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For ann


Wrong is right.

—Thelonious Monk
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cleveland

My fingers lower to the keys, as warm and familiar as skin. My ten-foot Bösendorfer languishes in a stranger’s Noho loft, but I put that memory aside. It’s just me and the slightly battered Baldwin tonight, two damaged nightclub veterans on a low stage, our world defined by a radiant ellipse from a flickering spotlight. Beyond it wait huddled lovers and clusters of bankers anxious to be entertained.

With its slow intro, East of the Sun always works as an opener. My fingers limber after a few bars, the audience disappears, and my mind floods with whatever chemical wave my 
brain releases when I’m at complete peace with the world. I could say more, but one man’s bliss is another’s boredom.

tonight’s set merges with the thousands I played along the rarified circuit of clubs and hotels from New York to San Francisco. For the next couple of hours, my left hand marks progressions of solid chords while my right traces the melody with smart embellishments—a straight-ahead style, listenable and marketable. Through Malcolm, my agent, a new club in the Flats has overpaid me to play three sets that will encourage people to buy more blue martinis, beer imported from Holland, and scallop appetizers on charred sugar-cane skewers.

I think of jazz the way a safecracker might; the right mix of familiar melodies and resonant chords sends tumblers clicking into place and opens long-locked doors. My time at the keyboard does more than relax and entertain the audience. Each song causes subtle emotional shifts, triggering spending, tips, and glowing online reviews that will bring others and their appetites and credit cards to the Buckeye Club.

When you carve the world down to its bones, you find money waiting in the marrow.

I lead the second set with Parker’s Mood because the club own er asked me to and the general rule is to play a request unless it’s a room-clearer. Or Moondance. At the beginning of Evidence, a clean little Monk number, I drop in new bass chords for eight measures. Not slop—diminished sevenths, some with the ninths worked in—fine subtle chords except they have nothing to do with the song I’m playing.

Couples nod away to the music, drinking at the faster pace appropriate for this time of night, on their way to having sex.
After all, the ultimate product we’re selling is carnal. No fine-tuned ear perks up at dissonance in the bass. But a subtle warning to stop messing around beams from the Baldwin’s smudged black cover. My conscience chimes in as well.

I know where stunts like this lead. Undone by dark rum and financial troubles, Jackie Morgan, one of Malcolm’s best players, lost it about a year ago with a furious hour-long rethinking of Kumbaya that got him fired from the circuit for good and created a warning for the rest of us. Bebop Kumbaya.

My left hand comes back into line, finishing the chorus on time and in key, hanging on the dominant for a while and resolving. Applause.

I play a dozen songs in a trance—eyes half-closed, mind hovering over the melody like a lost summer cloud. There are worse lives.

The woman in the black blouse sits with some friends from work, their table an oenoscape of bottles and glasses. They discuss, laugh, stare. She watches my hands when I play, nodding gently in rhythm to Willow Weep for Me, the Art Tatum version. She holds her hand up to her throat as she listens, her fingers tracing along her collarbone.

By the end of the third set, her friends have left and only she remains—a freckled, strawberry-blond woman in her mid-thirties, attractive but kind of fierce. Blame a night of wine for inspiring her to wave me over to her table when my last set is finished and introduce herself. Jan tells me she just made vice president of investor relations, hence the night out with her friends from the bank.

“It’s not the most interesting job in the world,” she says. 
“Certainly not as interesting as . . .” She stretches out a hand and plays air piano.

“You’d be surprised.” I’m sure she has a piano in her apartment or suburban dream home. People like to own nice pianos. Some even play them.

It’s almost 2 A.M. and the bartender is smashing empty beer bottles into a plastic trash bin. The lights blaze abruptly at bug-kill level.

“Drink up,” Jan says.

“This wine isn’t that good.”

“I have some good red at my place,” she offers, then, “and a piano.”

Yes.

“A Steinway.”

“Upright or grand?” I ask, as if that makes a difference.

“Grand. It’s rosewood.”

I rub my chin in faux contemplation. “I’d really like to play it.”

She laughs. I pull on my suit coat and tuck a thick black binder under my arm. My fakebook goes everywhere with me, a jazz bible with all the apocrypha thrown in and some surprises at the back.

Jan grabs my shoulder as she stands up, wobbling on her heels for a moment. “You know, you’re really funny,” she says. “My friends thought you looked like you might be.”

“I’m funny, all right.”

A little charm and a sense of humor can take you places. Tonight it takes me spinning along Lakeshore Boulevard in Jan’s Audi, which she handles like a pro. The interior smells of leather, coffee, and wine breath. She reaches over and gives my knee a confident squeeze to reassure me that everything is fine.

“I don’t usually . . . you know,” she says softly.

“Bring musicians home from nightclubs?” I say.

“Yes, that.”

I smile. My appeal has little to do with looks. I expect nothing. I listen and pay attention, which makes me the antidote to most other men.

Jan’s place is on the upper floor of a new apartment building in Lakewood. We kiss in the elevator, Jan pressing me back against the metal railing. The doors open and we stumble directly into the living room, the furniture all soft leather and chrome, track lighting set low. It looks out over other buildings, each glowing window an advertisement for home.

Jan wraps her arms around me from behind. “What’re you looking at?”

“The lights,” I say.

“An apartment building over there caught fire last summer.” She points. “A bunch of people were killed. The ashes floated over here. The deck up on the roof was coated with them. It looked like snow.” Jan shivers. “It was a terrible thing, that fire. A building just like this one. It could have been my ashes floating around. I don’t want to think about it.”

I nod.

“I’ll get us a glass of wine. Cabernet?”

“That would be great.” I sit at Jan’s piano. In the stack of music there are beginner’s books, a couple of dreaded Czerny manuals, a child’s name scrawled on each—Gwen, Jan’s daughter. The fragments of conversation at the club and since start to click into place. Jan is recently divorced. Joint custody of Gwen, husband has her on the weekends. Jan doesn’t want to be lonely. And who can blame her? Not me.

I play Embraceable You, the Parker version, which swings a 
little more than most. The piano has a clear tone and good action. Jan pads across the parquet floor behind me and sets a glass of wine carefully on the piano. I stop playing and turn. She’s backlit by track lighting, outlining her hair, down now, falling on her broad shoulders.

“Surprise,” she whispers. Jan’s naked, her long legs converging in darkness behind her hands, a nod to discretion.

It takes more than this to surprise me. I stand and we kiss slowly, then I run my fingers along her strong back, the shoulder blades held tight. The divorce, work—Jan’s carrying it all around like a sack full of stones.

She’s working on my belt but I slow her hand. Everyone is in such a hurry, pushing the tempo, rushing to resolve. I lower Jan onto the leather couch. Starting at her toes, I rub my fingers along her skin in circles, working her skin like clay.

“Strong hands.” Jan edges toward me, letting a stranger’s hands roam. Her feet merit at least five minutes, long enough to loosen each joint, but not so long that Jan begins to worry that I’m a creep with a fetish.

Her toe ring is of a snake eating its own tail. I run my finger around it. “An ouroboros.”

“What?”

“Your ring’s called an ouroboros. A symbol. Egyptian, I think. Something about the eternal cycle of birth and death.”

“That’s a depressing thought.”

I look at her. “Seems okay to me.”

“I just liked it because it was the only gold one they had at the store. Most toe rings are silver. The snake’s eyes are diamond chips.”

