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      “Why look who it is. If it isn’t the King of Queens.”

      “Very funny. It’s great to see you too, Joe. How’s my favorite bartender tonight?”

      “Better if all sorts of riff-raff wouldn’t keep straggling in just when I’m trying to close down the place.”

      “I can close it up for you, Joe. Don’t worry. Just me and the piano here. That was always the arrangement I had with Kevin. After my shows were done, I’d come over here, pull in some post-show business to fill the bar up for him. In exchange, at the end of the night, once everyone was gone and the place was closed up, he’d let me stay as long as I wanted. Just me and the piano, the quiet of the night. And the crickets…”

      “There ain’t no crickets in Vegas. Not on the Strip, and definitely not in this hotel. We’re four stars, even here in this town. Five stars in Dubai, and in Singapore, too. It’s not many top-notch hotels here that don’t got no casino in it. Makes this the most-classy, out-of-the way place on the Strip.”

      “That’s why I always come back here whenever I’m in town. And because it’s quiet. Like I told you, I just can’t get enough of those crickets.”

      “Shut up. And anyways, I know what your arrangement was. But Kevin’s not managing the place anymore. I am.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know. I mean, congratulations on your… promotion? It’s just—I’ve been… away for a while.”

      “You’ve been in rehab. I know. What, you don’t think my wife doesn’t have the TV on like 24/7, every second I’m home? Everybody with a TV knows where you’ve been for the last three months.”

      I looked around the bar. There was only one other customer left by then, a woman sitting down at the other end of the bar, nursing a gin and tonic.

      “How about if I pick up a round of drinks for everyone in the bar,” I said, looking in her direction.

      She didn’t look up.

      “Everyone? You mean you and her?”

      “And you too, Joe. I’m feeling generous tonight.”

      “Fine, sure. So, what’s the occasion?”

      “The occasion? I got out of rehab. If ever there was a reason to drink—that’s it. Come on Joe, what do you say? Drinks are on me.”

      “Sure, fine, whatever.”

      He glanced down at the woman… the only other person in the bar. “Listen, I have no problem letting you stay after I close up. Honestly, it’s almost shocking, but in all these years that Kevin’s let you have the run of the place at night, the worst that’s ever happened is when the morning person would get here to open up, and they’d have to shuffle your sorry ass off into a cab to get you home.”

      “Thanks, Joe. I really appreciate—”

      “Oh, shut up. It’s not like I’m doing you any favors, anyway. I want to get out of here as soon as I can. My girl’s waiting up for me at home tonight, so…”

      “I do know what that means, Joe.”

      He grinned.

      “So she wants a baby, does she Joe? I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, so am I,” he said, deflated now. “And I don’t know what I can do to change her mind either. So I figure the only thing left for me to do is to enjoy the “trying” part of the baby-making… at least until the hammer falls.”

      With that, he turned and walked down to the other end of the bar to take the drink order of the only other person here. Then he walked back over to me.

      “Do you want me to let her stay in here with you,” he started to ask me once he’d walked back to make her another gin and tonic, “or should I ‘last call’ her out?”

      “Here’s fine. She can stay, if she wants. I won’t bother her, if she doesn’t bother me. I’ll make sure she gets out safe. And who knows, maybe she’s my muse of music, here in disguise, you know—so I can finally write something new.”

      “I thought you stopped writing new stuff. Isn’t that what I read? They said you were still touring to packed stadiums, but you’d decided to just play the old stuff because that’s what the people wanted to hear.”

      “That’s true, but it’s not by choice. I needed to do something to keep my sanity, and stopping creating the new music was instead of drinking to do it. Do you know what it does to me to create something from nothing? When I make art? When the music flows through me? Why do you think I was in rehab?”

      “Uh, you know I’ve only ever worked here. I don’t know what you artist-types do—”

      “Why do you think Van Gogh cut off his own ear, Joe?”

      “I don’t know, but…”

      “The same reason I stopped writing new music, and just decided to tour by playing the old stuff.”

      “You couldn’t hear out of one ear?”

      I burst out laughing. He stood there, smiling politely. I guess it wasn’t meant as a joke. He didn’t say anything, actually—the way bartenders have probably been doing ever since they invented beer way back in Mesopotamia. Making art and creating music was probably outside any experience he’d ever had, or would have, in this lifetime at least. And even though I was blessed/cursed with this creative energy that had flowed through me of its own fierce accord ever since I could remember—whether I wanted it to or not—I knew very well that he had a completely different life experience.

      I also knew that he had a wife, or maybe girlfriend, waiting at home for him to come try to make a baby with, and so I didn’t push the explanation.

      “You should get going home, Joe. I’ll be okay here.”

      “Seriously? You don’t have to get back to rehab or something, like before they discover you’re missing?”

      “Nah,” I said. “I’m done with all that. I guess it’s not out yet, but I just signed on to do a four year residency show here in Vegas.”

      “So, I guess you’ll be here every night, then.”

      “I guess so. Oh, hey, one more thing—”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you, Joe. For everything. And good luck on your family. There’s like a 100% chance you’ll be a better dad than I ever was.”

      “Don’t say that, Mr.—”

      “No, it’s true. I’ve always only been good at one thing.”

      “Music?”

      “Yeah. That’s all I really am. First, last, and middle. Making music—being the artist at work—it’s all I’ve ever been good at.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m sure you’re a great dad.”

      “Nah. I’m not. The music—this art—it’s the only thing I’ve ever been able to do without everything turning to shit in the end. I’m too old not to be honest with myself, Joe. But thank you for the compliment, anyway.”

      “Sure.”

      “God help me—I never could help but be brutally honest and say whatever thought comes into my head. Always gotten me in trouble, my whole life.”

      “I’m with you there.”

      “And it’s true, too. I was never a good dad, but I can tell from having failed at it that you’re going to be a great one.”

      “Aawww, thanks.”

      “Anyway, goodnight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      And with that, he turned around and went home, leaving me alone in the bar with just the other woman, the piano, and the non-existent crickets.

      I cupped my drink with both hands, looking deep into the glass. I took a deep breath, trying to breath in the secrets that only the bottle could tell me.

      Silence.

      I finished off my drink, then turned to head towards the piano.

      That’s when I felt a hand reach over my shoulder.

      Her hand.
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      Her hand on my shoulder was strong but gentle. Her fingers were manicured—classy and delicate—a tell-tale giveaway this girl was from uptown. Somewhere beyond a flitting pink, but far enough away from a stern, matronly red—all I could think of was, “perfect.”

      They were the last thing I remember before a flash of memory and light—lightheadedness—overwhelmed me. It was as if her touch had taken me back to some time, some place, far away, long ago… I don’t know. But it felt like I’d had the wind knocked out of me. I staggered back.

      I was no kid anymore, and one of the perks about doing as well as I have in the music world is that the touch of a woman’s hand in a bar wouldn’t make me swoon like a schoolboy.

