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 About This
Book

This is a story about music at the heart of the
world. The vignettes are real, drawn from actual experiences,
though they are not always the literal truth. In the interests of
coherence and simplicity, events have sometimes been condensed or
combined, information omitted, small details created from
imagination. Nonetheless, the stories are, at heart, about actual
people and actual experiences. Accompanying the chapters are links
to original songs which you can listen to or download. These songs
illuminate certain themes and are intended to add another dimension
to your enjoyment of the story.
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 FIRE:
Tales of Music, Love and Passion

Origins

In the
beginning there was a flash of light, an immense explosion of
energy that created all matter and sent particles streaming in
every direction. Almost immediately, the particles began spinning
and singing their strange harmonies: pops and hums and whirrings
and whistlings, white noise, pink noise, clicks and drones. Over
time, the particles aggregated into atoms, which aggregated into
stars and planets, and then galaxies; the sounds became the steady
beat of a rotating pulsar and the piccolo glissando of particles
streaming through the atmosphere of a planet. Music is the motion
of the universe, each atom singing its story.

My first piano teacher was Mr. Olund, a
round, red-faced man squeezed into his suit like a sausage in its
casing. He carried a long wooden ruler painted in the black and
white stripes of a keyboard. If I made a mistake, the ruler would
come down on my hands, smashing them into the keys.

Thwack!

"That was a G, not an A," Mr. Olund would
admonish, clamping his teeth tightly together and reddening like
bratwurst in a skillet.

Not surprisingly, this technique did not
endear me to piano lessons, and I resisted learning to read music.
Instead, I would listen to Mr. Olund play while I watched his
fingers moving across the keyboard, and then I would imitate what I
heard, pretending to read the notes. This ploy was successful in
keeping him off guard. But eventually, the ruler would reappear
when I misidentified a note on the sheet music to which his stubby
finger was pointing. Before long, I took to fleeing down the street
as the time for my weekly lesson approached. My mother realized it
might be a good idea to change teachers.

Mrs. Mitchell received students regally in
her home on Saturdays. I had to audition before she would agree to
accept me as a pupil. She would sit beside me at the piano with
calm detachment. There were no outbursts if I played a wrong note;
she simply pointed out the correct note with her imperial finger.
But sometimes, if I hadn't practiced during the week, she would get
up and go into the kitchen to stack dishes.

"Keep playing, I'm listening," her muffled
voice would call from around the corner.

Mrs. Mitchell methodically monitored my
progress through the different levels of material. She taught me
how chords are built, the fundamentals of harmony, the circle of
fifths. When I was fourteen, however, after seven dutiful years of
lessons, I decided to stop. I had never been a particularly devoted
pupil. Piano lessons were my mother's idea. She expected I would
become a concert pianist, a stand-in for my father's failed career
as an artist. I was always commanded to perform for guests, and
even when I sensed their lack of interest, I obediently
complied.

Mrs. Mitchell accepted my decision
impassively, but predicted, "One day you'll study piano again."

For the next several years, I continued to
play piano on my own, reading through songbooks, learning music by
ear, creating dozens of songs that I recorded on a cheap cassette
tape recorder. I entered college, choosing to study not music but
humanities. Yet in the evenings I would leave my dorm to seek out
one of the practice rooms in the music department and play late
into the night.

At the end of my sophomore year, after
confronting my growing dissatisfaction with my studies, I changed
my major and entered the music program. Mr. Juda would sit hunched
beside me at the piano, a gnome from the Vienna woods with eyebrows
sprouting like forest undergrowth and strong, fleshy hands that
stormed the keys like lightning. During my lessons, he would start
the metronome at a comfortable pace and I would play that week's
scale. After each completed run, Mr. Juda would raise the tempo.
Finally, the metronome would be ticking frantically as my fingers
stumbled over the keys. He would write down the tempo in a tiny
book. "Next week faster."

During my last year of college, a new piano
teacher joined the faculty. Her name was Ms. Scolnik, but she asked
us to call her Nina. She pinned up her hair gracefully above her
Easter lily neck, and when she played, her tapered fingers would
aim for high notes on the keyboard, landing with gymnastic
precision.