The tiny bits of diamond catch the light, compound it, send it back. They’ll be glimmering long after Jan and I are bones in 
the ground, a depressing thought, as Jan might say. I move on, rub gentle circles along her ankles.

Jan is heavier in the arms, more splotched along the shoulders than acceptable in our retouched, hardened era. But she is beautiful, carrying a banked fire of soul and grace.

Jan’s shinbones are hard as stone beneath my fingers as I press gently along her leg. A slow run up the inside of a thigh elicits a low sigh, better than any applause. She arches back into the leather, raises her hands above her to hold the chrome frame.

“I . . .”

I reach up and touch her lips and she licks my fingers. My fingertips run lightly along her narrow collarbone, the place she touched when we spoke back at the club, and find a hard bump just before the small hollow.

Jan freezes. “I broke it,” she says quietly. “Or more accurately, my husband did. We were arguing and he pushed me down the stairs at the health club.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say. My parents’ sullen fights were Gordian knots of accusations and recriminations. But broken bones are damage of a different sort.

I want to set Jan right with temporary repairs. It’s my part of the bargain, the commodity I bring to the secret economy that we’re creating here in her apartment in the lull between midnight and day.

The sky shifts to indigo, the stars wheel over Cleveland. Jan’s skin gives beneath my touch. The snake eats its tail. We have hours to go. There are new melodies to play, complicated chords to resolve before we sleep.
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I glide naked through the gray apartment, fakebook under my arm. Jan lies on the couch. She’s covered with a blanket. Hours together have left Jan asleep and me covered with her scent, as if I’d submerged myself in a pool of Jan. Every inch of me is redo-lent of her, except the inches that you might be thinking about. Those remain dry and un-Janned—conventional conquest is not part of my repertoire anymore.

Take a moment and look at your hands. Imagine that your fingers are ten penises of different lengths and purposes. They are always hard; no need for Viagra. They are remarkably flexible and strong, working for hours without getting sore or turning smaller. They do not impregnate.

Good hands are the most important sexual organ. You heard it here first.

I peer into a room with stuffed animals on the bed and drawings on the wall. Down the hall, a glowing laptop screen lights Jan’s office sickly blue. In the bedroom, I walk quickly to the dressing area, then pull a small metal kit from the hidden flap in the back of my fakebook. I take out a flashlight, flat as a credit card, click it on, and hold it between my teeth to guide me as I open each drawer with my knuckles. The top drawer is where people hide their pasts, tucked behind the socks and underwear.

Sure enough, there’s a small red rayon pouch waiting in the back, and inside, Jan’s gold wedding band and engagement ring. I twist a jeweler’s magnifier into my eye and check the fundamentals. The engagement ring’s diamond clocks in at close to two carats, cut in the round brilliant style, fifty-eight smooth facets all the way around. The color looks good, nice brilliance, no yellow or gray shading. Clarity is harder to check here in Jan’s dim, airless dressing area. All diamonds have blemishes, fractures of varying degrees from when they were formed deep 
in the earth. Inclusions are hard to see but unique—the diamond’s memory. Like Jan, her diamond has a few dark clouds, but nothing too terrible.

I open the metal kit and check the rows of boxes inside, glittering with stones of all shapes, sizes, and brightness. They’re the best synthetic diamonds available, purchased by Malcolm from rogue diamond Jews. I pick the budget twin of Jan’s diamond from its slot. Then I take out the reverse calipers and place them between the prongs of the setting. The steel ends in a soft bit of velvet, so they leave no mark as I apply a little pressure and Jan’s ill-fated marital stone—a conflict diamond if there ever was one—tumbles into my hand.

I tuck the diamond under my tongue, a trick I learned a few years ago when a popular but sleepless New York talk show host almost caught me holding a handful of old-mine diamonds from her rivière necklace. I pop the new stone in and give the setting a small squeeze with the calipers to close it. Then I polish the ring with a pair of Jan’s black silk underwear and put it back in its pouch.

I’m working very fast. The whole process of finding, stealing, and replacing the diamond takes less than a minute. Round, square, cushion-cut, new, old, large, small—I’ve handled more stones than a round-hatted Antwerp merchant.

Jan will probably never find out that her diamond is fake. Her untrained eye will never notice that her jewelry has experienced a major westward decimal shift tonight. If my nightwork is ever discovered, she’ll probably blame her ex-husband. Maybe Gwen will discover it forty years from now when she’s selling off Mom’s jewelry. If the switch is discovered, Jan’s homeowner’s policy will pay for it, and few have a soft spot in their hearts for the insurance industry.

The real criminals are the diamond cartel, which manages to convince people like Jan and her brutish ex-husband that they need a diamond the size of a chickpea, then carefully controls production and supply to keep its value high. Diamonds are as common as bricks. I’m working to clear the landscape of over-valued, culturally loaded consumer items. I’m extracting value from private property and releasing it like a genie from a bottle.

It starts here, late at night in a stranger’s apartment, when I search out the shine and fly away with it.

Weak light filters through the windows and tells me it’s time to go downstairs and catch a cab back downtown to my hotel. I gather my black suit from the living room floor and pull it on, smooth the wrinkles with my hands, then lean down to kiss Jan on the forehead. She stirs slightly and smiles. Maybe our brief time together has left her happier and less burdened. At least that’s what I hope as I walk toward the elevator.

Yes, I steal. I make no apologies for it. Stealing is unimportant. But what you do with the money makes all the difference in the world.


chicago


Fakebook tucked under my arm, I leave my room at the Drake and walk south. My uniform of choice—a long-sleeved white dress shirt and black flat-front pants, shiny German shoes—keeps me as invisible as a good waiter.

The morning light banks off the lake. Sidewalks are already heating up, shoppers laden. I know my way around the city. I was born and raised in Chicago, headquarters of Moore’s Frozen Foods, Chief’s employer as he led our family on its socioeconomic shakedown cruise from Glenview to Lake Forest. And I studied at the University of Chicago (major in economics, minor 
in nightclubs) for a couple of years before being distracted by better opportunities, as Malcolm would call them.

Along the retail lucreway of Michigan Avenue, I try not to appear too interested in the Cartier window display. In a few blocks I leave the steely heart of downtown and pass a deli, a shoeshine place, a couple of ancient taverns.

When I was a boy wandering through downtown, I saw every subtle shift of the sky, noticed every store, and remembered all the details. A deli in Old Town where all the waiters wore short ties to keep them out of the pastrami fat. The fast fingers of the dealers at the Marshall Field’s stamp counter. The pieces of ancient buildings embedded in the base of the Tribune Tower.

I turn, searching for the right neighborhood. A few streets later, I stop opposite a low apartment building, yellow stucco with a brown entryway. A young mother hauling her infant daughter in an Indian-print sling walks out of the building and catches the bus. A few minutes later, an ancient woman shuffles out behind an aluminum walker, smokes a cigarette, then flicks the filter into the gutter before she walks back in.

The entryway turns quiet after a few minutes and I glide across the street. I walk like Miles Davis, cool but coiled, ready to unleash a hard knot of furious notes. This would be early Miles, before he turned his back on his audience and started hitting a clam every eight bars or so and calling it art. I know the perils of imitation, but Miles lets me move invisibly through neighborhoods by day, bedrooms by night.

