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ABSTRACT

Traverse

Melanie Bell

Traverse is a coming of age novel in the kiinstlerroman tradition, following the
coming of age of an artist—in this case Anna Stern, a piano prodigy in rural Prince
Edward Island. It is less about art than about the idealization of art and artistic talent,
especially as these relate to the Classical-Romantic ideal of a muse; Traverse foregrounds
the human tendency to perceive and engage in relationships through this essentializing
lens. Musical aspirations are a family legacy for Anna, who moves from emulation to
agency, from idealizing another's gifts to being idealized by another, never losing
awareness of her own potential and her shortcomings in relation to it.

Traverse engages with temporality by shifting between time lines over the course
of the chapters. The protagonist's mythologization of talent contrasts with the narrative's
focus on the mundane, providing a sometimes disillusioning grounding to the novel's cast
of dreamers. The real-life artistic process proves more capricious than Anna's ideals,
subject to the influence of individual personality and the shifting priorities inherent in the
process of growing up. Given Anna's imperfect and malleable nature, failure is portrayed
as a sometimes necessary component of an ongoing process of personal and artistic

maturation.
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Prologue

There is no staircase at The Green Staircase, and only the outside of the building
is green, the inside a butter yellow. It's one of those cafes that's always half-lit, with herbs
in pots in the windows, more dangling in dried bundles from the rafters, candles at each
table, and big splashy abstract paintings on the wall. Half of the food comes from BC,
and all is organic. The band members with their torn jeans and ragged haircuts fit right in;
the girl in the front row, less so.

The guitarist sidles over to her: “Any plans for tonight?”

“I have a lot of work to do.” She doesn't.

His face cracks into a sideways grin, eyes crinkling. “Surely you can be persuaded
to take a break, go out and have some fun.”

“Thanks anyway,” says Anna.

“Alright. Well, if you change your mind, here's my number. I'd love to hang out
while we're in town.” He pulls a notepad from his pocket, scrawls it on a page, tears and
hands it to her. Anna catches a few jealous stares from the burrito-munching groupies.
Why doesn't he go over to them instead?

It isn't long before the place is empty. Anna tidies tables, washes coffee cups.
When all is clean, she moves towards the keyboard.

Liss could've done all sorts of things with its sound effects, but for now she keeps
the setting normal. No one is there to clap as she launches into a first attempt at the band's

last number. Her fingers relish the slick feel of keys, the quick acrobatics of motion. She



riffs on the melody, improvises, adds a solo section. For some of the song she sings
along, not powerfully but perfectly in key.

Down underwater my Laurie stays

Down where anemone and fishes play

Life lies above but our dreams swim below

Down underwater where the sun won't go

For an incalculable splinter of time she wishes the band were back. She wants to
play with them. To play with someone.

Before leaving The Green Staircase, she dials a number.

She meets the guitarist at a Beach Avenue restaurant with heavy tablecloths. “I'm
glad you changed your mind,” he says, and pours more wine into her glass. She smiles
weakly.

“Thanks for coming up. Your music is great, and I'm glad you could work us into
your tour.”

“Of course, I love the old Staircase. Used to go there all the time when I lived in
Vancouver—that was before your time, I bet. It's nice to have a rest along the crazy tour
circuit, you know?”

“Yeah.” She really doesn't know.

The guitarist runs a hand through his tousled hair, pushes up one plaid sleeve.
“We've been on the road so much, through Edmonton and Calgary, playing at the
Stampede which was tiring. And I couldn't even sleep last night because I had this new

song in my head that wouldn't let me go. Just had to write it down.”



Anna picks at a crumbling pink crab cake. It tastes bland compared to the
Staircase burritos, but of course she doesn't mention this.

“But there's something about performing, you know. The music consumes you.
It's almost, well, it's almost erotic.”

Yeah, it is, isn't it? It is.

He leans closer to Anna, takes one end of her scarf in his hands, runs the silk
between his palms. He's cute but she feels nothing.

“Excuse me for a moment.”

She heads towards the bathroom and once out of sight, she runs.

The beach is paved with crowds, mostly the young. Couples sit on logs strewn
about the thin grey sand, absorbed in conversations she can't hear. A volleyball game
weaves among them. Men hawk hot dogs from white-painted stands. She tries not to
think of the beaches she grew up around on P.E.I., those placid red spaces with shallow
tides and sand bars she could dig into for clams. She could catch hermit crabs, write her
name in the sand with sticks, and pop the bubbles on seaweed without meeting a single
soul. Here bikers whizz past her, laughing.

The sky is tinting cantaloupe and pink above haze blue mountains. Sea breath
balloons relief into her lungs. Her grin is luminous. She tears away from the beach-goers,
past bustle into green, runs in her fancy sandals until she reaches Stanley Park. The trees

engulf her.



Chapter 1: Box

The Sterns’ living room was as clean as Caroline’s outfit, and just as ornamental.
She swept to the door—one pace, two pace, a slight rhythmic sway to guide her walk.
Anna, watching from the carpet, moved her plastic animals back and forth and thought
that her mother looked almost like a ship, at least from what she’d seen of ships on TV.

A cloud of black and purple burst into the room, exclaiming. “Carol, you’ve got a
new painting! Is that a new painting?”

“Ginny, good to see you! Yeah, it’s something I picked up from a girl [ met on the
boardwalk. She’s great at doing scenery. Has these huge eyes and fine hair like our
Anna.”

“It's a nice piece.”

Anna wasn’t sure what all that meant, but she felt the warmth of attention soak
through her, invisible behind the couch.

“Isn't 1t?” Caroline giggled. “Come in, come in, | shall have to get you some tea!”

Ginny had already stuffed her coat in the closet, shoes on the rack, and made her
way into the living room, so there was no reason for Caroline to say that.

“You people from away! ‘I shall have to get you some tea.” Can’t you talk regular
for once?”

Anna set down a plastic zebra, stopped pretending to play, and listened.

“I’'m from here as much as you are. Hank’s an islander, we bought the house

ourselves and—"



“Once from away, always from away, dear.”

“And you know I’m not serious when I talk like that. It happens every time I start
wishing I was in an opera instead of, you know, here.”

“What did I tell ya? You people from away always want to be back there. Here’s
not good enough.”

“Look at the view! Trees in the yard. Beaches on all sides. Would I have moved
here if [ didn’t love it? But it would be nice if people ate better. Look at what everyone
puts in the grocery carts. Chips and pop and hot dogs and chocolate bars and fries and big
fat steaks. They look at alfalfa sprouts like they’re some organism from Mars, and—"

What was wrong with chips and chocolate bars? Anna wondered.

Ginny’s reply dissolved into steamy noise as they meandered into the kitchen.
Anna was left alone with the view. She leaned against the streaky velvet couch and
surveyed the room that looked like her mother. A Japanese fan with two goldfish passing
each other, red embroidered curtains, paintings in frames with small flowers on them, and
a little fake stained-glass window Anna had painted. The new painting showed a mother
and child against a seascape, in blue sundresses and bonnets, the mother clutching the
huddling child to her chest as the waves lashed.

She heard Ginny again. “Where is Anna?”

“In her room, I think.”

She blended the women’s kitchen words together, hummed over them.

Loud laughing, and suddenly a sound cut into the air. Her mom must have put on

a tape. A rich hollow thrum of strings, then a voice sang out sweeping words in a



language she didn’t know.

“Da-dum da-dum, da-dum da-dum . . .” Ginny’s loud voice joined in over the
music. More laughing. She didn’t know the words either, and seemed to be pretending
with made-up ones. Her voice sounded sour. Anna wished she’d stop ruining the music.

Another voice came in then, her mother’s, higher than the singer’s, warmed honey
in a wordless ah. She felt it braiding, threads of its texture spanning the space around her
as clearly as sight.

The door opened and thudded shut as Hank stomped in. “Carol! I got the wood all
chopped.”

The tape and her singing cut off at the same time. “Oh?”

“You’ll have to help me put it in the basement.” Hank tracked from the mudroom
to the kitchen, trailing the smell of sawdust.

“Not if you don’t take off your boots, I don’t,” Caroline let out a loud breath.
Anna couldn’t see her, but knew her face would be looking stormy.

“I’ve been chopping wood for hours. Maybe Anna can help too, d’you think she’s
big enough?”

“Hank, you’re out of your mind!”

“Don’t you think she can carry the little pieces?”

“The boots. Take. Off. The boots.”

Ginny’s voice: “She’s not even four yet, and not even big for her age. Give the

poor girl a break.”

I want to carry wood, thought Anna. She loved the smell of it, and her dad was



right, she knew she could at least carry the little pieces. Probably some bigger ones too.

“Tell you what, now.” Hank stomped back into the mudroom while talking. “You
make supper, and then we’ll put the wood in the basement.” Anna watched him toss his
boots in a heap, then trudge back into the kitchen out of sight. “Miss Ginny, you don’t
have to help, of course.”

“Thanks. I have a family to get back to.”

Anna wondered why she said that. Ginny wasn’t married and didn’t have any
kids, not that she knew of. If she did, she would have brought them here and Anna would
have watched them take and fight over her toys. Maybe she had cousins. Everyone had
cousins here, that’s what her mom said.

She listened to her father thud up the stairs and behind his office door. The music
came back on. Anna took her toy zebra and tapped out the rhythm on the floor, banging
its hooves as the music got louder.

“Anna, you in the living room?” yelled her mom.

“Yeah,” she yelled back.

“My goodness, I didn’t even know you were in there!” Caroline and Ginny
appeared in the door frame.

“How are you doing?” Ginny asked, looking down at her. Her hair was curled in
yellow puffs on top of her head.

“I want to carry wood,” said Anna, the first thing that came to mind.

“You do?” Her mom chuckled. She and Ginny looked at each other with those

stupid grown-up smiles. “It’s a lot of work, carrying wood. I’m not sure you’d really like



it.”

“I could do it.”

“Are you hungry right now?” asked Caroline. “Thirsty?”

Anna hadn’t thought about eating or drinking, but suddenly her mouth felt dry.
“Yeah.”

“Come on into the kitchen. We’ve got rhubarb muffins, and do you want some
tea?”

“Carol, the tea’s got caffeine in it.”

“I used to have black tea as a kid.”

“Yeah, I want some. And I want two muffins.”

They went to the kitchen and Caroline poured tea while Ginny put two muffins on
a plate and set it in front of Anna. Caroline took a muffin off and placed it back in the
serving bowl. “Better start with one. See if you have room for it.”

The tape had ended. Anna took a gulp of her tea. She hadn’t had any before, and
wasn’t prepared for the way it scraped her throat. She wondered why grown-ups drank
this stuff. Hot chocolate was better if you wanted something that burnt you. At least it
tasted good.

“What music should I put on next, Anna?”

She waited for her mouth to calm down to answer, and tried to remember what the
different tapes were called.

“Play that Box one.”

“Box?”



“The one that’s got the flute on it. You said Box made up the songs.”

“What’s she talking about?”

“She means Bach,” said Caroline. Her long hands rummaged in the drawer and
pulled out a new tape. Soon the kitchen was filled with a clear fluid sound that Anna
knew and liked. She sat as straight as she could and took a smaller drink of tea. The
burning in her throat made her feel older. She ate two muffins while her mom and Ginny
talked. She was still sipping at the tea when Ginny left and Caroline started making
supper. The Bach tape played a piano song that sounded almost like a fountain, only the
notes were much too fast.

Hank came down the stairs as soon as the house air smelled like ham. “You gonna
turn that music off for dinner?”

“It’s not even ready yet.”

“Well, better not be much longer. We’ve got to—"

“Bring in the wood. Yes, I know.”

“Ginny not staying for dinner?”

“Of course not.”

“Alright, well call me when it’s done.” Back up the stairs. Anna couldn’t hear
much over his loud feet.

They ate dinner without any music, like they always did. Then Anna went out
with her parents to the backyard where hunks of wood were spread all over the grass,
under the maple tree, even beside the trash cage.

“Couldn’t you have put them in piles, Hank? And Anna, are you sure you want to



do this?”

“Yeah!”

“What’s the point of piles when they’re gonna get unpiled and moved anyway?”

Hank went into the basement, where there was a window to the outside of the
house, covered with a board. Anna watched as the board swung in and her father’s hands
appeared, then set the board on the grass.

“You can carry over the little chunks,” said Caroline.

Anna scanned the yard and found the biggest log she could. She walked over to it.
She put her hand on the rough bark and thought that if she wanted to, she could scrape
her hand against it hard enough for it to bleed. She put her nose to it and smelled its
heavy wild scent. She spread out her arms but they wouldn’t fit around it. She tried to
grab the bark and tug, but it wouldn’t move, and only made her arms sore, so she found a
little white piece of wood and carried it to the window easily. It was a game, her
collecting the smallest scraps and bringing them safe to the window cave. She decided
they were pirate treasure. The basement was full of shadows and cobwebs, mud for the
floor and jars of things on shelves and a big-bellied stove and pallets to stack the wood on
that sometimes had little animals crawling from under them. No one would look there
unless they had to.

The small chunks were finished quickly and Anna went for a bigger one. She fit
her arms around it and started to drag, but it was too heavy. Her grip slipped and she fell
onto the lawn.

“Anna, are you OK?” Her mother was rushing over, staring down at her.

10



She collected her breath. “Yeah.”

“I think you’ve worked enough. Want to go inside now?”

Anna looked around. She was tired and the yard was more than half clean. There
were little red lines in her palms, not blood but marks on her skin from dragging. She was
glad to be done with the wood.

Inside the house, she looked for something to do. She started lining up her plastic
animals but that was boring and felt too much like carrying the wood. The house felt like
a cave now, big and empty without people, without sound. She couldn’t reach the tape
recorder and she couldn’t read what the tapes said anyway.

She looked around the living room and saw the piano. It was old, her great-
grandmother’s, with birds carved into the wood on the sides, and it was her mom’s thing.
She kept it dusted, and once a month a man with a blue hat would come tune it. She’d
play it at holidays with Anna on her lap and sing Christmas carols. Anna never sang with
her because she couldn’t remember the words.

She’d never touched the keys herself.

Why hadn’t she?

She looked at the piano again. The keys were covered by wood with a knob that
her mother or the hat man used to push back. Shadows cut across this case. The bench
was much bigger than her chair, and she wasn’t sure if she could reach it on her own. She
pictured the white keys and the jagged black ones.

She’d just had tea and helped stack wood. Maybe she could try.

What would her mom say? She’d find her, daring to make noise, and she’d stare

11



like a snake about to hiss.

Anna inched forward, stopped, then forward again. She tried to jump onto the
bench. Tried until she was sitting on it. She couldn’t reach the keys, so she got down,
pushed in one side, another, jumped back on, and stood up. The piano lurched in front of
her, bulky and forbidding. Her hands grabbed each other and she stood there.