"Think of the note, then leap," she
suggested, showing me how to rock my wrist gently to provide the
momentum. Her playing was a ballet of arabesques and pirouettes.
She spoke about Baroque mordents and trills with an impassioned
thrill. Her inspired teaching helped me stage a successful senior
recital. Mrs. Mitchell attended the concert, and at the reception
afterward came up to congratulate me.

"You were right," I told her. She allowed
the hint of a smile to pass across her face.

The energy that was born out of the
primordial fireball created myriad wavelengths of light: x-ray,
infrared, the visible spectrum's rainbow, radio wave, ultraviolet.
As the universe expanded, the earliest waves of radiation gradually
stretched out, becoming the faint glow of microwaves, remnants of
the mother of all fire. Hydrogen atoms coalesced into stars whose
thermonuclear engines fired up to create more fire, more light. In
time, the cores of some of these stars — swollen red giants —
collapsed in an explosive release of energy, creating and
dispersing the heavier elements into interstellar space: oxygen,
for the air we breathe; carbon, present in the earth as the basis
of life; and the marriage of hydrogen and oxygen to create water,
which constitutes two-thirds of our bodies. We are literally made
of stardust. A bit of fire. A bit of earth. A bit of water. And a
bit of air.

* * *

My earliest memory is of my maternal
grandmother holding me in her arms while we sit on the porch of a
cabin at June Lake. Crickets as numerous as stars serve as chorus
for her lullaby. The rhythm of her rocking lulls me, the steady
pendulum motion marking time. Grammy never had any formal music
training, but picking out tunes by ear came naturally to her as she
grew up on her family's Nebraska farm. There was always music in
our house. My mother would reach for her ukulele, tuning it
according to the mnemonic phrase someone had taught her: My dog
has fleas. Grammy would sit down at the piano, singing in her
old-time falsetto, and together they would play songs like "Bill
Bailey," "Filipino Baby," and "Bicycle Built for Two." After each
song Grammy would attempt to leave the piano bench, but my mother
would plead, "Ma, just one more," until at last Grammy had
exhausted both her repertoire and her stamina, and she would hoist
herself up with one hand on the piano, her stiff, old knees
straightening with weariness.

Grammy came to live with us when I was nine
after my grandfather died. She was my most appreciative audience,
sitting patiently through Chopin waltzes, Beethoven sonatas and
Elton John songs. She favored a large upholstered rocking chair
that would heave violently whenever she dropped into it. Sometimes
I would catch sight of her fingers tapping the rhythm on her lap.
"She has such incredible patience," my sister Sherry would say.
"Nothing ever upsets her." I would hold her hand, lay my head on
her generous bosom, or sit beside her while her hands hunted out
the right key for "The Tennessee Waltz."

"Okay, Ma, I'm going up," my mother would
say, and Grammy would silently follow her upstairs to retire for
their afternoon nap. Nylons bunched at her ankles as she climbed
the stairs one step at a time, the thin iron railing wobbling under
the weight of her hand. Above me, I could hear the floor groan as
she made her way to her bedroom, where she had squirreled away
candies in the drawers of her dresser. I knew she would be taking
out a piece of candy and picking up the paperback romance novel
with the dog-eared pages that she kept on her nightstand.

What I anticipated most keenly were Saturday
mornings, riding my bike home from my piano lesson at Mrs.
Mitchell's, thinking about the two dollars Grammy would give me so
I could ride to the store to choose a new Matchbox toy car.
Sometimes, of course, there were errands to finish, and Grammy and
I were dispatched to do the upstairs cleaning. My mother was
obsessively clean — "Don't touch the coffee table!" she scolded my
nephews whenever they visited — and even Grammy wasn't allowed in
the kitchen to cook. Once we were upstairs, though, Grammy would
find shortcuts for our cleaning regimen, conspiratorially
whispering to me, "She'll never know the difference."

When I came home from college for visits,
Grammy would always ask me to play Debussy's "Le Petit Nègre," a
lighthearted piece in a syncopated cakewalk style similar to
ragtime that reminded her of her youth. (My mother, on the other
hand, preferred Bartók’s dramatic "Allegro Barbaro," with its
frenzy and fortissimo dissonant chords, written around the same
time.) Grammy wore a hearing aid; once, when she attended a concert
of music composed by my college composition class, from backstage I
heard her voice reverberate through the theater as she declared to
my mother following one student's piece, "Oh, my, that was
dreadful!"