The narrow vestibule smells of burnt onions. Flyers for take-out pizza and debt reduction litter the floor. The battered mailboxes of the Lakeview, forty-two in all, bear peeling tape and a United Nations roster of names. From the back of my fakebook I take out a thick stack of $100 bills and divvy them up. I’ve 
become adept at division. Everyone gets two, the occasional box with more names gets three.

The familiar euphoria washes over me like the Spirit descending or opiates crossing the blood-brain barrier. I’ve lingered in hundreds of entryways like this—eggy air, piss whiff, bare bulb shining, floor tiles cracked like a dried-out riverbed. Today everyone will find cash along with their bills. The stack dwindles and I push Ben Franklin into his final mailbox. The thrill is gone, replaced by an urgent need to get away quickly before the building super spots me.

Back at the Drake, I take the elevator downstairs to the Cape Cod Room, where I’ll be playing a three-night stretch. In the glass case outside the club waits the press glossy of me in a dark suit, sitting at the keyboard of a gleaming Steinway. I’m staring off into the distance, hair black and shining, eyes inviting. Chief’s family was English, Eileen’s Czech, making me a standard Chicago-style mutt. My semi-mysterious look is calculated. After all, all musicians need to get over with an audience. We invent someone more exotic than we are and eventually that someone becomes us.

THREE NIGHTS ONLY. FROM NEW YORK. JAZZ SENSATION ROSS CLIFTON. I am not from New York, though Malcolm insists that we all say we are since it classes us up. I am not entirely sure what a jazz sensation is, but I know that I’m not one. And Malcolm decided long ago that Ross Wolfshead, my real name, was too scary and hard to say.

A new poster hangs next to mine. Another of Malcolm’s travelers is playing here the week after me—Marianne London, a singer in a tight blue dress. Marianne has long reddish hair and 
a good smile. She’s standing in the crook of a grand piano, unaccompanied, I notice. She seems too young and dewy to be on Malcolm’s circuit and I decide to ask him about this Marianne London sometime, find out what the real story is behind the patently fake name and the innocent smile.

I knock on the door and a young pale man with a broom lets me in.

“Hey.” Sweeper nods and identifies me as the entertainment rather than the guy delivering beer. Fleeting recognition is about as good as it gets.

“It’s over there.” He points into the main room, rustic and dimly lit with small tables covered with white tablecloths. The kitchen staff clatters away, getting ready for the lunch crowd. The air smells of chowder and bread. Near the bar waits an ebony Yamaha grand, its top down. I open it up, check to make sure the locks are on the wheels. Rolling the piano into people while they eat dinner is regarded as very unprofessional.

First I run up and down the whole keyboard in B major, almost all black notes, an out-of-kilter scale with tricky fingering in the left hand. I play a little sequence of chords that has been stuck in my head. I pound a quick, hard bass figure to check the lower register, find it’s not bad, though a bit boomy. Then I add a few bars from an Ornette Coleman solo.

In all, I run the piano through its paces for about fifteen minutes. My work is done for now. But I keep playing. Nascent melodies cycle from my mind and out my fingertips—three notes from a cab horn this morning, the pattern of a conversation I heard through the hotel room wall last night, a song my mother used to sing when I was a kid, one about rolling a silver dollar across a dancehall floor. These hours of freedom at the 
piano are my reward for days spent in rental cars and hotel rooms.

On the road, I’m alone—no one to talk to, to call, to miss. But at the piano, I’m joined by Monk, Bill Evans, James P. Johnson, Delmar Robbins, and dozens of other companions from a genial guild of the fleet-fingered and dead. With stride bass and blistering runs, I hammer out the tedium of driving all day with public radio as my only companion. I forget the glacial lunches in small town cafés and the painful absence of anyone else who might share any beauty or insights gleaned from the road.

When I walk out of the Cape Cod Room hours later, my shirt is sweat-soaked, fingertips raw, mind purified by thousands of notes.

I spend the rest of the afternoon looking for a good health food store, finally finding one in Andersonville. Back at the Drake, I do some Tibetan exercises, eat hummus on whole-wheat pita bread, read the Tribune. Then I wash some clothes in the sink and shine my shoes. So much for the high life.

I customize my hotel room to my specifications. I remove all printed material—the triangular paper tents listing the movies, menus, guest guides, “Best of” city magazines—and stack it all neatly in the top desk drawer. I shove all of the furniture to the edges of the room, turn the television around and push it against the wall. I take the pillows off the bed and empty the minibar, replacing its miniatures of vodka and gin with carrot juice, organic apples, smoked tofu, pickled Japanese plums—the kind of food that Chief’s beloved employer never got around to freezing. I unroll a small rug on the floor next to the window in a slanting rectangle of sunlight.

These changes exorcize the room of the anxious spirits of business travelers and subvert the hotel management’s desire that I should spend every night watching overpriced pornography, drinking dinky trumpets of trouble, and making expensive phone calls. But more: now every hotel room I stay in seems like home, even if it’s not.

Several years ago, I found that the road of excess did not lead to the palace of wisdom, as Blake promised. It led to the over-priced loft, a $75,000 Bösendorfer grand I couldn’t play, an indigo blue BMW 7 Series sedan, and a temperature-controlled cellar full of wine I never drank. It led to a complicated girlfriend with whom I shared transactions instead of transcendence. It led to ulcers and migraines, self-induced misery at home and boredom at the keyboard.

It led to a new life and an economy of one.

I could spend all my nightwork earnings on psychoanalysis or meds, but why bother? As long as I’m stealing and giving money away, I’m happy enough. Call it therapy. Call it thievery. It works for me.

The sun passes high over the lake, the traffic coursing along Lake Shore Drive like shimmering blood cells along a crescent of vein. Chicago must have looked so modern to Chief and Eileen as they spun north in their Fairlane, driving straight from dusty Coffeyville with a screaming Ray in Eileen’s lap, the na-scent clot that would be me lodged in her uterine wall.

My family, leavened by promise and dreams, drove north to the second-largest American city. They were moving toward Chief’s first real job and something else they could only vaguely articulate—toward more. They would buy a starter home, send their kids to college, take vacations in Florida. Their appliances would work. The food would be convenient. The sepia lives of 
their parents back in Kansas seemed desperate and sweaty. Their hard work would pay off someday.

Little did they know.

Though I get plenty of polite applause during my three nights playing the Cape Cod Room, I get no takers for my nightwork. Instead, I leave the Drake and take a walk past bars and empty parking lots, glowing hotel lobbies guarded by bellhops in absurd uniforms. I’m sure there are some great clubs along the quiet backstreets, but I have other plans.

I find a parking lot lit only by a dim streetlight. Parked in a reserved space far from the rabble of ordinary Toyotas and VWs waits a silver BMW 735i with a vanity plate that brags—OVER-QUOTA. It’s not that different from the car I used to drive during my own failed period of conspicuous consumption. The own er wants to keep it safe from key scratches, drunken kicks. That’s the problem with status symbols—other people secretly hate them.

I open my fakebook and pull on a pair of plastic gloves. The small blue and white plastic oval—the BMW Dealer Master Key, or DMK, as they’re known in the trade—fits snugly in my palm. I take a quick look around, then walk to the BMW and press the silver button. I turn the DMK’s small black dial slowly until the locks click and the alarm disables. The right frequency opens any door. Every BMW dealership has a DMK, which makes it easy for their top salesmen to work the lot, unlocking and starting new cars without fumbling for the right keys. When one shows up for sale Malcolm is quick to snap it up.