      At least I hadn’t thought it would. But I was thrown off by this woman’s touch. This momentary, blinding flash of light, it was like… time stood still.

      Until it didn’t.

      After an interminably long few seconds—at least I think it was a few seconds—I finally managed to catch my breath.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” I stammered, still trying to catch my bearings. “Have we met before? Do I… know you?”

      A tiny smile formed around the corners of her lips.

      That’s when I got my first good look at her. She was luminous in a way I can’t explain. I can’t even quite pin what it is that she looked like. It was like I was blinded by some unseen energy emanating from somewhere way underneath her outer shell.

      “A long time ago. We met before, yes. I know you very well, but by your question, I take it you don’t remember me at all.”

      “I’m sorry, I meet a lot of people. Last year alone—well, even though it was an easy touring year, because of the…”

      “Rehab?”

      “The rehab, yes. Even though it was a light year, we still played full Europe and North American tours to eighty-something arenas and maybe twenty stadiums on top of that. And in every city I go, there are a lot of people I have to meet. Now that I’m older… I mean, now that I’m in this business for the long haul—I have to shake more hands and make more small talk than you would believe. Sometimes it feels like I just never get to stop smiling…”

      I chuckled to myself, remembering something the last drummer who had toured with us had said to me.

      “Why are you laughing?” she asked.

      “Just something my last drummer once said.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “That I smile so much it looks like I just got out of a mental institution.”

      She laughed, then added, “Or a rehab.”

      She didn’t miss a beat. Now, I laughed.

      “That’s funny,” I said, really, genuinely laughing, as I walked slowly over towards the piano.

      “Anything you’d like to hear?” I said, as soon as I’d sat down. “This is how I got my start, you know. Playing in piano bars like this when I was still in high school. Whenever they’d have me, at least.”

      “You got your start playing in piano bars hidden away in the back of empty and closed Las Vegas hotel bars?”

      I laughed. “New York, actually. Queens. It’s where I grew up. And there were people in the bars. A few, at least.”

      “Oh, I’ve been there,” she said, “but not for a while. You were just a kid then. You were sixteen at the time, if I recall.”

      “Funny! Even if you’re trying to flatter me, I’m sure I haven’t aged that well. There’s no way you were even alive when I was that young.”

      “You really don’t remember, I see. It’s okay. As I remember, you were going through a lot at the time.”

      “I’m always going through a lot. I’m still going through a lot,” I said, sitting down to the piano. “Now, what can I play for you?”

      “Whatever you’re working on now, that’s what I’d like to hear.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. Late at night like this, when no one’s around, you want to know what I’m working on? It’s the same thing I’m always working on—well, off and on, at least—for the last twenty years.”

      “Slow learner?”

      “I wish. No, but my day job takes up a lot of time.”

      “Pop music?”

      “Pop, or maybe rock—I don’t know. They always said my stuff transcends all genres. But now, I’ve been doing this so long—I just call it music. And this… music I’m working on—I will get it by the time I die.”

      “Rachmaninoff?”

      “No, Beethoven. Rachmaninoff was schizophrenic. Beethoven was… enlightened. Well, at least by the end of his life. I’m sure of that.”

      “Really? How do you know?”

      “It’s in the music—the music he wrote at end of his life. It’s obvious, no? Or it should be—at least to anyone with two good ears to hear.”

      “Like Beethoven?” she shot back.

      “Or Van Gogh.”

      “That one definitely didn’t have two good ears…”

      “No, he didn’t. But if you listen hard enough, slow down your thoughts, calm your mind—if you just, actually listen—you can hear it. Anyone can.”

      “Hear what?”

      “The light. It’s all right there. Definitely in his late string quartets. And some of his later piano sonatas, too.”

      “And how do you hear light?”

      “The same way you see silence. You listen for it, with your eyes wide shut. Listen with your mind… and see with it, too. It’s in the silence between the notes. And once you really listen, it’s all very obvious, right there, in plain sight.”

      “I see.”

      “Now you’re getting it—great! So anyway, that’s what I’m working on. Beethoven’s late piano sonatas. All of them.”

      “Enlightened? Beethoven? Did you mean like Buddha or Jesus or…”

      “Or Abraham Lincoln? Yeah, like that. Like I said, you just have to listen to the music he wrote at the end. It’s all right there.”

      “In the silence?”

      “Exactly. So here I am twenty years in, still trying to get these sonatas just right.”

      “Still trying to hear the light, eh? Well, maybe tonight’s your lucky night.”

      “It’s funny, we’re living in a golden age of creativity here. Anyone can make whatever art, or music, or books or anything they can imagine—unrestrained. And then put it out to the world in an instant. And no publisher or record label or anyone else can tell them no.”

      “Okay. And so?”

      “It’s just a thought. Here I am, living in this golden age of creativity here, and all I can think of is that just once before I die, I am determined to play this 300 year-old deaf guy’s piano sonatas perfectly.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want, then that’s what I want. Play it for me, then. Would you, please?”

      And that’s what I did. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath.

      And then I played.

      Some weight in me, in my mind, just dissolved as I started. This happens sometimes even when I’m playing my own stuff, too. But that’s mostly pop, or maybe rock—or whatever they’re calling it these days. Anyway, I’m sure you’ve heard my songs on the radio. Everyone has.

      Sometimes, when I’m at the end of a long show that’s gone well, I’ll sit down at the piano just before the first round of encores and right in the middle of the bridge, I’ll just play for the crowd whatever moves me. That’s usually when I get closest to the feeling of transcendence. Close, but never quite there. But close enough that I think I’ll always play until the day I die, even if it’s just in a small, out of the way piano bar like this. Just so I can keep trying to get to that feeling…

      I had just started playing when something in me dissolved. Some weight that I didn’t even realize was there lifted. I closed my eyes and played his sonatas like I’d never quite been able to play them before. By the end, I was floating—like I’d become a part of the music itself. He was playing through me; Beethoven was listening through my ears.

      I closed my eyes and let the music flow out.

      And then I floated. In pure joy, I floated until time itself stopped.

      “You must be exhausted,” she said once I was done, resting her hand on my shoulder again.

      “Normally after playing like that, I would be. You’re right. But it’s weird. Now, after that—I feel… great. Lighter, like a weight’s been released and I’m just floating now.”

      “Well, you don’t sound like you’re grappling with anything you can’t handle. That was the most perfect performance of those pieces—you played them exactly like he heard them when he wrote them down. You’ve come a long way. It’s quite impressive, actually.”

      “So, you know music, eh? Do you play?”

      “Music?” she asked, with just the hint of a smile on the corners of her lips. “Do I play? Oh no, I don’t play. I am.”

      “Am what?”

      “Music.”