Several years after I graduated from college
and moved to Northern California, Grammy's knees became so weak
that Mom was no longer able to care for her, so we moved Grammy
into a nursing home. She endured a crazy roommate with typical
aplomb. "Lil came over to my bed last week four times in the dead
of night to tell me she had gotten everything settled and I was the
first one she was telling," Grammy wrote me. "I have never found
out what it is she got all settled. She has asked me more than once
if I had talked to her since morning. Of course, she had tried to
talk to me and I told her so. 'There is something I've got to tell
you,' she said, 'but I had a dream and the fairies advised me not
to reveal what it was.' By this time I was getting fed up and told
her to go back to bed."

Sherry and I planned a party for Grammy's
one-hundredth birthday. After the invitations had been sent out, we
learned that she was actually turning ninety-nine. In typical
fashion, Mom had stretched the truth and hurried Grammy's age on to
the more impressive century mark. Sherry had just lost her husband,
George, from a heart attack at age fifty-one. We went ahead with
the celebration anyway. We wheeled Grammy into the nursing home's
dining room along with her new roommate — a sweet-natured old lady
with haunting eyes who had lost the ability to speak words but
communicated through infinite nuances of the sound "oh" — and sat
them side by side in their wheelchairs. I asked Grammy if there was
any difference between how people behaved when she was a girl and
how they behaved nearly a century later.

"No, not really, other than people used to
be much more courteous to one another," she told me. I held her
hand that was mottled with age spots and moles, the skin creased
and papery like an old love letter folded and opened innumerable
times. With her free hand she gathered the blanket tighter around
her legs, then patted the top of my hand.

My nephew Ron approached us. People were
always surprised to learn that I was his uncle since I was only two
years older and had gone to school with him. Now we were both
straddling thirty, and he probably had not seen Grammy since he
graduated from high school. He kissed her on the cheek. "Happy
birthday, Grammy."

"Who's this handsome man?" she asked,
bewildered.

"It's Ron," I explained.

"Tom?" she repeated, straining to hear me
through the noise of the room.

"Ron, your great-grandson."

She frowned. "Well, whoever you are, thank
you for coming."

"Grammy, play something for us," someone
shouted. She wheeled over to the piano and hunched over the
keyboard to play "The Tennessee Waltz." Despite many falterings,
the memory of the song still inhabited her hands — something
familiar in the rhythm of the left hand jumping down to strike the
single bass notes on the downbeat of each measure. But some of the
notes were wrong; unexpected dissonances in the chords threw off
her singing, and her voice broke. When she finished, she looked
down at her hands as if wondering how they suddenly became so
old.

Sherry lit ten candles on the cake — one for
each decade — and we sang "Happy Birthday." Grammy's roommate held
her hand to her cheek and said "ohhh" while Grammy blew out the
candles. Once the pieces of cake were cut and distributed,
everyone's attention dissolved back into separate conversations.
Grammy motioned me over. "Will you play me some Chopin?"

I sat down at the piano and took out my book
of waltzes, those tunes that she knew and perhaps even danced to as
a girl. I opened to the Waltz in A Minor, Opus 34 No. 2, with its
melancholy melody in the left hand, and for the last time she sat
there and quietly listened to my playing.

* * *

When did our ancestors first engage in
creating music? The answer is not known. But music has been around
a long time: musical instruments are among the oldest human-made
artifacts discovered, far older than our forays into agriculture.
The oldest known instrument is a Slovenian bone flute from around
forty thousand years ago. In all likelihood, percussion instruments
were in existence long before that, which would be consistent with
what has been found in hunter-gatherer societies, as well as with
what has been observed among monkeys, which are known to beat on
hollow logs in a manner that suggests call and response. Music
making is found in the archaeological record of every culture
throughout all eras.