Inside, I put in the DMK and start the engine, then pull out slowly from the club parking lot. The BMW gives off the familiar hum of precision engineering.

The DMK brings a new elegance to car theft, which usually involves crowbars, broken glass, hot-wiring, and shrieking alarms. I hardly think of it as stealing; the cars are simply being reallocated.

I drive to the address on South Broadway that Malcolm e-mailed. He knows a BMW processor in every city. I check the rearview mirror; the road is almost empty.

At a light, a limousine pulls up next to me, a black Town Car, sleek and elegant. The driver glances at me then stares straight ahead, a small earpiece in his ear. In the back, through the gently tinted glass, I see a beautiful woman in a blue dress sitting next to an older man with gray hair. She smiles at something he says and I’m pretty sure I recognize Marianne London from her poster.

She looks my way and our eyes connect through the layers of glass, her skin lit by streetlights. But the light turns green and the limousine pulls out ahead of me, bound for downtown, leaving me in my stolen BMW, heading toward the southside.

The processor is located in a parking garage that looks closed for the night. I honk twice and the door opens. I pull in and the door closes. Three men in gray jumpsuits stride toward me as if I’m dropping the car off for an oil change.

“Nice one.”

“Guess so.” I shut off the engine and pop the hood.

They look at the engine, check the mileage. “Clean machine,” one says. “You’re in bonus territory.”

“Sounds good.”

One of the jumpsuits checks a list on a clipboard, looks up. “We’re paying eight large for these today.”

“Seems fair.” I smile. It sounds like I’ve brought in a load of watermelons or cattle. I wonder for a moment what BMWs go for by the pound.

He hands me an envelope and I tuck it inside my fakebook without even checking. The processors are pros. Within hours, they’ll have a buyer in Peking—a newly minted entrepreneur in need of automotive status—and make a hefty markup. I’ve been paid eight grand for ten minutes work. Tomorrow, this BMW sedan will be in pieces, packed up for its journey to China via container ship, joining the hidden global flow of illicit goods. In this transaction, only the BMW own er loses out, and my sympathy for him is minimal. His imposing silver sedan is definitely insured. And anyway, loss is part of the human experience.

The door buzzes and I’m on the street again.

I walk back toward the Drake. I pass another BMW parked on the street—a 3-Series this time—and press the DMK again, rotating the dial slowly just to hear the locks pop open. Then I lock the doors again. No need to push my luck.

Out on Lake Michigan, distant ships send out constellations of light. From my quiet hotel room, long past midnight, I watch the lake and wonder who’s out on the water, where they’re going. I can stare for hours: the shifting street reflections on the ceiling, afternoon sunlight raking down a wall, office windows at night, other evidence of everyday beauty.

I remember the limousine, wonder if Marianne London was riding in it. That two of Malcolm’s players might find ourselves at the same stoplight at exactly the same time seems unlikely, but not impossible.

Malcolm is a legendary connector—collectors to paintings, dubious capital to suspect ventures, musicians to gigs. Elegant, cultured as a fin de siècle Viennese, painfully wry, Malcolm refers to himself as an omniwhore, willing to corrupt any market. 
Once he ran an uptown art gallery, then a restaurant. Both closed under murky circumstances, Malcolm’s favorite.

Now he unites the deft and daring to lucrative shadow careers, if they want them. Most musicians do. It’s better than grinding along, broke and miserable. Malcolm helps us find something we can steal and convert to cash. Minus a 15 percent commission, of course. A saxophone player might specialize in check kiting. A drummer might take a second career removing art from museum walls or electronics from warehouses. Malcolm encourages us to be creative in our side projects. From what I know, I’m the only one on the circuit doing diamonds and BMWs. I wonder what Marianne London is up to.

The phone rings at four in the morning. I raise the receiver slowly.

“It’s me.” Ray never says more. My brother is convinced every phone is being monitored by Them. And with good reason.

“Up late or early?”

“Late. Been really busy. Jackson’s getting a makeover.”

“Again?”

“Always.”

In the silence, I hear Ray’s fast breathing. He walks into Montpelier to make calls—cell phones are too risky—and the trip winds him. He was never a fan of exercise of any sort except the fine-motor variety, our shared skill.

“It’s April fifteenth. You still paying taxes?”

“Of course.” Malcolm always keeps us on the level. A veneer of respectability can help you get away with a lot.

“Sucker.”

“You make your choices, I’ll make mine.” Ray brings out a 
testy side of me that I don’t like. Though he would be loath to admit it, Ray has adopted some of Chief’s bullying ways.

“Still tickling the ivories?”

I roll my eyes. “Yes.” Ray knows nothing of my hidden work, though he introduced me to Malcolm years ago, setting my whole shadow career in motion. I don’t trust Ray to keep a secret, though he’s the most secretive person I know. His barn outside Montpelier houses a state-of-the-art computing infrastructure and a massive Heidelberg press. He’s difficult, divorced with one son, and committed only to his work. But beyond that, he’s like a stranger who happens to be my brother.

“I’m thinking of getting completely off the grid,” he says softly.

“You’ve been saying that for a long time now.” I haven’t seen Ray in years, but I picture him bearded and keg-shaped, because I know he eats anything put in front of him.

He grumbles. “This time I mean it. I’m putting together a solar-powered generator.”

I laugh.

“Shut the fuck up!” he shouts.

“I’m not laughing at you.”

Silence. More rasping.

“Listen, bro. I need a favor.”

“Not a loan, I’m guessing.”

Even Ray has to laugh at that. “No, I need to send the kid to you for a couple of weeks. I really have to focus.”

I shake my head. “No. Way.” The kid is my nephew, Cray.

“I don’t care what the fuck you say, I’m sending him.”

“Isn’t he supposed to be in school?”

“He’s homeschooled.”

“I bet.” I think of the Artful Dodger schooling Oliver Twist.

“He needs to get around a little. It’s been a long fucking winter.”

“No. And I mean it this time.” Two years ago, Cray traveled around with me for a disastrous week.

“He’s changed. He’s grown up now. Got his license. I know! He can drive you around.”

“The last thing I need is a chauffeur.”

“Then he can carry your bags or something.”

“No.” Cray put a serious crimp in my nightwork and I wasn’t in the mood to babysit him again.

Ray pauses. “Look, he’s sixteen now. And he’s trying to figure out where he’s going with his life. I thought it might do him some good to get out on the road. Don’t you think?”

I say nothing.

“You’re playing in Dallas next month, right? He’ll meet you.”

I pause. “How do you know where I’m staying?”

“You always stay at the same hotel. You’re really predictable, bro. I know everything there is to know about you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do.” Our boyhood echoes across the years.

“All I’m saying, Ray, is don’t send him out to see me. Repeat. I do not have the patience to deal with Cray.”

Ray pretends not to hear. “Be looking for him. He’s taller now and he’s got his hair dyed kind of a deep yellow . . . you’ll see.”

“Thanks for the update on my nephew. Don’t send him.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

The phone clicks and my brother is gone.

Ray and I became playground grifters when I was in sixth grade and he was in eighth. Our classmates did little but play desk
hockey with sticks they made from pencils, wire, and masking tape. Outsiders already, we were rarely invited to play and when we were, we were soundly beaten, since our opponents spent every idle minute at school slapping wads of tape across their desks.