She reached for the knob and pulled. The first flap on the wooden case came up
and she held it. Underneath were the keys laid out like teeth, half hidden in darkness. She
quickly pushed the casing back.

She pressed her finger on the key in the middle and listened to the molasses tone
until the sound had all drained. Another. Two at a time. She put her whole hands down.
She made quiet noises and huge clashing loud ones. She stopped when it sounded bad.
She made her fingers climb around. She felt the power in her fingers to make clouds in
the living room, and fairies. It wasn’t like the tambourine or play drum in the toy chest,
something you shook or banged on.

It was like on the tapes! Maybe she could play the Bach song. The piano sounded
heavier than the flute but the keys made the same noises. Her fingers searched until they
landed on the first note. She tried for the second until she found it. Second-first again.
Second-first-third. That wasn’t quite right. The first note was held for a lot longer, and the
others sped up. She searched, played back what she’d figured out, adding a new note or
two each time, holding them the way she remembered from the tape. She tried playing
very fast, and laughed. It felt like racing, and took the breath from her chest. Back to

finding notes. It wasn’t hard. There were no extra notes to muddle the sound of the song.
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She heard boots. “Anna, what are you doing at the piano?”

“Shhh.” Her mom was there too.

She pretended she hadn’t heard them. She kept untangling the notes from each
other, then playing them in the right order until the song was done. It was like a smell.
Even after they were gone, the notes hung there flavouring the air. She listened until there
was no noise, even though she felt a thin shiver in her body. It was time to start again.
This time she sped up and played the middle louder. She only hit one wrong note. It
wasn’t that bad, and she stopped herself from making the music drag. She felt her hands
as horses carrying themselves with measured stamps of hooves, then quieting to a stop.

“Anna!”

She’d forgotten her mother was there.

“How the hell did you figure out how to play that?”” Her dad was yelling or
almost-yelling. It hurt her ears.

“Honey, your language.”

“Look at her. She just played one of them symphonies, the whole damn thing!”

“Sonata. Bach’s Flute Sonata in E, I believe.” Caroline’s voice had gotten too
quiet and there was a weird look on her face, a noisy look, but it didn't seem mad. Maybe
scared.

She looked down at her fingers on the keys and tried to taste the music back into
the air.

“Anna, would you like to take piano lessons?”

13



Mrs. Hobbes’ piano was bigger than Caroline’s. It was triangle-shaped, with round
corners and a lid that lifted up like the top of a sinister black box. Anna wondered if it had
salamanders in it like the basement did.

Mrs. Hobbes lifted Anna onto the bench. Her arms felt and smelled like bread
dough.

“Dear, you can’t reach, the keys, can you? Here, I’ll scoot you in.” She pushed
Anna on the bench closer to the piano. “You’re so little! Hang on, I’ll get you some
pillows so you can reach better.” She picked Anna up and put a sofa cushion under her
and a stack of them under her dangling feet. Anna felt much more comfortable, cuddled
between cushions, her arms even with the keys.

“So, Anna, your mother said you taught yourself to play a song. Can I hear it?”

Anna squinted as she tried to remember. She’d practised a few times every day
until lessons started. Caroline had let her. Each time Anna was done she’d look up to see
her mother watching with a smile.

Anna pressed a first finger down. The note sounded deeper than on her piano at
home. Startled, she stopped. She sat there, her stomach trembling, and looked into the
gap where the lid was held up.

“It’s OK, dear, start again.”

The music here was richer. Playing, she felt enclosed in the high dome of a
church. She was slower in the quickest part, it felt too solemn to go very fast, and her

fingers slipped a note.
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“Anna, that was . . . remarkable.” Mrs. Hobbes blinked like an owl, eyes too big
for her cake-round face.

“I messed up the fast part,” she blurted.

“Everyone messes up, honey. That’s what practice is for.”

“Do you mess up?”

“Of course I do. Just ask my husband!”” Her laugh was musty. She patted Anna’s
shoulder and Anna looked around at the shelves of china animals and dancers on the
walls, the cabinet of dolls with smooth round faces and unwrinkled ruffled dresses and
perfect coils of hair. “So, where should we start? Do you know how to read music?”

“You can read music?”

“Yes! That’s how you can learn to play something new without hearing it first.
Goodness, what save you been taught about music?”

“I haven’t got taught anything.”

“Goodness! Let’s just scoop you off the piano bench, dear, ’'m going to get you
some books.”

“But I can’t read yet!” said Anna, suddenly worried as she was lifted into the air.
Behind Mrs. Hobbes’ shoulder she saw the dolls’ open eyes.

“You’ll learn.”

Mrs. Hobbes lifted Anna to the floor. She pulled the cushion from the piano
bench, raised the lid, rummaged inside and pulled out two things: a thin book with
cartoon pictures on the front, and a notebook. She set them on the rack on the piano, and

sat the cushion, then Anna, back on the piano bench.

15



Cartoons filled the pages of the thin book, kids and animals and pianos with big
bug eyes. Between them was writing and a lot of lines with dots and squiggles dancing
between them. Mrs. Hobbes taught Anna to draw some squiggles she called a treble clef
and a bass clef. Anna had just started tracing the bass clef when she heard a rustle in the
room. Something like a small sugar bag climbed on top of her feet. She screamed.

“Down, Gordon!”

It was a striped grey cat the size of a footstool. It climbed over Anna’s feet again,
squishing the pillows.

“Don’t mind Gordon, he’s just curious.”

Gordon ground his head against her sock and purred loudly. He walked away, still
purring. Anna wondered when he was going to stop. Maybe he'd go on purring forever.

“Do you have any pets at home?”” asked Mrs. Hobbes.

Anna thought of Hungry the zebra. “No real ones. My mom's allergic.”

They went back to tracing the thing called a bass clef and learning about the lines
called a staff. The circles on them were music notes, Mrs. Hobbes said, each one like a
sound on the keyboard. Anna tried to make sense of that, how little round things that
made no sound could be sounds. There was a piece of paper on the piano stand with what
looked like hundreds of those little circles on the staff. If she knew how to read them, the
page of scribbles could be turned into a real song! It was a singing paper, she just didn’t
know how to make it work yet.

After drawing notes and learning their letter names, Mrs. Hobbes told her she’d

done a good job and held out a sticker box. Anna picked a sticker of a smiling cat to put
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on her new notebook. She wondered when they would get to playing music, and was
surprised when Mrs. Hobbes put the theory book and the notebook in her hands and lifted
her off the piano bench. “Tell your mom you can work on the theory pages I wrote in
your notebook.” Gordon came to rub against Anna’s legs. Timidly, she stroked his pufty
fur.

On the ride home, Anna glared at the cows out the window, flopped down inside
their fences. She would do the exercises, but she was going to learn songs on her own
too, not just draw notes all the time! The road rolled past potato fields that all the potatoes
had been picked out of and hay fields filled with the giant marshmallows that were bales
wrapped in white plastic. Then the dentist’s house, next to the building with the big tooth
on the sign, but the house had birds all over the yard—chickens chasing each other, ducks
and geese paddling in a big puddle her dad said was too small to be a pond, even a few

sea gulls. Her dad said the dentist wished he was a bird farmer. Why wasn’t he, then?

Anna learned D, E, F and G that evening, the letters at the same time as the notes.
She practised the Bach Sonata even though it was for flute and not really for piano. It
was her song, for her piano. She thought of it as her piano now, with five days of playing
it, and already it didn’t scare her anymore.

The next day she went to the piano even before breakfast. There were pieces of
tape over all the keys. They had letters written on them: ABCDEFGABCDEFG on the
white ones and nothing on the black ones.

“Anna, come have some pancakes. I made them to celebrate your piano lessons.”
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Her dad had already left for work and left his coffee cup and dirty plate on the
table.

Anna was glad to have pancakes. Caroline made them bigger than anyone, and
always with something in them, this time was blueberries. They looked like giant spotted
frisbees on her plate. Anna cut into one and said “I want a tape recorder.” She stuffed two
bites in her mouth and waited for an answer. Two more bites. She watched the prism
throw little rainbows on the walls.

“Alright, I’ll take you to buy one. I put the letters on the piano keys so you can
learn which ones they are. Maybe you can look at them when you practice.”

Anna hardly heard her. “A tape recorder! I’'m gonna get a tape recorder!”

“Don’t talk with food in your mouth. You’re just like your father.”

At the store, Caroline picked out the tape recorder and let Anna pick out some
tapes.

“Which ones do you want? This one’s Bach. This is Beethoven.”

Anna wanted everything. She pointed to the tape with the most colourful picture
on it. It was a man in red with hair sticking up on top of his head like a tree. “What’s that
one?”

“That’s Elvis. He’s a rock singer who lived a long time ago.”

“What’s that one?”

“Oh, it’s country music. Like the stupid songs your dad listens to on the radio.”

“I want that one and that one and that one—"

Anna plugged in her new tape recorder and played with the buttons. Open-shut.
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Open-shut. She put a tape in and watched the ribbon spinning inside. It started to play and
she closed her eyes. A slow sea moved through her. She tried to tap the rhythm on the
carpet.

She didn’t want to do theory. She listened through all the tape, then the next one,
then the next, staying on the carpet with her eyes closed until each time she had to change
the side. Over and over, continually, like watching snow fall outside the window. But this
wasn’t something to jump into and play in. The movement was all inside. She wanted and
she had this. And to feel it, she had to be still.

When the tapes were done, she went to the piano. She could play anything. She’d
done the first song, The Bach So-Na-Ta, so she could do others. She tried to play the tape
again in her mind. She listened and pressed her finger to the first key of the first song.

A part, a part, a part, a whole. One song, two, three. The songs came in her mind
and moved through her back and arms until it only took her fingers to bring the sea. The
third song had a lady singing in a funny-sounding language. Of course Anna couldn't play
the words, but a lady's voice, clean and strong as the lady on the tape's, came in at all the
right parts. Was this part of the piano's magic too, somehow? No, she knew that voice.

Anna stopped. Caroline stopped and they looked at each other. She looked
hungry, almost, like the monsters in stories who ate you in the dark. She'd never been
scared of her mother like this.

Anna went back to playing, her mother to singing. Her voice was something
ocean-like, shining and rushing from all directions. None of her notes sounded sour. None

at all.
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Lunch, then theory pages, then a nap, then she was woken up by talking.

“Mark just got laid off,” her dad was saying. “He’s takin’ it real hard.”

Anna watched the light on the ceiling and thought about being laid off, which
probably meant kicked out of bed. It didn’t sound fun.

“You’d better take care.”

“I do! You know inspection is awful these days. We’re supposed to expect all the
crops to be blemish-free, but look at them puttin’ pesticides in the air. They ever think of
what that does to a plant?”’

“Not enough, I’m sure.” Caroline might have been petting Gordon, the way she
talked.

“Sometimes I wonder about quitting.”

Anna wondered if she’d heard right. She bolted out of bed and towards the stairs.

“What on earth would you do?”

“Get a little farm in some out of the way place, live off the land—"

“Henry Alexander, we already live in some out of the way place. Farming is not
financially viable, especially not ‘living off the land.” That’s a Luddite fantasy—"

“Look, I know, goddammit! Otherwise I would’ve gone out and bought a farm by

now—"
Anna stepped into the kitchen where her parents were yelling at each other.
“Oh, hi, Anna,” Caroline suddenly smiled. “Hank, you have to hear what she
taught herself today.”
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Anna felt shaken. Her parents were facing each other like knives in the knife rack,
Caroline straight as her tied-back hair, Hank’s shoulders stiff in the faded black t-shirt
with a hole in the sleeve. She walked to the piano.

The music started the same way she’d heard it on the tape. Smooth like waves or
the sky on cloudless nights. Anna’s body loosened as the last of her shakiness lifted.

“Ah,” said Hank. “For-A-Lease.” He laughed.

“That’s not funny,” said Caroline.

“Furry Elise,” he tried, and Anna laughed. “Furry furry furry!” He got behind her

on the piano bench and tickled her.

Every afternoon, Caroline took a break from translating to help Anna do some
theory pages while her dad was out. Anna liked working at the table. For the first time
ever, she had Something Important To Do. Her mom bought new teas, ones she said
didn’t have caffeine in them, which was probably why they didn’t taste horrible.
Something Important To Drink. Anna liked the licorice best. It was the sweetest and left a
pleasant heaviness in her throat, like the salty Dutch licorice bits her dad liked to bring
home on good days. Caroline didn’t like the licorice bits and Hank didn’t like the licorice
tea. Anna loved both.

She learned to tell the notes on the page and the keyboard. She learned scales and
rhythms and how to count them. She learned how to put her fingers on the right notes and
change them the easiest ways. She learned she liked Beethoven better than Bach most of

the time and peppermint tea better than chamomile all the time. She learned not to drink
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juice around the tape recorder when it got a purple stain and she had to scrub it off
herself.

“You’re lucky it still works,” said Caroline.

Her lessons started with made-up songs from the cartoon book: EFG, EFG,
EGFABAC. She didn't like those much. Then one day Mrs. Hobbes gave her a not-made-
up song. Her mother knew the words to that one too. “Down in the vall-ey, the vall-ey so
loooow...”

She was playing that one day when her father stomped in, stomped up the stairs
(thud-thud-thudthud-thudthudthud), and then there was a pause, a whole rest. Thunk,
thonk, crackacrack, fwip. Anna stopped playing. It sounded like a thunderstorm, but it
wasn’t one of the ones that you could count outside and know it was far away and
couldn’t hurt you. This one was in the house. She pulled her zippered sweater tight
around her and shivered as the throb of noises pressed against her ribs.

Thwonk! A low E. Thud! A low G. She pressed her finger to a key and listened as
the echo matched the sound. She couldn’t stop. She heard and pressed and banged. Every
note upstairs was answered by her angry hands. If she could make her own storm, the
other wouldn’t hurt her.

“Goddamn, cut out that damn piano!”

Anna threw herself against the keys, higher sounds for screams.

“I said stop that!”

C-E-A-C!

Thud thudthud thudthudthud. Down the stairs. Where was her mother? Where was
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she? Her father was breathing heavy over her. She smelled rotten potatoes. His voice
came soft and compressed now, like something crushed against gravel. “You stop that
right now. You sound awful. I’d better not catch you banging on your mother’s good
piano again.” His hand was on Anna’s side, pressing hard. Her shoulders started to
tremble.

Thud thudthud thudthud creak thunk! He was out the door. Anna put her hands
against her ribs. It was like locks had grown on them, she thought. Her hands were on the
keys again without even thinking, clang, clunk.

The door creaked open. Anna stopped banging. Her breathing felt too fast, too
tight.

“Anna, I’ve picked some moss if you want to help make Thanksgiving
decorations.”