      “Huh?” I asked reflexively. It didn’t make any sense, and I think because of that, I must’ve instinctively just ignored it and went right on talking. “Anyway, thank you for the compliment. I don’t know what happened to me tonight. I don’t think I’ve ever played those like that before.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said. “Now, can I ask you something? Would you mind a lesson? Maybe you would sit with me at the piano—maybe you would sit with me and give me what you have?”

      “What I have? I could try. Sure, why not.” I walked over to the bar to pour myself another drink. “So, what’s this thing you mentioned? Something about when I was sixteen?”
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      “You don’t remember?”

      “Remember what? You mean something about when I was sixteen?”

      She sat silently, expecting me to answer something I had next to no memory about. And she waited, here, in silence, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Oh, I get it,” I said. “You must’ve read a bio on me. Or maybe you saw one of the documentaries they did on me?”

      She just kept looking at me, but she didn’t say a word.

      “You know, I’ve had a lot of people in my life,” I went on. “Wives, managers, fans… but all of them have always wanted something from me. I learned that long ago—keep to myself, right? After I became famous, I realized the only people I’d ever really be able to trust anymore were the ones I’d known before it all began—before I became famous.”

      She didn’t say a word. She just looked at me with those eyes. Quiet, unjudging. Hopelessly deep.

      Despite my better judgment, I opened my mouth and let the words tumble out.

      “Well, of course you know, then. Sixteen was when I wrote the song that would become my first breakout single. It was after playing that song in some past-its-prime piano bar back in Queens when this record executive came up to me. From there, I signed with my first label. And that song got me onto the radio for like four minutes.”

      She still didn’t say anything. It didn’t matter at this point, and I went right on talking. Memories I hadn’t even thought of in years came tumbling out of my mouth as quickly as they came tumbling into my mind.

      “And back in those days, four minutes was huge, to get that much time for a single on the radio. I would’ve been the most popular kid at prom. Well, I guess if I’d gotten to go.” I sighed, suddenly wistful as the memories came flooding back. “But I was on tour by that point.”

      “So that’s why you didn’t go to prom? Because you were on tour? Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. The record company said I had to tour to support the single, and I why would I give that up just to go to a dance?”

      “Would you play me that song for me now? That first song—the single you got on the radio? When you were sixteen.”

      “I don’t know, it’s not in any of my sets anymore, and…”

      “I’ve never quite been able to play it well, myself. I was thinking, maybe you could give me a lesson? Show me how to play it—maybe then, it will come back to you?”

      And so, we went from where we were talking at the bar, back over to the piano.

      “You sure you don’t want to hear more Beethoven?” I asked, then put my hands down to play a few more bars of one of the sonatas.

      The strangest thing happened, though. Nothing came out. I just sat there, not knowing where to begin, not knowing where to put my fingers. It was as if this perfect rendition I’d just played a few minutes before had been completely wiped from my mind.

      “That’s weird,” I said, out-of-sorts just a bit. “But you did ask for help playing my single, not Beethoven’s sonata. So let me play you my first single, then.”

      And I did. I don’t even think my head actually even remembered how to play that first single I’d written, back when I was sixteen. As soon as my fingers settled onto the keyboard, though, it was like music remembered itself. Memories streamed back—things I hadn’t remembered since I was a boy. After that, my fingers weren’t too far behind.

      Now I was playing it for her like I was hearing it in my mind for the first time. My fingers played the old piece as the music came into my mind. For the fun of it, I started singing some of the lyrics as they came back to me.

      A flood of memories rolled in, taking me back to the first time I’d played this song in public after I’d gotten out of…

      What is it? I racked my brain, trying to fill in the gaps.

      “What?” she asked, echoing my own inner thoughts.

      I was sixteen, and a nurse had smuggled in something to me. What was it? I tried to think of what it was, but it didn’t come back to me.

      I couldn’t remember.

      “Where are you? Is it the prom?” she asked, jolting me out of my reverie. I was still sitting at the piano, but now instead of the happy memories, now I was remembering other memories. Something else. Something I’d… forgotten.

      That first time, when I wrote that hit song, the thing came out whole, completely-done. It was like Athena springing fully-formed from the forehead of Zeus. Now I remembered, my brain—it had only been half-functioning at the time, and all the sudden—boom! Out came this song, fully-perfect, whole. Finished.

      “I told you, I didn’t go to the prom,” I told her after regaining my composure. “She said no!” The words burst out of my mouth at the same time they came into my mind.

      A tear ran down my face before I realized it.

      “What happened? What do you mean, ‘she said no’?”

      “She said no!” I shot back. “What’s not to get? She didn’t want to go with me.”

      “To the prom?”

      “Yes, to the prom! Okay, it hurt me. There—are you happy now? Anyway, why are you bringing this up now?”

      “Still hurts?”

      “No!” I barked. “It does not still hurt! That was a long time ago.”

      She sat there, not saying a word. But her eyes didn’t move.

      “She said no to me, okay!” I said, agitated. The words were tumbling out of my mouth now the second they came into my mind, and there was nothing I could do to stop them.

      I didn’t want to stop them. I didn’t want to stop the tears. Or the memories.

      “And it hurt!” I half-shouted. “It hurt so much. I thought we were going out, me and her. I thought she loved me. I thought I’d marry her. I’d already told my parents about her. Hell, I’d even introduced her to my grandparents that year they drove up from Florida for the holidays.”

      “I see.”

      “I even wrote a song for her. Not this song. Not the hit—that came later. A different song. No one knows this, but the hit single was the second song I’d ever written. The first song, though—” I started, breaking down now, “that was supposed to be her song.”

      “Have I ever heard it?” she whispered.

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “Are you sure? How do you know?”

      “Because no one’s heard it. I’ve never played it for anyone. I wrote it for her, not for anyone else. But I never got a chance to play it for her. And so I never played it for anyone. Ever.”

      “Not even once? Not for yourself?”

      “Never. I told you—she didn’t want me.” I sobbed, then lashed out. “And anyway—I couldn’t go to prom!”

      “Why not?” she asked softly.

      “Because I was in the hospital!”

      “Hospital?”

      “I had nothing. No girl, no future—nothing! She didn’t love me, okay? Why are you making me say this?”

      “Why were you in the hospital?”

      “Because I tried to kill myself, okay? There, I said it. Are you happy now?”

      She sat silently, but didn’t say a word.

      “So yes,” I went on, “I couldn’t go to my prom because I was in the hospital.”

      The next instant, I found myself back there.

      Back, sixteen again.

      Back, in that hospital room again.
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      “Why don’t you play the song for me?”

      The words had come from the nurse, as she walked into my hospital room. Probably just to check on me. The nurses made the rounds a lot in the psych ward here—always checking on you to make sure you hadn’t found something that wasn’t battened-down, some way to finish the job that landed you here to begin with.

      All us patients in here were just the failures, anyway. The successful ones were downstairs. In the morgue.

      “What?” I asked the nurse. I’d heard her question, but in the muddled-up thing that passed for my brain, it hadn’t registered.