Wandering around the playground one afternoon, I found a half-empty tube of congealed tar left behind by workmen who had repaired the school’s flat roof. The day was cold and raw and when I kicked the end of the tube, the tar cracked into shards on the ground.

“Black opals,” Ray whispered from behind me, then set out his plan. “Give me a handful and throw the rest into that Dump-ster next to the gym. Whatever you do, don’t tell anyone about it.”

I nodded.

“In two weeks, we’ll have a couple hundred dollars. Guaranteed.”

“No way.”

Ray smiled. “Yes way. But you have to help me.”

I nodded, locked into the role of younger brother.

“Got any cash?”

I shook my head. Ray scowled. He ran a thriving candy and cigarette concession from his locker and always had money. He took out his wallet and handed me some dollars. “Put these in your pocket.”

Back among the table-hockey players, Ray pretended to admire his black opal. I took a careful look at it and we improvised a bit of dialogue, shouted, pushed each other—all free advertising. Once we had a crowd, Ray went into his pitch. He was already a pro and soon the asking price for this rare black opal dug from the Chicago dirt was up to ten dollars. I chimed in with twelve dollars and waved my cash at Ray when he gave me 
the signal. Another slack-jaw shoved a twenty at Ray and he shook his head.

“Not for sale,” he said. “I like it too much.” He was building demand, customer awareness, market pressure.

For days, the entire school searched for black opals, which Ray claimed came from a deep vein of semiprecious stones somewhere beyond the basketball court. Kids scraped sticks along the hard ground during recess. They rushed back to the schoolyard after dinner and dug with shovels, using flashlights when darkness fell. None of the preteen prospectors came up with a black opal. We had the market cornered. Ray took on the confident, peaceful look of someone with an enviable and insurmountable competitive advantage.

A week later, Ray announced he would sell his black opal to the highest bidder after school on Friday. By the time our frenzied auction ended, he had two hundred and seventy-five damp, wrinkled one-dollar bills in his backpack. A group of fourth-graders had pooled their allowances and yardwork earnings to buy Ray’s chunk of worthless tar.

Ray had plans for that cash. He wanted to buy a 1950-D Jefferson nickel, the rare one that would complete his collection. But the principal came for a visit that night. Chief uncovered our loot in Ray’s backpack, and assumed that—as the fourth-graders claimed—we had stolen their hard-earned allowances. We were expelled. We spent that night huddled in our room, awaiting our punishment with a mix of fear and pride.

The devious work of the Wolfshead Boys had just begun.

Too rattled to sleep now, I sit in front of the hotel room window, watching the lights of the city. Somewhere along the horizon
waits the Glenview bungalow where Chief started his way up the ladder at Moore’s, where Eileen nurtured her greenhouse of grudges, where Ray and I began to lie, cheat, and steal.

I’m ready to leave the city of Chicago, so freighted with commodities, memories.


st. louis


A few miles southwest of Kankakee, I turn off the highway and drive down straight county roads bordered by cornfields that race by in a pale green blur. After a few minutes, I pull over and roll down my window, turn off the car. The engine ticks for a moment, then goes silent. A cloud of dust sweeps past and the air clears. I’m parked on a low rise that presides over impossibly straight and endless rows of corn. Anyone wanting to contemplate infinity need only stand at the edge of an Illinois cornfield.

As I open the car door urgent bells sound, reminding me, a 
car thief, that I have left the keys in the ignition. I walk for a few minutes, then kneel by the side of the road and watch the red sun hover over the fields. Red-winged blackbirds fly low to rattle the corn. Down the verdant slope, a tiny dog runs figure eights behind a white farm house, laundry waving in a gentle breeze as if the world is exhaling.

The ground next to me is pale red and dry. I take a packet of diamonds from my pocket and drop them on the dirt. I took them during night visits across the country. But they’re all less than a half-carat and flawed. They still glimmer beautifully in the late-afternoon sun, but they’re nearly as worthless as Ray’s black opals. I push them down into the ground, the day’s warmth enveloping my hands.

I’ve been burying these dinky orphan diamonds all over the country, after decades on fingers, around wrists or necks. It seems right to me. I’m putting evidence where no one will find it and repatriating them to the earth. But I can see how someone might find it strange. I would have a few years ago.

Hands in the earth, eyes on the sun’s slow descent, the beauty of the world lowers around me like a stage curtain of indigo and silver.

A bright light beams from behind me and boots scrape along the road. The day has faded and the dust around my hands is cold. I turn and squint into a blinding light. How long have I been lost here next to the fields?

“Please stand,” a voice calls. “Now.”

I pull my hands from the dust and rise slowly.

“Who are you?”

“Ross Clifton.”

A beam of light moves from my eyes and across my dark pants, my shoes marked with dust, then trails along the ground between us. I can make out a dark figure, the glint of a silver belt buckle. In the distance, a low blue Illinois State Police sedan waits. So much for radiant moments.

“What are you doing here, Mr. Clifton?”

“I was driving from Chicago, stopped to rest for a few minutes.”

“You were sitting there for over an hour. Neighbors reported you, thought you might be having a heart attack or some kinda problem. Were you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Are you taking any medication, Mr. Clifton?”

I shake my head. “I haven’t taken anything for years.”

“Had anything to drink?”

“No.”

“Then do you mind telling me what exactly were you doing over there in the dirt?”

Reburying stolen diamonds might not be considered a good answer. “I play the piano,” I say. “I have a little arthritis in my hands. Sometimes keeping them in the dirt helps. It’s warm.”

“Am I supposed to believe that bullshit?” The policeman moves closer and I see he is young, a straight-backed black man with one hand holding his flashlight, the other on the handle of his service revolver. “I’m going to ask you to take out your wallet with one hand and toss it toward me.”

“I don’t carry a wallet.”

“Where’s your license?”

“In my jacket pocket.”

“Then hand it to me.”

I find my license and offer it politely. The patrolman shines his flashlight on it.

“New York. Long way from home, eh? And it says here your name’s Ross Wolfshead, not Clifton. What kinda messed-up name is that?”

“That’s my real name. It’s English, my father’s family name. Ross Clifton is my stage name.”

A pause, as the patrolman tries to put this whole tableau in context—a skinny white musician, squatting in the dirt near a cornfield, crazy apparently.

“What kind of music do you play?”

“Jazz. Just played a few nights at the Drake in Chicago. I’m playing St. Louis tomorrow night. Then Kansas City.”

“You get around then, do you?”

“I guess you could say that. I’m on the road a lot.” Sweat starts to trickle down my sides. I definitely don’t want the patrolman digging in the dirt or rummaging through my car.

Another pause. “Must be interesting.”

I shrug. “Probably not as interesting as being a state trooper.”

“Half the time I’m driving around, the other I’m doing paperwork.” A long pause. “Weekends though, I play bass in a little trio.”

“Electric or upright?”

“Electric.”

“What kind of music?”

“Fringe stuff.”

“Here in the heartland? Isn’t that illegal?”

The patrolman laughs, hands me back my license. With that lame line, I’m in.

“Not illegal, just not very popular,” he says. “You like Brother Jack McDuff?”

I smile at such an odd question asked in the twilight by a man with a gun. “Sure. I know a couple of his songs. Do It Now—that’s got a tricky little bass part.”

“I can’t believe it. We just picked that one up.”

“Hard four bars at the end, aren’t there?”

“You’re good, man. What are you, some kind of jazz master?”

