledge of the spare house key hidden in the mouth of the decorative stone lion that stood guard behind the rosebush.

Not here, Oliver said.

He texted me to come over. He wanted the sheet music for one of his old orchestral works. To compare against the handwritten manuscript.

Ah, Oliver said.

Okay, I said, going into the kitchen. I’m going to put it on the counter. You can let him know I left it there.

Sure.

I came back out into the living room. Oliver hadn’t moved.

I didn’t know you were back from Europe, I said.

I came back early. Cut things short.

Why?

I just got sick of it. Didn’t want to do it anymore. Canceled some dates. I’m sure they’ll find a replacement pianist.

Oliver, that sounds pretty serious, you can’t just cancel these engagements and stay at home doing nothing—

And what are you doing, Mia? At least I’m putting myself out there, performing. You haven’t written anything of note since your piano concerto.

I’m writing an opera—

You’re always writing an opera. The problem is, you never finish one. And if you do finish it, will it even be any good? Who knows! My dad has faith, and I guess that’s enough, isn’t it?

Coming from a pianist who has no versatility outside of Bach, how ironic, I said, turning to leave. He got up from the couch and blocked my way. I stepped to the side, and he moved with me, herding me into a corner of the room. At first, I was confused why he was doing this, except to irritate me, until he started stroking my hair.

Oh my God, I said, Oliver, your dad is going to be home any minute now.

He’s going to Taos for the rest of the day, Oliver said. Without looking at his face, I could tell he was smiling. By now he had backed me right up against the wall. Our bodies were almost touching. I could feel the heat emanating from him. I put both of my hands up and smoothed the wrinkles of his shirt with my fingers. There was desire, caught in my throat. A slack current that pulled me toward him, always.

Gently, very gently, he took my face in his hands. He kissed both of my eyelids, and then my nose, and finally my mouth. Outside, I heard the wind shaking the trees, the windows. Carving long lines in the desert sand.



I sat at the desk and wrote nothing. No music entered my mind. No sound was produced from my hand, which fidgeted with the pens on Ryder’s desk. I turned page after page of his books, his handwritten scores. A draft of his contribution to Irving Williams’s posthumous entry in a nonfiction book on Black opera singers of the twentieth century. A partially torn letter from his mother, in which I could only make out the words music and that man. Books on transracial and transnational adoption. Volume after volume on grief and suicide.

I looked through the pile of unsorted photographs he had kept, cheap prints from the pharmacy, all of Oliver—Oliver’s first day at middle school, Oliver’s birthday party at a restaurant after one of his father’s premieres, Oliver’s graduation. In the last photo, I saw the clumsy smudge of Ryder’s finger on the lens. An error, certainly, but one that gestured toward a time when Ryder was not Ryder Wakefield the composer but Ryder Wakefield the man who had been to his son what his own father had never been to him.

When Oliver was a little boy, he was light enough for Ryder to pick up and carry on his back. When he held Oliver for the last time, his son, his boy, was grown. Ryder could hardly cradle his dying body in his arms.



I think you like it, you know, I said, afterward, putting my clothes back on.

Like what? Oliver said. He was still in bed.

Leaving the door open. Having me wait around for you.

Are you waiting around for me now? I thought we were just having some fun, he said.

I don’t think it’s very healthy that your primary method of conflict resolution is attempting to have sex with me, I said. I rummaged around on the floor for my underwear. I tried not to feel particularly humiliated by this. It was no worse than when the Conductor had discarded me, as he had the first day of rehearsal for Seoul Xylophones, striding past me to shake Ryder’s hand without acknowledging my presence.

This is the second time this has happened since we broke up years ago, I said. I don’t think it should happen again.

I didn’t realize you were counting, Oliver said.

Also, I added, I think your search for your birth family is delusional and self-centered. You should ask your therapist about that.

Oliver said, How nice of you to comment, Mia.

He threw his boxers at me. I ducked. They hit the wall behind me and slid to the floor in a sad, wrinkled clump.

Gross, I said. Are you fourteen?

You know, it’s super obvious when you’re defensive and lashing out at people.

Don’t you have a girlfriend to get back to?

Not anymore. She dumped me after I did that concert in Vienna.

I rolled my eyes. Typical, I said. She probably heard you hideously misinterpret Chopin and realized there was no way it could ever work out.

Did you even miss me, while I was gone?

You’re always touring Europe, Oliver, it’s not a new thing.

Yeah, but did you miss me?

I said, I’m not going to get into this with you right now.

I had gotten my shirt on and was halfway into my pants. My fingers struggled with the metal button, the stubborn teeth of the zipper that refused to close.

Oliver got up and handed me my sweater.

Thanks, I said.

He leaned against the bed and looked at me.

Did my dad ever give you that lecture about the Florentine Camerata?

No, I said.

I think about it sometimes, he said, when you guys talk about opera. The grand glory of it all. The overwhelming passion. How, in the end, everything falls apart.



The left-hand drawer of Ryder’s desk contained many wonders: a woven bracelet from his time in Bali, where he had learned to play the gamelan; Oliver’s Korean passport, the front weathered and worn and with his old name inside, Jae-ho, the name Ryder had replaced, naming him instead after the composer Olivier Messiaen; a beautiful necklace in a light blue case that Ryder forbade anyone in the house to touch, I later learned it had been his mother’s, he had bought it for her with his first bit of money from composing and didn’t realize it was a fake, the stones were cubic zirconia, they did not quite have the clarity and sparkle of the real thing, and when she died it was the only inheritance she had left him in her will besides her kindest regards. I inserted my hand into the drawer and rifled through its contents. At the bottom was Ryder’s hand drill that he used when tinkering with the piano. He had dabbled in piano repair as a young man and would sometimes fiddle day and night with the hammers and inner mechanisms, seeking the most perfect tone quality, the most transcendent sound.

I recalled that the last years of Bedřich Smetana’s life were marked by grave illness, insanity, and his greatest compositions. The drill made a pleasant whirring sound as I brought it up to eye level. Smetana perished in an asylum, demented and incoherent. I was still lucid enough. The music would come to me, I reasoned, just as it had come to Smetana, and Beethoven, and Fauré, who lost their hearing but not their ability to compose.

You must finish the work. You know what to do.

