Except The Music by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Krigtine Kathryn Rusch'smystery novel, War at Home (written asKris Nelscott), wasrecently
nominated for the Oregon Book Awar d--one of the Northwest'smost prestigiousliterary
awards. Thisisthe second year in arow that Krishasbeen nominated for it. Her newest
Nelscott novel, Days of Rage, came out in February, and her latest SF book, Paloma: A
Retrieval Artist Nove, will appear in October. Asl writethisblurb, Krisisprobably in

Bar celona collecting the prestigious UPC award for her novella™ Diving into the Wreck™
(Asmov's, December 2005). In her latest tale, she exploresthe mystique of creativity and
shows one man that perhaps nothing can save him...

* k% k %

"Where do musicians go to die?' She rested on one elbow, her honey brown hair spilling down her arm
and onto the pillow. Therest of her body was hidden by the linen duvet, which warded off the room's
chill.

Max paused, hisleft black tuxedo shoe--shined to perfection before the concert--in hisright hand. The
guestion unnerved him. She had overheard hisremark earlier, made at the festival to one of the other
performers. Places like this are where classical musicians go to die.

His cheekswarmed. He was glad he had his back to her. He dipped the shoe over his sock-clad foaot,
then picked up the other shoe. "It was ajoke."

His voice was soft, gentle, asif he wasn't the kind of man who had any maice within him. He knew that
wasn't true, and he had a hunch she did aswell. But he couldn't be certain of that; he knew so very little
about her.

"I know you meant it that way," she said, scrunching up the pillows and pulling the duvet over her
large--and not fake--breasts. "Still, it got me to wondering.”

He buttoned his shirt hafway, stuffed the bow tie in the pocket of his pants, and looked for hisjacket.
The room seemed smdller than it had two hours ago. Then it had seemed charming--danted cellings,
large windows with a spectacular view of the ocean, abed in the very center--made, which surprised
him--and two antique upholstered chairs next to a curved reading lamp. A small table sat near the even
smdler hdf kitchen. Thewalswere lined with bookshel ves, filled floor-to-celling with well-read
paperbacks. Until he saw those, he would have guessed that she was a weekender, like so many others
in this godforsaken coastal town.

"Wondering?' he asked. "About death?"

She shrugged a pretty shoulder, then turned on alamp on the end table beside the bed. He hadn't noticed
the lamp or the end table before. Of course, he had been preoccupied.

"Desath isahobby of mine" she said so camly that it made him nervous.

Hefindly turned toward her. She wasforty, give or take, but till beautiful in amature way that herarely
saw outside of the mgjor cities.

Shedidn't look like thetypica classca music groupie. Granted, most of them were middle-aged women
with too much time on their hands, but their beauty--if they once had any at dl--had faded. They now
had a soft prettiness or acompetent intelligent look about their tired faces. Dressing up made them look
likelibrarians, and he aways sensed desperation in them.

She had stood out, even on thefirst night of the festival, wearing alavender silk blouse that made her



honey hair seem blond. She was statuesque, overdressed for the Oregon Coast, and yet, he had asense
then--which he till had--that she had dressed down for every one of the concerts she attended. Her hair
was long, where most of the middle-aged women wore theirs too short--and she wore no make-up: she
needed none.

"You seem sartled," she said, and that was when he redized how ridiculous he looked. He ill had his
shoein his hand, one sock-clad foot resting on hisknee, his shirt unbuttoned and his pants unzipped.

A man who was trying to escape. A man who was done with this one-night stand, as pleasurable asit
had been.

A man who should have known better, but had--even at the ripe old age of forty-five--let his penis get
the best of him.

"| just never heard anyone claim they specidized in death before," he said.
"l don't specidize” shesaid. "l dabble.”

Shefumbled in the end table's only drawer, findly pulling out acigarette with an air of triumph. Max
winced. The place didn't smell of tobacco, but apparently that didn't mean anything. She hadn't tasted of
tobacco either. Maybe the cigarette was of adifferent kind.

Shelit it, and he realized he was both right and wrong: the cigarette was a different type--he just hadn't
expected to smell clovesingtead of marijuana.

"I wouldn't have bought the season ticketsiif it weren't for the Mozart on the bill." Shetook along drag
from the cigarette, then let the blue smokefilter dowly out of her lungs. "'l so lovethat requiem. | think it's
the best of dl of them.”

Max didn't; he preferred FaurA©'s. "Mozart never finished it. There's some argument about how much
of itishiswork."

"Precisely.” Shejabbed the cigarette toward him with the movement of along-standing smoker. "A
requiem partially composed by adead man. Don't you find that amazingly appropriate?*

"| think it's more appropriate that | find my coat before | leave." He did the other shoe over hisfoot. "Did
you see where | dropped it?"

She gave him awicked smile. "l wasn't looking at your clothes.”
He gave her awicked smilein return. No sense letting her know that she was fresking him out.

He stood, looked around the small space for the tuxedo jacket that had cost him more than she probably
paid for everything in this place. He remembered thisfeding; hed had it in histwenties before he married,
this Snking sensation that if he had smply taken five minutes to talk with the woman before dipping into
bed with her, he would never have touched her.

Then he saw the jacket, lying in a heap on top of afake Persian rug.
"Y ou don't haveto run out,” she said.