It was Caroline.

Anna couldn’t talk. Her hands went back to banging. The air smelled like wood
dirt, roots, high C, low F, crash.

“Darling, 1s something wrong?”’

She didn’t look at her mother’s face. Low F, high A, middle C, low E, three notes,

four notes, crash.

“Tell me the story about the Nutcracker again.”
The Tchaikovsky tape was playing. It was on the mouse king’s battle song, the

one Anna didn’t like. The kitchen had been decorated with wreaths, prickly doughnuts of
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pine branches and glued-on pine cones that Caroline had twisted together and pinned in
place with red ribbons. “One Christmas, Clara's uncle brought her brother a wooden doll .
..” The table and counter were decorated with flour so that Anna couldn’t see the designs
in the wood, the owl eyes that stared out and watched you while you ate.

Caroline took the pie out of the oven. Anna had helped her pick the apples from
the tree in the yard and spread the butter and cinnamon sugar on top. The smell made
Anna want to eat it Now.

“They stayed there in the Land of Candy and lived happily ever after,” Caroline
finished. “Your pie crust should be almost cool by now.” She took a plate from the
cupboard and reached into the glass casserole dish. She lifted out a flat expanse of dough
glistening with cinnamon and tiny diamonds of sugar.

“Give me it,” said Anna.

“It’s still a little hot. You don’t want to burn your throat. Wait.”

“I want it!”

“I said Wait. I’ll tell you another story.”

Anna ignored her and kept looking at the pie crust. “It looks like a map,” she said,
“and I wanna eat it now.”

“What do you think it’s a map of?”

“The Land of Candy. Can we go there?”

“Anna, darling, I don’t think it’s real.”

Anna looked at the map but it was gone. It had been turned into a flat mass of

crust, the sugar only sugar. She thought of popped balloons.
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“But maybe we can take you to listen to the Nutcracker story played by real
musicians.”

“Really?”

“I’ll see if I can find a performance for you. If not, we can watch it on a video.”

“I want the real one.”

Anna grabbed the pie crust and put it in her mouth.

A growling in the driveway signalled Uncle Theo’s car. Anna had been practising
with half her attention, taking many breaks to listen towards the window with the other
half. She had been delighted that week when she got a Nutcracker song to play. She’d
taught herself most of them from the tape, but this time she could hear them from the key
signature, the thythm of black markings that marched between the measures, and could
draw the music directly from the page. Still, it was the concert night.

Uncle Theo tumbled through the door in his overcoat, a brown-bearded Santa
shaking snow. Jason and Zack chased each other in behind his legs, and then Aunt Bet,
trying to hold onto Zack’s hood.

“Anna, you’ve gotten bigger!” boomed Uncle Theo. “Look at you!” His voice
came broad and hollow, like a tree would sound, thought Anna, if a tree could talk. He
swooped down and Anna was surrounded by itchy sweater and kissed by itchy beard.

It was true. She could reach the piano keys without her cushion now, though she
still used one for her feet and could not yet reach the pedals.

“Look at those cool decorations!” Jason pointed to the knitted Santa hanging from
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the doorknob, the Nativity scene in the living room window, the wreaths on the walls.
“Can we stay here and play with ‘em instead of going to the stupid concert?”

“Yeah, please, please?” said Zack.

“You’ll like the concert,” said Aunt Bet. “The music’s even louder than you boys
get.”

Zack and Jason pulled faces at her. Their eyes screwed up and their tongues stuck

out like lollipops. Anna laughed.

“I could stay home with them,” said Hank.

“You can’t do that!”

“No, Carol, we’ll be fine.”

“Uncle Hank, you’re awesome!” The boys rushed over to grab onto his legs.

“Tell ya what, how about we have a snowball fight.”

“Yeah! Zack and I are gonna whoop your butt!”

“Jason, your language,” said Aunt Bet, but Hank was already talking: “You wanna

bet? I’ll whoop both your butts!”

“Listen to that,” said Uncle Theo. “I think you boys have met your match.”

Anna could have sat next to her mother, but she wanted the back seat to herself.
Her car only had a front and a back seat, but Uncle Theo’s van had a very-back seat that
was extra soft, with no armrests in the way. She buckled herself right in the middle. She
didn’t see the Christmas lights up close that way, but she could watch them on both sides

while Christmas music bugled from the radio. It was dark already. The only things she
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could see were houses of lit-up gingerbread, trees that glowed redgreenwhiteblue, giant
candy canes, a lit-up reindeer that slowly moved its head, guardrails with many tiny
lamps in them and, dimly, snow.

“The music school’s been here for awhile now, has it?”” asked Caroline.

“Laine started it in... oh, I can’t remember. But it’s been going about ten years.”

“Who would have thought they could have got a music school going on P.E.I. and
found enough people to come to it?”

“Well, Laine’s a character. She used to teach at Julliard and all. Big concert pianist
back in the day.”

“Yes, but I didn’t know she was the one who had the school here,” said Caroline.
Anna watched her run a hand through her stream of hair. “I'm not from the Island. I still
have to learn these things.”

“She takes students as young as grade one,” said Aunt Bet. “Maybe you could
send Anna there in a couple years.”

Anna sat up in her seat.

“I don’t think so. She’s going in French Immersion.”

“But you said she’s brilliant at the piano. You don’t want to let that talent go to
waste.”

“She’s taking lessons.”

“She could take French lessons too. Have you ever thought of that?”

“Hmm.” It was between a no-sound and a maybe-sound.

“Pine Grove to the right!” Uncle Theo turned into the parking lot of a stone
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building that looked like a mansion. Cars were packing in and there wasn’t any room left,
so he turned out and parked along the street at the back of a line. He waited until “Deck
the Halls” was finished before turning the radio off and letting everyone get out of the
car.

“Hold onto my hand, Anna,” said Caroline. She slipped her mittened hand into
Caroline’s gloved one and they walked across the ice, slowly so she wouldn’t fall.
Crowds in black coats hurried past them, babies howling from arms, a brother and sister
pretending to skate, a man leading an old man with a walker, a mother yelling to be
careful. It was a snowstorm of people to the doorway and the ground was slippery
underneath in the places where it didn’t feel like the pebbles that were salt. Anna clung to
the glove and watched her feet.

There was a black case full of money at the table where they paid to get in. Uncle
Theo reached into his wallet and threw a bill inside it. The auditorium was vast, with
rows and rows of seats and aisles that were lit up. You could yell into the room and it
would echo, Anna thought, if there was no one there. She looked up as they went in and
saw people sitting in a balcony. Their seats were in the middle, plastic blocks you had to
pull down to turn into soft red chairs. Anna sat on hers and it snapped up, trapping her
between two cushions. The top of her back and bottom of her legs stuck out.

“Poor Anna! Come, I’ll get you out.” Aunt Bet laughed a grown-up laugh and
lifted Anna out of her hungry seat.

“Come sit on my lap,” said Uncle Theo, and Aunt Bet set her there. There wasn’t

much room on his lap because of his stomach, but Anna could see the whole stage that
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way. Around them people shuffled with programs, blew their noses, wiggled in their seats
and coughed. Anna tried to copy the rhythms they made by tapping the back of the seat in
front, but there were far too many.

“You want to play the drums too?”” asked Uncle Theo.

“Anna, you’re going to be quiet, right?”’ said Caroline. “This is an important
concert, put on by people who have studied music a lot. You’re the one who wanted to
hear it.”

A light appeared in front of the stage. Anna could see there were red curtains
across it and a microphone in front. The curtains moved and a man climbed out, tall and
thin with a black suit on. His hair was black and cut shaggy. He walked with a puppet’s
stiffness and an animal’s muscled energy. The suit was loose on the clothes hanger of his
shoulders.

“That’s Laine Winters,” whispered Aunt Bet, “the lady who runs the music
school. She used to be famous playing the piano. I think your mom has one of her tapes.”

“That’s a lady?”

“Yes.”

“Why does she look like a man?”

“She likes dressing that way.”

Laine Winters walked up to the microphone. She cleared her throat. A frog noise
echoed in the auditorium. “Well, hello,” she said. Anna heard a soft ell-lo from the back
of the space. She had a woman’s voice, although not a high one.

“I don’t really like speaking in public.” The audience laughed. “But this is our
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Christmas Concert. What can you do?”” She shifted from foot to foot. Anna’s attention
drifted to the woman’s funny movements and the stop-start sounds of her speech. She
scratched an ear. She paused. She sliced her hands through the air and said something, A
D G G F-sharp. The audience laughed.

Suddenly the curtains flew apart. Behind them were rows of people with
instruments and music stands. Laine Winters turned her back to the crowd to face the
orchestra. Her jacket had two tails hanging in back. Two cat tails, two pull-toy strings.
Anna giggled. “Shhh,” hissed her mother across Uncle Theo’s lap.

The people in the front row started playing a C on their instruments. “They’re
tuning them,” whispered Caroline. Just like the man in the blue hat checking the piano
hammers. The second row, now. Anna heard sounds she recognized from tapes. It was the
first time she saw the things that made them. So violins looked like little guitars! So brass
instruments were golden tubes with bells in front!

Laine Winters raised her arms. She held a stick in one of them. It came down and
the violins were off! The sound was huge, foresting the whole inside with rabbits,
running rabbit feet through Anna’s body. The orchestra was louder and better than any
tape, ever. Anna tapped the piano notes on her legs and felt them shiver slightly with each
note. She couldn’t keep up. The orchestra was flying.

The battle music came on. Anna burrowed into Uncle Theo’s stomach. She
covered her ears, but the bass notes shuddered through her body no matter how close she
clung. She closed her eyes. Bloated mice scurried across the screens of her eyelids. She

opened them. Shadows flickered on the walls. She looked at her mother beside her who
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would say it wasn’t real. Caroline’s eyes were closed. They had her too! She was
watching them devour all the Christmas cookies and gnaw the wreaths to wire, leaving
needles all over the floors.

When the song was done, Anna let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been
holding. The Waltz of the Flowers came in spring-like, piles of white and yellow petals
feathering open. Anna watched the water-pipe flutes and licorice clarinets as they came
in. Laine Winters’ baton drew a swishy triangle over and over again. Anna thought of
skating and wondered if you could slide across the wooden stage in sock feet. The sounds
hung around the space, became an indoor sky.

Everything was over too soon. They put on coats and headed to the car. Anna
held no one’s hand and ran ahead. She dropped to the ground and slid, not far because of
the salt.

“Look, Mom, I can skate on the parking lot!”

“Anna, stop it!”

Uncle Theo grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “When are you going to play
music for us, Anna?” he asked as they got into the car.

“She could probably play at the house,” said Caroline. “What do you think? Do
you want to show them your piano?”

“OK.”

“I wonder how the boys are doing with Hank,” said Aunt Bet. Anna felt hands
pressing against her sides, shaking her body. A stone sunk in her stomach. It stayed there

while she watched the light-up Marys and Josephs watch their light-up Jesuses in their
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light-up mangers, while they drove into the driveway of her own house with no lights but
a multicoloured tree glowing from the living room window.

Anna heard loud laughing as her mother opened the door. Hank was dragging the
boys around the floor on top of the Christmas blanket Caroline had knitted, the one with
the knotted holly berries.

“Henry Alexander, you put that thing down!”

“Uh-oh, you’re in trouble,” Jason sniggered.

“That’s our good Christmas blanket. Let me see, did you make a hole in it
already?”

“I was just giving the boys a ride.”

Zack grabbed another blanket from the couch. “Pull me around, Jase,” he coaxed.

The stone in Anna’s stomach dissolved. Her father went with the other grown-ups
into the kitchen, leaving the boys to pull each other around. Anna hovered in the doorway
between the rooms, unsure where to go. She watched Jason pull the blanket out from
under Zack and tackle him to the floor, where they wrestled. She heard the grown-ups
talking.

“She really liked that concert,” said Aunt Bet. “Almost as much as her mother
did.”

“Oh, she loves music. When it’s not the piano, it’s the tape recorder.”

“Are you singing at all these days, Carol?”

“Not really.”

“My brother said you were studying opera when you met.”
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The boys were under the tree, holding presents to their ears and shaking them.
Anna had already shaken them all. She knew she was getting clothes, and something in a
box.

“Oh, that.” Caroline laughed, a low it’s-not-really-funny laugh. “I was young. I
had no idea what I was doing, really.”

“We should get Anna to play for us,” said Uncle Theo. She turned to the kitchen.
He was watching her standing in the doorway. He smiled a Santa-Claus smile.

The other grown-ups looked at her. “Good idea,” said Aunt Bet, putting a hand on
her husband’s knee. “Let’s go to the living room.”

Anna sat at the piano. The boys were banished from the floor and made to sit on
couches, where they wiggled. She played her Nutcracker song, the Miniature Overture,
with crisp quick notes and clean crescendos. She played the Dance of the Sugar Plum
Fairy from memory. She played Bach’s Flute Sonata in E, the right notes on the wrong
instrument. She looked to see if it was enough. Caroline was beaming, Aunt Bet staring
like a goldfish.

“My God, you can play that thing,” said Uncle Theo.

“But she’s brilliant,” said Aunt Bet. “It must have something to do with those
opera genes. Didn’t you say you had perfect pitch? Did you say she did too?”

“Yes, and she can figure out almost anything she hears.”

“Anna, Anna, who plays the piana.” Hank laughed at his own joke. No one else
did.

The cousins had disappeared. Anna and the grown-ups found them in the kitchen,
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seeing how many cookies they could stuff in their mouths at once.

Birthdays and summers came and went. Anna grew out of two more sets of
clothes. She learned to spell “KEEP OUT” and made a sign for her door. Caroline tried to
teach her how to knit. The yarn kept getting tangled. She threw the ball across the room
and left a spider web before running off to Holst and the Planets on her tape recorder.

Caroline stopped buying paintings for the house. She started circling things in
flyers and saving coupons in the mail. Hank came home from work with boxes of Dusty’s
Fried Chicken for supper. Her parents started talking about school.

“You have two choices,” said Caroline. “We can put you in French Immersion, or
we can see if you can get a scholarship to music school. Pine Grove doesn’t do French, so
you’ll have to take lessons at home if you get in.”

“You’ll like public school better,” said Hank.

“No, I wanna go to music school.”

“You’ll have to work extra hard to get in,” said Caroline.

“Who are you kidding? She bangs at that piano at least an hour every day.”

Anna got new theory exercises and new songs that Mrs. Hobbes made her practice
note by note, then phrase by phrase. She waited for that animal called An-tissa-pay-shun
to swing down from the ceiling onto the top of her head and to the floor, leaving a
pathway tingling down her spine, leaving a space in her head to open to something new.
She didn’t feel anything different. Even playing the new songs in front of the audition

examiner—a teapot-shaped man who made her think of a troll so that she had to stop
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laughing before she could play—she only felt a little nervous.