      To be fair, there was a lot of noise, and a good amount of chaos as well. With my door open, I could hear the sounds of machines blaring and alarms beeping. I could see other nurses, too—and some doctors, I think, as well. Every time one of those alarms started blasting, I could see a whole hoard of them, running past my door, down the hall, towards the sounds. The carts they were pushing weren’t exactly quiet, either.

      The nurse in my room was calm as could be, like she didn’t have a care in the world. While the doctors and other nurses were streaming by down the hall, past my room, she was gently closing the door behind her. That went a long way to shutting out the craziness outside.

      Then she turned quietly to me.

      “The song you wrote for her?” she asked. “Why don’t you play it for me?”

      “I’m never going to play music ever again!” I thundered back. “Not that song—not any song! Not for anyone. I just want to die—”

      “Well, that’s too bad,” she said softly, interrupting my morbid denouement. “Because I found this piano in the basement. When no one was looking, I kind of snuck it into your room here. I was just thinking you might…”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I blurted out at the nurse. “There can’t be. This is a hospital room! There’s no piano here.”

      Her eyes moved as she looked over to the other side of the room. When she did, I jerked me head around to look.

      That’s when I saw it.

      The piano.

      Right beside the bed, taking up just as much room—if not more—was what looked like a brand new, upright piano.

      “That’s impossible. How could I not have noticed that?”

      “Maybe you weren’t looking?” she said, grinning.

      “I can’t just start playing,” I protested. “This is the middle of a hospital ward. Other people will hear.”

      “So? And anyway, these walls are soundproofed.”

      I knew from just being there more than fifteen minutes that she was lying about that. But she just went on, undeterred.

      “Now will you play that song for me? Like I said before—no one else will hear.” Then she looked in my eyes, and somehow, I knew it was true.

      “I also brought you some paper, and a pen,” she went on. “For if you’d like to write a new song…”

      Despite my resolve to never play again, this piano towering over my bed was too much. Like the siren song that beckons the sailor across the waters, I couldn’t resist. And so, I got up and went over to the piano.

      Then, slowly at first, I ran my hand over the keys. I felt their supple give.

      I listened to their whispering sounds.

      With every touch, they grew more seductive, more inviting, until they were… irresistible.

      Then I sat down.

      “Just this one song… just this one time—just because you asked,” I told her firmly. It was the most I’d stood up for myself, since, well…”

      “Just this one time, of course.”

      But inside, I was smiling. Some irresistible force was pulling me in—deep into the music that was already starting to overwhelm my mind.

      “How did you get the piano in here without me noticing?” I asked. “Was it when I was passed out? When they sedated me with the meds?”

      The nurse didn’t answer me. She just sat there, looking at me with that coy, ever-so-slight smile on her face. She didn’t say a word.

      “Oh never mind,” I went on. “Anyway, yes—I’ll play you a song.”

      She looked at me again.

      “Fine, then. I’ll play you that song. Just this one time. After this, I will never play it again.”

      And I did. I played her that song. It was the first one I’d ever written, for the first girl I’d ever loved.

      I played it for the nurse in the hospital room that day.

      Once the song was done, I put my hands down, and looked at her. Playing it hadn’t been so bad, after all, I thought.

      “You’re right,” the nurse interrupted my reverie. “That was terrible. You probably should never play that song again.”

      In an instant, my anger rose up. I became defensive, then lashed out.

      “What do you mean, ‘that was terrible’? I poured everything I had into that song—I left my heart in that song!”

      She waited for me to finish. Then she added, “Well, maybe when you’re old, you can play it one more time. But not for now. Now, you’re just at the beginning, and new beginnings call for new songs.”

      She’d said it matter-of-factly, and before I could even process her words, she pushed the paper and pen in front of me.

      “Here you go,” she said, pointing down to the paper. That’s when I looked down.

      “Oh my god! I can’t believe… how did you find—”

      “Blank music manuscript paper? It was just lying there the whole time, next to the piano.” She was grinning like this was fun for her, now. Like she was messing with me. But you could tell, there was a resoluteness you didn’t want to mess with.

      “I can’t just write like that,” I objected. “It takes a lot of work, you know. And effort, too. I have to get in the mood. It’s not easy—it’s not like I can just write music whenever I want. It has to come to me.”

      “I see.”

      But she just sat there, looking at me. Or more like—looking through me, until I finally stopped protesting.

      Then we both sat there, in silence. After what seemed like forever, the silence finally started to seep down, inside of me. I stopped fighting inside my head.

      After that, something amazing happened. Something that had never happened before in my life—at least before that.

      Silence. In my mind. Real silence, deep, and flowing, still and dynamic—all in the same instant.

      “Is it possible to just make music?” I found myself asking the nurse. The question had come out of nowhere. She had said she didn’t want me. My muse had rejected me. As I sat there, I supposed I could go on without her. I could find a new muse to inspire me to write music. Maybe it would take me a long time to heal. But for the first time, the thought had occurred to me that it could happen.

      “Do you remember how you were when you let go and wrote that song for her? Do you remember how you felt?”

      “I felt great.”

      “Really? Did you feel… great? While you were writing? Because didn’t it take you like most of that year to write that one song for her?”

      “Well, maybe it was after I finished writing it that I felt great. And after polishing it, too. While I was writing it, though? It was like water, or light, or…”

      “Music?”

      “Or love. It was like love. It had this energy I couldn’t control. And this energy, it just flowed through me. It felt great.”

      “It felt great? Not out-of-control, maybe? You spent a lot of time polishing. Were you afraid of…”

      “I wasn’t afraid of anything! I just needed to write what I needed to write.”

      “Would you like to be able to make music all the time, without having to try? To feel it flow through you, so it wouldn’t take so long?”

      “Sure, of course. I’d love that—who wouldn’t! But I don’t know…”

      “I can show you. You just have to be willing…”

      “You can show me?” I blurted, cutting her off. “Sure, of course! Of course I’m willing!” I paused a second, with what I’m sure must’ve been a stupid, boyish grin on my face. Once I regained my composure, I asked, “So, do you play, too?”

      “Just something from a long time ago,” she answered so quietly I couldn’t see her lips move. “You already know the basic chords, so let me show you something special.”

      “Special?”

      “Special, yes. It’s very old, and not many have ever known it. It’s a chord, a… secret chord.”

      “A secret chord? Yes, show me, please. I want that—”

      “If I give this to you, you have to know—it is only for you. You cannot play it for anyone else, ever.”

      “Ever?”

      “Not until I come back.”

      “If I can’t play it, what’s the point of it?”

      “In my secret chord—all music lies. This, for you—it’s the source.”

      “Yes, I want it! Teach me, please? Will you? Will you?”

      I stood up and watched as she rolled up her sleeves. Then she walked over and sat down in front of the piano.

      “Remember, this is… all yours to play. But for you only… until we see each other again.”