"Actudly, | do," he said, picking up the jacket in one neat movement. "I'm staying with alocal family, and
it would be rude to wake them just because | stayed out too late.”

That shoulder shrug again, accompanied by a practiced pout. "So don't go homeat al.”



"I'm the cdlebrity,” he said, with only atrace of irony. "They'll be watching for me."

Asif hewereachild again, and they were his parents. He hated this part of music festivals, and he didn't
care how much the organizers explained it to him, he ill didn't understand the lure. Hefdlt asthough the
patrons, who had spent thousands of dollars supporting music in the hinterlands, had aso bought a piece
of him, even though none of them acted that way. They dl seemed honored that aman of his skillswould
deignto vigt their home.

Hewould rather have deigned to drop five hundred dollars per night for asuite at aloca resort, but that
money would have come out of hisown pocket. And with CD sdes declining precipitoudy and classica
musi ¢ going through a concurrent but unrelated dide, he had to watch his pockets closdly. He ill had a
lot of money by most people's stlandards, but he also had a sense that that money might haveto last him
for therest of hislife.

"Poor, poor pitiful you," she said with asmile. It had been that smile, wide and warm and inviting, that
had brought him herein thefirst place.

"Yep," hesaid, "poor, poor pitiful me."

And with that he dipped out the front door and into the cool fog-filled night. As he walked the three
blocks back to the performing arts center--built twenty years ago with funds raised at the festival--he
redlized that he hadn't even learned her name.

Hewas out of practice. There had once been atime when he would have learned enough about her to
cover himsdlf for therest of the festival. Now he was going to have to avoid her.

He sighed, feding the accuracy of his earlier satement.

Thisredly waswhere classca musicianswent to die.

* * * %

The North County Music Festival drew severa thousand people annually to the Oregon Coast. Max had
come every year sSncethe very first, mostly because of Otto Kennisen, the genius behind it dl. Otto had
taken Max under hiswing when Max had been fourteen, and Max owed him for that.

Thefegtival had grown from atight little community of internationally known musicianswho wanted a
coagtal vacation into one of the more respected classica music festivasin the Northwest. Although that
didn't mean much any more.

When he had started in professional music as an acclaimed prodigy about thirty years ago, the
internationa music scene had more festivalsthan sense. Classica music sdeswere at an dl-time high, and
some musi cians had become superstars.

Now, the music wasn't being taught in the schools or played much on the radio, and what was being
played was Top Forty Classical--"acceptable” excerpts from Bach or Mozart or Beethoven, rarely the
entire works, and never works by "difficult" composers like Schoenberg or Stravinsky.

Europe gtill loved its classicd mudic, but it dso loved its classcad musicians, preferring anyonewith a
European pedigree to an upstart American.

Max was able to make hisliving touring and playing music--his CD saleswere down, but not asfar down
as some of those former superstars--but the changes bothered him. Once, he would have toured the
major concert hallsin Portland and Seeitle. Now, he made the rounds of the music festivals, and
augmented hisvisitswith performances with the remaining reputable orchestras.



Max stopped outside the performing arts center. He had a key--the only one granted to the performers
beside the one given to Otto. Max walked around to the back door, and let himself ingde.

He had lied to the groupie: he didn't have ared curfew. The guest cottage where he was staying thistime
had a detached entrance, and a private drive. He could come and go as he pleased. The couple who
owned the place probably did keep track of him, but he didn't care. On thistrip, at least, he didn't have
to answer to anyone.

The performing arts center was dark. It smelled of greasepaint and dry air mingled with a hint of wood
and old sweat. He loved that mixture--the smell of an empty theater, no matter what city hewasin, no
matter the Size of the thester.

He wound hisway through the curtain pulls and the old flats that lined the backstage area. The piano sat
on the stage, covered in acloth.

He crossed the stage, pushed the bench back, and sat, hands resting on the keyboard cover. After a
moment, he took off the cloth, and uncovered the keyboard. He rested his fingers on the keys, but didn't
depress them, smply sitting there for amoment, in the dark and silent auditorium, and closed hiseyes.

He belonged here. Not on a stage, but with apiano. It wasthe only place hefelt dive. The groupies, the
concerts, the strangely worshipful perks of fame, none of them made him fed complete as these moments
donedid.

He sighed once. It had been amistake to go off with the woman, but then, held been making alot of
mistakes like that |lately. The divorce--his second--had left him vulnerable and even more lonely than
usual. He hadn't spent alot of time with his wife--that had been one of the issues--but he had called her
every night, shared the day's events, and he had fdt intimacy in that. Hiswife hadntt.

Hisfingers came down hard on the keys, and he found himself playing Grieg's "Piano Concerto in A
Minor," with the great crashing chord in the beginning that ran down the scale like awave bresking
againgt the shore. He'd aways thought the piece appropriate to the coast, but the festival had never

playedit.

And he wasn't playing it now because of the sea. He was playing it because the piece helped him
vent--the loud passages weren't angry, but they were dramatic, and he was fedling dramatic.

A woman who called desth her hobby.
A woman who had pursued him with the single-mindedness of one possessed.
He played and played and played until hed exorcised her. Until hefdt clean again. Until hefelt cam.

Then he put the cloth back on the piano, and sat in the silence for along time, wishing for something he
didn't completely understand.

* * * %

Shewas at the next concert, of course. There were two weeks worth of concerts|eft until the
requiem--and he had ahunch hewould see her a dl of them.