The classrooms were made of wood and smelled like old polished furniture. That
was the first thing Anna noticed. People her own age were scuftling around like mice in
all directions, the floorboards making all kinds of squeaks. Anna wished they wouldn’t
see her, and they didn’t seem to. A pair of boys in blue shirts were talking already. Did
they go together or was it only the shirts? There were four kids in the front row, so she
went to the back corner—the wood chair was heavy—and sat in it. Was she supposed to?
Well, that’s what people were doing, with about as much order as mice. One girl in the
middle with a pink ribboned dress—why couldn’t she be wearing a pink ribboned
dress?—was munching something. Sunflower seeds, stale cookies? It was a snake or
something, it was a fruit roll-up.

There was a teacher in front of the room whose back was very tall. She had on a
black dress to her knees, no sleeves, her hair in two brown braids on the sides of her
head, a string around her neck that looked like coloured coins. There was nothing soft in
her tall face, and also nothing mean.

“Welcome to Pine Grove Music School.” Her mouth was a moving line. “My
name is Mrs. Benjamin.” She wrote it on the chalkboard in loopy letters. “Everyone sit
down, please.”

Anna watched as the last kids shuffled into seats. A short black boy, two Asian
girls with pigtails who looked like twins, a boy with yellow hair, a big redheaded girl

drumming on the desk. And the smallest girl of all sat in front of her, with mysterious
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copper-coloured skin and glossy straight fox hair. She had on just jeans and a red sweater.
Her head was low to her desk.

“Hi,” said the big boy at the desk beside Anna’s, the boy whose face was like a
groundhog’s. “Let’s not listen to the teacher.” Anna didn’t want to listen to him. Mrs.

Benjamin was more interesting, like a talking piece of furniture, striking maybe.

The smallest girl was bundled on the swing set. Her sweater was too big for her.
Anna walked by, trying not to look, and heard whimpering. She looked. The girl was
rubbing and rubbing at tears.

“What’s wrong?”’

“My dog, I miss my dog, I want to go home and they won’t let me call my mother.
I told the teacher she’d growl her for it, my mother said if I phoned she’d be up here right
away.” She didn’t really look, she kept rubbing. There were raccoon patches under her
eyes. But now her face was dry and she tilted her head up to stare straight at Anna. Not a
raccoon, then. A fox. Anna shrunk to mouse size.

“What instruments do you play?”

“The piano,” Anna answered.

“Oh, is that all? I learned piano at age three, well I'm still learning, but my mother
made me start violin at age five. [ want to learn the viola someday, don’t you?”

She had a sharp sad face. Anna could almost see the bones.

“I said, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” The viola, that was like a big violin, right, or was that the cello? Anna felt
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like she was lying at first. She’d never thought of playing one. But if this wild-looking
person, this fox girl, learned to hold and make sound come from that case of wood,
suddenly she wanted to do the same. She wanted her hands to be that thin and to cling to
the swing chains like they owned them.

“What’s your name anyway?”

“Anna Caroline Stern.” She liked the serious sound of it.

“That sounds like an old person’s name. I’'m Liss. My birth mother called me
Felicity but no one says it, it’s too long, and plus I hate it anyway.”

“I like Felicity.”

“Don’t you ever call me that, you hear? It’s Liss.” She stared hard. “Do you know
how to do the spider?”

“No.” Was that something like the viola, part of an adult code she’d never been
taught?

“Well, come on, then. Get on the swing.”

Anna obeyed.

“What you do to play Spider, you go on your stomach and spin til there’s as many
knots as you can get.” Liss had gone belly-down while talking and was spinning around.
Anna was dizzy watching her. Then she stopped and sat under an impressive ladder of
knots, her feet barely scraping the ground. “Then you pull your feet up and unspin.”

Anna got on her stomach and spun around, her feet scraping against the sand until
the chain had knotted itself down to her back and there was no more to twist.

“There,” said Liss. “That’s how you do it. Now take your feet up.”
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Anna’s stomach twisted. “You first.”

“Chicken! Bokbokbokchicken!”

Anna didn’t want to be a bokbokchicken. The schoolyard spun around her in a
greengreybrown blur. Her feet were kicking, she was going to fall.

She stopped in the middle of the air. Still on her swing. Liss was laughing.

“You’re holding on so tight you’d think you were scared or something!” She
kicked the rocks beneath her feet as Anna got off her swing, then sat on it right side up.

“Do you know if you’re the kid your parents were supposed to have?” asked Liss.

38



Chapter 2: Check and Mate

The solo had been newly composed by Michael O’Hara, her clarinet teacher
(never Mike). “Fuck jumping the octave,” Anna told the “Do Not Enter” sign on the wall,
red circle with a white bar across, an old road sign she’d rescued from a trash heap. She
wouldn’t swear so casually around her parents, but the once-biting words fell flat. Her
lean against the window made her elbows ache. She was beginning to feel old some days
already.

Sixteen was supposed to be young, a time to be the Dancing Queen Almost
Seventeen, to dye your hair and stay up too late and blow off homework and sneak
alcohol, a time to feel excitement rush through blood. Mastering clarinet was much
slower than mastering piano had been. Her fingers still got in each other’s way sometimes
when she tried cadenzas. It helped that piano notes were one finger each, if often
simultaneous.

The window overlooked the woods, bleached branches almost bare between dark
needles. There were other signs on the walls, a collection, some genuine and some from
the dollar store. Caution. Beware Falling Objects. Slow: School Zone. Enter at Your Own
Risk. A hammock from the ceiling held stuffed animals, mostly new ones won at the
carnival games: a giant crocodile, squashed red and pink teddies, a duck with the head of
a bear. The fluffy grey kitten, a long-ago present from Liss, she kept on her pillow. Her
bureau held her make-up and jewelry box, her desk untidy piles of school papers and

books, her night table the CD radio alarm clock with the CD rack beside it on the floor. It
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stretched almost to the ceiling, and she had to drag her chair over to reach the ones on
top. As a rule, that was where the worst ones went.

Music stand, music books. She opened her clarinet case, greased the corks,
twisted the segments together, licked and adjusted the reed, set the instrument on her bed
and made sure the door was shut. That was the advantage to a wind instrument: it could
be practised in private. All you knew outside the door was whatever the sounds betrayed.

She played a long C, noticed it was off, and unscrewed the mouthpiece slightly.
Tuning was fickle. Long tones. Scales. Arpeggios. The sound was never as clear as she
wanted, always a pool whose reflective powers were mucked up by the least clot on the

surface.

When the bell rang, the girls took off to Dusty’s Fried Chicken in Sarah’s car.
Horrible food, Hank always said, all deep-fried and so many hormones in those birds,
although he ate it well enough when they were short on money and there were many
times he’d brought the Family Meal Deal home. Michelle smiled at the guy behind the
counter—messy hair and a couple pimples, but tall with a sculpted chest—and ordered
“The tender chicken sandwich and a hot fudge sundae, please.”

“Just the salad, please,” said Chen behind her.

“I’11 take the spicy burger combo with crispy fries,” said Anna.
“You never worry about your weight, do you?” Irena scowled.
They took their food to a table and ignored the vestiges of salt and pepper on top.

Dusty’s had been renovated that summer, a rotating bucket of chicken installed by the
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sign and the inside stripped of its flowered wallpaper, repainted mustard yellow with
ketchup-coloured trim. Anna sat on the bench between Chen and Michelle. A Liang twin
on either side. They knew that was the only arrangement that would allow them all to fit.

In one of the chairs across from them, Sarah leaned on the table and unwrapped
the yellow paper from her burger. “I can’t believe they want us to practice before school
starts.”

“Lucky I’'m in woodwinds,” said Irena.

“Yeah, Mr. McAvoy’s crazy.”

“Kinda cute, though.”

“Cute enough to want to go to early morning section practice?”

“Nah.”

“Did you guys all get your essays done?”” asked Chen, fingering her cap of
straight hair.

“I asked for an extension,” said Irena.

“Stop changing the subject,” said Michelle. “We’re talking about men here.”

“Yeah,” Sarah added. “Any love interests lately?”

“Um, not really,” said Chen.

“Not really. Not really.” Michelle went to reach across Anna to heckle her sister,
but Anna blocked her. “You have to take an interest someday in someone who’s not an
anime character.”

“Come on,” said Irena, “Rurouni Kenshin’s hot.”

Michelle had something of an anime look herself, thought Anna. Her delicacy was
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not simply physical but stylized. She wore tiny cardigans, jean skirts with patches, a
headband with a tiny satin rose, and kept her hair long and glossy for the full princess
effect. Chen had the same smallness, the same pronounced cheekbones, but if she had a
style it was sparseness. A hummingbird who chomped through life and a barn owl who
wavered. Irena was a blonde swan, Sarah a tanned and curly-haired grackle—

“You still nursing hopes of Ed, Anna?” It was Sarah, of course, grinning.

“Come on, that was years ago.” She pushed some curly fries around their
container with the fork she’d taken and had no use for.

“Any other guys?” Sarah winked.

“Or girls,” said Chen.

“Yeah, that's right, the girl thing. Do you like girls?”

“No,” said Chen, affronted.

“I guess the guy at the counter’s cute,” Anna mumbled.

“That doesn’t count. You’re as fun as Chen is,” said Michelle.

“Be nice.” Irena took a smug bite of dressing-less salad.

Was she like Chen? She hoped not. She’d scarcely seen a spark of passion on
Chen’s face in all the years she’d known her, while she herself had felt so much her body
had seemed increasingly brittle glass. But maybe it was there in both cases, just invisible.

She touched a wrist nervously, checked for a pulse.

“New guy alert.” Irena nudged her in the clarinet section.

The guy in question wore a neck strap and was kneeling on the floor, fitting the
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reed for an alto saxophone.

“I thought new people weren’t allowed to start after the first week,” Anna
whispered back.

“Maybe he was sick. Or maybe he’s good enough they bent the rules.” Irena
seemed pleased by either possibility. Anna looked again. He did seem well built, although
all she could see was his back and a fluff of rusty hair. Maybe he snuck in, Anna would
once have suggested with equal relish. Maybe he’s an impostor, maybe he bribed
somebody to get in (Who, Laine? Highly unlikely.), maybe he slept with someone, maybe
he’s a prodigy who had to move to P.E.I. from Juilliard. A dashing intruder in the midst of
concert band sectionals. But she was too old for that.

He turned around. His face was rather slim (genetically gifted, she thought),
though she could scarcely tell the specifics since he went to sit down so quickly and
everyone around them started tuning. Adjust the reed, adjust the barrel. She and Irena
angled their clarinets towards each other and checked to see if their tones blended. Irena
pulled her barrel out a little and their next sound merged almost clearly. “I love you,
tuning fork.”

Mr. Haslam waddled to the podium and raised his baton. Shorter than Anna, he
looked and moved like a penguin. They tuned with the sleek black device in his hand.
Sharp, thought Anna, we’re all sharp! But he seemed satisfied, and wouldn’t have
believed or listened to her.

The song was a new march, but it reminded her less of soldiers than of circus

music, parading performers on stilts, or the bouncy up-down, up-down of a Whack-a-
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Mole game. She counted rests while the saxophones hit the notes with an imaginary
mallet, and watched Irena’s head bob to the thythm. Then they were in, up-down, up-

down, marching like a circus clown.

They finished packing up their instruments. Irena nudged Anna to signal they
should stay. “Oh, please,” Anna whispered, but already Irena had begun a few brisk
strides towards the corner where the new guy and Paul, the baritone sax player, were
chatting. Anna followed.

“Hi! Welcome to Pine Grove.” Irena held out a smooth hand, smoothly. Smoothly
he shook it. “I’m Irena Nikanova.”

“Pleased to meet you. Darien Ross.”

He held himself stiffly. A musician uncomfortable with overtures. Ironic, Anna
thought, and Irena took her smile to be directed at Darien.

“This is Anna, our resident piano prodigy,” Irena introduced her before she could.

“Irena composes stuff,” said Anna hastily. Stuff. How unattractive-sounding. She
should have kept her mouth shut.

“Sounds talented,” said Darien.

“A talented talker too,” said Paul. Irena shot him A Look.

“Surprising for a clarinetist,” said Darien. “I’ve noticed people usually match
their instruments. The quiet ones will play clarinet or flute, and the loudmouths will be in
the trumpet section.”

“The blowhards,” said Paul. They chuckled.
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“And the bari sax is worst of all,” said Irena, her neck high.
“Seriously, if we were going by your logic,” said Paul, “all pianists would have a

penis. And that’s obviously not true.”

“No,” said Irena, “luckily.”

Anna pretended to laugh.

“You should hear Irena’s compositions sometime,” she said. “Darien.”

“Sure. That would be great.”

“You doing anything for lunch tomorrow?” asked Irena. A smile, so much more
subtle than Michelle’s, her head remaining untilted.

“Besides eating, I have no plans.”

“Want to go to Ginny’s Cafe with us?”

He hesitated for a second. “Why not?”

Irena beamed at Anna as they left the music room. Con-quest! Soon she would be
taken, the Swan Princess’s every curve inclined towards her leggy freckled Swan Prince

who didn’t look unlike Rurouni Kenshin. Anna rolled her eyes.

She caught a ride home with Chen and Michelle, who lived even further from the
school than she did. Chen wanted to put on some Philip Glass tracks, but Michelle
searched her iPod until she found Surrender and turned the volume up.

“Hot guys who can actually make music,” she yelled over it. “That’s a work of
genius if you ask me.”

I'll be standing here when the sun collides with Earth
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I'’ll be standing here when the Judgement Day shows up
I'’ll be standing here when the ground does meet your birth

Anna caught herself singing along.

“It’s meteors!” said Michelle. “Not meet your or whatever you’re singing.”

“What?”

Michelle paused the music. “I’ll be standing here when the ground gives meteors
birth.”

“It sounds kinda like ‘does meet your’,” said Chen.

“They’re singing artfully. That means they’re focused on sound, not on singing
clearly.”

“They have good lyrics,” said Chen. “I wish you could understand them. If I were
singing I’d want it to be clear.”

“You should sing along, then,” said Michelle. “So Anna won’t keep making my
favourite songs sound ridiculous.”

Chen reached over from the driver’s seat and turned the iPod back on.

“Did you hear about the new guy?” Anna asked.

“What?” said Michelle, grinning suddenly.

“There’s a new guy in woodwind sectionals who just transferred to our school.
Damien or something. Irena seems to like him.”

“If Irena wants him, Irena will have him,” said Michelle. Anna couldn’t see
everything from the back seat, but she thought she heard a kick.

“He looks like Kenshin,” said Anna.
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“Really?” Chen exclaimed.