I would prepare myself as Ryder had instructed; I would open myself to the harmonic impulses that lay beyond what could be comprehended by the ear alone, and in doing this I pushed the drill into my ear canal until it ruptured the eardrum, a violent pain erupted across the left side of my face as blood trickled out and fell onto the sleeve of my shirt, I dropped the drill and watched it spin idly on the desk, half dissociated, half in shock, there was a ringing sound that now came from nowhere and everywhere, the pain began to migrate forward into my teeth and jawbone, throbbing and pulsing, and in the midst of all this I heard the very last portion of Death Fugue that was yet to be written, with such clarity it was like I was a child again, standing in the bathroom with my stepfather’s portable radio perched on top of the sink, imagining I was in the concert hall and it was my own music that was being performed. Dark and wondrous as the work of Carlo Gesualdo and forever tainted by Oliver’s death.






XV


When we last spoke, it was late. Oliver called me from a hotel in Toulouse after finishing the last concert on his European tour. The next day, he would return to Santa Fe. Three days after that, the unthinkable would occur—though at the time we spoke, I thought we were on reasonably good terms, and no amount of playing and replaying this conversation over in my mind illuminated anything about what would come next. It seemed like a perfectly normal conversation. There was no sense of finality, no premonition of rapidly approaching doom. I learned afterward that death rarely announces itself; it arrives when it pleases, and takes, and takes, and takes.

Hey, he said. Long time no chat.

Oliver, I said, it’s two in the morning over there, isn’t it? Is everything all right?

I’m just calling because I remembered something I’ve always really regretted. I’ve always wanted to apologize, but I didn’t know how. It just seems really important now, I guess. I’m sure it’ll come as a surprise to you.

Okay, I said.

Do you remember back when, years ago, that summer? I told you I didn’t want to be together anymore. I was thinking about that today.

Yeah, I remember.

I felt I had entered this state of almost—despair, or something, I don’t know, a really bad depression—I thought nobody loved me, that everyone around me who cared for me was doing it to mock me. Anytime I saw you I felt bad. I thought, she’s going to regret it one day. Regret being with me. I’d always grown up not seeing myself as good-looking, maybe not even worthy of love, honestly—I thought you were so strange about it. Loving me. Choosing that. And of course, because you were so young, your love was so pure, I just thought I was going to ruin everything. Dad gave me a whole lecture about how if I got you pregnant and destroyed your composing career, he’d never forgive me, he thought you’d be the next Pauline Oliveros—

Ryder gave you a lecture about that?

I don’t have to tell you, Mia. You’ve always been his favorite. The future composer. Meanwhile, I merely interpret.

Oh, come on, Oliver, you can’t be remotely serious—

It’s okay, Mia. It’s fine. I’m at peace with it. It was, like, a lifetime ago, practically. It’s not a big deal.

Okay, I said. I mean, you don’t have to be sorry for all of that. I’m sorry to hear—it’s sad that you were in a bad place. But it’s in the past, and I know things have sometimes been rocky between us, but I really love your dad, I owe him everything, and of course, you and me, we’ll always be friends.

Yeah, he said. Yeah, absolutely.

I’ll come visit once you’re back in town, I said. We can have dinner with your dad.

That sounds good.

Great, great. Yeah, okay, well—sorry to run—my girlfriend and I have a reservation at this Italian place she wanted to try. I’ll text you later to nail down the details. Love you.

He sighed in a way I later interpreted to be deeply ambiguous, though perhaps he meant nothing by it at all, and then he said, Love you too, Mia, and hung up.



A dream of cicadas, the most musical of insects. Thousands of them, all in a great legion. A dream of myself, in transformation, becoming something new: I dreamed I was buried deep underground. I tunneled; I fed. I was hairless and my skin was smooth all over and cold to the touch. White as pearl. I drank from the roots of trees and my bower was rich loam, black like the night sky I had never seen. When my abdomen was ringed and swollen, I knew I had reached the fifth instar, the last moment before my emergence. After thirteen years I felt a stirring in me, I was driven upward through the topsoil where I burst forth in a vast swarm. There I lay with my brothers and sisters as we relinquished our skin. The process was arduous. Some did not survive; they were devoured by ants. Others exuviated, tearing loose from the exoskeleton and emerging at last. We rose from the remains of our discarded bodies and took to the air, and as I flew, I knew then that I was ready, I had come up out of the earth and I would live for only a month’s time, and in that time, I would mate, lay my eggs, and die. In that time, I would finish Death Fugue and then I would separate my organs from the rest of me, I would carve it all off, how pleasurable it would be, to cut away the last vestige of my humanity, to finally become more than myself.

When I awoke, the pillow was stained with reddish pus. I could not hear out of my left ear, swollen and bloodied as it was. I thought perhaps I had destroyed some of the bones near my eardrum; my ex-girlfriend had once informed me before one of her regular otolaryngologist visits that it was a very delicate apparatus. My ex-girlfriend, the opera singer, who constantly fretted about the sad state of her voice and sounded better singing in the shower than anyone I ever knew, now occupied a charming and very remote section of my mind. Sometimes I thought of her, but mostly—and much to my relief—I didn’t.

Standing in the bathroom, I cleaned the blood with a cotton swab. My right index finger had taken on a strange appearance after I had smashed it in the piano. I examined it in the mirror. When it moved, there was pain, and I could not move it very much at all, the bones and joints had fused together improperly. I was left with the sensation that a part of my body no longer belonged to me, that someone strange and foreign occupied my skin now.

I was not like the others, the people I saw outside my window, the people who walked the street and shopped at the grocery store and lived a normal life. I had not been normal since Oliver’s death, or perhaps even before it. Something had happened to me on the long drive to Ryder’s house, sitting in the car with Mark and listening to the madrigals of Carlo Gesualdo on the radio. This experience had changed me in some fundamental and imperceptible way. And when Ryder had tried to reject me as a student, I could have taken the hint for what it was—in truth, I was a terrible pianist, I would never make anything of myself when it came to the instrument, and some part of me knew that as a child, and Ryder knew it too—I could have left with my stepfather and never returned again to Ryder’s house in the desert where I learned music, the theory of it, and everything beyond theory, performance and listening and passion and destruction, how to layer sound within the orchestra, the merits of just intonation versus equal temperament. The composer as both student of the past and teacher of the future. The father, the son, the Conductor.

I had not turned back. I had stayed. And in this act of staying, I had taken my place in the annals of music history, where some part of me would persist, forever. A footnote to Ryder Wakefield’s triumphant life. Taking up the light of composition within myself and carrying it to the next generation.