Hewasn't playing in the first set--a Mozart trio, a Bach cantata, and an obscure chamber piece by a
composer few of the musicians liked. Still, Max had come early, and he was wearing his tux.

During the Mozart, he peered out of the wings, and saw her in her customary seet, four rows back,
wherethelight of the stage played up the shadows on her face.



Otto Kennisen came up beside Max. Otto clutched hisviolin, histhick fingers strong despite hisage. He
was over eighty now, athough he looked like aman in hisfifties. Heloved the music, but he lacked the
stamina he'd had as ayounger man. Now he only performed one piece per concert instead of dl of them,
and even that one piece took something out of him.

Otto's career made Max's ook asif it hadn't even gotten started. Otto had been one of the superstar
musicians of the 1950s and 60s, and had been in astate of semi-retirement since 1990. He loved the
Oregon Coast, and now he brought the musicians he wanted to meet here, rather than going to see them.

As applause rose at the end of the Mozart, Max turned to Otto and nodded toward the woman in the
fourth row. "Do you know her?"

"Which her?' Otto squinted.
"The woman with the long, honey-colored hair," Max said.

"The one you escorted out of herelast night?' Otto's blue eyes twinkled. "Y ou didn't bother to learn her
name?'

Max made himsdf grin. "It was an oversight.”

"Now you want meto correct it," Otto said.

"I want someoneto before | embarrass mysdf.”

"Agan." Otto's smile was puckish.

"Asif you've never done anything likethat," Max said.

"At your age, dear boy, | was married with five children.” Otto stared into the audience.

And with mistresses all over the globe, Max wanted to add, but didn't. Otto's attraction to women had
been legendary. When held semi-retired, musicians the world over wondered how Otto would survive
with only one country's women to chose from.

"| at least learned their names," Otto said into Max's silence.
"Well, I'mtrying to learn hers" Max said, alittle more defensively than he had planned.

"I believe Mariaknows," Otto whispered as the next group of performersfiled acrossthe stage for the
Bach cantata.

Max dipped away from him and went in search of Maria, the board chairman, and Otto's answer to
everything.

* k k %

But no one knew the woman's name. Max had gone from local volunteer to locd volunteer, al of whom

claimed they had no ideawhom he was taking about. One of the volunteers used most of intermisson to
check the computer records of the ticket sales, hoping to find the woman by seat number, but there was
no name, only arecord that someone had paid cash for that seat for the entire festival.

Hedidn't think of her while he was on stage. That night, he was playing a series of piano concertos, first a
Schubert, then an obscure piece by Prince Louis Ferdinand, and ending with arather frothy Chopin
work, familiar and popular with the festival audience.



Max had gotten so lost in the music that as he stood for the final bow, he redlized Otto was looking at
himin surprise. Usudly, Max held part of himsdlf in reserve a these smaller concerts. The venue wastoo
intimate for him, the audiencetoo close.

Inlarger halls, like the Carnegie, he could lose himself, pretend he was playing aonein hisroom just as
he used to do as a child, and when he gazed toward the audience (if he accidentdly did) he would see
only darkness. Here, he saw faces, and the faces reminded him that he was not by himself.

But here, he had goneto that place, that place that had made him an international sensation, and he could
tell just from the quality of the applause that Otto wasn't the only person held surprised. He had taken the
audience, held them in that place where only music could go--that place between smple emotion and
rapture, the place that was beyond words.

It surprised him that the moment of ecstasy came this night, and surprised him even morethat it had
happened through him. The audience sensed it, and found that rhythmic pattern in their applause where
their hands seemed to spesk with one voice. They were on their feet, clapping in unison, aspine-tingling
sgn of affection that he had missed more than he redlized.

He bowed, then rose, following the other musicians off stage, in a daze. The applause continued,
stronger, and Otto shook his head asif he couldn't believeit. Thefestival audiences were appreciative,
sometimes embarrassingly so, but never likethis.

Otto sighed, then swept his bow in acome-on sign. He led the musicians back to the stage, where the
applause got even louder.

Max followed, stood beside the piano, his hand on itsframe, and bowed again. Ashe did, hefdt his
back muscles knot with tension. Otto would yell a him when the gpplause ended. They would go
backstage, and Otto would remind him, as only Otto could, that Max should give more of himsdlf in all
of his performances.

Max had been so young when held met Otto that any criticism from that man felt like the criticism from a
parent. Max rose out of the bow, saw the audience still standing, saw the faces, saw...

...her. Shewas clapping like the others, only it seemed asif she believed that he had played that music
just for her. Her gaze met his, and he looked away. He wondered how he had ever found her attractive.

Hefollowed the musicians out a second time, and kept going. Even if there was going to be athird bow,
or an encore, he would not be part of it.

She had shattered theillusion for him, made him remember what he hated about performance, and it
saddened him.

Thewholefestival saddened him.
He was beginning to think he had lost his heart.

* k% k %

Max avoided her that night, but he knew that he might have to speak to her over the next few weeks. In
particular, he worried about the next two concerts. One was an informa "encounter” in which Otto
spread his expertise to the audience asif they were students who had never heard of classica music
before. Mogt festivals had aversion of this, the free afternoon session that existed to drum up ticket sles
for the next night's performance.