“Well, his hair’s not spiky and his eyes are normal size and he doesn’t carry
around a giant sword, but other than that.”

“If you want him, Chen, go for it,” said Michelle. “And it would be pretty
awesome if that worked.”

“I didn’t say anything!”

“Of course not.”

“Guys,” said Anna, “you haven’t even met him. And that’s my driveway, slow

down.”

“Here, birdie-birdie-birdie!”” Caroline would be at work for another little while,
and the parakeet had to be fed. Anna shook some pellets into Callas’ bowl. He turned his
head so she could only see the side, the pale eye haughtily watching, the Elvis-tuft of
yellow feathers above it spoiling the effect. “Silly bird,” she said. “Eat your food.” She
closed the cage, walked off, and looked back. Callas looked up from his bowl to stare.
“Yes, you were eating, good birdie. You know you were. [ saw ya.”

She poured some water in a pot, set it on the stovetop to boil, and took out a box
of Mac’n’cheese, glad that her father wasn’t living there anymore. Enough time to go out
while the water boiled. She used to hate how her music couldn’t follow her outside. But
now Anna had not only her old Walkman but a new MP3 player. She carried it outside in
her jacket pocket, stood on the prayer rock and clasped the dogwood branch above her

out of habit, and searched her device until Ride of the Valkyries came searing through the
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forest, unheard to anything but her.

Ay-a, Ay-a, stars in my body . . . Stop it, she thought. The chant was old and silly.
Heck, she’d made it up in first grade. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever actually seen
something she thought was her goddess above that rock, or just imagined her there. Ay-a
had had a body as slim as a tree, she’d decided, and one that bent just as easily. Silly.
Humans had many more joints than trees did. Why not a flower? Flowers were short and
stubby, even the regal ones, compared to the woods. Her eyes were whatever colour the
sky was that day, whether it be blue or almost black or dingy yellow-grey.

There were good things about the chant. It adapted to any tune. Anna let her arms
unclench and her eyes be drawn inevitably upwards in this tiny clearing fortressed with
trees. The light here was leaf-sieved, and inevitably mixed with the scent of sap and pine
needles. She let go of the dogwood branch—her contact zone at one point for speaking to
the goddess, a thing that touched both earth and sky (sky was only atmosphere, just air,
and air was everywhere a body wasn’t). The Valkyries filled her veins. They flung her
arms out.

Her hand knocked against the dogwood branch and she felt silly. Turned the
music off, switched to a dirge, and walked inside. The water had boiled over while she’d

been out there.

Caroline came in swinging her briefcase. “I made us dinner,” said Anna. “I fed the
bird.”

“Good,” said Caroline absently. “Have you had time to practice for your solo or
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the orchestra?”

“No, I just got home!”

“Well, what are we having for dinner?”’

“It’s on the stove.”

Caroline went to look. “One of us should make a salad. It’s good that we’re
finishing up the macaroni, though. We need to get that stuff out of the house before my
mother comes.”

From the living room, Callas cheeped loudly.

“Sometimes [ wonder how much English he understands,” said Caroline.

“He’s a bird. I doubt it’s much.”

“When did you get so cynical on me? You wouldn’t have said that last year.”

“Yeah, I would. It’s a bird, for goodness’ sake.” Would she have?

Caroline was already pulling vegetables from the crisper. “Anna, I should
probably tell you something. You’re not going to like it.”

“What?”

“Well. You know. Well.” She took out a bowl, a chopping board, a cleaver, and
started washing the lettuce. What was it? What was 1t? Why the secrecy, from her?

“Well, um, you know how your father’s been gone for, well, a little while.”

She tried to ignore the churning in her stomach.

“Well, I met someone at work.” Anna jolted. Watched her closely. Could see the
side of her face, which was edging upwards in a silly smile.

“When was that, Mom?”
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“Oh, well, weeks ago. I mean I knew him for a couple years, but we only started
dating recently. Or started thinking about dating. It wouldn’t have been right to do
anything earlier. You know.”

“Tom?” said Anna, startled.

“How did you know?” Caroline’s back was to her and she was chopping lettuce
furiously.

“He’s the one male colleague you’ve talked about the most.” One of those
colleagues she’d never even met. Nice guy. Tom said he liked my blouse today. Tom’s
daughter’s away at McGill. You might want to go there, Anna, it has a good music
program, though I’d understand if you don’t want to be in the same city as my mom. Tom
brought in muffins for the office. Tom is a really great translator, yeah, really great. Uh,
yes. Good at his job, I mean. Tom and Mom. Mom and Tom. Mommy and Tommy up a
tree... Grow up, Anna! Stupid Tom. No. Let Mom be happy. Gods know she needs it.

“You’re a perceptive one, Anna.” She was chopping lettuce that had already been
chopped. If she kept going at this rate, they would soon need to eat it with a spoon to get
all the bits. Salad with a spoon. Ridiculous. Stupid Tom.

“That’s great, Mom.”

“You really think so?”

“Yeah. Of course I do.”

“Wow. Thanks.”

“Want me to grate the carrots?”

“Oh, sure. That would be lovely.” She was grinning again. “We’re going to have a
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really good dinner tonight.”

“What’s Grandma gonna say?”

“Don’t tell her! Please, don’t say a word. That’s one reason I told you before she
could ever find out. Do you think you could help me hide it, if it comes to that?”

“I don’t see how Grandma of all people could find out who you’re dating! For
heaven’s sake.” She peeled the carrot faster, wishing she could listen to her music without
looking disrespectful. “It’s not like she’ll stalk you at work or something.”

“You’re right, you’re right, ’'m worrying again.”

They finished the salad and ate with candles on the table, Caroline’s idea. It would
only take a small push to shove one into the napkin holder.

“You’re awfully quiet tonight.”

Anna didn’t do it.

Caroline forgot about her being quiet and started talking. “I’m so glad I told you.
Oh, I’'m so glad you’re not upset. He’s really a sweet guy. I think you’d get along well.
He loves Beethoven. That’s your favourite, right?”” No, Mom, I like Chopin better now
for the most part. She didn’t say it. “He’s so quick with French, probably the best
translator the bureau’s got. I wish you’d learned. Do you want to try lessons again,
maybe?”

“I don’t have time.”

“Well, you are pretty busy. But maybe I could teach you on my own time, si ¢a te
convient.”

“See-saw? What?”
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“Oh. If it works for you.”

“We’ll see.”

The mac’n’cheese tasted like paper with a liberal dose of mayonnaise and the
salad dressing was too watery, but Caroline beamed the whole way through. Don’t
remind her of Grandma. Don’t.

There was a god in the kitchen who watched over the goings-on of the house. A
goddess in the garden to ensure that things that sprouted continued to grow. A god in the
driveway to ensure clear passage in all of life. Over the years, they’d crept into every
corner Anna went. She spilled her hands over the piano keys and forgot to think of Tom
somewhere in Chopin’s Nocturne in C Sharp, Opus 27. The gods of music, invisible as
atoms, soaked all through her. There were many tiny gods that bent her spine to the

rhythm.

Anna managed to skip lunch with Irena and Darien by hiding the first half hour in
the music room before getting her sandwich. Last thing she needed, lunch with someone
else’s Tom.

“You stupid girl!” said Sarah. Michelle had gone off with Sean, her “I-like-him-
but-am-not-committing-at-this-stage”, and Chen was probably in a practice room,
trombone in hand. She didn’t fit the people-match-their-instruments rule.

“So stupid,” said Anna, “to do what I want to during break. Last I heard, it’s a free
country. And my mom’s dating someone now.”

“Really? Details, girl!”
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“Well, I haven’t even met him. All I know is that he’s some translator colleague
named Tom.”

“Ooh, workplace romances are the best,” said Sarah with relish. “I bet they have
so much in common! I bet they leave secret notes for each other in their cubicles.”

“Actually, they’re mostly working on-site, out of office. So not much office time,
really.”

“I bet they take those goofy ear phones during breaks and use them to say
romantic messages to each other.”

“I bet the ear phones don’t even work like that.”

“So, is your mom practically bouncing off the walls?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“A sure sign of roooo-mance!” Sarah sang that last part, an alto scale that drew
stares even in music school. Singing wasn’t done in the cafeteria. Anna wondered if she

was blushing; Sarah wasn’t.

House vacuumed: check. Groceries bought: check. Items purchased to look good,
like fresh strawberries and salmon paté and five kinds of crackers. Tablecloth: check.
White lace, looked crocheted and the box that betrayed its factory manufacture had been
long ago wood-stoved. Flowers on the table: check. Caroline had bought the cliché dozen
red roses because Anna hadn’t been with her. Pull-out bed made in the living room:
check. So the sheets weren’t satin. Grandma would just have to deal.

“Anything we forgot?” Caroline called out, zooming around the house with a list.
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“Doubt it.”

“You should do something with your hair. It looks messy.”

Anna grabbed the black elastic from her wrist and pulled it into a ponytail, which,
she thought, looked just as messy.

“She’ll only be here a couple weeks, I think,” said Caroline. “We’ll be fine. You’ll
have to play her your clarinet solo. God, I hope she goes to bed early.”

Anna quietly decided to spend a weekend at her dad’s place. He wasn’t far, and
his apartment in town was way closer to Pine Grove than the house. Aunt Bet and Uncle
Theo might come over. There wasn’t a piano there, but there was one in the community
center just a walk away that had decent sound quality and was only a little flat. On the
other hand, it would be a great excuse to take a couple days off practising.

“Hop in the car! Hop to already!” Caroline tended to say silly things when she got
rattled.

“Can I drive?” Anna tried.

“Not this time. ’'m too nervous and you’d run into everything on the road.”

“You being nervous makes me run into things?”

“We can practice again when she’s gone.”

Two whole weeks. Well, Dad had a car, and Uncle Theo and Aunt Bet’s family
had three between them all, plus the pickup truck although Anna didn’t really want to
drive that.

Caroline backed out of the driveway and they set off down the road towards the

airport.
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Chapter 3: Grass Fort

“Do you know if you’re the kid your parents were supposed to have?”” asked Liss.

“Do I what?”

“My parents were supposed to have another kid but she died,” said Liss,
suspended beneath her knots. “That’s why they adopted me. Are you adopted? I bet you
got real parents.”

Anna had never wondered that, and suddenly her throat knotted like the swing
chains. “I think I do,” she said.

“They never told you, then. Maybe you’re not their kid.”

The knot burrowed a little deeper. “Of course [ am.”

“Well, maybe they’d wanted another kid but they got you. There are tons of us,
you know. Kids who are replacements for someone else. If we all got together in the same
place, we could make a whole country. Maybe even a continent.”

Anna tried to picture a map of Canada with people standing all across it, people
who hadn’t been wanted in the first place. She had a hard time thinking there were
enough of them to fill P.E.I.. But maybe there were lots of people who were secretly
replacements, so secretly they didn’t know it themselves. Maybe she was one of them.

“Let’s make a fort,” said Liss. “Let’s make our own country.”

“How can we make a fort when there’s no snow?”

“Haven’t you heard of a grass fort, stupid?”

Anna hadn’t. She felt suddenly too young for school. There were too many things
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that everyone knew and no one had bothered to teach her.

“Well, come on then.” Liss grabbed Anna, a claw around her wrist, and headed to
the fence that bordered the schoolyard. The grass was long around it, with clover and
goldenrod and asters growing. Miniature spruce were spaced evenly along it, like green
traffic cones. Some older kids were a few feet away, ripping up grass. Liss began to do
the same thing.

“Look, you’ve got to get a bunch of grass to make the walls. That’s why it’s a
grass fort, of course.”

Anna started pulling, glancing between handfuls to see if any teachers came
around. Her mother had told her not to pick grass or flowers in public places. What would
the teachers say if they caught her picking all the school’s own grass, how would they
stare at her, what noises would swell up from their throats? What would they make her
do? She’d heard the word detention, but only knew it was what happened when you did
Something Bad. Would they send her home from music school forever, to the tape
recorder and French Immersion, send her home when she hadn’t even started learning?

She saw a tall shape moving briskly towards them and moved to hide behind Liss.
Her breath came short. Should she drop the grass? Liss was holding hers balled in her
fist, and picking more. She seemed not to notice. Were they going to get in trouble?
Should she tell?

The teacher moved closer, walking like a heron on its stilt-legs, wearing a black
suit. Anna had seen him before. Her. The Mouse King’s battle song keyed up in her head,

crescendoed.
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“Hello,” said Laine Winters.

“Hello,” said Liss.

Laine Winters’ gaze was no less intent than Liss’s, her eyes a darting hazel. She
looked behind her, to where Anna was trying to hide. “Hey, you. Come out. Did you think
I was going to eat you?”” She chuckled, a French Horn sound. Anna edged slowly from
behind Liss, holding the grass crumpled in her palm so it wouldn’t be seen.

“I think I know who you both are.” Laine Winters scratched her chin. “You’re
Felicity, and you must be Anna.”

“My regular name’s Liss,” said Liss. Anna wondered how she could stay so
unafraid, her head so straight it was almost thrown back. Her own head felt too heavy to
stay up.

“And you are Anna, right?”” Anna had to look. Eye contact. Don’t be dis-ris-pect-
ful.

“Yeah—yes.”

“My name’s Laine Winters, but please just call me Laine.”

“I knew that,” said Liss.

The French Horn, again. Liss’s shoulders drooped.

Anna wondered. This was the first time a grown-up had asked her to call them by
their first name. She’d been scolded when she called her mother’s-side grandma Mary on
the phone, after hearing her father call her that. It Wasn’t Very Polite. Did first names
mean they were in trouble? Was that a nice-laugh or the laugh of a wicked queen in front

of her mirror, polishing an apple?
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“Well,” said Laine, “I just wanted to say hi. I’'m the principal here, which means
I’'m the one people get mad at if anything goes wrong. Oh, and you might have me for
piano.” She pushed a strand of hair behind an ear with a movement like a squirrel’s.

Anna thought of Mrs. Hobbes. Their lessons had stopped that week. She said that
Anna played about as well as her now. Anna had taken home her third theory notebook,
its few remaining blue patches faded between the stickers, dogs and pandas and giraffes
and smiling Bravos that clung together in a jungle. She’d taken a box of chocolates
wrapped in a red ribbon that Mrs. Hobbes had handed her, “For your whole family.” And
she’d left Gordon, curled up on a couch cushion. He’d hardly moved when she petted
him goodbye. She wondered if Laine had a cat, but that was probably a stupid thing to
ask. If she did, it wouldn’t come to school.

“I’ll see you at the assembly,” Laine was saying. “I’m going to be talking to the
whole school this afternoon. Not my favourite thing to do, but I won’t go on for too
long.” She waved and turned and started walking.

“Bye!” called Liss.