Although it is impossible to say for sure,
musical qualities were probably present at the very dawn of our
history. We know that chimps exhibit a range of vocalizations in
different pitches that communicate whether a predator comes from
the ground (a snake), the air (an eagle), or another location. It
is likely that some kind of proto-music developed simultaneously
with the changes in our vocal chords that allowed speech. Perhaps
this proto-music was used to establish territory or used during
courtship, as is the case with birdsong in different species of
bird. Darwin speculated that music making evolved through sexual
selection, as a feature that served no direct survival purpose
other than to impress one's potential mate, like the peacock's tail
or the bower building of some bird species. In the final analysis,
music and speech are intimately intertwined, and speaking of them
as separate may disguise their shared origin. Speech itself is
sensitive to nuances of pitch. Everything from the rising tone at
the end of a sentence that signals a question to the melodic
contour of languages such as Chinese, Navajo and Zulu where
different tonal inflections of the same word convey different
meanings shows how music infuses language.

The oldest known song survives only in
lyrics inscribed on the wall of an Egyptian tomb 4,300 years ago.
We know it's a song because images of singers and musicians playing
the harp accompany the text. It's a love song which essentially
says, "I love and admire your beauty, I am under it."

Some things never change.

The world's oldest written music is an
ancient hymn of the Hurrian people to the moon goddess Nikkal some
3,400 years ago. The musical notation and lyrics were found on a
tablet in Syria. There have been at least nine attempts to
reconstruct the actual rhythm and melody, yielding wildly divergent
results. What is clear is that the music is written in a
sophisticated form, and notes were played simultaneously to create
harmony. This predates the rise of harmonic writing in Europe by
about 2,500 years. A tablet (CBS 10996) from around 1600 B.C. may
be an older example of music. It was once thought to be music
theory writing, but could have been a training étude for a lyre
player.

Although music may be innate for human
beings, the way music is manifest is culturally conditioned. Young
children start to show a preference for the music of their culture
— that is, the music to which they are regularly exposed — by the
age of two, around the same time that they start to develop
specialized speech processing. Cocooned inside the womb, the fetus
hears sounds: the heartbeat of its mother, external sounds
transmitted through the amniotic fluid. By the fifth month, its
auditory system is fully functional. Babies recognize and prefer
music to which they were exposed in the womb. Researcher Alexandra
Lamont of Keele University in the United Kingdom conducted an
experiment in which mothers played a single piece of music
repeatedly to their babies during the final three months of
pregnancy. In some cases the piece was eighteenth century classical
music, and in other cases it was popular music. For one year
following the child's birth, each mother was not allowed to play
that piece of music, but after the baby's first birthday, Lamont
played the music that the baby had heard in the womb, along with
another piece matched for style and tempo. The infant would look
for a longer time at the speaker from which the familiar music
emanated, whether it came from the left or right side. A control
group of infants who had not heard any of the music before
exhibited no preference.

So music has been with us from the
beginning. The cyclic patterns, the rhythms, the cadences, the rise
and fall of sounds: we come into life with the world singing to
us.

* * *

Sherry is three years younger than Carole.
In the black and white photo I hold in my hand, taken when they
were schoolchildren, Sherry hangs back slightly, perhaps presuming
the camera's real focus is on her sibling. When I am born eighteen
years after Sherry, she is preparing for her wedding to George.
Mom, unsurprisingly, doesn't help with any of the arrangements; if
it weren't for Carole's assistance, Sherry would have had to handle
everything on her own. I am born nine days before the wedding, and
Mom at first insists on bringing me. Of course this is
unreasonable. "She only thinks of herself," Sherry complains
tearfully to George. Once again, the focus is to be on someone
else. At the last minute, though, the mother of one of Sherry's
friends offers to babysit me, and the wedding proceeds in
peace.

Sherry says Carole always received the
praise when they were growing up, was declared to be the charming
one, so smart and radiant. Although Sherry was equally beautiful as
a young woman, it was Carole who was chosen as homecoming princess
while at UCLA. Her photo was published in the local paper, and Mom
proudly clipped the article, distributing it to everyone she knew.
Carole most resembles our father; you can see it especially around
her eyes. She has his artistic sensibility and his tendency to
pensiveness. "It was always Dad who came to the parent-teacher
nights," Carole tells me, "always Dad who took an interest in our
schoolwork. Never Mother." Carole was studying anthropology when
she left college to marry her sweetheart. But the marriage lasted
only a short time. During their first year together, he entered the
service, and to save money Carole returned home to share a bedroom
with me, sleeping next to my crib. Then something happened that
left her deeply shaken, and they divorced.