The North County Music Festival had been sold out for weeks. The encountersredlly weren't



necessary--to anyone except Otto. He claimed he lived for them, and indeed, he seemed to have more
energy than usua when he bounded onto the stage, rubbing his hands together as he enthusiagtically
explained the matifs of the following night's BartA3k.

Max's job at the encounters was to accompany the soloist, Penelope, who had to sing little snippets of a
cantata, and to illugtrate Otto's sometimes esoteric points, using the music before him to illuminate the
melody or the melodic inversion or the composer'slittlein-jokes.

Max hated these sessons more than anything: He didn't like wooing the audience. They made him fedl
self-conscious. On these afternoons, hefdt like apianist for hire, not an artist. Anyone could do this part
of thejob, so long as they'd had enough keyboard training to sight-read the classics.

He was sitting on the piano bench, staring a the BartA3k score, trying to pay enough atention to Otto's
lecture to catch his cue, when he redlized that Otto had stopped speaking.

For amoment, Max froze, wondering if he had missed his entrance. But he had done that in the past, and
Otto had laughed at him, or tapped him on the shoulder, or made somejoke about musicianslivingin
their own worlds.

But Otto said nothing. Max turned toward the audience, saw Otto clutching one hand to histhroat.
Penel ope took astep toward him, but Otto held up one imperious finger, warning her away. Maria, the
board chair, ran toward the back, grabbed a bottle of water, opening it as she brought it to the stage.

Otto took it like aman dying of thirst, guzzled the contents, set the bottle down and shuddered. Max
didn't move. Otto was old, but he was abear of aman, apillar of the musica community, one of the
foundations of the earth. Nothing could happen to Otto.

Nothing would dare.

Then Otto coughed, turned toward the musicians and grinned, and said to the crowd, "Now you
understand the drama of silence. How composers useit for effect....”

And he continued with hislecture asif nothing had gone wrong.
If Max hadn't known Otto so well, Max would have thought that it had al been aploy, but it hadn't.

When he gpproached Otto after the encounter, lamentably the fourth person to do so in the space of five
minutes, Otto held up that imperious finger again.

"l am fine. | made the mistake of sampling some of the fine cheese that the vineyard had brought to serve
with itswine, and abit of Goudacaught in my throat. It is nothing, redly.”

Max made no reply. Like the good musicians, he knew the vaue of silence.

* * * %

Hedidn't see her a the encounter, but she was at the concert. She caught his arm during intermission,
when he had tried to sneak through the lobby to get himself aglass of the excellent wine being served by
thelocd vineyard.

"Areyou going to alow dancing during the minuet?" she asked.

He had to lean toward her to understand her. Her question hadn't been one he expected; he had thought
shewas going to chalenge him about the way he had been avoiding her.



"Dancing?" he repeated rather supidly. "Why would we dlow dancing?'

"Because aminuet isadance. The composer intended it as adance, not as something that a group of
people listen to while seated in plush chairs, pressed againgt the backs like wallflowers.”

Max frowned at her. She had her luxurious hair up that night, which only accented her surprising beauty
and, for the first time, she wore atouch of make-up, just enough to inform him that she knew how to use
it to accent her assets as most women did not.

Her face seemed familiar to him, and not because he had spent an evening cupping it between his hands.
Shelooked like someone he had known before, or someone famous, someone highly photographed.

"Don't you think it would be fun?" She swept the skirt of her ankle length dress, reveding delicate shoes.
"We could move some chairs to the Side here in the lobby, leave the auditorium doors open, and let
anyone who wanted to dance."

"It'sagaing fire code," he said, wondering if that was even true. He had no ideawhat passed for fire
code in this godforsaken town.

"But it'sacrimeto embam themusic likethis" shesaid. "You trest it asif it were amuseum piece instead
of aliving thing, ajoyousthing. Y ou take away its purpose and make it about the musiciansinstead of
about--"

Hedidn't wait for the end of her analysis. He excused himsdlf and pushed through the crowd, listening to
the pretentious voi ces discuss pretentious topics with an astounding amount of misinformation. When he
reached the concessions, he glanced over his shoulder to make sure she hadn't followed him.

Hedidn't see her.

He leaned againgt the service counter with asense of relief. People pushed against him, trying to get food
or drink during the short intermission. The staff behind the counter moved in the makeshift kitchen asif
they had been digitized and programmed double-time.

"A glass of white," he said when it was histurn. The server smiled at him as she hadn't done with the
others. She seemed ddlighted that he had deigned to speak to her.

She gave him aglass, her hand shaking, the amber liquid threatening to pill over thelip.
Hetook the stem, paid her despite her protests, then made his way through the crowd.

Most of the audience didn't notice him, and for that, he wasrelieved. A few smiled at him and moved out
of hisway. One elderly man raised afinger--imperious just like Otto's--obvioudy about to ask a
question, but Max smply nodded and moved on.

It took him nearly five minutesto get backstage. He let out asigh of relief at the plainness, the
comparative sllence, the lack of bodies pressing againgt him.

His shoulders redlaxed. She wasn't back here. She couldn't be.

Hewasn't surewhat it was about her that frightened him. They had had a pleasant enough evening, abeit
abit strange. She wasn't redlly histype, but he was beginning to believe he had no type--at least not one
he wanted to put up with permanently.

He sipped the white, which was even better than he had hoped, and then set it down. He needed all his



facultiesfor the second half of the program. The Bach pieces weren't difficult--at least for Bach--but they
weren't pieces he normaly played; he couldn't fake hisway through them.