      “Yes—great! Thank you.” I said, more excited now. “I won’t forget you, I promise.” I felt more alive than I could remember being in, well… forever.

      That’s when I remembered I was still in the hospital.

      “Wait, does ‘until I see you again’ mean I’m finally going to be able to leave this hospital?”

      Seated in front of the piano, she looked at me.

      “Yes, of course. It’s done.”

      Then, without another word, she turned back towards the piano, and she began to play.
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      “So that’s where you wrote the song that launched your career? In a hospital room?”

      “I’d completely forgotten that until now. It was a long time ago.”

      I walked over to the bar. “Would you like another gin and tonic?” I asked her across the quiet, empty space that separated us. “I’m tired. I need a drink.”

      I pulled out two glasses and filled them with some ice without waiting for her answer.

      “Sure,” she said, not missing a beat. “How is it that you’re tired? I thought the night was your time, no? Didn’t you say that it’s in the silence of the night—like now—that the music comes to you?”

      “I did say that, didn’t I? Funny how when you live your life in the public eye, after a while your bright future turns into a past you can never quite live up to.”

      “Well, you sure seem to have done well. Other singers, writers, artists—they come and go. But you’ve had hit after hit, album after album, year after year… for decades.”

      “Yeah, and I’m tired now. It’s a burden, you know. It’s a burden, success. And I want to put it down already. Everything, my life, the music. Not the music, but everything around the music. The touring, the recording, being in the public eye, the performing—being me. All of it. I just want to go back, to the music. To pure music.”

      “Being you?”

      “It’s hard being me. You should try it sometime.” I paused a second, then added, “Or maybe not.”

      She laughed.

      “You want to know why I’ve had so many hits when all the other acts who were big when I started are all long gone and forgotten now?”

      “Tell me, yes,” she said.

      “Most people, it’s because they’re afraid if they stop frantically, continually—mindlessly—doing more and more, that everything will come crashing down.”

      “You mean like a shark? They can never stop swimming or they’ll die? Like that you mean?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. For other people.”

      “But not for you?”

      “Not for me. For other people—yes. But not for me. You wanted to know the real reason I keep going? Let me tell you.”

      “You told me—it’s what happened when you were sixteen.”

      “I only told you the half of it.”

      “There’s more?”

      “There’s always more,” I said with a wry smile. “You see, something else happened there in that hospital room, too. I don’t know what, though. I went into that hospital so depressed, I tried to kill myself.”

      “Healing maybe?” she said, shooting me back the same wry smile I’d shot her earlier. “It’s the kind of thing that happens in hospital rooms…”

      “Funny. But there’s more to it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When I walked out a day or so after that night I told you about already—something had… changed. It was different. I didn’t notice it right away. Looking back, it should’ve been obvious. And at first, I even liked it.”

      “Liked what? What was obvious?”

      “When I got out, I didn’t go back to school for a while. You know, the whole ‘having tried to kill myself thing.’ Anyway, my parents thought it would be best for me to rest at home a while, to recover. And late at night, just like now, I’d find myself up. And the music, the art—this energy—it would just course through me.”

      “That’s good, no? You’re an artist, a musician, after all. What’s wrong with that?”

      “It was so strong, I couldn’t control it. But I was young, and I didn’t really give it a second thought. There, alone, late at night in my parents’ house sitting in front of that piano, I would just play and play and play. Whatever came out—all of it new, all of it original. There was nothing I could do about it. Hell—there was nothing I wanted to do about it. The music just came out of me without a filter—and I liked it. It was like pure power, flowing through me. Pure music… pure art. I couldn’t control it—and I didn’t care.”

      “That’s what you wanted, no? Your music?”

      “I didn’t have the music. The music had me. And I’d go to sleep, and wake up the next day—and it was still happening. I couldn’t stop it. And of course, I was so young then, I don’t think I even had my first drink until I started playing in that piano bar a few months later. So when it started, I had no idea how to stop it.”

      “Why would you want to stop it? You wanted the music, right? You asked for it, didn’t you?”

      “Well… see, back in that hospital room, remember I told you, she showed me the key to it all. A chord, actually.”

      “A secret chord?”

      “That’s what she called it, yes. And as soon as she showed it to me, I realize—I’d been hearing that chord, in my mind the whole time. As long as I could remember, it had been floating in and out of my head in plain sight. It had been in my mind my entire life, since long before she’d ever shown up. It’s like I had just never opened my eyes before, and that was the only reason I’d never seen it. It was that obvious. And it was that beautiful. So beautiful.”

      “So the hospital was the beginning for you, not the end?”

      “Well, I hadn’t thought of it like that, but yes. After the hospital, even today—even now—I can close my eyes and it’s still there. That chord. I can still hear it. Hell—I can see it.”

      “Well, that’s great, no?”

      “No. I can’t not hear it, either. That’s the real problem. I can’t make it stop.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It started to permeate everything in my life. If I went to make music, I heard it. If I went to the grocery store, it was there with me. When I went to sleep at night, I heard it, and in the morning when I woke up—it was still there. And it was wondrous—like hearing the stars in the sky, only a million times more.”

      She didn’t say anything. She just looked at me with these deep eyes. Familiar, deep eyes that for some reason I couldn’t quite place and couldn’t quite remember.

      “Yes,” I went on. “So, you’re right. I did ask for this. And now—I’m tired. I don’t want it anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it doesn’t stop! It never stops! The music—I always hear it, like it’s all just standing in line, in some other world, waiting to be born in this world… waiting for me to bring it into this world.”

      “But you’re an artist.”

      “I will never get any rest until it kills me. Even now, what am I, on my third gin and tonic or something now, and it still whispers to me, unceasingly, that it wants me to play it—to create it. To bring it into the world… that I am its only hope. This music—no, this pure art—I think it’s trying to kill me. Or drive me insane.”

      She didn’t say anything. She just sat there listening. What else could someone do when a madman was raving in front of them? And I am sure I was a madman, or at least, on the edge of it.

      “What?” I went on. “Do you think this ‘gift’ is some idyllic, musical nirvana? Where I can write a nice little song, and then go to my kid’s soccer game? It doesn’t work like that. Maybe for other people, sure. But not for me.”

      “Not a soccer dad then, eh?”

      “God help me,” I said wryly.

      “You really are dad of the year, huh?”

      “I told you so.” I deadpanned back.

      “But the music?”

      “The energy. I hear it as music, but I’ve been living with this long enough to at least have figured out, it’s something more than just music. It’s this energy, it flows through me. I get it out as music, and that’s the only way I get a little rest from it. But as soon as I’m done, it always comes right back. ‘Write another song’ it says. Even though I just finished writing the last one, now—boom! Here’s another one. And it won’t let me rest until I write it down. It just never stops.”

      “More than just music, then? Like what? You mean spiritual, like it’s coming from God, maybe?”

      At that, I threw my head back and started to laugh.