“Hardly.”

“We do Snap Back Jack too,” he says, excited now.

I nod. “If you like McDuff, you’d probably like Mulgrew Miller.” I actually don’t know much about either. Jazz is baseball for indoorsmen, the kind who still hang out in clubs, listen to expensive Japanese CDs of bootleg Bill Evans outtakes. You pick your team—stride, swing, bebop, hard bop, West Coast cool, Afro-Cuban, fusion, acid jazz—and stick with it.

“Don’t know that I’ve heard of him.”

“Check out Neither Here Nor There—a nice fast little number. Hand in Hand is good too. More of a Latin feel to it.”

We walk back toward our cars, glowing slightly in the last light.

“You play any Monk?”

“One of my favorites,” I say. “Definitely in the top four. Monk, Parker, Miles, Mose.” I don’t bother mentioning James P. Johnson—hardly anyone remembers him.

“Old school, eh?”

“You could say that.”

“Can’t get our piano player to do Monk except the easy ones.”

“Try Monk’s Mood for starters. Hold on, I’ve got it here somewhere.” We walk back to the car and I lean in to lift my fakebook from the seat. It falls open to the pouch of glimmering diamonds.

“You sure you don’t need them?” The cop is right next to me, shining his flashlight in. I flip to the front quickly, rip out the right charts, and hand them over. I shrug. “If I don’t know that song by now, I’m never going to learn it.”

“Thanks. You go knock ’em dead in St. Louis.”

“I will. I’ll do that.” I smile, then let it fade as I climb back into the rental car.

The patrolman waves. I wave back. Two musicians passing in the night.

Almost everyone is a musician. A hotel clerk who plays blues harmonica in the elevator shaft, a guitarist working at a coffee shop, a drummer lying on a Lower East Side corner selling records on a blanket. They’re all musicians, part of the universal union able to carry a tune, remember some lyrics, put the notes together into a melody, and get across with an audience.

Songs return us to where we heard them first. They connect us to the people who wrote them, who played them before us, listened to them. Some nights I look out into the audience and see dozens of people, eyes lost in the middle distance, traveling back down a path. I’m just lighting the way.

I took piano lessons from a psychotic German named Mrs. Bernecasstler, who drilled me so incessantly that my fingertips hurt and I wanted to quit. She kept a collection of miniature plastic busts of composers in a box next to her. When I played poorly, she would rummage for the right composer, then hold him up and scream, “Vhat are you trying to do to me!”

Then I discovered James P. Johnson.

When I was fourteen, Chief jumped to a new level of management at Moore’s and he enrolled us in the Kenilworth Hill
School, where Ray and I wore white shirts, monogrammed blazers, rep ties slung around our necks—and became unlikely little dandies with plans for everybody.

Kenilworth had a fancy media center with low pods of cubicles equipped with turntables, tape decks, and enormous headphones. Ray found that if you pulled out the headphone jack and stuck in a steel Parker pen, you could deafen everyone in your pod. I found an enormous record library stocked with jazz albums—Sidney Bechet, Jimmie Lunceford, Jelly Roll Morton, Jack Teagarden, Glen Gray, Joe Venuti.

On the morning I discovered my true calling, I huddled in a cubicle that smelled of hot wiring, vinyl, and mildewed album covers. I put an early James P. Johnson side on the turntable, You’ve Got to be Modernistic. Even before the intro was over, every hair had stood up on the backs of my arms as if blown there by a gust of prairie wind. A latter-day Liszt, a Harlem savant who never got his due, Johnson played so well it seemed physically impossible—right hand like a sledge, left like a hummingbird.

As I pressed the headphones tightly over my ears, I heard something more than a transcendent stride tune, thousands of notes cascading down like water. I heard optimism, the promise that no matter how bad times were, there would always be escape in music, grace, and sheer audacity. I listened to James P. Johnson over and over until my ears turned hot beneath the headphones.

Chief was working hard for some vague payoff that would justify all the overtime, meetings, office politics, and seething dinners with Eileen. We would buy a boat and cruise around Lake Michigan, Chief at the helm. Our family would live in a big house in Lake Forest, go to fine restaurants, vacation in London to search out our Wolfshead relatives and impress them with our new American money.

I didn’t want any of it. All I wanted was to play piano like James P. Johnson. Nothing else mattered.

While I was exploring the intricacies of Harlem stride, Ray invented the dickel, a dime and a nickel sanded down and soldered together down in Chief’s basement shop. Ray sold them to rich kids at school; they were all coin collectors. They knew that mint errors like this—freaks, they’re called—were valuable, certainly worth more than the five dollars Ray charged. By the time they figured out the scam, Ray had pocketed a couple hundred bucks and moved on to two-headed quarters, pennies etched with Lincoln smoking a fat joint.

Ray had found exactly what he was going to do with his life too.

The Westin lounge looks out upon the iconic Gateway Arch, which, like most celebrities, looks smaller in real life. I play my usual first set to a good, crowded room. A bald guy tips me a twenty and requests Our Love Is Here to Stay. Deep into the second set, I stray far outside the melody of East of the Sun and the hotel guests applaud when I bring it back into line after eight bars. Make it sound risky and they’ll cheer.

I play a set of moon songs—How High the Moon, then Old Devil Moon in the Mose Allison style. I skip Moondance—perhaps the most requested song in history—because it just isn’t jazz, it has the word fantabulous in the second line, and I worry that if I play it, my next number might be Bebop Kumbaya.

Between the second and third sets, a woman sitting alone at the front table watches me as if trying to memorize my every feature. She’s got short black hair cut in brutal bangs, her watery skin set off by a sparkling black dress.

Two hours later, the staring woman and I are horizontal in the Chairman’s Suite, an enormous room high up in the Westin, so big that it has an entire dining room and living room as well as the elegant bedroom where she kisses me hard. Carla tastes of minibar Scotch and cigarettes. In a dispassionate flurry, she gathers my rumpled suitcoat from the bed and opens the door to a massive armoire and hangs my jacket among a careful row of dark suits.

“Always travel with a dozen Armani suits?”

“Very funny,” Carla says. “They’re my stupid husband’s.” Women who find themselves alone with a traveling musician after midnight rarely have anything good to say about their husbands or boyfriends.

“Will he be coming back soon to put them on?”

“Don’t worry, he’s meeting me here tomorrow. Flying in from New York. And what do you care, piano man? You saw I was married the moment we met.” Carla sits back down on the bedspread and reaches out to touch my chest as she issues a liquor-fueled non sequitur. “You’re not very hairy at all.”

“No, I’m not,” I say. “And I didn’t know you were married.”

“Didn’t you see my wedding ring?”

I definitely notice rings. “You weren’t wearing one.”

“I guess I left it in the bathroom.” She shrugs. “The engagement ring’s a bit too much sometimes.”

I perk up at the news.

“We married a few years ago—a marriage of convenience. Ryan gets convenient use of my money. I get convenient use of his corporate jet.” She smiles at her own tired wit, cracks open another plastic nip of Scotch and offers it to me, then drinks it all herself.

If I ever needed proof that money doesn’t make people happy, it’s sprawled on the bedspread next to me.

“Are we going to do it?” Carla says. “Or did my husband’s nice suits scare you off?”

“I’m not scared,” I say. “But we’re not going to do it the way you’re used to.”