Not that he would ever fakein front of Otto, anyway. The very ideamade Max shudder.

He turned, saw Otto leaning against a heavy wood table that had clearly been used asapropstablefor a
recent play, and frowned. Otto's face was an unusua shade of red.

The room was hot--no air-conditioning, which usually wasn't a problem on the coast--but could be when
there were so many bodies in one place. Still, Otto didn't look good.

"Y ou don't have to go out, you know," Max said softly. "Hu knows the violin part. She'sbeen doing it for
years.”

Otto raised his head asif redlizing Max wastherefor thefirst time. "No worries. The heat and | do not
get dong, but I've had Maria open the doors. The breeze should coal things down.”

His voice was strong, but beads of sweat dotted his forehead.
"The audience will understand,” Max began.

"The audience never understands.” Otto reached into his breast pocket and removed the decorative
handkerchief. He used it to blot hisforehead. "To them, we are kissed by the gods, untouched by human
concerns.”

Max suppressed asmile. The old-fashioned way of looking at performing. He had forgotten that Otto
had trained in the days when performers were gods instead of tabloid fodder.

In the concert hal, abdl pinged, sgnding that the audience should return to their seats. Otto wiped his
face afinal time, took adeep breath and winced asif it hurt, then straightened his shoulders.

"Otto..." Max said, elongating the word, making hiswarning clear.
Otto waved hishand. "l anfine."

He stood up, but his knees buckled. Max hurried over to catch him. Otto was heavier than Max
expected, and Max struggled benegath hisweight.

"Help!" heyelled. "Someone!”

He eased Otto to the ground, loosened his bow tie, then hisjacket, and finally his shirt. People scurried
around him, three aready on cdll phones, diaing 911.

Otto'sface was alurid shade of red.
"Anyone done CPR recently?' Max asked. He had never used histraining, which was two decades old.

"Move adde," someone said from behind him. He turned as Hu crouched beside him. "'l have EMT
traning.”

Hedidn't ask why aworld-class violinist would have EMT training. He just stepped aside, as she had
commanded, watched helplesdy as she worked Otto's chest, checked his mouth for blockages, and
murmured words of encouragement.

Outsde, asrenwailed.



There would be no proving to the audience today that their musicians were gods. The tower of strength,
the most famous of them dl, Otto, had fallen.

And Max fdt asthough one of the main supports of hisworld had fallen too.

* * * %

The concert went on, of course, with Hu's bruised hands caressing the violin. Her hair, normally braided
and curled in abun behind her head, had come undone while she/d worked on Otto, so she had taken it
down. The blue-black strands waved, hanging free, catching on the chin rest and the neck support.

Twice Max had seen Hu shake her hair back during arest and once he thought held seen tearsin her
eyes.

No one danced to the minuet. No one would now, even if it were permitted, not with Otto hauled away
on adretcher, ingsting weskly that hisfestival continue.

Sometimes music was an antidote, ardief after acriss, but not thistime. Sonatas, perhaps, or
symphonies, would have felt gppropriate, but minuets were happy bits of fluff, toe-tapping music as
Max's groupie had mentioned, and while the audience was atentive, they clearly did not want to tap their
toes.

No onedid.

By default, Max had become the one in charge--the second most famous, the most experienced, the only
one with red power besides Maria. And briefly, Max had toyed with subgtituting a different piece of
music.

But they had little | eft that they had rehearsed as agroup. Only the minuet, afew obscure twentieth
century piecesthat Otto had sprinkled into the Top Forty Classicdl like pills stuck in dessert, and the
requiem. The requiem was extremely inappropriate, even if the choir was ready--which it was not. Most
of the soloists hadn't arrived yet. They would reach the coast tomorrow.

So Max had gone on stage, informed the audience that Otto wanted the festival to continue, and then
introduced Hu. She normally played only in the afternoons at the encounters or as second chair to Otto, if
asecond chair were needed. Mostly Otto avoided any pieceswith violin partsif he was not going to

play.

And Hu, despite the way she had used her hands on Otto's chest, despite the problems with her hair, had
acquitted herself beautifully. Her performance was the only ingpired playing among the chamber
musdans

Everyone €l se seemed to be marking time until the concert ended. Including Max.

And finally it was done. There was applause, even ashout or two of bravo (most likely for Hu) and some
sghsof reief from the musicians themselves. They bowed asthey dwaysdid, smiled a the applause as
they dways did, and then trailed off the stage into the darkness beyond.

Max'swine glass ill sat on thetable. Otto's bow tie and handkerchief littered the floor. Thiswas not a
real theater--not the kind that Max preferred, with stage managers and a hundred employees, people
who would have made the reminders of the night'strials disappear.

Instead, he bent, picked up the bow tie, pocketed it, and grabbed the handkerchief, till wet from Otto's
brow.



Hu stopped beside Max, il clutching her viadlin. It aways surprised him how smal shewas.
"What do you think his chances are?' Max asked.

She shrugged, but wouldn't meet his gaze. That was answer enough.

"We should go to the hospitd," she said.

Hewasn't sure he could take the hospital--Otto looking frail, vulnerable. Morta. But he would miss Max
if Max wasn't there.

"I'll take care of everything here, then join you,” Max said.