Anna found it easier to breathe again. She remembered the grass in her palm,
which was squished and sweaty. She started picking more.

“Let’s make the foundation,” said Liss. She started patting down a square of grass
behind a traffic-cone tree and picking some of it. Anna joined her. Pat-pick-pick, pat-
pick-pick. Soon the square was flat. Liss sat down in it and started arranging grass around
the border. Anna did the same. “We need more grass,” said Liss once the square was

completed. “Can you guard it?”
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“OK.” Anna wondered what the dangers were. Pirates, poachers, bears?

“Don’t let the other kids wreck it. My brother said they do that sometimes.”

Liss walked off. Anna sat in this picture frame of grass, her back against the tree.
Its bristles only hurt a little where her arms were bare, and the prickliness was interesting.
It wasn’t a very big fort. Just big enough for the two of them to sit in comfortably. She
watched a caterpillar crawl across a goldenrod stalk, black and yellow with fur on top.
One-two-three-four. Its many feet went slow, and its body bent in the middle to walk. She
reached out to pet it. It didn’t prick her like some of the other ones did.

Liss was back, her arms full of grass. They set to work stacking the walls higher.
When they were done, the fort was above their ankles. What a wonderful thing a grass
fort was! Liss sat down cross-legged inside. Anna wondered why she’d never heard of
grass forts and checked to see if the caterpillar was still on the goldenrod. It was. “Look,”
she pointed.

Liss didn’t see the caterpillar at first. When she did, she got out of the fort and
stretched out her hand, blocking the animal’s path. “Here, kitty, kitty.” She waited for it to
crawl onto her fingers, then brought it into the fort.

“Do you have a cat?” asked Anna.

“We used to. Now we’ve got a dog.”

“I wish I had a cat. My mom’s allergic.”

“Oh, I’ve got asthma, but pets don’t hurt it.” She set the caterpillar down on a
grass wall. They watched it inch its way down. “Let’s have this fort be our country,” she

said.
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“Yeah, let’s.” Anna thought about the possibilities. They could have a flag, make
holidays, laws, their own language, adopt the caterpillar as their castle guard...

“It’ll be the country of music,” said Liss.

“The Land of Music,” said Anna. “And the Castle of Treble Clef!”

“We need a Castle of Bass Clef, then.”

“We’ll make that too,” said Anna.

They didn’t have piano right away. They had English class. The chairs were
arranged in rows, the desks pushed to the side. Mrs. Benjamin had a sort of easel at the
front of the room with a giant book on top of it. On the cover was a cartoon picture of a
girl, a boy, and a brown dog with floppy ears. “Jenny, Matt, and Bow-Wow,” said Mrs.
Benjamin. She turned to the first page and began to read, pointing under the words with a
ruler. The picture showed a house on a road with faces at the window. “Jenny and Matt
lived on Willow Street. They were lonely.” Anna watched the ruler change places. The
letters were big enough to see. She could read and, on, but that was all. No Keep Out
here. The story was boring so she stopped listening to it and gave her attention to Swan
Lake inside her head, watching the buttons on Mrs. Benjamin’s necklace swim back and
forth.

When the story was done, Mrs. Benjamin told them to line up for the assembly.
Anna got in line behind the Asian twins and Liss got in line behind her. They exchanged a
look. They were brought into the same auditorium where Anna had gone to the Christmas

concert for the past three years and sat down on the same red fold-down chairs. Mrs.

60



Benjamin made them sit in front. Anna perched on the edge of her seat so it wouldn’t fold
her up inside. They waited while more people rustled in—all the new students, Mrs.
Benjamin had said, in different grades. They only took up the first three rows.

The curtains moved. “Hello.” (Ello-lo.) Laine Winters walked out onto the
otherwise empty stage with her baton. There was no one to conduct, so she was rolling it
from one hand to the other. “I’m sure you’re sick of hearing this, but welcome to Pine
Grove Music School. There used to be pines here, enough to merit the name. But people
chopped them all down years ago, so now we only have the three in the front yard.
Sometimes I hate people.”

Anna looked to Liss but her hawk eyes were watching Laine’s. Some students in
the audience half-laughed. A couple teachers whole-laughed.

“Some of you may think you got in because you have talent.” Laine spun the
baton in her hand. “Well, I have news for you. There is no such thing as talent.”

The shuffling in the audience chopped off.

“Talent 1s what happens when you work hard. How much you achieve is
determined by the effort you put into it. Every one of you is able to put in effort. That’s
why you are here.” She tapped the baton against her hand. “The other reason you are here
is because you’re lucky. You had parents or teachers who were willing to put a lot of
effort into helping you. All those times they made you practice, you were getting better.
Think about it.”

A new chorus rose in Anna’s ears. Ginny and Aunt Bet and Uncle Theo and Uncle

Jeffrey and Aunt Carrie and Aunt Sue and Mrs. Hobbes and Mary-call-me-Grandma and
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Louise-call-me-Grammy and George-call-me-Grampy. “Listen to her!” “My God, you
can play that thing.” “Amazing.” “She got her talent from her mother, that’s for sure!”
(But she wasn’t her mother.) “Anna, that was . . . remarkable.” “Opera in her blood.” (But
she didn’t sing opera. Her voice was thin and quiet.) “Perfect pitch.” “Natural sense of
rhythm.” “Can pick things out by ear.” “Did it occur to you that she’s got incredible
talent?”” (But there was no such thing.) (She got a talent. No, Anna, she Aas a talent. No,
Anna, she doesn’t. Let’s get out your theory books.)

Something sharp against her arm. Liss’s elbow. “Ow! Stop it!”

“Anna, she’s done talking. Get in line before the teacher thinks you’re stupid.”

Instrument lessons were twice a week, Mrs. Benjamin explained. Half the class
had them while the other had choir, so there were two choir classes and everyone had to
be in one. On Friday they practised together. She called out names for choir. Caroline
had mentioned alphabetical order, and the teacher was using it. Carl Arsenault, Brandon
Betts . . . Anna tapped her waiting to hear Stern. Sloan . . . Travers.

The line was made, and she and Liss weren’t in it. Liss turned back and whispered
to talk to Anna in the back row. “I had to bring my violin, but I don’t suppose you have to
bring a piano.”

“Do you like to sing?”” asked Anna with insects in her throat. She would have to
go to choir tomorrow.

“Of course, don’t you?”

“Do your mom and dad sing?”
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“Not really. But my little sisters do. My mom and dad just work all the time.”

A man teacher came into class to take the line to choir. He had square black
glasses like the kind that would have a fake nose and moustache attached to them, except
they didn’t. All the instrument lesson kids were talking while the line was led away,
trotting like puppies down the hall.

Mrs. Benjamin had a list that told everyone which room to go to and who would
be their teacher. Anna was to meet Laine Winters in a room downstairs.

She repeated the number in her head—122, 122—as she climbed alone past the
fish tank and the principal’s office, down the big staircase across the pebble-patterned
floor, past white doors and white doors, some of them with papers full of writing and
coloured pictures, all of them with numbers on the front. 122 was down the hallway to
the right. Closed door. No pictures. She hoped she remembered the number right. Insects
scuttling in throat. Knocked.

Laine was at the door. She was more than twice as tall as Anna. “Oh, hi. Come on
in.” Anna followed her uncertainly. There were two pianos in the room, side by side
against the right wall. A small wooden one, brown and polished, and a grand piano, black
and polished. Words on their sides in gold, too loopy and skinny to tell the letters even if
she could read them. The rest of the room was echoey. Anna knew because the hollow
tromp-tromp of Laine’s polished black pointy shoes and the usually dull scuff-shuff of
her Zellers-new, town-bought blue sneakers were magnified to dignity.

Laine sat down on the black bench of the grand piano, leaving Anna to sit at the

little one. She scooted the bench in and was tall enough to reach the pedals. It had
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happened about a month ago. “So, you’re Anna,” said Laine. Anna said nothing,
wondering if a yes was expected. Her father’s voice in her head: An-na, An-na, in her
blue pa-jam-as. No, she wouldn’t tap the rhythm.

“So. Can you play something for me?”

The salamanders in her brain were all saying different things. Fur Elise (Furry
Elise). The Bach So-Na-Ta (Box-oh-not-a). Something from the Nutcracker Suite (Nut
Cracker Sweet). Mozart (Moat’s Art). Handel (Handle. The Mess-Eye-A).

“You nervous?”

“No.” She bit her lip.

“How about we talk.” Anna waited for her to say something else while the clock
kept time like a metronome. “So, what does your family do?”

“They, they—" the insects choked her off. They’d built nests in her throat, from
sand and paper. She turned and her fingers hit the keyboard. The Four Seasons came
spilling out, the thing she’d practised most lately. She loved how the song wasn’t
anything else, just leaves and birds and snow and branches hurrying to happen. There was
air in her throat again, Vivaldi’s springtime in her lungs.

“Thank you,” said Laine. “Now play it for me slower.”

Anna’s arms felt heavy, but she did. Laine stopped her halfway through Spring.
“Let’s hear you play those last two bars again. Pay attention to the order the notes come
in. Don’t let them get ahead of each other or muddy each other up.”

But it’s Spring, Anna thought of saying, and Spring is all mud! Of course, she

didn’t say that. She was old enough to know that wasn’t what Laine meant, and that this
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particular song wasn’t about mud. Probably driveways weren’t full of red muck in the
Spring where Vivaldi had lived. Probably cars did not get stuck in them.

She played the bars, carefully, handling a glass ball between her fingers. This
time, not a single note was mud. “Better,” said Laine. “Now let’s hear you try with the
energy back in it.”

She couldn’t do any of this right. Laine got her to practice bar after bar, fix this,
fix that. “You have a strong grasp of this piece but you need to pay more attention to
technical details.” The little things in fingers and throat that scritch and scratch and grab
you. Laine sent her out the door with a list of specific things to practice in the songs and a
new chromatic scale, written in the middle of her latest theory notebook with a cover full

of stickers.

Anna didn’t take the bus home like Liss did. Caroline came to pick her up. The
school was 45 minutes away from Creighton—three drives there make a Christmas
concert—and there weren’t enough students from around there to have a bus. Creighton
was only Creighton for fifteen houses spread out between potato and hay fields and cow
fields and barns and strips of trees. Then it became Salmon Falls on one side and
Yorkville on the other and after that something else and something else, spelled out on
blue signs.

“How was your first day of school?”” asked Caroline, pressing down her hair.

Anna said nothing. She watched the swing set and the traffic-cone trees by her

grass fort shrink to the size of candy corn.
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“Was it OK, I hope?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. I made a carrot cake for when you get home.”

She watched the big houses in town with flower planters and curly trim, the one
with a stained-glass window, the one with turrets. She watched the Tim Horton’s and the
Burger King and the shopping mall with the kite logo and the signs she couldn’t read but
would learn to.

“Do you have any homework?”

“Just music stuff.”

She couldn’t ask the question. She didn’t know which question to ask, if one of
them would dissolve the lead ball in her stomach, if one of them would have an answer
that would make things make sense. Even if it was the worst answer, moving on
salamander feet. It was only once they were driving past fields again that Anna tried to
straighten her words and ask.

“Was I the kid you wanted to have?”

“Of course you are! Why would you even think that?”

It was alright then. Wasn’t it?

But at home she had another question before she could let herself be hungry.
“How do I know I’m your real kid?”

“Darling, just look at yourself in the mirror!”

Caroline led Anna towards the bathroom door. It wasn’t interesting, just the same

thing she saw every time she passed.
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“See the shape of your face? It’s round like your father’s, but you’ve got my
smaller chin. See your nose? Look at my nose. It’s just the same. Our hair is the same
kind of brown.”

It wasn’t straight like Caroline’s but had some of her father’s wave, although not
enough to be curly. She was built like her mother, thinly, so her body didn’t quite go with
her face. Anna the Scarecrow with a pumpkin head or a stuffed one. She was missing one
of her teeth. Her skin was white like a grub when you pull a log up. Or maybe not quite
as white as that, but almost. Not coppery like Liss’s. Her eyes were a weird colour.
Caroline’s eyes were coffee like her hair, Hank’s eyes were the grey-green of dusty moss,
but hers were like puddles in fall with a golden-orange reflected through the brown. Not
the real colour, but little coloured pebbles inside and a tawny shine over them. Her
parents didn’t have yellow or orange in their eyes.

“You look too much like your father and I to be someone else’s kid,” said her
mother.

Anna pushed her bangs away from her face to see if she’d look more like Caroline
then. She didn’t. Maybe more like Hank. She didn’t like that, and pulled them back in

place. Her mother had to be right.

“Can we have the cake for dinner and the roast beef for dessert?”” asked Anna.
Hank laughed. Caroline didn’t. “’You wouldn’t eat any meat if we did that,” she said.
They had the roast beef from Uncle Jeffrey’s cows and green beans from Hank’s

garden and potatoes from Hank’s garden. They almost always had potatoes. Like the
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carrots, they could last the winter in cold barrels in the basement. “All local,” said Hank.
“No pesticides. If only that was the mandate for crops here, by God, I’d love doin’ my
inspections.”

“The standards are horrible, we know,” said Caroline. “Just make sure to keep
your job.”

“How was school?”” asked Hank.

“Good.” Anna took a whole slice of butter this time.

“Anna, put some back,” said Caroline. “It’s not good for your health.”

“Look at the salt on that plate of yours,” Hank chuckled. “There’s more salt on
those potatoes than on Anna’s and my whole plates combined! Let Anna have her butter, [
say.” Yeah, there was a whole moat of salt crystals on top of the potatoes she’d mashed
up. Anna giggled.

Even after carrot cake, Anna dragged. While the dishes were being washed she
took out her theory book and started on the new chromatic scale, but her fingers didn’t
move as fast as usual. Slow was good, Laine had said so. A few times, then Spring,
attention to the notes and bars. “Let’s hear you try with the energy back in it.” But the
flowers had limp petals and the energy was gone.

“Take a break,” said Hank.

“No.”

“Stop it. You’re exhausting yourself.”

She pressed a limp hand back to the keys, but his eyes were hard arrows, the green

in them spiking out. Standing over her, especially while she was sitting on the bench, he
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was twice as big as Laine. At least.

“Stop bangin’ on that piano. We’re going to the park.”

He took her by the arm and they walked towards the car, the insects in her throat
still scratching. “Have fun,” called Caroline as the door closed.

They drove to the playground circled by trees and trails and a river that led to the
ocean, a walk from the Marina where Caroline sometimes brought her to do nature crafts
in the summer with kids who talked and laughed and yelled a lot, broke the crayons and
spilled the paint and broke wafer cookies in half to share them. The radio played one of
Hank’s favourite songs: “If you drink don’t drive, do the watermelon crawl.” It didn’t
make any sense, but he sang along. His voice was much better than the singer’s which
seemed to be off key on purpose. A tenor, Caroline called him, more chocolate than
watermelon or twanging guitar.