Here, in this house where once existed the only love I had ever known, I would give everything of myself: my broken carapace, my bone, my teeth, my eyes. Only then would Death Fugue be complete. Only then would I be happy, at last. Only then would I be able to say, as the master class instructor had said, Yes, thank you. That’s perfect.



Mia, do you believe in God? Ryder asked me, when I visited him. It was one of the last times I ever saw him. I had flown in to assist him with the revised score for Josephus and Vespasian. We sat at the dinner table, one of his old handwritten drafts in front of us. I carefully typed notes on my laptop.

What a question, I said. No, I don’t.

God has taken everything from me, he said. My son, my music. And yet I still have my faith. What can you say for yourself, Mia?

Well, I’m thirty-two and according to you, a complete failure, so not much, I suppose.

Oh, come on. I only say that because you have so much potential. And you are squandering it on, what— low-budget movies?

Bernard Herrmann wrote film scores.

He wrote exactly one good opera, and it’s one that no one performs. I want you to go back to composing for the stage. Even incidental music—I beg of you, Mia—a monodrama, like Poulenc’s La voix humaine—anything—

Ryder, I said, I don’t really love composing.

What do you mean?

I mean, I do it for money—and I’m good at it—but it’s misery. All the time.

He said, Get over yourself. You think you’re enough of a genius to be tortured as well? Please. When you write something on the level of The Rake’s Progress, you get to complain. Not now, when you’re so unformed. The next thing you mail me better be a full-length opera.

I sighed. Okay, Ryder. Anything for you.

Because you love me so much.

Yes, I said. He reached out and grabbed my hand. I looked at the blue-green veins that resided there. I had the strange recognition that one day they would no longer pump blood through his body, and I would be alone. And it would be the same with me, my lifetime leaching out of me in seconds, minutes, hours, until I was dead. Leaving behind, as traces of myself, the various artifacts of my existence. My presence in the memory of others. Discarded photographs. Music, partially written.

And did you love Oliver?

Yes, of course.

I never really knew my father. And my mother was a challenging woman. I thought I’d never love another person after Simon, after Irving. There was such a whirlwind inside me, like I wasn’t capable of it anymore. You’re luckier than you know. To have found love so young. I don’t think I really understood the depth of that feeling until I adopted Oliver and became a father. Imagine that. A fifty-year-old man, finally understanding. When he said Dad for the very first time, I was a changed man.

He said, When he loved you, did you change?

I said, I think I was mostly the same as I am now.

When I loved you, did you change?

Yes. I take after you now, I said, with complete sincerity.

In the kitchen, he had left the radio on. Soft strains of choral singing hung gently in the air, as if suspended in the celestial sphere far above us. Their interlaced harmonies slender, tendril-like in the fading afternoon. I recognized the piece’s general shape and form: some kind of madrigal, Renaissance-era, Italianate, but could not place it.

Is that Carlo Gesualdo? Ryder asked.

I don’t know, Ryder. It’s just the radio.

You loved Gesualdo when you were a child, he said. He had a real hold on you.

Yes, I said. I remember.

He listened for another moment, before saying, with the authority of someone who had heard practically every piece of music ever composed and could name it without more than a moment’s thought, Not Gesualdo. It’s Nicola Vicentino. One of his predecessors.

Then, with barely concealed pride, he said, Just like I am your predecessor.

I said, I hope I don’t end up committing as many murders as Gesualdo did. Anyway, we need to discuss the libretto changes you made to the second act duet between the 1980 premiere and the 1989 revision, you have to decide which one is the definitive version—



I finished Death Fugue that night in a frenzy of writing, punctuated only by periods of lying unmoving on the floor, on my side like a dead dog, or occasionally getting up and vomiting into the toilet. I picked at my gums with what remained of the fingernails on my right hand as I notated. A part of me was hoping they’d bleed; I even thought I felt another tooth coming loose. How pleasurable it would be when my mouth was empty of everything, when I did not have a mouth at all, and all I had was Death Fugue.

When it was done, I was satisfied as I had never been before. All the parts of the orchestra, mastered and then made to heel. Maybe there was genius in me, as Ryder had always claimed. Maybe there was nothing in me except a vast gaping pit of ambition and despair. Whether it was through madness or delusion or sheer perseverance, I had finished the great work. I carefully arranged the stack of pages and put them back into the folder. I had no need for the written music, because I had perfectly memorized Death Fugue as I composed it. Every phrase, every dynamic marking, was notated somewhere in my memory, replicated precisely upon the white space of my mind.

In Compositions 1960, La Monte Young instructed the performer to feed the piano a bale of hay. Performance art meeting classical music. Ryder had done this by stuffing hay into a Steinway inside a crowded amphitheater. The piano was ruined; Ryder’s career, thankfully, was not.

Ryder would later imitate this aspect of performance art in his subsequent piece, Un nu au piano, which required the pianist to perform naked. At the end of the sheet music came the instruction: Having performed this piece entirely nude, reveal your true self to the audience. The meaning was veiled, ambiguous. What is true about the self? Are we not merely amalgamations of the roles we play, the normalcy we perform to function in society?

I thought about my true self, hidden beneath the grotesquerie of my organs. So long I had gone through life disguised to myself as a person, a flesh-and-blood human being with working faculties, when in fact I was what twisted and writhed in those hidden places deep beneath the skin.



At the premiere of my first work for orchestra, I found Oliver backstage. His presence was alarming, unexpected. According to Ryder, Oliver should have already been on his way to Milan for a lecture-recital on Scarlatti’s keyboard works. I had prepared myself all morning to be alone with my clawing sense of worthlessness, the delirious feeling that I was a failure, this had all been for nothing, and everyone was about to know it as soon as they heard the overture in the concert hall.

Hey.

Hey, I said. Your dad said you weren’t coming.

My flight got canceled. I have to go back to the airport again tomorrow, try to get on the next one.

I see.

Yeah. I got a ticket from the box office, one of the really bad seats. Way in the back. You won’t even see me.

You don’t want to be up at the front with Ryder? The acoustics in the back are terrible.

I don’t need to hear the music, Mia, I know it’s going to be good.

How would you even know?

For the last decade or so I’ve lived in the same house where my dad has been yelling at you on a weekly basis until you become a good composer. I think I’ve got a pretty good idea of what your music sounds like.

Are you sure about that?

Mia, listen. My dad thinks you’re the best student he’s ever had, so he’s never going to say this to you. But I will.