Hu nodded and hurried off. Max stood there for amoment longer, clutching Otto's handkerchief. Every
festival he had ever played had acriss. A musician down with food poisoning; a damaged instrument; the
timethat aregiond festival lost its venue aday into the concert series.

But those seemed smal compared to this. Thisfdt catastrophic--the world shifting, becoming a place
Max no longer recogni zed.

Someone touched his arm. He looked down. Maria, the board chair, ssood beside him, her face wet with
tears.

His breath caught. "News?'

She shook her head. "I'm just not sure what to do. The other board members have been asked if
tomorrow night's concert will happen. And then there's next week."

Max's mouth went dry. If they weretaking like this, then Otto wouldn't be back this evening. Max had
somehow hoped...

He shook his head. Someone had to make decisions, and no one could make decisions about the music
except Otto. That was why Mariahad cometo Max. Max was the only other musician sheredly knew
at thisyear'sfedtival.

"Thisis Otto's baby," Max said. "He'd be furiousif we abandoned it now."

She bit her lower lip, another tear running down the Side of her face. "But the violin solo--it's the Paganini
tomorrow."

"Hu can handleit,” Max sad, hoping that wastrue. And if it wasn't, then they'd substitute. The audience
would understand. The audience had to understand.

They weren't gods after dl.

"But we need a second chair--"

"I have afriend at the Portland Symphony,” Max said. "Well see who we can find."
Maria clutched hishand, squeezed it, and let go. "Thank you," she whispered, and ran off.

He stuffed the handkerchief in his pocket and sighed. Someone had to take over the music side. It was
better than hovering around Otto's bed, worrying.

Although Max wasworrying aready.



* * % %

Three hours|ater, he returned to the performing arts center, parked, and looked at the darkened building.
He had lied to himsdlf, told himsdlf he had come to see whether everything wasin order, but he knew it
was. He had worked with the stage manager the way Otto usudly did, even taking Otto's violin to Otto's
beach " cottage'--a smdl mansion on a cliff face overlooking the Pacific. The housekeeper had offered to
take the instrument, but Max, knowing how preciousit was, placed it in Otto's music room himself.

Then he had gone to the hospitd, only to discover they had life-flighted Otto to Portland. They didn't
want to trust aworld-famous violinist to the inadequacies of small town doctors. Hu, who had waited for
Max, had added her own interpretation as she drove him home.

"They don't want himto die here,” she said quietly. "They're afraid they'll get blamed.”
"Should they be?' Max asked.
"Heseghty," Husad, "and hesvery ill. You tdl me"

Hedidn't haveto. Eighty, and Otto had had an incident at the encounter, then refused to let anyone help
him. Perhaps Otto bdieved theimmortaity myth aswell.

Max dropped off Hu, then committed hisinternd lie, heading to the performing arts center to make
certain everything was dl right. He knew when he saw Otto in Portland tomorrow, the old man would
want to know that hisfestiva was il going fine.

But redly, Max thought as he unlocked the door, stepped inside, and smelled the greasepaint, he had
wanted to come to the closest place to home that he had on the coadt. It certainly wasn't that
free-standing guest cottage up awindy road. It was here, among the empty seats and quiet stage, where
the piano waited, looking lonely under the dim backstage lights.

Hewent to her and ran hisfingers dong the keys, but didn't play. He was unable to play, worried he
would find only slenceinside his own head.

He sat there for along time, afraid to think, afraid to move. Afraid to acknowledge that even he had
believed in Otto'simmortality, in the redemptive power of aman who, with just aviolin, could stedl the
voice of God.

* k k %

The driveto the hospital took forever. Max had come alone, even though he knew he should have
offered some of the other musicians trangportation. Thiswas a scheduled day off--in that, they had been
fortunate. If it had been an encounter afternoon, Max had no idea what they would have done.

Otto's prognosis was not good. Apparently, he had aready refused treatment that would have saved his
life--treatment he had needed nearly ayear before.

Max had been wrong: Otto had not believed the immortality myth. He had known thiswas coming, and
had chosen to perform during hislast year instead of spending the time in doctor's offices, laboratories,
and hospitas, getting poked and prodded and gradudly reduced of dignity.

Max learned al of thisfrom Otto's second wife, Dani, who seemed relieved to findly tell someone. Until
now, Otto had demanded her silence.

But when shefinished telling Max the news, she let Max into Otto's room, and then left them alone.

Otto had tubes up his nose and protruding from hisarms. Only his eyes seemed familiar, bright and sad at



the sametime,
Max sat beside the bed. ™Y ou never said anything."
Otto rolled those eyes, just as he would have if Max had played a particularly emotionless set.

"My dear boy," Otto said. "If | had said anything, you would have trested me like glass. | am not glass. |
ammerdy old."

"Andill," Max sad.
"And dying," Otto corrected. "I had hoped to make it through the festival. Now you must finish it for me.”

Max folded his hands together. He was supposed to leave before the end of the festival; he had norolein
thefind night, the night of the requiem. The piano was not required.

"Thefedtiva," Otto said, "isyours now. Forever, if youwant it. | would likeit to go on. And you shdl get
the house too. Dani does not mind. It isless hersthan mine. She prefersthe house in Milan, and will, of
course, get the gpartmentsin New Y ork and London. This place will die without someone who lovesit."