They got out and Anna ran to the swing set. She did the Spider, twirlingveryfast,
again and again until it wasn’t scary and the high-pitched jolt in her stomach felt like
excitement. She looked backwards and saw that her father was on a bench, watching. She
kicked up and swung, tilting her head back, letting her hair swish with the motion, Spring
in her lungs if not in her fingers, fall starting with a very few yellow leaves in the trees
she was facing, her feet reaching higher than them. If only there was a swing set at home,
if only, if only—

A sea gull squawked as her feet scraped the gravel to land. She jumped off. “Want
to play on the see-saw?” her father called. “Or how ‘bout I spin you on the merry-go-

round?” She let him spin her until she was dizzy and her screams tore out and it wasn’t
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fun anymore. They went up and down on the see-saw and he kept her in the air for almost
too long. She hated that she couldn’t keep him up too. She ran to the slide. Covered in
metal, it burned bare legs in the summer but now it was too cold to hurt her hands. She
slid down on her back and on her belly.

“We should go fishing here sometime,” said Hank, pointing to the river that ran
under the road and between the park’s trees. “I can’t believe I’ve never taken you fishing
here.”

Anna could remember fishing maybe three times, with worms that squiggled
horribly. She wouldn’t put them on the hooks. Last time she’d caught some flounder with
both white eyes on one side next to each other and watched them die in the bucket at
home, their flat mouths gasping.

They walked on a path along the river by the trees where ferns had started turning
brown. They walked on needles and springy moss and already a few leaves. Anna looked
down often so the roots wouldn’t trip her flat. “There used to be a mill here but it went
out of business,” said her father. Anna heard the gurgling of the river and, getting ever
louder, the swooshing of the sea. Forest made way to marram grass, pine path to
boardwalk and sand. They followed the boardwalk past dunes of piled-up seaweed,
blackgreenpurple curlybubblystrings, and out onto the dock. It was a short beach, and the
water fast became a deep basin Anna couldn’t stand in. Sea gulls and cormorants flew
around making hungry sounds. Two gulls had part of the same fish in their beaks and
were pulling at it.

“Look in the water,” said Hank.
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Anna followed his finger and there was something pink! A jellyfish was drifting,
the soft glass of its body displaying the streaky dial of its insides. There was another one,
clear white and small enough to fit between Anna’s thumb and pointer finger. “What are
they doing there in the fall?”” asked Hank.

Animals that weren’t supposed to be there. Anna ran to the other side to see if
there were more. Then to the end of the dock. She didn’t see any other ones, but the water
was full of seaweed with fat bubbles in it, seaweed like strips of slimy grass and mats of
curled red hair. Through the layers of water, a crab followed its mechanical sideways path
between rocks.

The jellyfish breathed their bodies in and their tentacles out. Sea flowers
suspended, in no hurry. Maybe they lived in a different time signature from people, a
dirge to their presto. There was no railing, and their stinging closeness thrilled her.
Standing on the very edge of the dock, she held her arms out.

“Don’t jump!” yelled Hank.

Anna hadn’t realized she’d been about to. She pulled her heavy crouching body
back, slowly. Looked at her father whose face was thunder, who held fists, and looked
away prestissimo. She wanted to go further. Her head streamed wind-tossed tentacles.

“Whatever you do, don’t jump.”
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Chapter 4: Love Shack

Anna’s first sight of Mary Clemens was a black speck bobbing amid the crowd.
As it got closer, she saw the speck seemed to be wearing a hat. It came closer, a tall
woman in a black peacoat with a bob of stark white hair. A grandmother from a makeover
movie.

“Carrie!” She pulled Caroline towards her and held on. Anna edged behind and
tried to read her mother’s expression, but she was squished against Grandma.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi . . . at six, Grandma pulled
away. Anna watched her eyes rove up and down. “You haven’t lost much of your beauty,
Carrie dear, but be careful not to let your hands get too dry. You’ve always had finely
shaped hands.”

“I brought Anna with me, Mom,” said Caroline stiffly, indicating her.

Grandma looked around, handed her luggage brusquely to Caroline, walked over,
and investigated Anna like an object. “This is Anna? I hardly recognize you. You’ve
rather filled out.” She grabbed Anna’s shoulders with bony hands and held her at arm’s
length. Like Caroline, she was taller, though not by much more than an inch. “Though
that isn’t quite true, I suppose. You’re just tall. Fairly flat-figured, but you’re thin.
Definite potential for elegance.” Potential, Anna supposed, was what you had when you
were too gawky for cute but couldn’t quite be said to have beauty.

The opening bars from Beethoven’s Fifth ran through her ears. Da-da-da-

DUMMMM! She wasn’t sure whether to giggle or cringe.
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“Where am I sleeping?” asked Mary. She was Grandma whenever she was away
in Montreal and far from Anna’s presence, but in person Anna could never think of her as
Grandma for long. The word was too cozy.

“We have a bed for you in the living room,” said Caroline. “I hope that’s alright.”
It sounded tentative, not like the it had better be alright version she would have used with
Anna.

“That’s fine, Carrie.” She began a march towards the exit, leaving daughter and
granddaughter to grab her suitcases and trail her out. She acted as if she knew where the
car was, even though the old one had broken down a year ago and she hadn’t seen the
new one yet. Caroline led the way to their parking place, Anna supposed, but her
grandmother somehow managed to make herself look in charge.

“You hungry, Mom?” asked Caroline while Anna tried to look at the car-sparse
grey expanse of the parking lot and the surrounding buildings instead of at her
grandmother.

“I suppose I will be in a few hours.”

“We have some things almost ready for dinner. It will only take a bit to put them
together. There’s a new vase I bought online in the living room. Online shopping is so
convenient. You have to be careful if you’re buying art to make sure it’s genuine and
reliable, of course, but it’s a great place to find new artists. And it’s so wonderful for
Christmas presents, just wonderful. I don’t know how we managed without it for all these
years, do you?” She was babbling again, and kept babbling on the way home. “Here’s the

new Superstore, I don’t know if you’ve seen it. Not that you’d be impressed coming from
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Westmount. They have a vegetarian section in there, so that’s definitely progress. They
still don’t have one in our Price Saver, but I saw someone with sprouts in their cart today,
and people are starting to know what frozen yogurt is.”

“Progress indeed,” Mary scoffed. “Does your coffee shack make lattes yet?”

“It’s a donut place, but they do now.”

“Well, whatever they call it.”

“Anna had a job there one summer. She can make coffee for you when you want
some.”

Anna didn’t relish the thought of attempting a latte for Mary, who would demand
extra foam or nuts on top or a more pungent brew or something. And coffee shack? Tim
Horton’s was no shack. It was not only the community’s main hangout (Dusty’s coffee
sucked) but as commercial a place as any other fast food joint, using the same mass-
produced recipes as they did in Montreal. Not somewhere her parents were keen for her
to work, but how many moneymaking options were there for teenagers in West Prince?
Her piano playing at Kelly’s Family Restaurant could only go so far. Besides, she got free
donuts. Such a slim young woman wasting her stomach on greasy food: Mary wouldn’t

approve of that part.

Caroline seemed to have an agenda once in the house: neat arrangement of
suitcases, Maria Callas CD, Anna how about you talk to your grandma at the table while I
get dinner ready, maybe play dominoes (which were conveniently right there). Mary,

hovering, had her mind on other things. “A bird in your living room?”” she gawped.
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“He’s very sweet, Mom. His name’s Callas and he’s really no trouble at all.”

“Don’t tell me that thing can sing.”

She sounds like me, thought Anna, for a moment surprised.

“In his own way, yes. If you want to hear music, Anna’s gotten quite good at both
her instruments.”

“She’s always been good,” said Mary dryly. “What does that bird eat?”

“Mostly his feed mix. Some leftover vegetables. Sometimes millet if he’s good.”

“Good for garbage disposal, I suppose. Do you let it out of its cage?”

“No.” She was lying.

“And how are things with you, Carrie-bird? Any men chasing my best daughter?”

No one should call me Carrie-bird and live to tell about it, Anna remembered her
mother saying once. She stifled a giggle.

“No, none at all.”

“Good. You’d better keep it that way, with all the trouble brought on by the last
one. I don’t trust your judgement.”

Callas had started cheeping a little while ago. “It sure does make an awful sound,”

said Mary, her hands folded primly.

Irena was leaning against Anna’s locker when she got there. “Where were you for
lunch with Darien? I could have used some moral support!”
“Let me get my books,” said Anna, scanning Irena’s face. A gloat was edging its

way through the pout mask.
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“Not before you tell me where you were.” Irena crossed her arms. In her
platforms she was definitely taller than Anna, her blouse and jeans fitted, hair braided,
eyebrows plucked thin and arching sternly. Anna considered shoving her.

“Just in a practice room.”

“Why didn’t you want to go out with us?”

“You guys needed some special time alone!” She felt a Sarah-like smirk cross her
face. “So move, then tell me how it went.”

Irena complied and Anna bent to collect her books. Irena didn’t speak until she
looked up.

“It was fun. He’s so nice, strangely polite and everything. He kept asking about
my friends and why none of them wanted to come along, and asking questions about
school and the town and things. Do you mind if I gush a little?”

“Go ahead,” Anna laughed.

“He insisted on paying for everything although I said we’d split the bill. I wonder
if that means he likes me. He kept asking about my compositions, and when I said my
dad had immigrated from Russia he wanted to hear everything about it! OK, forget I said
a little. Shut me up. He’s so cute. No, beyond cute. Don’t you think he’s gorgeous?”

“Sort of.”

“We’re going to practice together today and try each other’s instruments. He’s
never played a clarinet before. He’s already asked some other people to come too, so you
should come with us.”

“Sure.” Anna still wasn’t sure she wanted to be bothered seeing her friend and a
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new love interest cooing to each other, not now when everything in her life was getting
annoying, but she didn’t want to upset Irena by not showing up. What else would she do
anyway, listen to Sarah plan another fantasy date or go outside to sulk?

She slung on her backpack and started towards class.

Laine was late, which wasn’t like her. Anna sat at the smaller piano and waited.
Normally, she didn’t practice before a tutorial. Like writing an exam, she liked to have
her head clear before she started. But sitting on the bench in the utter quiet of a
soundproof music room provoked too many voices: That isn’t quite true, you’re just tall.
Does your coffee shack make lattes yet? We only started dating recently. Get started on
this and the path of order would unravel. She tore up the piano keys’ cover and slammed
into the Presto movement from Ravel’s Piano Concerto. The concert piece was a
speeding train, a manic swinging bridge, the only way to banish—others’ words? Dust.

“Your playing has energy today.” Laine’s lanky figure stood above her, hair
askew. She moves like a cat, Sarah had said once, and they’d had fun theorizing ways the
awkward woman could have learned her stealth. Anna imagined that Laine’s firm
demeanour must block the bile of others’ lives from her mind, a thought that was likely
false but comforted her anyway. “Though I’m pretty sure it’s called Presto for a reason,
and not Prestissimo.”

Anna was an emotional pianist the way some people were emotional eaters, and
Laine knew that by now. Anna simply grinned at the accusation. “Just warming up.”

“If you don’t slow down, I’ll have to bring out the metronome.” Laine swung
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herself into place at the grand piano bench. “Are you nervous?”

“Not really. Well, not about the concert,” she amended. “It’s not like this is my
first.”

“True, but I was nervous at least the first twenty times I did it.” So casual, like
dropping a pebble into a lake, stirring the waters. “Do you want to go over the program
again, tell me if it’s OK?”

I don’t see how we could change it at this point, Anna would have said to
Caroline. But not to Laine. She nodded. Laine rummaged through her briefcase and
pulled out a typed sheet.

Fall Program with Pianist Anna Stern
Accompanying Pianist Laine Winters
Island Symphonie Orchestra

“Symphony is supposed to have a Y,” she corrected automatically. “Not an i-e.”

“Thanks.” Laine took a pencil and fixed it.

Anna scanned the program. Start off with Beethoven for a dramatic entrance, then
Chopin, Ravel, and Saint-Saens, ending on the Carnival of the Animals. Anna had
suggested that because she knew Laine would laugh. She liked how the composer's
“animals” included things like fossils, pianists, and a jab at music critics—“people with
long ears.”

“What do you want me to play now?” asked Anna, setting down the program.

“Everything’s OK?”

“Yeah.”

78



Laine paused. “Let me hear you play that Presto a little bit slower. Try not to
muck up any notes this time.”

It was hard to get the zest back, and Anna’s hands felt too measured for the
swinging bridge, too robotic to dredge in any muck. “I’m sorry,” she muttered at the end,
pressing her hands together to avoid banging them on the keys. She began again. Faster
but not much better.

“Let’s take a break from that,” said Laine. “Play something you want to play.”

She plunged into a piano version of Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries. Ay-a, Ay-a.
Don’t think of that, just move your hands into a thunderous crescendo.

“You like that song,” said Laine. “Want me to add it to your repertoire?”’

Bird cries. Adrenaline. A splintering sound. “No!”

“A song for just yourself. I understand.”

That wasn’t it, and Anna didn’t want to clarify. It was nice of Laine not to ask
questions.

“Feel up for practising another concert piece?”

“Maybe something like Marche Funébre.”

“Go ahead.”

The Chopin funeral march was detached, hollowed, with bars of measured grief
periodically interrupted by bars of furious jollity. Weight gone delicate. Anger in a happy
mask.

“Let’s hear the first few bars again.”

For the rest of the lesson they went through the Chopin, phrase by phrase,
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polishing. Anna didn’t notice the time until the bell rang.

“As soon as you’re able,” said Laine as Anna shrugged into her backpack, “I’d
like you to work on Ravel’s Presto again.”

Anna looked up at her. From that angle, the sun through the music room blinds
threw a stripe across her face, and Anna felt a brief pang of attraction. She looked down
at Laine’s long knotted hands and saw the same old hands that corrected her piano

playing every week. The spell dissolved.

Anna disliked Math class even more than she’d disliked Chorus in the years when
it was mandatory. She sat by herself, doodling while Michelle and Sean helped each other
with equations or wrote each other notes (she couldn’t tell which—most likely some of
both) at the desks in front of her. Anna’s Masterpiece #1: The Lopsided Espresso Cup!
Anna’s Masterpiece #2: The Grand Piano With Scowly Face! (Come to think of it, that
face looked a little like her grandmother’s.)

“To find the circumference of a circle, you . ..”