Like so many infants, even before I could
really walk I was dancing. At least that's what Carole tells me.
She says I would crawl to the coffee table while the radio was
playing, pull myself to my feet and, gripping the edges, start
doing those enthusiastic but uncoordinated knee bends so
characteristic of babies when they hear music. When Mom and Dad
were out for the evening, Carole babysat, letting me watch
Godzilla. It gave me nightmares, and Mom was furious. Before
long, Carole met Roger, and they married after a short
courtship.

When I was six, Carole and Mom got into a
huge argument and didn't speak for a year. It had something to do
with a lamp. Someone was always doing something to displease Mom.
She would angrily hang up the phone on Sherry, then call me to
complain. Carole would say something to upset her, and she would
call Sherry to complain. Dad had spilled paint on the patio. I
hadn't called her in two weeks. She wasn't speaking to her best
friend. Holidays and birthdays were always celebrated at Sherry's,
but the evening would often end with a debate about interracial
marriage, or marijuana, or politics. Sherry couldn't resist
challenging her until Mom would rise in a huff and announce to my
father, "Come on, Carl, we're going home."

Mom calls Sherry and me the Golddust twins,
two peas in a pod despite the many years separating our births. We
have identical smiles and a shared obsession with ethics and
injustice — not to mention the obstinacy that comes with it. Sherry
once uncovered an employee's embezzlement at the company where she
had recently been hired as an accountant. Rather than being
rewarded with gratitude for her diligence, she earned her
supervisor's enmity; it turned out he had been having an affair
with the embezzler. Perhaps through his intervention, the embezzler
was not prosecuted, only fired. Sherry was angered by the company's
lenient approach. "She'll just go on to do the same thing somewhere
else," Sherry fumed, "only now she'll be better at it." The myriad
injustices of life are sand in her bedding.

My sisters were effectively second mothers
to me, balancing the overprotectiveness of Mom and Dad. On summer
days, Sherry would take me with her three sons, her daughter and
various neighbor kids to the beach. We sometimes spent weekends in
a cabin in the San Gabriel Mountains above Los Angeles that
George's colleague let them use, riding toboggans in the snow or
walking the dry washes in summer. As we rode in the station wagon,
Sherry would sing us a humorous, macabre Tom Lehrer song: "She set
her sister's hair on fire, rickety-tickety-tin."

Some years, I spent the summer out of state
with Carole and Roger, their two sons, and Roger's daughter from
his previous marriage. Roger's company repeatedly transferred him:
first to Washington, then to Michigan, later to Illinois, Oklahoma,
Arkansas. We camped, water-skied, hiked, rode motorbikes. The
summer that Mom and Dad drove north to visit Carole and Roger in
suburban Seattle, we took a drive to the rainforests of the Olympic
Peninsula, where moss draped the trees like Victorian finery. Dad
sketched while my nephews and I explored a trail through the
forest. Later, taking the ferry back across Puget Sound, we watched
the locks regulate the passage between the saltwater of the Sound
and the canal leading to the freshwater of Lake Union and Lake
Washington. A barge waited in the lock while water poured in,
slowly floating it to the level of the canal while seagulls cried
and circled over our heads.

Sherry struggled to support her family
during long periods when George was disabled with back problems
and, later, diagnosed with cancer. Yet she was always upbeat,
breezing through our patio door with a cheerful "Hellooo!" I
couldn't imagine where she found such strength. Certainly not from
our mother, who constantly complained about her ailments and always
had an excuse not to do something, preferring to send Grammy to do
the grocery shopping or sending neighbors to the store to buy
liquor. When I was fifteen, Sherry gave me a copy of Catcher in
the Rye. She knew how much anguish my pimples caused me, and
showed me an astringent she used. "Even though you think they're
prominent, nobody even notices them," she tried to reassure me. But
then my four-year-old niece came into the room and asked, "What are
all those red things on your face?"