Wow, thanks.

You are a talented composer. Unbelievably talented. People will hear that. They will respond. I know they will.

Oliver—

You also need to take a fucking Xanax and lie down or something because you’re being insanely neurotic right now and your self-doubt is killing you. Okay?

I watched his face, saying nothing. As the silence between us began to grow awkwardly long, he rubbed the bridge of his nose with two of his fingers, a gesture I recognized as inherited from his father.

It’s going to be brilliant, he said. Then he reached out to touch me—my shoulder, my face, I couldn’t tell. A casual gesture, meant to comfort. This is what we might have done, many years ago. But that time was long past.

His hand hovered in the air between us. I didn’t move. He put his hand down. I said only, Thank you. When I brushed past him to return to my seat, the tips of our fingers touched.






XVI


I had finished the great work. What, then? What now? What else? Finishing Death Fugue had fixed nothing. Ryder was still dead, and Oliver deader still. I was exactly the same as I had been when I first set foot in this house after the funeral—trapped in a furious whirlpool of self-loathing and insecurity, overly knowledgeable regarding several centuries of Western art music and its attendant history, still woefully unable to understand why people tended to dislike me.

I was as alone in the world as when I had entered it, laid down on the grass by my faceless mother. I walked through the house, aimless. I went up and down the stairs. I sifted through the detritus of Ryder’s life, what remained of it. I looked at the five photographs of Oliver displayed on the wall of his bedroom. I thought about the manner in which he had killed himself. Death by hanging. The possibility became more and more attractive to me each day. There was something very alluring about it, this death by suicide. Like the ending of Massenet’s Werther, in which the poet Werther shoots himself after his beloved marries another man, it possessed a haunting completeness, one that remained seared in the mind long after the final note had ceased sounding.

I went to the mailbox and retrieved a month’s worth of bills and junk mail. I discarded most of it. The last remaining item was a flyer from the opera house, advertising their new production of Madama Butterfly. On the front was a photograph of a woman in a kimono. Her face was painted, frozen in an expression of torment. I turned over the flyer. On the reverse was an image of the Conductor, his arms outstretched, baton in hand. Ready to begin.



It was the last time I would ever see the Conductor in the flesh. I stood on the steps of his second home in Santa Fe. Inside my overcoat was the manuscript to Death Fugue, sealed inside a manila envelope.

We came here once for a weekend, he and I. When we returned, I sensed something had changed between us. Where he was once attentive, his attitude shifted to disinterest. He no longer spoke to me with special affection, and when he did speak to me, it was to dismiss my compositions or to send me away from his bedroom.

I imagined the Conductor receiving the pages, handwritten in a manic scrawl, first Ryder’s, then mine. I imagined him taking it in hand and reading the manuscript in his exquisite music room, thumbing through each movement, transfixed by the knowledge that he was witnessing such beautiful music he would never see the likes of again. The scintillating intellect of the work revealing itself to him, note by note, phrase by phrase. Grappling with the realization that he had been wrong about the greatest work of twenty-first-century postminimalism that only I had possessed the audacity to finish, that he had been wrong about me, I was more than a midlife crisis dalliance that had aged poorly with the hindsight of fifteen years. I had left him when he got bored, that was his way, at the six-month mark, I knew I was good enough for him to fuck but not good enough for him to stay with, and afterward he left me a voicemail, angry, drunk, raging, informing me that all that time we had been together I had deeply irritated him, that he thought I was a terrible person, and there were plenty of other women he could have sex with, he didn’t need me anymore.

It was humiliating to realize this, that after all that he’d done to me there was still a part of me that wanted him to love me, that would debase myself for him over and over again, as I had done on the phone with the reporter, a pathetic shadow of myself, saying that he’d waited, of course he had, four years instead of eight, to be twenty instead of twenty-four. I didn’t care at all about the four other women who’d accused him, that was the really horrifying part, that I knew they were telling the truth and yet it was I who had lied, I’d said what he wanted, for no discernible reason other than my own selfishness.

I would have done it again. I wanted to be wanted. More than this, I wanted to be seen. To be perceived by another not as I might have or should have been but simply as I was, bruised all over and overripe like a crushed fruit. My flesh torn and ready for the taking.

In the morning, I had slapped myself across the face a few times. Just enough to feel the sting. Afterward, I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror, to see if there were any visible injuries. There was no lasting evidence of my scorn, not in the rigid outline of my eye socket, nor the soft skin in the hollow of my cheek. I sensed I was someone, once, who saw my own face and did not fantasize about cutting it open. Removing my eyes, my teeth, my tongue. Scraping out the inside of my mouth with a knife until there was nothing left except a bloodied orifice. Something the Conductor could love.

I applied makeup. I cleaned out my left ear with a Q-tip. I unwrapped my finger, bent as it was at an odd angle, and left it like that. I shaved my armpits. I put on a dress. As I zipped myself in, I felt like a lump of flesh enclosed within a sausage casing. My breasts and thighs pinched and squished and thoroughly suffocated beneath layers of fabric.

At the Conductor’s house, there were several cars in the driveway. I parked at the end of the street. I stood on the patio in my high heels and wondered why I was there. I debated whether to ring the doorbell. The debate ended when he opened the door and said, without a hint of surprise, Oh, hello, Mia, do come in. You’re just in time.

I went inside and took a seat on the couch. I saw how his eyes went to the hem of my skirt, riding up my thigh as I sat down. I ignored this.

There were several other people there. I didn’t know any of their names. Some of them were orchestral musicians. Others were singers. There was smoking on the patio. Drinks poured and passed around. I watched my reflection in the window, looking back at me.

How’s your girlfriend? the Conductor asked.

We broke up a while ago, I said.

That’s a shame, he said, although I knew he absolutely didn’t think so.

When people spoke directly into my left ear, I heard a series of different pitches, tuned sharply upward, as though the sound itself was distorted by my perforated eardrum. I eventually became used to it, mostly by ignoring people whenever they spoke to me, or by turning my head so I heard them only through my right ear. The noise of the crowd was excruciating, dizzying in its color and variation.

The Conductor tried to introduce me to a few people I had never met before and had no intention of meeting again. They remained faceless to me. Most of them nodded politely, except when the name Ryder Wakefield was uttered, which provoked astonishment and delight. Even now, after his death, Ryder’s reputation preceded him. The aura of his daring, his refusal to bend to musical convention.