      “That’s funny? Why are you laughing?”

      “You’re serious?” I asked, taking another drink from my gin and tonic. “God? More like the Devil.”
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      “You remind me of her,” I said casually, without giving it much thought, as I sat down at the piano again.

      “The Devil?” she asked, grinning. “If you’re going to say that, I think I deserve to have another drink then,” she said, putting the gin and tonic I’d just brought over up to her mouth for a long, slow pull.

      “The nurse, from the hospital room. You remind me of her. I don’t exactly remember what she looked like, but there’s just something. I can’t quite put my finger on it though.”

      “Me? What was that? Like forty years ago or something?” She grinned again. And took another drink. “Is that your way of telling me that I look old?”

      I laughed. And took another slug of my gin and tonic. “That’s funny. Oh, God no. It was so long ago—she’d probably be like a hundred and eleventy now.”

      “That old, huh?”

      We both laughed when she said that.

      But something in me was uneasy, and deep down, I felt something come unmoored.

      

      “Didn’t you say you’d just signed up for a four-year residency show here on the Strip? If you’re so tired, and this gift you have is such a burden, then why’d you sign the contract?”

      “Playing shows like that, night in, night out—it’s a lot like drinking for me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It pushes the constant creative hum—the secret, creative chord—down, just a little. Just enough to give me a rest from this creative force that refuses to give me any rest.”

      “I do see. Drinking and playing rock concerts. Who would’ve thought those two things had any connection at all?”

      “Touché, yes. I get that. But it’s release, yes—if only, temporary. It gets it out, if only just for a little while. You name it, I’ve done it, to try to make it stop. All just to try to get a little rest from this… force inside that never stops trying to be born of me to continually make art.”

      “The music.”

      “Love, or music, or the Devil. I’ve long ago given up on caring what it is. But I have figured out some… coping mechanisms.”

      “Like drinking?”

      “Like that, yes. It helps tamp it down. But it never lasts, and then it’s just pushing to get out, more than ever. So, I play the shows, and I come here at nights and play my sonatas. I figure it’s better than… the alternative.”

      “Look at all the music you’ve created, though—at all the people you’ve made happy.”

      “I didn’t create anything. I used to tell myself that, when I was young. But I’m older now, and I’m tired of lying to myself. The truth is—I’ve never created anything. If there is a God, or a Devil or whatever it is that flows through me and comes out as ‘my’ music—that’s the creator. I’m more just the scribe, writing it down.”

      “Have you ever thought of maybe unionizing—going on strike or something?”

      “Unionizing? Against the thing inside my head? I think I’d end up with two broken kneecaps if I tried that,” I said.

      She laughed.

      “No, I’ve given up. I’ll write its music; I’ll let it come through me. But I’ll drink too. At least that way, I don’t have to feel the full wrath of love, all the time, every second of every day—in all its power. If this is a small sampling of the power of God, then I’m not worthy. I’m just a man. So yes—I’ll have another drink, please.”

      “Have you tried therapy?”

      “Uh, let me see. ‘Doc, I need help. See, I don’t want to be so creative. I don’t want the music anymore. I don’t want to keep writing hit after hit. I don’t want to be successful anymore. Make it stop, please Doc.’”

      “Didn’t help, then?”

      “Because who understands the torment of never-ending love, and art, the flow of music from a spigot that you can never turn off? I’ve tried therapy, too, yes. The only question is how long the therapist will wait before they ask me for my autograph.”

      “I see.”

      “Everything else I’ve tried, too. Drugs. I’ve tried lots of drugs. And women.”

      “And?”

      “I wrote four number one singles, and two multi-platinum albums after snorting the finest cocaine money can buy off I-can’t-remember-how-many-models’ and groupies’ chests. But it still doesn’t stop. The music… it still keeps coming—non-stop. The only respite I ever get is when I let it out. When I let it flow, when I write down the music, when I bring it into the world and play it—then I get a release. That’s when I get a break. But not for long. Never for long.”

      “But you’re still here. You’re still writing hits, this many years into your career when most musicians are forgotten… or dead.”

      “I know why Van Gogh went crazy. I know why he tried cut off his ear.”

      “Tried?”

      “That thing that flowed through him, that drove him insane? It flows through me, too. It’s beautiful. And I hate it. It’s so beautiful. Help me. Help me make it stop.”

      “Well, maybe a distraction for now? How about you give me some more music? Play me something else, will you?”

      “That would be good, yes. A distraction.”

      

      “You want to hear the really big hits, then? Not that little first hit, from the piano bar in Queens?” On a lark, I pushed my fingers up to the keys to play a few bars again of that first hit song. But just like had happened when I had tried to play the sonatas for her a second time, now for the life of me, I couldn’t remember the first note. The song wasn’t on my fingers, and the music wasn’t in my head.

      It was just… gone.

      “That’s weird. It must be the gin,” I said.

      She didn’t say anything, but just stood there expectantly, drink in hand, waiting for me to play her some of my biggest hits.

      “God you look like that nurse,” I said, as I launched into playing and singing most all of my biggest hits for her.

      These songs—I knew them cold. How could I forget? After all, most nights of the week for however many decades had I played these same songs? Then again, the small voice in me nagged—how many nights had I played those sonatas, or that first hit, too? And now, suddenly—I couldn’t remember where to put my fingers on the keys even to play just their first bars.

      But these hit songs, I still knew them. And I played them for her now. When I was done, maybe an hour later (I had a lot of hit songs, and somehow tonight, I had energy to play them all), I walked over to the bar again, to pour us two more drinks.

      But I was still uneasy. I couldn’t remember what I couldn’t remember.

      “Kind of like Einstein,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, they said Einstein was so brilliant, he figured out the theory of relativity, black holes, the speed of light—all that stuff, and before anyone else, too. But even though he was so brilliant, he couldn’t tie his own shoes in the morning.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “I get that.”

      

      What I didn’t get was why, three times now, after I’d played something for her, after I’d given her the music, when I went to play that same song again, it didn’t come to me.

      I’d completely forgotten how to play it. The music was disappearing from my mind.
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      “There’s one last thing I need you to play for me.”

      “If I can remember,” I said. “It seems like I’m losing it tonight. I mean, a few times now, when I went to play for you, I couldn’t figure out the first bar. It’s like the music’s just… gone.”

      “The music’s never gone.”

      “It sure doesn’t seem like that tonight. Three times now, I’ve tried to play something again that I’d just played for you. And three times now—when I came back to try to play them again for you—I couldn’t for the life of me, play a note. Couldn’t play it, couldn’t hear it. Like the music is leaving me.”

      “What do you think? That the music is in that piano of yours? That the music’s in those instruments of yours, or in the concert halls and arenas? That it’s pressed into vinyl records and streamed in bits and bytes over the internet? That if it weren’t for your golden fingers playing for a world that’s hinging on everything you do—that the music wouldn’t exist?”