Her green eyes flare for a second. “Ohh . . . something special planned?” She pulls off her black silk pan ties and drops them on the floor, unsnaps her bra. Even in the dim light of the bedroom, I can see that Carla’s had some work done. She’s forty-five with the breasts of a cheerleader. Her eyes are too defined, hair too dark.

“Sit for a moment,” I say.

“Sit?” she says. “I don’t want to sit. If you can’t get it up, I have some Viagra. Do you need a Viagra, piano man?”

“No,” I say.

“I said I want to fuck, not sit,” she shouts.

“We can do both.” I climb off the bed and sit in a straight-backed chair, hotel-issue Baroque, carved with eagles with arrows in their beaks. I wave Carla over and she slides off the bed, walks with a slight sway across the carpet. Her pubic hair is trimmed into a porny vertical swath, like an exclamation without the point. She turns around and presents her surgically sculpted ass to me, lowers it slowly as if I’m a piece of furniture. To her, I might as well be.

I turn her around gently and sit her on my knees, her legs around mine, feet barely touching the floor. I start by looking into her eyes. I trace her eyebrows with my index fingers, pressing gently against the low rise where they have been so carefully painted and plucked.

“Jesus that feels good . . .”

“Try to be quiet,” I say, and go from eyebrow to cheekbone to earlobe, the innocent venues no one ever explores.

Ten minutes later, Carla’s in a half-trance. I raise her up slightly by flexing my legs and pushing her up on my knees. She rises effortlessly, like the floating woman in a magic show. I lick the fingertips of my right hand and press them together in a narrow pyramid. I reach down and place this pyramid on the seat of the chair, then lower Carla down on it in increments so narrow that at first she doesn’t even feel my fingers inching inside her.

“Oh my God.” Her eyes pinch closed.

I turn my hand slowly clockwise, then back.

Carla reaches for the chair and tries to pull herself down but I push her back up with my legs, withholding any stolen increments. She has to wait, for once.

An hour later, I’m in the bathroom, flashlight clenched between my teeth, magnifier in my eye, looking at one of the largest diamonds I’ve ever seen. Carla was right. At almost four carats, the engagement ring really is embarrassing. I check the cut, find that it’s okay. Inside the crown there are dozens of inclusions, black bits of unprocessed carbon like tiny cancers. Carla’s diamond is impressive on the surface but shallow and flawed on closer inspection. Even so, it’s worth plenty. One of the many ironies of diamonds is that the large ones can bully through any number of flaws. Small diamonds have to be perfect.

A single pull of the calipers extracts the diamond from its gaudy, platinum setting. I look at my face for a moment in the mirror, the low light of the bathroom shadowing the hollows of my cheeks, my dark eyes. My face looks more honest the more I steal.

Feeling triumphant, I flip Carla’s diamond toward the ceiling with my thumb, open my mouth, and catch it like a grape. Except 
that it slips down my throat, and a grape doesn’t have sharp facets.

I gag, then grab both sides of the sink and make a desperate, feral choking sound. My face reddens and my hands are shaking on the sink as I retch again, raising nothing, lodging the diamond even further in its esophageal setting.

The bathroom door opens and Carla wanders in, sits on the toilet, and unleashes a torrent of piss. She squints up at me. “My God, what did you do to me? I can hardly walk,” she whispers.

I nod, try to pretend that I’m fine, then gag again, sending a recoil through my whole body.

“Feeling okay, piano man?”

I shake my head.

“Must be something you ate.” She stands and rubs my back gently.

My eyelids lower slightly and the room grows dark at the edges.

“Once I ate a bad scallop—are you allergic to scallops, maybe?—and I woke up in the ICU with a plastic tube down my throat.”

My whole body shakes, out of control.

Carla’s at the vanity mirror, rubbing some kind of cream under her eyes. “Maybe you’re allergic to nuts, everyone seems to be. Can you imagine that anything so innocent as a peanut could be . . .”

I press forward quickly to ram my stomach against the white corner of the sink. A hot gasp blows out of my mouth, and along with it, Carla’s diamond. It ricochets off the tiles with a tiny click.

“Better?”

I gasp, run the water, splash it on my face. “Yes, much better,” I say in a moment. “Choked on some water.”

Carla shakes her head. “Got to watch that stuff. I try to stick with Bordeaux or single malt.” She smiles and puts her arms around me, presses her cheek into my chest. “I feel so . . . incredible. I’ve never . . .”

I lay my fingers over her lips.

She nods. “I know, better not to talk about it. I won’t say another word.” She mimes locking her mouth and throwing away the little key. “Come back to bed. And bring those hands of yours.”

I nod.

Carla drifts back into the bedroom.

I close the door with a click and retrieve my flashlight from the top of the medicine cabinet. I get down on all fours and crawl through the bathroom like a pig looking for a four-carat truffle. Not in the corner, not in the bathtub. I crawl toward the sink and peer underneath. Nothing. I look over the rim of the toilet and spot a glimmer at the bottom of the bowl beneath Carla’s tea-colored pee and shrouds of toilet paper.

For someone who prides himself on being a complete professional, both onstage and during my nightwork, this particular evening is the equivalent of forgetting a song and hammering at the keyboard with lobster claws.

I swallow my pride, hoping it goes down a bit easier than Carla’s diamond, and remind myself that urine is pure, that yogis drink it. Then I plunge my hand down into the piss and catch the stone between my fingers, the last act in tonight’s performance finally over.

Like Carla, I used to have too much money, and it led me astray. It started with a simple desire—a better piano to replace my 
tinny upright. For years, I had dreamed of owning a grand piano. More specifically, I wanted, coveted even, a Bösendorfer, arguably the best piano in the world, and the most expensive. Alta, my girlfriend, encouraged me to buy myself one. I worked hard, I deserved the best, and anyway, it was a business expense.

Alta’s work made her finely calibrated to appreciate timeless beauty and the objects that embodied it. She specialized in designing Eames-era interiors, which meant anything sleek, modern, and expensive, from what I could tell. Tall and serious, half-French, with long straight hair and unshakable poise, Alta made her clients feel okay about buying a German Expressionist print, a Mission desk, or beautiful knickknacks that cost five or six figures. That I loved her deeply made me ignore any worries I might have that I was straying disturbingly close to the ways of Chief, who believed that big-ticket purchases had medicinal properties.

I gathered up $75,000 in converted diamonds and BMWs, called headquarters in Vienna, and placed my order, sweat coursing down my sides. Instead of healed, I felt terrified.

Soon after, we realized that the living room of my apartment on University Place wouldn’t hold a ten-foot grand piano. Actually, it would hold the piano, but little else.

But Alta and I had spotted a loft for sale on Bond Street a few months ago. We’d find ourselves wandering past it after dinner, gazing up at its row of original windows, the intricate gray-flecked marble details. Bond Street—its very name promised to bring us together forever. Alta turned reverent when we talked about buying the loft during long walks, phone calls from the road, or afternoons in my cramped apartment, which seemed to shrink palpably.

Bond Street. I bought the loft and we moved in together—two 
decisions tied together with a bright green ribbon of money. Malcolm negotiated a deal with the own er, a once-plush financial services guy anxious to unload it. I made the down payment in cash.

At first, change, space, and more time together brought us happiness. When I think of those first few months together, a strong hand squeezes some unnamed and imaginary gland that secretes sadness—one found somewhere just below my heart.