Max amost protested. He did not love it here. He had come every year for Otto.
"Youll get better,” Max said.
"No," Otto said. "Thereisatime when people do not get better. No matter who they are.”

Max wanted to take Otto's hand, but it looked frail, not like the hand that had so commanded the bridge
on hisvialin, making it sng.

Otto coughed. The sound was moist, dmogt asif Otto were drowning. He finaly managed to catch his
bregth. It had to be sheer force of will that kept the moistness from hisvoice. "Thereisno cure, you
know. Except the music.”

Max wasn't sure what Otto was referring to. "Otto, [--"

"It isnot necessary to say anything more." Otto gave him awesk amile. "Save my fedtival. Thereisdill a
week left.”

* * % %

Oneweek and alot of music. Max had never known exactly how much Otto had done. Maria
coordinated everything--hiring the violinist to take second chair, picking up the additiona musiciansfrom
the airport, dropping off those who had finished their stint.

Max did not listen to the rehearsals--he didn't step into that part of the job, partly because he lacked the
expertise to guide others. When Max had returned from Portland, Maria had pulled him aside and asked
him, shyly, if hethought it was sill appropriate to do the requiem.

It made Max uncomfortable aswell, but he knew Otto: Otto had planned al of the music himsdlf. Max
would not second-guess him.

And then, on Thursday, just asthat night's performance ended, word came that Otto had died.

Max made the announcement to the still-gathered crowd. He could not remember what he said or how
they reacted, only that he hadn't been able to keep hisvoice levd. Otto would have said that Max had
shown an unusua amount of emotion on stage.



Afterward, Max comforted the stagehands and the board, reassured musicians that they would both
perform and get paid, and helped the stage manager clean the house. When it was all over, Max locked
up, aone, his hands shaking. They werethe only part of hisbody over which he had no control.

He stood outside in the seafog, locking up the last door. His car wasthe only one il in the parking lot.
"Youwerent lying."

Hedidn't have to turn to recognize the voice. It was her--the unknown woman, the fling, the one who
had 0 attracted and annoyed him at the start of the festival. Weeks ago.

It seemed like years.
"I'mvery tired,” he said.
"And not in need of comfort?' Her voice held amusement, not an offer.

Hefdt asurge of anger a her presumption. What could she give him, after al? The pillars of the earth
had fallen, and he no longer stood on solid ground.

She put ahand on hisback and he moved away, violently.

"What do you want?' he snapped.

Her eyes dtill sparkled in the hazy parking lot lights. "Dancing for minuets. Or corpses. For requiems.”
Hefdt chilled. Thear was damp, and shewas admogt invisible, lost in swirling mists of fog.

"What did you do?" hewhispered.

"Nothing," shesaid. "It wasinevitable. And you know that."

Then she stepped backwards. The fog swallowed her asif she had never been.

He reached for her--and found nothing.

He stood in the chill for another ten minutes, waiting for her to come back, dthough he wasn't surewhy.
Hedidn't even have anameto call or an understanding of who shewas, or why she had deliberately
provoked him.

The damp air wet his cheeks and the shaking in his hands didn't stop. He leaned against the door, but
didn't openit. Nor did hegoto hiscar.

Hejust stood in the fog, adone, listening to the ocean boom, and wishing for silence.

* * % %

Heamog didn't go to thefestiva on the fina night. His performance had ended the night before. He had
planned to do a solo, afavorite Chopin, but at the last minute had pulled Brian, the principa cdlig, into
service accompanying him in FaurA©'s A%l A©gie for cdllo and piano.

That performance had been difficult enough: Max could dmaost imagine Otto Stting in the wings, listening
for the moment when the piano became more than an instrument, the music more than notes. Max wasn't
sure how well he played; the audience seemed to love it--as much as an audience could love a mournful
piece of music--but he hadn't been playing for them.



He had been playing for the ghost in the wings, the one who would never again tell him how well he had
done or that he had failed.

Max remembered to stand and bow at the end, and he had worked hard not to look in the first few rows
for her. Hewas afraid if he saw her again, he would take her thin throat between histwo powerful hands,
and press until she could not say another word.

Ever.

Then he had gone back to the guest cottage, looked at his planeticket, and felt the pull of somewhere
else--anywhere. He had already canceled next week's performance in Texas; he had to stay for thefirst
of Otto's memorid services, this one to be held here. There would be others--onein New Y ork that
Max wouldn't miss ether, and another in Vienna, which he might have to, given his own touring schedule.

The next sx months would be hard, and he would need to rest, need to think about this shuddery feding
that he now seemed to have dl thetime,

Hewent so far asto look up Hu's number, to ask her to say afew words before the requiem, to end the
festiva with apleafor next year's funding and to keep Otto's memory aive. But hishand froze over the
phone.

For his sake, and for Otto's, he had to stay.

* k k %

Max wore atux, even though he did not have to since he was not performing. Still, he walked onto the
stage with dl the dignity of aperformer, Sartled to seeriserswhere the piano normaly was, and chairsal
theway tothelip.

He had to stand in front of the empty chairs, where the conductor would be in just afew moments. And
Max used amicrophone, which he normally abhorred doing, hating the amplification of sound, theway it
turned the beauty of the human voiceinto something dmost mechanica.

He spoke of Otto as he had first seen him--avibrant man in hisfifties, who had taken a frightened boy
under hiswing. Max had been a prodigy, but he had been sheltered--and suddenly he was famous,
touring, lauded for hisimmensetalent at his very young age.