      “Yes, kind of. Er, no… I mean—that’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s not? Because it sure sounds like you’re putting yourself at the center of… the entire world. I mean—just because you can’t remember how to play this or that song, or sing the words, it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

      “I can’t even hear the music. In my mind—it’s not there. If I could hear it in my mind like I’ve always been able to—if I could just hear it, I could play it. But God help me, I can’t even hear it.”

      “God has nothing to do with it. And by the way—you haven’t always been able to hear the music. I seem to remember a time when you were so depressed, you wanted to kill yourself so you would never have to hear anything at all, ever again.”

      That’s when it hit me. That’s when the cold chill ran through me.

      The nurse.

      “You don’t remember, I was there when you learned to hear the music. I gave you the music.”

      “Who are you? What are you?” I quivered. Everything seemed to stop. The cold chill in me was frozen solid now, and a terrifying paralysis overcame me.

      Then, I realized.

      Then, it came to me.

      “You’re death, aren’t you? That’s what this is, isn’t it? You’ve come to take me, haven’t you?”

      “Death? That’s ridiculous. It couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      “Life?”

      “Music. The spirit of pure music. And didn’t I hear you say you were tired? That you wanted to lay your burden down? To give everything up and just go back to pure music? Well, here I am.”

      “But—”

      “You asked for this. I’m just giving you what you want. Stop for a minute, close your eyes and listen. Do you hear that?”

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly. It’s silence. You said you wanted to lay down your burden, right? That you wanted a quiet mind, without the uncontrollable energy—without the music—running through it 24/7, driving you half-insane with its constant demand for you to midwife its birth into the world. Don’t you feel lighter now?”

      “But…” I quivered, suddenly afraid, “I don’t want to feel lighter.”

      “That’s funny, because you just told me how tired you were, how ready you were to lay this burden down. I only came back to give you what you asked for.”

      “‘Came back’?” I asked, walking back to put the piano between me and her now. “Wait a minute now, I know who you are. You’re her. You are that nurse. It was you there—in that hospital room with me, all those years ago.”

      She didn’t say anything, but as I watched in horror, the corners of her lips curled up ever so slightly.

      My blood ran cold again.

      She took a step towards me.

      I staggered to my feet. “So, what are you going to do now?” I asked, backing up. “What did you come back for?”

      She was walking toward me now, even as I kept stammering back.

      Until my foot caught the corner of a chair behind me. I lost my balance, and before I knew it, I was lying on the floor.

      Sprawled out on my back, she towered over me.

      It was all I could do—I looked up at her.

      It took me a second for my eyes to adjust because she was blocking out the light. She was standing right above me now.

      After a few moments, my eyes adjusted to the light. That’s when I saw her face.

      That’s when I saw her hand moving down, reaching towards me.
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      “I still need you to play one more thing for me,” she said.

      I tried to sit up. I tried to move back, to pull away. But I didn’t make it. She grabbed me with both hands.

      There was nothing I could do now.

      She took me with both hands. And then she helped me up to my feet.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I couldn’t move my mouth to utter a word.

      “The last thing I want is for anything to happen to you.” I saw that faint flash of a smile on the corners of her lips again. “I still need you to play one more thing for me.”

      “Why would I play anything else for you? You’re here to kill me, I know it. You’re here to take my music away, to take away everything that’s ever made me anything.”

      I didn’t even realize the tears were streaming down my cheeks when she pushed a cocktail napkin over to me.

      “What nonsense is this? If you can’t play music, or hear it in your head—you won’t be anything?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even though that same music courses through your mind, and it’s completely out of your control?”

      “Yes.”

      “And even though the beauty of its siren call will never cease, no matter what you do—not until it smashes you against the rocks of insanity, or strewn about the shore of alcoholism. Or dead. You still think that if your ‘gift’ goes away, you’ll die?”

      “Yes. If I lose my music, I’ll die. It’s all I’ve ever had. It’s all I’ve ever been good at. It’s what makes me who I am.”

      “You said it’s a burden, that it’s killing you.”

      “But the music—it’s my burden. My burden! Without it, I’m nothing.

      She tossed her head back and laughed. A big, full-throated laugh…

      “What’s funny? There’s nothing funny about this at all,” I protested. “This is my life.”

      “I can’t take away your music any more than I could give it to you all those years ago back in the hospital. I thought I explained that to you already. The music is. Period. Full stop. The forms it takes, in you and in the world, are just that. Form. Form isn’t source. I’m here because you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready?”

      “You’re ready to go back. To your home. You’re ready to go back to the source.”

      “Uh, I don’t think I like how this sounds.”

      “Don’t worry. The source—of everything good—is far beyond all the forms in your little life here. This music that permeates your life and your entire experience here—it’s all just the tip of the iceberg. And it’s that iceberg that’s the eternal source of all the forms. You think the music is written down in notes on sheets of paper? That you can play it on your instruments and hear it with your ears?”

      “Well, yes? But you… you—you gave me this gift, my music. I know it, you were there. You’re that nurse. It was you who gave me my music, wasn’t it? All those years ago.”

      “And now, I have one more gift for you.”

      “Gift? How is losing my music… no—how is sacrifice a gift?”

      “If you see sacrifice where there is none, then you’ll never see the gift right in front of your face. It’s there, in plain sight. I’m not here to take away anything. I’m here to lift the obstacles to your seeing. The thing you call a gift has gotten you this far. But now you’re ready to go a step further. What’s gotten you here is now an obstacle to moving beyond. It’s a block to sight.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let me ask you something. Are you ready to see? Can you ask yourself that? Are you willing?”

      “Willing?”

      “You don’t have to carry the burden anymore. Now you can just listen. The music is still there, as it’s always been and always will be. If you listen now, you’ll hear it, more beautiful than you’ve ever heard it. But you have to be willing to just listen.”

      “To what?”

      “Don’t add anything. The music is perfect. Be still. Your only part is to be willing just listen—without adding anything. Music has nothing to do with you. Whether you hear it or not, whether you play it or not—it is. You can try to burn it at the stake, or turn up the distortion beyond recognition… smash your instruments or cut off your ear…. But as you’ve spent a lifetime learning—none of this has any effect on the source of the music. Everything here is just a distorted reflection of the reality that is the source of it all. And the source of music remains as it’s always been—blissfully unaware of everything here, and completely unaffected as well.”

      “Why have you come then?”

      “I told you. A gift. I have one more gift to give you, if you’re willing. I came because I know you’re ready. But you also have to be willing.”

      “But, willing for what? For you to teach me more music, like before? To give me some special skill no one else in the world has? To teach me another secret chord?”

      “Willing to see. You’ve come as far as you can with what I’ve shown you. What had been a gift, the thing that’s made you strong, and guided your way in the world—who you believe you are here—it’s now your biggest obstacle.”

      “To what?”