A woman came up to me, holding a cocktail glass. She stood next to the couch and leaned right over me to speak.

Thomas, who is this? she said.

This is Mia Voss. She used to be one of Ryder Wakefield’s students. Mia, this is Katie, my assistant conductor.

I looked at Katie. She appeared to be a young Asian woman in her mid-twenties. There was a slight resemblance between us in the smallness of her eyes, the thinness of her mouth. A more beautiful version of me. A reproduction fashioned by another hand.

I thought that was you, she said. I wanted to say, I really—I really liked your mentor’s work. And yours. I really admired what you’ve done for the representation of Asian American women in classical music—

I said, Thank you, and tried not to think about strangling her.

You know, I’ve thought about trying composing—I double majored, in college, in conducting and composition—

I said, Oh, don’t.

Don’t?

Become a composer. You’ll hate every single day of it, until you die. Is that the life you want for yourself?

She laughed. You must be joking.

What do you think? I said, and as I said this, I glimpsed her face reflected in the window, looking at me with wide-eyed expectation, and for a moment I thought I saw not myself and this bright young thing full of promise and musicality but Ryder and I standing at the piano, only now I was the maestro, now I held her hopes and dreams in the palm of my hand and could crush them if I wanted to, I could be cruel to her, there was pleasure in that.

The Conductor said, Well, Katie’s very beautiful and talented, I’m sure she’ll find her way. And then he put his hand on the small of her back and steered her toward the crowd of people in the kitchen.

Beautiful and talented. He’d said that to someone before, I knew. He had probably said it to me.

For lack of anything to do, I drank more than I should and nibbled on these little hors d’oeuvres that were being passed around. They looked vaguely like dog food, but the fancy kind. By the time I was finishing my second glass of wine, it was late, and most of the people had already left. The front door kept opening and closing. People called out their goodbyes from the patio. They drove off in their cars. The sound of the engines, their scattered voices, fading into the distance.

The Conductor stopped Katie in the doorway.

He said, Stay a little while longer. Have a drink with me and Mia.

Katie said, No, I couldn’t.

I said, I think Katie should go home. It’s late.

The Conductor looked at me. Something passed between us, wordless. Then he said, Of course, Mia’s right. It’s late. Let me walk you to your car.

I watched him walk her to her car. When he came back, he said only, It’s just us now.

I took the envelope out of my coat and handed it to him.

I said, This is the original manuscript. I’ve finished it. I wanted to see what you thought. For a premiere, maybe.

With the symphony?

Yes, I said.

Let’s take a look in my study, he said.

I knew he didn’t have an actual study. He had a desk. It was in his bedroom.

I said, Okay.

In the bedroom, I sat on the edge of the bed. There was nowhere else to sit. He stood next to his desk. Leaning his hip against it, casual in his stance. He took out each page individually from the envelope. As he thumbed through them, he said, Well, I have to say, I’m revising my initial impression—certainly, upon first listen it was rather aggressive—but yes, there’s something here, it reminds me of Berio in the best of ways, and it’s very you.

What do you mean, very me?

I see where Wakefield’s work ends and yours begins, he said. You’re very distinct now. The influence is clear, yes, but I’d say your work is more emotionally expansive.

He came closer. So close I could breathe in the scent of him. He put his hand in my hair. Idly stroking my head, like he might pet a recalcitrant cat. He said, You didn’t answer my calls.

I declined to tell him that I’d tried to kill myself but had only succeeded in killing my phone, which currently resided inside a bag of rice in the pantry. I declined to tell him that I didn’t know why I was here, that he disgusted me, that sometimes I fantasized about carving out his eyes with a steak knife.

I said, Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?

Those other girls weren’t half as beautiful as you. You were the only one I really loved.

What do you mean? I said.

The other girls, he said, after you. You know, one of them was going to go on record—

For the article, I said.

Yes. For the article.

I said nothing.

He said, Are we good?

I wondered what he meant by this. I had never been good in any real sense of the word. Good enough, he’d say. Damaged goods, he’d say. He was not a good man; he had never been good to me.

The Conductor glanced down at me. A single dark curl fell over his eye. He pulled his lips back to reveal his teeth in an expression that wasn’t a smile.

I remembered that time, many years ago, he had gotten on top of me and said, Tell me you want this, and all I had thought of was opening myself to him. As Marsyas had been opened to Apollo. He would cut my skin off. He would take the knife and push it into me until it met bone. Turning the blade to cut away at my softness, wherever he could find it, the pulp and fruit of it all. I felt no fear, no pain; I knew I would rise again in my raw brilliance as an insect molts its shell.

Yeah, I said, at last. We’re good.

He threw the manuscript of Death Fugue onto the bed, like an afterthought. I watched as the pages scattered all over the coverlet, the tastefully carpeted floor of the bedroom. He palmed my breast. I looked down at his hand, groping me over the fabric of my dress. The action felt detached, rote. Like it was happening to someone else. I was vaguely aware that I existed somewhere between my skeleton and my skin, though most of me seemed to be outside of it, an amorphous relationship to my existence that intensified whenever he touched me. There was something caught in my throat—vomit, bile, a low scream.

He pushed me down onto the bed. I sank into it like quicksand. He moved over me. I pretended it was Oliver, that we were together in the concert hall, playing a two-piano reduction of Death Fugue. I had stopped harming myself. I no longer felt the shame and guilt that prompted me to do these things, which often felt like little inevitabilities. I didn’t think about killing myself. I didn’t think about anything at all except the music.

I tensed beneath him, his hands.

He said, Are you upset? Is this about Oliver?

I said, It’s not about Oliver. Could you please go freshen up?

He smiled thinly. Of course, he said.

I heard the water running in the bathroom. A muffled cough. Then another. When he returned, his face was flushed.

What’s wrong? I said. Is it your asthma?

He grabbed at his chest and wheezed. I watched from the bed as he collapsed onto the floor. I recognized the sharp, guttural quality of his inhalation. When we were still together, I had once tended to him in a hotel room, bringing him a soda with lime to wash down the medication, gently stroking his hair.

Those days, it seemed, were over.

Mia, he said, help me.

I rose from the edge of the bed. On the nightstand was his inhaler. I picked it up. I walked over to him. Standing over him, my shadow cut across his body, a dark smear in the half-light. Where he lay, I could see only the partial outline of his face. The panicked glint in his eyes.

He coughed and choked. Help, he said.