Then Alta decided that she needed a cat to keep her company when I was on the road. We bought a kitten in Soho and named her Sake, Alta’s drink of choice. Sake was a Savannah, a rare, half-wild breed with short gray hair who stalked along the high-gloss floors like a pocket-sized panther. She cost $3,000 and some change.

Alta also thought our loft needed new furniture. Three months and $60,000 later, we had a set of original black leather Barcelona chairs, floor-to-ceiling custom bookshelves, a Ligne Roset bedroom set, and vintage Nichols rugs. Each purchase seemed to trigger late-night discussions of what to buy, where to find it, how it might fit with everything else. Alta carried a vague dissatisfaction with her, as if forever hunting for one last, perfect missing piece of our life.

The first sign of trouble came from Sake, who started to eat pencil erasers, rubber bands, food wrappers, and other colon-clogging plastic debris. One night, while Alta and I were out having dinner in Tribeca, Sake destroyed the Barcelona chairs, shredding the leather to get to some kind of midcentury adhesive that she craved like a kitty crackhead. When we came home, Alta crumpled to the floor and cried for hours in the fetal position.

Several thousand dollars in vets and feline psychiatrists later, Sake was diagnosed with feline pica, a nervous disorder that 
would require regular counseling and constant vigilance. We had to get rid of anything she could chew.

Then finally, the Bösendorfer arrived one June Saturday, hoisted in through the front windows of the loft. A crowd gathered to watch the enormous piano hovering like a black Austrian cloud over Bond Street. I directed it into the living room, placed it in the corner out of the sun. Sake used the opportunity to devour a Styrofoam coffee cup one of the piano movers left on the floor.

When the movers had finally left, I sat at the in finitely adjustable, ergodynamic bench ($2,500). I put my fingers on the keyboard and felt its cool elegance. It was Christmas in June. My payoff had come.

I played a James P. Johnson number first, Carolina Shout, then Monk’s Straight,No Chaser. The piano was responsive and fast. The whole room seemed to vibrate when I played most of All Blues, adding an extra sixteen-bar solo. Alta sat next to me on the bench, smiling, listening more intently than she ever had before.

Midway through Brilliant Corners, the phone rang. It was the woman who lived in the loft downstairs, May d’Assiandro. I had never met May, though I had heard she was an artist and that she had been in the Whitney Biennial a few years earlier. She specialized in gnawing plastic doll heads, something Sake would have been glad to help her with, I’m sure. From what Alta could decipher through the screaming and crying, May was hypersensitive to sound, particularly the sound of the piano, which reminded her of “something bad about to happen.” Alta said we’d keep it quiet and hung up.

Back at the Bösendorfer, I touched the keys as lightly as possible, playing an almost inaudible version of Almost Blue. The 
phone rang again immediately. Sake skidded into the living room and began to projectile-retch Styrofoam.

A few weeks later, we heard from May d’Assiandro’s lawyers; she was suing us for “sonic disturbances contributing to an inability to function as a working artist.” Then Sake ate the keys off the lower register of the Bösendorfer.

I was in hell, one of my own making, the worst kind. I had a piano I couldn’t play, a loft that served as a high-priced prison/ furniture showroom, and a cat that spewed plastic.

The disintegration of our loft paralleled our own. Like so many other fools in love, Alta and I had equated prime real estate with the promise of domestic happiness. I’ll skip the next few months of our dwindling love affair, rife with simmering regret, slammed doors, and arctic silences—a back avenue of love rarely explored in song, and for good reason. When Alta finally moved out and took a job in San Francisco, I was numb with sadness. Less so when Sake went to a feline rehabilitation clinic upstate.

When you’re in hell, there’s only one real road out—repentance. Mine was financial. I sold the loft at a loss to a younger financial services guy, who kept the Bösendorfer, for looks, as he put it so eloquently. I rented a room in an apartment building on Elizabeth Street, a kind of club house where Malcolm let his musicians stay for low rent.

I knew that no matter what I bought with my diamond and BMW money, it would be tainted. Some people give up drugs or drinking. I gave up money. I began my new life out on the road, stealing and giving away, staying in constant motion like a long run of sixteenth notes.

I would keep my damaged heart to myself and put my fast hands to good use.

[image: art]


I pay my twenty-dollar cover just like everyone else and take the table in the very back of the Infoscape Jazz Lounge at the Ambassador Hotel. Thanks to the club’s corporate sponsor, every table has free Wi-Fi, which keeps half of every couple pecking away on various handheld devices. Not exactly behavior that makes for friendliness, but that’s fine with me. I’m not here to talk to anyone.

Two glasses of warm red wine later, Marianne London takes the stage, nodding and smiling to the crowd, which applauds wildly. Her gentle reddish curls fall on her bare shoulders. Her carefully revealing black dress and her simple strand of three diamonds on a thin gold chain urge me to dismiss her as nightclub eye candy. But I’m impressed at how she’s won over the crowd before she even opens her mouth.

Then her pianist hits the bass intro to You Don’t Know What Love Is, a risky melancholy opener, and Marianne sings. Her voice is pure and strong but seductive, more Sarah Vaughn than Billie Holiday, more Kansas City than New York. She’s old school, not trying to sound like Diana Krall or her ilk, voices as silken and perfect as their hair. Summing up a voice is like describing a wine—much is lost in translation from experience to words. All I can say is that by the third verse, the one about not knowing how a lost heart feels, I’m completely hooked.

Marianne stalks the front of the stage during Taking a Chance on Love, using the long chorus to scan the audience and connect her gaze with dozens of men. I have to smile. It’s like watching my sultry twin in action. Except with one big difference. All I can do is send out looks from behind the keyboard. Untethered from the piano, she’s in close with the crowd, a beautiful wolverine among graying sheep.

During I Don’t Know Enough About You she takes it even further, walking between tables and laying her hand on the shoulders of dozens of men like a faith healer. Those sitting with their wives or girlfriends try to feign indifference. But their gleaming eyes give them away; they love being singled out.

Then suddenly, she’s coming toward me, singing the verse about knowing a little about biology, psychology, and geology. I have to laugh at that one—I know a thing or two about geology too, at least the gemstone part of it.

As she moves closer, the oxygen in the room seems to double and I think she’s singing just for me, even though of all people, I ought to be immune to any strain of musical seduction by now. But still, my heart is racing, even more when she pauses in front of me, puts her hands on my shoulders, and stares right in my eyes as she sings. The follow spot catches us as she’s finishing the chorus—But I don’t know enough about you. Then she winks at me, as if we’re both in on the game she’s playing, as if this line actually means something. Then she trails her fingers across my shoulders and moves through the crowd for the next verse. The spotlight trails her and abandons me to darkness.

All through the dim club, ardent fans are reinventing Marianne London. She’s a blank screen and they’re a hundred flickering projectors beaming conflicting story lines.

Marianne is mysterious. She’s blunt and direct.

Marianne’s an intellectual. She’s never read a book.

Marianne is easy to get along with. She’s a wildcat.

To me, Marianne is another long-suffering traveler trapped on Malcolm’s endless circuit. She’s looking for a way out, someone to steal her away from her admirers. She’s sick of singing alone and annoyed at her light-handed accompanist. Clearly she’s 
waiting for the right piano player to come along. Someone who understands, who listens. Someone a lot like me.

I leave the table and walk out of the club before she finishes the song, not wanting to share my version of Marianne with anyone. I can still hear her beautiful voice a block away.




End of sample
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