      “To the truth.” She took a deep breath, then looked me deep in the eyes. “You’ve come as far here as you can. The good news is that you’re ready now. The shadows here have blocked out your sight long enough. If you’re going to see, we’ll need to drive away the darkness.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means, it’s time to turn on the lights.”

      “I’m going to die, aren’t I? You came to kill me, I knew it.”

      “Nothing real can be threatened. And nothing unreal exists.”

      “That sounds terrifying.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re real.”

      “Well, that’s good to know.”

      “Not, of course, the you who you think you are. But you, your reality—it’s like listening to stars, as I think you once said. It’s time; you’re ready.”

      “So, I guess it’s time to face the music, then?” I said.

      She laughed, then added, “It’s time to face the music and dance.”

      

      “You think I’m taking something away from you, your ability to play, your memory of the songs, of everything that’s made up who you are in this life. But you remember, back in that hospital room. I told you I would come back for the gift.”

      “I remember now. You did. But you didn’t mean… I mean, I didn’t know…” I was starting to get desperate now. “Give me just a little more time, will you? Just a little longer, please?”

      “Everyone who I give my gift to must return it to me.”

      “But why?”

      “Because if I didn’t return to collect my gift back, it wouldn’t be a gift any more, would it? It would become a burden.”

      “I know. But you’re going to leave me with nothing. Please, it’s all I’ve got.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she said, laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re acting like a child who’s stubbornly clinging to his childhood toys. It’s like you’re afraid I’ll take them away from you.”

      “Kind of,” I said, a little sheepishly.

      “Hello?” she grinned, making her point and having altogether too much fun doing it. “You’re like—what was it? Oh yeah—like a hundred and eleventy years old, right? Get over it.”

      “But—”

      “These are childhood toys,” she said, suddenly serious, as she looked squarely into my eyes. “You’ve outgrown them. You’re ready to lay them aside and move on. Don’t let what was a gift become a burden. You already know this—hell, you even told me as much when I first saw you in this bar tonight. It’s how I knew it was your time.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “You were scared before, too. But not a day went by where I wasn’t with you. I’ve only come to take back my gift. To give to another. It’s time. But these are childhood toys, nothing more. And for you—it’s time to put them down. I will always be with you. Like I said, don’t worry.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now are you ready to play for me, one last time?”

      “Sure.”

      “It should be simple enough for you. Just one chord.”

      “Just one chord.”

      “You do remember it, don’t you?”

      “The secret chord? Yes, of course. I could never forget it. It changed my life.”

      “Then play it for me,” she said. “Will you? Play me the secret chord, one last time.”

      I slowly nodded my head.

      I walked over to the piano, rolling up my sleeves as I went.

      Then I sat down and began to play.
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      A couple hours after the neon signs went out and the first light of day had started streaming in the bar’s windows, the day-manager slid her key into the lock on the front door. When she pushed it open, it only moved half way before bumping up against an immovable object. It didn’t take her more than a glance to realize what that object blocking the door was.

      Who that was.

      Leaning down, she felt the body. It had long since gone cold.

      She let the door close, not noticing that the piano that had been the bar’s centerpiece was no longer there.

      Reaching into her pocket. As she pulled out her phone to call police, the thought occurred to her that for all time now, it would be her voice on this call that would be preserved in infamy, the audio posted on celebrity gossip websites next to photos and video of the dead bodies of Marilyn, and Elvis and John, and all the other stars whose meteoric rise had ended… untimely.

      On the phone, making her report to the police, about the dead celebrity she’d found blocking the door to her bar, she didn’t hear the faint sounds coming from down the hotel corridor that ran past her bar. Even if she had, it’s unlikely she would’ve paid it any attention. The sounds of the piano off in the distance blended into the thousand other little background holes that filled up a day in the life here.

      

      In the conference room next door, a woman sat, alone. The room was empty, but for the woman… and for a piano that no one could ever remember being there before.

      A young girl whose mom worked at the casino in the hotel next door was out of school for the summer. Shyly, she knocked on the door to the conference room. Hearing no answer, thinking it was empty, she walked in.

      With one arm still bleeding from where she’d been cutting herself earlier, the girl pulled out a bottle of pills she’d taken from her mom’s medicine cabinet that morning. Then she pulled out the note she’d written to her mom.

      She read it over one last time.

      Looking around the room for somewhere to sit, the only place she found was the bench, right in front of the piano.

      Sitting down to the piano, she took out the pills, and what she’d guessed would be enough water to help her swallow the entire bottle… to end the pain. She laid the pills out on top of the piano, along with the note.

      With hands shaking as she began to open the bottle, she suddenly remembered the piano lessons she’d taken from when she was a little girl. From before her dad had died, from before her mom had shut down… from before the pain.

      Slowly she ran her hands across the keys, remembering. Slowly, she began to play what little she could remember. Her tears fell on the keys.

      And then she stopped.

      It was time.

      The bottle finally open, she reached for the water.

      That’s when she heard the voice.

      Startled, she turned around only to find a woman she hadn’t noticed until then sitting in a chair.

      “That was pretty good,” the woman said. “Why’d you stop playing?”

      The woman’s voice was kind and gentle. It was soothing. And, the woman was wearing scrubs.

      Like a nurse.

      The girl began to cry again.

      “Everyone has a hard time with those bars you were playing there. They can be tricky at first. There’s no need to cry about it.”

      The girl sat unmoving, unable to speak.

      “You know, I could give you a lesson, if you’d like,” the woman said, before adding, “You’re really talented. Let me teach you this one chord I know. What do you say—are you willing?”

      “Sure,” the girl stammered, straining to wipe away her tears. “But, I’m not sure. My mom is expecting me back. I don’t know… I should really go.”

      “It’s a secret chord. Just for you, to play… for times when you feel like this.”

      The girl started to give a faint smile.

      “It will change everything,” the woman went on. “But it’s just for you, not to play for anyone else. Can you keep it our secret?”

      “Uh, okay,” the girl said.

      “It’s yours to have, then,” the woman said, just enough of a gleam sparkling in her eye to give the girl hope. “Well, it’s yours until I see you again. Then you have to give it back. Deal?”

      “Uh… okay,” the girl answered softly. Then she stood up.

      The woman walked over to the piano, rolling up her sleeves.

      Then she sat down and began to play.
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        * * *

      

      The story continues…

      You can read FIRST CITIZEN, Book Three of INTO THE NIGHT: Stories Between Darkness and Dawn here.

      FIRST CITIZEN

      With his life falling apart, a failed writer lashes out at the politicians he holds responsible.

      He pens a bitter, fake guide for aspiring dictators—a how-to roadmap to seizing power.

      In a jail cell half a continent away, a failed, small-time party leader reads a smuggled copy—and begins to apply its lessons, one by one.

    

  

cover.jpeg
ARTIST






images/00002.jpeg
SECO
R MA






images/00004.jpeg
ARTIST






images/00003.jpeg
SECQ
VR M A