I didn’t move.

Help me, he said.

There was something dark and horrific clawing its way out of me. Perhaps it had been there all along. The desire to break, to maim. How he had wounded me, and how I might destroy him in return.

I said, Beg for it.

Wh-what?

I moved my foot over his right hand. I placed my stiletto heel on his index finger. I stepped on it until it made a cracking noise. He screamed.

Ask nicely, I said.

Please, he said.

I stepped on another finger, closer to the knuckle. I watched as it popped out of position.

I said, Tell me you want this.

He didn’t respond. His breath became shallower and shallower. His eyelids fluttering as he struggled to speak. Spit pooled on the floor next to his open mouth. I watched the movement of his throat. His swallows and gasps. Exquisitely formed. Like music.

I put the inhaler on the ground where he could reach it. I left the manuscript of Death Fugue where it lay, scattered all over the bed. In the front room, I took my coat down from where it hung on the rack. Then I left.



I hadn’t won. Not really. And if I had, it was the hollowest of victories. I might have broken two fingers on his right hand, but the Conductor would retain his visiting professorship, his four Grammys, his appointment to lead one of the world’s most eminent orchestras, his impressive performance schedule. He would retain his fourth-place position in a poll of more than one hundred classical music professionals ranking the greatest living conductors, as reported by BBC Music Magazine. He was only in his fifties—he could work for another thirty years, if he stayed healthy. In that time, assuming a rate of at least one every five years, he could harass six or more women before he died lauded and mourned.

And what would become of Death Fugue? In his hands, it might be performed. It might never be performed. These things no longer concerned me. I had written it, and someone had heard the music, even just once. That was all that mattered. To be heard, even only a single time, by another living soul.



I lifted my hands from the keys as I finished playing the last note of Puccini’s overture to Madama Butterfly. Ryder and I were poring over the score together, laid out atop the piano.

Such vivacity in the string section, he said, the force, the energy—and a hint of what’s to come. Love and tragedy.

Of course, at the end, the sad geisha girl kills herself, I said. All that for some horrible man who doesn’t love her at all.

Not for a man, you fool. Because her child was taken away from her. She sends him across the sea, to America. For a better life with his father. What would you know of something like that? Maybe one day you will understand the grief I have been forced to endure, losing my son. Maybe one day you will even understand Puccini, his melodic sophistication, his overpowering passion. Why his work remains with us more than a century after his death.

I said, Okay, Ryder. Whatever you say.

He said, Did I tell you to stop playing? Keep going, we haven’t even gotten to the soprano’s grand entrance yet.

I continued, but this time, there was something distinctly wrong with the sound. Where once the music was lustrous with color, it now took on a mechanical quality. Hueless and stale. It lacked almost everything required of Puccini, including a deep well of feeling. The mention of Oliver had done this, drained all the mastery out of the performance. I played and thought of how he would have played this music instead. Achingly romantic. Melody rendered so beautifully it could have gone on forever.

You’re playing this like an amateur.

I get nervous, I said. You know that.

Well, then stop. Or get back on those beta-blockers you used to take.

Stop what?

Stop being nervous.

Ryder, it’s not that simple—

It is that simple. Either you’re a musician, or you’re not. What would Oliver say?

I don’t think he’d say that, I said.

A tear ran down the left side of my face. I didn’t even realize I was crying until it fell into my mouth. Saliva, salt, and sorrow mingling as I swallowed it down.

Oh now, don’t cry. I hate it when people cry; it’s pathetic, he said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose in exasperation. Irving used to say I was the cruelest man he’d ever loved.

He went into the study and brought me back a tissue. I wiped my face. We continued the lesson, mostly in silence. Neither he nor I spoke. There was only the sound of the piano. The pedals engaging and disengaging as I replicated the vocal line in the right hand, adjusted the orchestral music in the left.

I did not say to him: I am the woman who kills herself at the end of the opera. But first I was the child who was sent across the sea. Never to return.






XVII


I was in someone else’s bed. My eyes were closed. I lay on my side, facing the window. Beside me, a rib cage rose and fell, pulling the sheet up with the motion of breathing. A leg pressed against my leg. These little intimacies made me feel new somehow, like I had never known them before. Perhaps I hadn’t.

Oliver’s phone rang. It rang again. He leaned over the side of the bed and reached his arm out, the bedsprings creaking as he picked it up off the floor. Then he was talking, briefly. He muttered something before ending the call.

Shit, Oliver said.

Who was it?

Dad got back early from his trip. Wants me to meet him for breakfast.

Now?

Now.

He climbed out of bed and went to the closet. I rolled over and pulled the sheet over my face. I stretched my arms out and yawned. I could hear him putting on his pants, his coat, his shoes. Pulling out his belt and threading it through the loops on his pants, buckling it with one hand.

Come here, let me look at you, I said. I got up from the bed and turned him around in a circle. I batted at the lint on his coat and smoothed his lapel.

Handsome, I said, very handsome. It’s a good thing you’re a brilliant pianist, otherwise you’d have nothing going for you except your looks.

Oliver laughed. He leaned down and buried his nose in my hair.

You smell good. Is that a new shampoo? Perfume? he said.

I think I smell the same as I always do.

Do you think Debussy ever smelled this good?

I laughed and said, Never in my entire life have I ever wondered what a composer smelled like.

I guess I’ll be the first, he said. He was holding both of my hands in his now. I sat on the bed. He was standing. His fingers were much longer than mine, his palm broader. He pressed my left hand beneath both of his and I thought I could feel his heartbeat through the skin of his wrist.

I love you so much, Mia.

Oliver was always saying things like this, beautiful and unexpected, and sometimes I even believed that he was telling the truth.

I said, Stay a little longer.

Wish I could. But don’t worry, I’ll be right back, he said, and then he went to the door, opened it, and left. Disappearing into the nine years that remained between us, nine years of petty grievances and perceived slights and bitter jealousies, nine years of sitting together in the audience at one of his father’s premieres and saying nothing to each other the entire time, nine years before I looked down at him in his coffin, his eyes closed, his hands folded across his chest, and said, for the last time, Goodbye, Oliver.



Beethoven, lamenting his worsening deafness, wrote a letter to his two brothers known as the Heiligenstadt Testament. In it, he admits he cannot hear the shepherds singing in the fields and that he has considered suicide. He speaks of endless suffering, the temptation of death, the immense force and power of music. It is music that stopped him from ending his own life, and it is the silence of his deafness that drives him ever closer to death. He wills his meager fortune to his brothers and leaves instructions for handling his affairs after his death. He writes, very beautifully, of his overwhelming despair.