Masterpiece #3: The Bored Chipmunk. Masterpiece #4: The Evil Cooking Pot.
Masterpiece #5: Cartoon Anna, Onstage in Sleek Dress. Her face was too thin (if only!)
and her eyelashes were too long. The piano didn’t have a scowly face. She drew the
silhouette of a swan behind her. That wasn’t a swan, that was an awkward-looking duck.
She was glad when the bell interrupted her failed attempts to fix its bill.

The practice room. She got her clarinet from her locker and headed for 102, their

usual spot. Chen and Sakura the trombone were already there. “Hey. Are Irena and
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Darien coming to this one?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Probably. What do you want to play?”

“How about the German hymns?”

“Sure.” They searched their folders for the medley they were practising for
concert band.

They heard laughing before the door swung open. Irena had a hand on Darien’s
shoulder. Anna was relieved that his wasn’t on hers.

“Irena was just telling me a joke,” said Darien. He turned to her. “You should tell
it to your friends.”

“Oh, they’ve heard it before.”

“I’ve got another one,” said Darien. “An Irishman, a Scotsman and a Frenchman
walk into a bar. What an excellent example of cross-cultural integration!”

“They’re missing the non-Europeans,” said Irena over Chen’s laughter.

“So they are. We need a search warrant!”

Chen blew on Sakura the trombone. “What was that?” asked Darien.

“Supposed to be fanfare,” she said into her music stand.

“Oh!” He chuckled too loudly. Anna contemplated what his face might look like
with light splayed across it. This was where Math class might be helpful. Math and Art, a
face full of fractals.

“Should we practice?” said Irena, opening her clarinet case. Darien opened his
alto sax case and secured his neck strap.

“You know, you really shouldn’t have brought that in here with us,” said Anna.
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“Why?”

“Men aren’t allowed to have sax with minors.”

What had possessed her to be so bold? Anna didn’t say bold things around guys,
not since the old stalker days anyway. But he actually seemed to be laughing.

“That’s not even funny,” said Irena.

“Hey, we're past the age of consent,” said Chen. Anna noted her obliviousness to
Irena's scowl. Then again, maybe she noticed and just didn't care.

Chen started playing the German hymns and the others went quiet. Her part was
mostly accompaniment, and when matched with the others shuffling papers and scraping
music stands across the floor, it sounded grating. Anna was watching Darien and Irena
more than the music, noting the intricacies of their little two-person dance that only Irena
seemed to be aware of. Irena leaned in, Darien adjusted his reed. Irena smiled slightly,
Darien scratched his ear. If Darien was an Anna Masterpiece, he’d probably be the Bored
Chipmunk. The Gorgeous Bored Chipmunk.

Chen finished with a bom-bom-bom sound. “Alright,” said Irena brightly, “let’s
try this all together now! On the count of three—" A nod towards Darien.

Battle of the clarinets? Bring it on! Anna drew breaths like gulps of water, holding
until her stomach strained, smoothing the slurs of her First Clarinet part fluid with her
tongue. She noticed that Irena was doing the same, holding on extra long for dramatic
effect. She couldn’t curb a glance at Darien. Burnished hair, symmetrical Greek nose.
Like Irena, no flaws detectable, no matter how she looked. Don’t look. Irena was looking

too. Eyes on music. Music. It was nothing, Anna would say if asked, she was just looking
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up in a state of melodic transport. Es ist genug. It is enough. But it wasn’t.

“Let’s switch instruments,” said Irena after the hymns.

“And play the same thing?”” asked Darien.

“First we’d better see if we can get any sound out of them,” said Anna.

Irena offered Darien her clarinet, leaving Anna to hand hers to Chen and accept
the trombone. “You purse your lips and blow into it like this,” said Chen.

“I know how to blow in a mouthpiece.”

But her attempts to control the notes with the slide resulted in random sputtering
sounds. Try and it squelched, try and it squawked. Chen had a much easier time getting
the clarinet. Well, no one could call it a hard instrument, thought Anna. Irena was playing
an entire, clear melody on the alto sax.

What go-oes up

Must co-ome down

Spinning wheel

Got-ta go rooound

She must have played one before.

“You should try my alto, Anne,” said Darien. “It’s way easier. It is Anne, right?”

“Anna.”

“Wow, I’m sorry.”

“No problem. They sound alike.”

“Half note versus whole note. One’s twice the length of the other. I really

should’ve remembered.”
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“No, it’s fine.”

“Irena, can you get Anna a new reed?”

Anna watched her dip silently into the alto case, her face hidden. Deliberately, she
was sure.

Accept saxophone, a heavy golden body, its weight unexpected. Tighten neck
strap, pulling hair casually away from neck so Darien can see its full slenderness. Lick
reed, taste slightly sweetened tongue depressor. Wipe mouthpiece clean of remnants of
Irena’s spit. Two ways she’d seen people hold a sax: to the side or between their legs. She
tried holding it to the side but found she couldn’t trust the weight, and switched.
Accidentally looked up towards the acute triangle of Darien’s chest region. Effects like
fractals in her pulse. Look down so you can catch enough air to blow into the thing. She
hoped she wasn’t blushing.

You played it the same way as a clarinet, only spreading your fingers wider and
feeding more air. It wasn't hard. Fingers could relax, didn't have to press so precisely
against the holes because there were keys that did the job. A G was sonorous, filled the
air, spread. It was also a little sharp, so she adjusted. Irena was back on clarinet, showing
off her fancy fingerwork with cadenzas and crescendos, but Anna, Anna was louder. She
who was sometimes soloist but never /ouder. She paused, then tried a scale. A few
mistaken notes, the ones that differed, but she figured it out quickly enough.

“Can I try the hymns?” she paused long enough to ask Darien.

“Sure. You just picked up that thing, do you know what the notes are?”

“Not really,” she admitted.
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“Well, the first note you were playing was G-"

She launched into the scale again—the G scale was nearly the same as the
clarinet's C scale. Darien shuffled the sheet of hymns onto her music stand. Es ist genug.
She began. The instrument had a clear tone and crescendoed easily. It wasn't difficult, she
thought, a giddy smoothness in her chest. There was something ascendant about it.

Anna was thinking lighthouses, promontories, vistas viewed from overhead.
When the hymns were done she was ready to play again, to devour the hours in a sound
which was simply more.

“Good tone.” She started, wanted the interruption to shut up. But it was Darien.

“Oh. Thanks.”

I want to play this. I want to have one. No, not Darien, stupid, the saxophone!
What was Irena doing? Looking carefully down at the floor. Oh. She should have a turn
with the alto again. After all, it was a music orgy. Everyone was swapping spittle. Even
blondes whose elegance surpassed potential.

“We should play the hymns together,” said Chen. “We still haven't done that.”

The others mumbled agreement.

“I'll count us in,” said Chen. “One-two--" They made a muffled entrance, clarinets
droning. Dead leaves—insulting—no, honestly, hymns had the energy of dead leaves.
Then Anna came in, and found she could be heard even over the trombone.

She gave the saxophone back to Irena to play another jazz tune, Irena whose smile
was wary, and let Chen play her clarinet again, Chen whose grin was eager. Darien the

anime swordsman, Darien the prince, whoever he was, watched Irena. The attention he'd
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shown Anna had been brief and cordial, and couldn't have been more.

She didn't have a clarinet tutorial that day, but she stopped in at Michael O'Hara's
office during his prep period and her “practice session”. She was too old for teachers to
hover around censoring her time, luckily. She waited for him to finish scribbling in his
notebook and look up. Music notes on staff paper, with scattered words at odd angles on
the pages, all too small for her to read anything.

“What do you want?”’

“Hi. I just wanted to say I'm thinking of taking up a third instrument.”

“Which one would that be now?” He rolled the pencil between his fingers.

“Alto sax, if the school has any extra. If not, maybe a tenor.”

“And why did you come on my break to tell me that?”

“I don't know.” She queried herself, and found she really didn't. “I just thought I
should.”

“And you want to do this while you're prepping for a concert and have an
upcoming solo in my band piece.”

“Yes. [ need to do something new, or fun, or just—something.”

“Well, fine. Go check the shelves. And don't stop practising your solo.”

She found a battered case without an owner, A.S. #8 painted in white on its
crumbling leather. The instrument inside was dulled with scratches so that most of the

original gold tone had become a muted silver. There was a dent in the right side of the
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bell. Its former occupant had left a pile of coloured candy wrappers in the hollow with the
neck strap. Saxophone slob. Anna decided to give them to Sarah, who made bracelets
with them. There was a lot of room to hide small things in that hollow.

She tried it out, having persuaded Michael-never-Mike O'Hara to sell her a reed.
The sound quality was as resonant as the other's, or more. The thought crossed her mind
that maybe instruments got better with age like cheeses did, and she laughed at its
absurdity. The older instruments had simply been made of better quality.

Alright, Anna, a license to be loud! Now better practice some piano. The clarinet
stuff could wait.

And it didn't remind her of Darien, not really.

Mary was waiting with a plate of shortbread and a teapot on the table. At least she
had the baking part of grandma-hood down, thought Anna wryly.

“What's that thing you're dragging, Anna?”

“A saxophone.” What does it look like, a weapon of mass destruction?

“How many things do you play now?”

“I'm just starting on this one.”

“I hope you'll stick around for awhile and not run off to your father's place. I have
plans to take you shopping.”

The house smelled like disinfectant, also Mary's doing. Shopping and buying.
Anna's friends would envy her, but she didn't like the idea of trailing a griping grandma

through the mall's dully lit stores with their vapid, tuneless music. She poured herself
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some tea, grabbed a piece of shortbread, and bit hard. Leaving the rest on the plate, she

checked to make sure that the bird had enough food.

Book Report: The Pigman

(In margins, a jowled pig, feet in mud, top hat on head, straw sticking from its mouth.)
Thesis: Love is the-mainforce-inthe-book-but the way Pigman and teenagers/ the
monkey/ wife/

But the characters just die don't they

All the characters The Pigman loved except for the kids but then he dies so it's like
they've traded places

Judgment: good/bad: liked the book

-well written

-searching for meaning

-quirky: things they eat, monkey, things they do at house

(Cloud in the margin with a grumpy face)

-honest about stuff, not always flattering (Pigman name, Pigman is big kid, parents)
Real thesis: Love is a force that promises meaning but destroys it things substance. It

wrecks the stuff it makes happen?

“Anna, come down and help me set the table!”
She drew a line through “Real thesis” and went downstairs. Her mother was

home. Mashed potatoes and salad and ham were served. After dinner she would give the
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book report a break and brainstorm excuses for getting out of the house. Then practice.

Caroline had other plans. “Anna, I've got something in my room [ want you to
have a look at.” The only time she had something in her room for Anna to look at was
when some Christmas article of clothing was slightly too small or a sweater had shrunk in
the wash to the point of non-fitting. But there was no clothes pile on Caroline's cream-
coloured quilt. The room was as always, immaculate. Carpet, curtains, bureau, everything
was “creamy white,” the colour she'd painted the house after Hank left, chosen over “soft
eggshell”. Anna saw little difference between that and the dingy white it had replaced, but
apparently the house was “so much fresher now”. There was a doily on the bureau
topped with a carved wooden bird, a Botticelli on the wall, and beeswax candles in the
window. A well-dusted shrine not meant to be touched, but no clothes out anywhere.
Strange how this one slight fact could be unnerving.

“You're smart, Anna.” Caroline's hair was being briskly sorted in her fingers.
“You're good at planning things, right?”

“What am I supposed to say to that—no, I'm stupid?”

“Be serious for once. Alright, so I'm babbling. But you know Tom. My mother
doesn't know Tom. We made plans to get together tonight and I'm wondering if—you
know, since your grandmother goes to bed early there's probably no need for you to do
anything, I'm fairly confident but—"

“You mean you want me to cover for you?”’ Anna's laugh was too abrupt,

incredulous.
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“Well . . . yes. That is what I'm asking, isn't it?”” Caroline laughed, a small lost
sound, and turned towards the window.

Anna imagined herself telling Irena this: My grandma wants to take me shopping
and my mom wants me to cover for her while she sneaks out to have sex with her
coworker dude! No, she wouldn't tell Irena. Not Sarah either, who would make too big a
deal of it. Darien would think it was hilarious, if she knew him better. Stupid thought.

“I shouldn't ask you this. I should be able to get out fine.”

Funny, that Caroline was talking about having to “get out” of her own house.

“I'll leave early in the morning so it will be alright.”

“No worries, Mom. I'll make sure your hot date is kept top secret. I'll do a better
job than the CIA, even.” She flounced out of the room whistling the tune to “Love
Shack.”

“Anna,” a thin voice followed, “please try to be quieter.”

A love shack is a little old place where
We can get to-ge-therrr
Love shack bay-ay-beeeee

She slammed the door to her room where two clothes piles had heaped up in the
corner, not put away, and papers were spread across the floor. She plugged in her
earphones and turned to Wagner's Ring cycle. Love Shack superimposed itself on the
operatic words.

Huggin' and a kissin', dancin' and a lovin'

Wearin' next to nothing, 'cause it's hot as an oven
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Her mother had had sex before, obviously. Otherwise she wouldn't be alive. She
reckoned her mother hadn't had sex in a lot of years. No wonder she was turned on by
this Tom guy. At Chen and Michelle's birthday sleepover (a no-guys affair), Sarah had
tiptoed down into the basement with a story of overheard groaning and grunting in the
master bedroom. The twins had looked at each other, horrified. Knowing Sarah, she
might have made that up. She had imitated the sounds: “Uh, uh, ooh! Oh oh oh oh!”

Tom would bend towards Caroline at the door, take her coat, put it on a wire
hanger in a closet full of hunting jackets. He'd usher her into a creamy-white house that
was very clean and had brown furniture. He would have baked some lasagne in the oven
even though it wasn't his forte, or maybe grilled some sausages for their midnight meal. If
he really wanted her, both. She'd insist on having some fruits or vegetables and he'd drag
out a bag of sorry-looking MaclIntosh apples, on sale for $2.99. They'd have gotten
bruised in the trunk on the way home from the grocery. Tom would suggest they go to
Kelly's Restaurant the next time they got together and Caroline would stammer some
version of “Uh, uh, no.” He'd ask and ask and she'd admit through her blush that her
daughter worked there, so it would be awfully embarrassing, and anyway she didn't want
them to be seen together and talked about in public. It wouldn't be safe to make out to her
own offspring's romantic piano tunes, is what she would be thinking while saying that.
Then again, having Anna there might remind her of old sexytimes. It might be an
effective aphrodisiac.

“None of that, then,” Tom would croon into her ear. He'd lean down and plant a

wet one on her lipstick. During dinner they wouldn't be able to stop gaping and giggling
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at each other. He'd feed her a sausage and it would make her think of his dick. They'd put
dark chocolate in each other's mouths and get it smeared all over their faces. Maybe lick
it off. Who knew translators' ideas of foreplay? He'd take her shirt off and