Age will creep up on you, Otto had told him that first day. Become the best musician for any age.

Max had forgotten that. He had forgotten so many things--the way that Otto had shown him that music
was more than a collection of notes; it was aso ahistory of dl that had come before.

Music does not exist without the audience. It iswritten for the audience. The performer ismerely
a collaborator with the composer. And centuries from now, the greatest composers will be
remembered; only the music historians will remember the greatest performers.

Max did not say that in histribute, nor did he say much about his own experiences with Otto, preferring
to spesk only of Otto's dedication, and his consstent support of young, up-and-coming musicians, many
of whom would soon be on the stage.

"Otto planned the requiem,” Max said. "He had known thiswould be hislast festival. He had hoped to
gand in the back and listen. We must imagine him there, whispering abit too loudly to Dani, and being
thefirst to shout, & Bravo!™

And then, before Max lost hisvoice entirely, he shut off the mike and | eft the stage. Only when hegot to



thewings did he redlize he had said nothing about next year'sfestival or about fundraising. Thefestiva
would haveto fight thet battle without him.

Asthe performers walked onto the stage, he took the side dairs, just as Otto used to do, and walked
toward the back. In spite of his best intensios, Max looked for the woman. She was not in her seat.
Some elderly man Max had never seen before leaned forward asif he had been waiting for the requiem
dl of hislife

Strange that she wouldn't show when she had said that she had come only for that piece. Of course, she
had been strange. Perhaps she had finally decided her behavior was inappropriate. Perhaps she had
embarrassed hersdlf that night in the fog.

Perhaps she was gone for good.

Hefelt an odd pang at that thought, almost asif he had rdlished tangling with her again--thistime, letting
her know hisfury at her insengtivity. But this evening was not about her.

It was about Otto, and Mozart's Requiem, a piece of music--as she had said--written by the dead for
the dead.

Max shuddered alittle as he reached the back of the auditorium. He moved to the spot near the doors,
where the room's most perfect acousticslived.

And there he listened as the orchestra swelled, and the chorus started the introduction, one of the few
sections Mozart had written in its entirety, taking the Latin words from the Catholic Mass for the Dead,
begging for eterna rest and perpetud light againgt the darkness that would eventudly befdl everyone.

The words faded, but the music did not. It rose, the soprano's voice soaring like a prayer, the bass,
tenor, and contrato joining, adding baance and strength.

In the past, Max had felt his soul risefor only afew performers--Otto had been one of them--but on this
night, with this piece, the orchestra, chorus, and soloists seemed to be speaking as one, their power
raising goossbumps on hisflesh, and transforming the auditorium into a place sublime.

He had not expected it. He had expgcted to listen, as he had dways done, trying to parse the sections
that Mozart had written and those SAYssmayr had finished--the acolyte never quite living up to the
origind.

But those considerations were beyond him. Instead, Max et the music sweep through him and soothe
him, and give voiceto dl the complicated emotionswithin.

Thereisno cure, Otto whispered alittletoo loudly. Except the music.
Max gtarted and looked. He felt Otto's presence asif the man were beside him. But no one was.
Except the woman.

He knew better than to ask her what she wanted. That question had led to the response that had angered
himthelast time,

Hewas going to tell her to leave; instead, he blurted, "Who are you?'
And she smiled the smilethat had attracted him in thefirst place, wide and warm and inviting.
"It'sabout timeyou asked,” she said.



To hissurprise, she curtsied. No one else seemed to notice.
She rose dowly, her movements as practiced asif she had done this athousand times before.

"l am your muse," she said. Shetouched his cheek lightly. She till smelled ever so faintly of cloves.
"Perhgps now, you will pay attention.”

And then she vanished. Literdly disappeared. Max could not see her, or touch her. But he could fed her.
He could till fed her fingers on his cheek, just as he had felt Otto beside him earlier.

A shiver ran through him, and he looked at the stage. No one had noticed his conversation with the
woman.

Only Otto had noticed her before. Otto, who had dways had afinger on music's soul.

Otto had once told Max there was magic in music, and atouch of the angels. Only Max had mostly
forgotten it--or perhaps he had never learned it, not really, not understanding how music did more than
provide an evening's entertainment.

It exigted for dancing--and for mourning.
It was the most basic of human expressions, and it was his gift.

Which he had mostly been ignoring, using it to achieve wedlth through technical perfection, amost never
letting it speak from his heart.

No wonder she had looked familiar. She had shown up at other concerts--not often--or perhaps he had
just not noticed her. But she had been there on those nights when he had forgotten where he was and
what he was doing, how much he was being paid, and who was listening.

She had been doing her best to stand beside him al thistime, and he had treated her like aone-night
stand. Over and over.

No wonder Otto had chided him.
No wonder Max had failed to respect himsaif.

He leaned againgt the cold wall, and listened to voices risng in remembrance of agrest man, using the
talent of other great men long dead, feding the power that lingered, the intangible bits of memory that
wove themsdavesinto abenediction. He did not fed forgiven.

Hefdt renewed.

Andwhen it was dl over, he didn't leave as he had planned. Instead, he walked down the aide,
determined to find Maria, the board chair, and begin the plans for next year--to continue Otto's dreams,
yes, but dso to help Max start his own, whatever they might be.