Oliver left behind no letter, no testament to his desires. I have had to construct my own understanding of what happened that day. He rose at ten in the morning and ate with his father in the dining room before Ryder departed for the opera house. He practiced for a few hours, mostly the work of Erik Satie. Afterward, we discovered the Goldberg Variations still open on the music rack of the piano; he must have played those too. In the afternoon, he drove to the store and bought rope. While stopped at a red light, he used his phone to draft an email to his father but didn’t send it. When we recovered the draft, it was blank except for the sign-off: Love, Oliver. Outside the house, he was stopped by one of the neighbors, who said hello and let Oliver pet his dog. The neighbor later said that Oliver did not seem to be distressed and there was nothing unusual about his appearance or behavior. This was approximately four o’clock. Two hours later, his father returned to the house and discovered the body.



Ryder’s divisive, relentless last work for orchestra was premiered by the Toronto Symphony Orchestra two years before his death. He was too ill to travel and could not see it for himself. He sent me instead. When I returned, he asked me to read to him from the reviews, line after scathing line of criticism of his newest work: Wakefield’s recent attempts to integrate Jewish liturgical music into his compositional practice have been less than successful … The music contains an uncharacteristic tentativeness, a far cry from the bold gestures that previously established him as a major voice in minimalism … I’d rather listen to Ephemera again, composed over forty years ago … It is Wakefield’s protégée, Mia Voss, whose work now warrants real interest …

That last sentence caught my attention. As I read it, Ryder raised a single eyebrow.

Go on, he said.

No, I said, it’s all right.

Mia, he said. What are they saying about you?

It’s nothing, I said.

It’s not nothing.

I read aloud: It is Wakefield’s protégée, Mia Voss, whose work now warrants real interest. Astonishingly fluid and expressive, her song cycle Sappho Lieder was given its North American premiere by soprano Chloe Ashmore and pianist Derek Tsai in an intimate concert last Wednesday at Miller Theatre. Ashmore is a longtime collaborator of Voss and has championed the works of other women composers like Missy Mazzoli, Kaija Saariaho, and Gabriela Lena Frank—

Stop, stop! Ryder said. That’s enough.

If there was any justice in this world, my late work would be just as lauded as what I wrote as a young man. But I know better now. The public does not want Jonathan Lefkowitz. The public wants Ryder Wakefield, as I was forty, fifty years ago. My music is only worth hearing when it is composed by a fraud.

Ryder, that’s not true, I said.

In ancient times the monks would scrape away the music from the surface of a manuscript and begin again. They called this a palimpsest. It is like that with you and me. Ryder Wakefield written over what was once Jonathan Lefkowitz. What you were before, into Mia Voss.

And what was I before?

I don’t know, some nobody in a Chinese orphanage, he said. What does it matter?

I thought of myself as an infant. How small I must have been, only just born. Days old. I thought of Ryder on the carousel at Coney Island. His mother calling out to him. Jonathan! Remember this!

My own mother, turning back. Turning away.



Was there anything more important than music? Ryder had once taught me that there was. The pride in his voice when he spoke of his son, the pianist. The pedestrian #1 DAD mugs stacked high in the cupboard. His unrestrained weeping at the funeral. How he retreated to his house in the desert and never reemerged, keeping everything exactly as it was, a shrine to the departed.

Ryder had also taught me that one day, the student would surpass the teacher. And in doing so, I would defy every edict he had set down for me, regarding form and structure, tempi and phrasing, orchestration and motifs. In doing this, I had inevitably come to acknowledge that Ryder was wrong. There was nothing more important than music, and if there had been at one time, those things no longer existed, and thus did not matter. Now there was only Death Fugue.



I knew I would not survive this. I must have known as soon as I cut my hand and wrote out the first notes that came from my bleeding fingertips that when Death Fugue was finished, so was I. When I stepped inside Ryder’s home and saw his son there in the atrium, illuminated by the brazen light of memory, both of our lives had ended in that same instant. Encounters with the sublimely musical—the real thing, and not its hollow imitation—had that effect. Nothing that came after this moment mattered. We would always be ten and fourteen years old, standing in the living room where I first heard the word minimalism uttered, and in this declaration, there was the promise of a new life, a better one, the kind that Ryder’s grandfather had come to America seeking, crowded onto the ferry with the rest of the immigrants, speaking no tongue but his own, the shoreline a blur in the distance. Now Oliver carried this burden of history, in his bones that we had buried, passed from father to son.

Do you need a bag for that?

What? I said.

Ma’am? Do you need a bag? The teenager at the checkout counter was staring at me now. He chewed a piece of gum in his mouth like a cow might chew its cud. I took the change from him with my left hand, the one I had not crushed inside the piano. I tried to smile politely.

Sorry, I said. I tucked the length of double-braided nylon rope under my arm. No, thank you. I’m good.



I don’t recall the exact moment I decided. It wasn’t impulsive, like it had been when the Conductor had called. It was like so many other moments in my life that I’d thought about killing myself. Lying alone in the Conductor’s bed while the shower ran in the next room, my eyes fixed on the ceiling, as I listened to all that water sliding into the drain. Standing next to the piano as Ryder played the melody of my composition over and over and said, Mia, this isn’t good enough. What are you even doing? And when my mother said, You’re more trouble than you’re worth, and I knew she meant the thousands of dollars spent on my conservatory education that further separated me from her, a woman who could not read music and had never had the desire to learn, and the thousands more she had wasted over three decades ago, to have something in her house that approximated a daughter.

Peering into the crevices of my mind, which once contained only a total fixation on Death Fugue, I now found nothing except thoughts of Oliver, which inevitably led me to Oliver’s death. His absence. The absolute silence in the house, after he was gone.

After a suicide, all the assumed facts of someone’s life cease to cohere. In search of answers that did not exist, I had spent years reliving the last moments I spoke to Oliver. What I had said. What he had said. Recalling our exact words, then our less exact words, distorted by time and memory. How he had said he loved me, before he hung up. After everything, I remembered that. Still.

Beauty, not correctness, above all things. That had been Ryder’s way. What else could remedy the agonies of the heart? But I was done with all that; I had been emptied out. Life held no music for me anymore. There was nothing for me here. I had cut myself and torn at my old skin to prove my devotion. I had broken all the parts of myself, even the ones I wasn’t aware I could break. Now all that was left was for me to discard my worthless form. I longed for Oliver. I longed to be with him.

I wasn’t killing myself, not really. There was no “myself” to kill. I was no longer the person I thought I had been, although that person had probably never existed at all except in an illusory way. I was forever incomplete. A strange collection of splintered dreams and rage. Talent that had gone nowhere, except to this one last attempt at musical perfection.

In the grief counseling sessions I briefly attended after Oliver’s death, I was told that people who kill themselves sometimes feel, erroneously, that they are unburdening their loved ones. But those who had loved me, if they had ever really loved me in the first place, existed now only in their recordings. I was alone; there was no one to unburden after all.

Minimalism, as Ryder practiced it, had only a scattering of stylistic prerequisites. One of the very few was a commitment to repetition, beyond reason, and without compromise. How wonderful we had been—the two of us, Oliver and I, together. How wonderful it would be, to be together again.



I wondered what death would be like. Would it be a cacophony of richness, a life compressed into fragmented moments as my spirit tore itself from my limp body, never to rise again and sit at the piano and compose? Or would it be only silence?

There was no end to the list of composers who had gone insane, killed themselves, or otherwise succumbed to madness. What did Schubert hear, I wondered, in the last throes of his syphilitic agonies? What led Berlioz to turn away from his dread plan to shoot his former fiancée Marie, her new lover, and Marie’s mother, and then himself?

I imagined myself, suspended from the ceiling. My neck broken in several places. My eyes wide and open, unmoving. It was not a happy image, but a necessary one. I knew it would take days, weeks, for anyone to discover my body. In that time, my skin would rot and fall off, my innards would liquefy, and flies would crawl into my open mouth and feed on my hanging corpse. I would be free of my wretched body, at last. All the parts of me that I hated so deeply, returned to the soil.

I heard a bird singing outside the window. It reminded me of the most beautiful melody I had ever composed, the opening motif to the third movement of Death Fugue. I would never compose any other music again.

I had no fear, no pain. For the first time in my entire life, I had complete faith in myself. I was the composer I had always wanted to become.



By the time we finished looking through the house for copies of Ryder’s score for the opera Josephus and Vespasian, it was very late. The house was dark except for the flickering light of the television screen. I was in the living room, kneeling on the floor. I sorted his files into a cardboard banker box and stacked it neatly in the corner. Ryder was in his recliner, his eyes half-open.

He jolted awake. Almost flinging his upper body out of the chair as he pointed and said, Look! The horses!

I looked up at the screen. There was a documentary on the history of Coney Island playing. In the far background, I could see the carousel.

Do not ever forget where you came from, he said, and as he said this I thought of the papers from the orphanage in southern China where I had languished for months, waiting for the rest of my life to begin, the stamped certificate of naturalization with my child’s face printed on it, unrecognizable, my name now Mia Rosalind Voss, all that I had once been elided into Americanness. I had no past, no history. The broken branch of the family tree.

These horses were carved by Jewish masters who arrived here from Lithuania and Russia. One day, you will be like them, and you will make me very proud.

Then, strangely, he started crying. I went to him. His eyes moved back and forth across my face in agitation. He grabbed my shirtsleeve, my wrist, and pulled me closer. Tears streamed down his cheeks and dripped from his chin onto his shirt. He rubbed his face and eyes. He was sweating. I felt his forehead with my hand and found it was hot, feverish.

Oliver, he said. Oliver, wait, no, come back—

I realized he must be hallucinating. He’d been sick earlier that week, a brittle and hacking cough, and I knew that sickness, in old age, could sometimes rattle the mind. He’d forget who people were, or who he was, or why he was here. I was beginning to develop similar symptoms, but no encroaching old age to excuse them.

My son, he said. When you were a little boy, I came to pick you up from school. You ran toward me on the playground. I heard you call out to me. Dad, you said. Dad. The sun was bright on your face, shining, looking at me with all the love in the world that you could give. The grass was the greenest I had ever seen.

He wiped the tears from his eyes and said, I’m so sorry. I wish I could have been a better father to you.

It’s okay, Dad. I forgive you, I said. And then I too began to cry.



Once, when I was a child, my teacher sat at the piano and asked me what I would do to achieve my dreams as an artist.

I replied that I would do anything. Anything at all.

I think I loved this man, or perhaps his son, or perhaps both of them. Yes, I must have, but it was no longer important. But what did it matter? I had done what was asked of me. I had discarded everything of myself, sacrificed everything, abandoned everything, to be perfected by music. There was nothing left of me anymore.

I stood in Oliver’s room. The noose brushed my face, gently, the caress of a lover.

Tacet. It’s time to stop playing.




Éléazar

Rachel, quand du Seigneur

La grâce tutélaire

À mes tremblantes mains confia ton berceau,

J’avais à ton bonheur

Voué ma vie entière.

Et c’est moi qui te livre au bourreau!

Éléazar

Rachel, when the Lord’s

Tutelary grace

Entrusted your cradle to my trembling hands,

I had, to your happiness,

Vowed my entire life.

And it is I who delivers you to the executioner!

—“RACHEL, QUAND DU SEIGNEUR” FROM LA JUIVE COMPOSED BY FROMENTAL HALÉVY, LIBRETTO BY EUGÈNE SCRIBE (TRANS. KAILEE PEDERSEN)






Mortal Harmonies


Music That Inspired The Minimalist

John Cage

Compositions

“In a Landscape” (1948)

La Monte Young

Compositions

“Sarabande” (1959)

Terry Riley

Compositions

In C (1964)

Julius Eastman

Compositions

Gay Guerrilla (1979)

Steve Reich

Compositions

Music for 18 Musicians (1974–76)

Octet (1979)

“Nagoya Marimbas” (1984)

Electric Counterpoint (1987)

Different Trains (1988)

Philip Glass

Compositions

Glassworks (1981)

Operas

Akhnaten (1984)

Pauline Oliveros

Compositions

“Grains” (1988)

“Deep Hockets” (with David Gamper and Stuart Dempster) (1994)

John Adams

Compositions

“China Gates” (1977)

Harmonielehre (1984–85)

The Chairman Dances: Foxtrot for Orchestra (1985)

Hallelujah Junction (1996)

Operas

Nixon in China (1987)

Doctor Atomic (2005)
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