Carole writes us letters that she signs
"Sisto." She tells me, "When we were young, Sherry was the outgoing
one, happy and charming. I was the pensive, moody introvert, lost
in my own little world. I've had to struggle hard with depression
my entire life. I like what Gore Vidal wrote in Creation:
You don't know what happiness is, you only know what happiness
was." In this way, Carole and I are similar. Sometimes when we talk
on the phone there are awkward silences. But then Sherry confides
to me her own unease as a teenager in social gatherings or large
groups of people, despite her apparent outgoing personality and
popularity. All these years later, she still carries that burden of
discomfort and avoids parties. Perhaps there are more similarities
between the three of us than we suspect.

With George's cancer in remission, he and
Sherry moved up to the mountains where we had on occasion spent
weekends. She loved it there, in the peacefulness and solitude with
the pine-scented air. They decided to open a tool and die business
down in the foothills. Sherry would handle the bookkeeping and
office work, and George would handle the machinery. They struggled
to get customers at first, so Sherry kept a second job, but they
were proud of their shop, which they kept immaculately clean.

"Carole has never been out to see our
business, nor has Roger," Sherry lamented to me. "They always have
an excuse. It's too far to go, the car won't make it. They have the
time to come all the way to California to visit his family, but
they never have enough time to see George and me." I sympathized
with her resentment. I wondered if Carole's melancholy contributed
to the never-ending excuses, and that she passively gave in to
Roger's will. The two of them were always traveling: Europe, the
Caribbean, Hawaii, every major city in the states. They seemed to
always be on the move. I remembered how, when I was in college, I
drove across country with a friend to visit them in Michigan.
Although they knew we were coming, they were on their way out of
town when we arrived, and we had to rendezvous in the coffee shop
at a Holiday Inn. I spent the next few days with my nephews, who
were by then in high school, having only gotten to see Carole
during that brief half hour in the coffee shop.

When George died of a heart attack, he was
just a few days shy of the date marking five years in remission
from cancer, which meant that Sherry was ineligible to receive any
insurance benefits. It seemed a particularly cruel injustice for
someone who had always worked hard and played by the rules. I took
a week off work to help Sherry run the business. She continued to
struggle for awhile to keep it going, bringing in someone to
perform the tasks that George had done, but it was ultimately too
difficult to manage alone, and she closed the shop. Living alone in
the mountains, especially during winter, became arduous, and with
much reluctance, Sherry moved back down to the suburban sprawl of
Orange County.



"I spoke to Sherry and she sounded in better
spirits," Carole wrote me. "It's never easy to make the sort of
life decisions she has facing her. As I approach sixty, I wish I
could tell you that life eases, questions are answered,
frustrations begin to disappear, but it isn't true. I keep
thinking, God, don't let me live into infirmity. I have a friend
who commented that she didn't really want to go to heaven, since
there were so many people on earth she would hate to spend eternity
with."

The weekend that I needed emotional support
during an especially painful breakup, Sherry flew up north to San
Francisco to comfort me. "You know I'd do anything for you," she
said. "You're my rock." She complained to me about the
inconsistency with which the office manager at her apartment
complex enforced the parking regulations, which made it difficult
for her to maneuver in and out of her parking space. She fretted
over the letter she would write, but felt compelled to speak out,
even though we both suspected nothing would change.

After Roger retired, he and Carole moved
back to southern California, someplace to which Roger had once
vowed he would never return. Carole gave him an ultimatum: you can
either move with me or not. She wanted to be closer to her
grandkids. All those years she had been repeatedly uprooted
whenever Roger was transferred and had always acquiesced. Now they
would go somewhere she wanted to be.

"Roger used to travel so much," Sherry tells
me. "It must be difficult for Carole to adjust to him being around
all the time." When I come to southern California for a visit,
Carole and Roger have us over for dinner. They start the evening
early with cocktails; their bickering rises in crescendo as the
hours pass. By the time dinner is ready, there is a heated
argument. Sherry and I sit in embarrassed silence. I pick up a
magazine from the coffee table. Sherry stares down at her drink. I
wonder how much happiness either of my sisters has known. It seems
their lives have both been filled with taking care of other's needs
while sacrificing their own.

With Carole back in California, I'm grateful
for the time the three of us can now spend together in ways that
rarely occurred when I was younger. But I sometimes feel caught in
the middle between my love for them both. Carole says Sherry was
always the cute one when they were growing up, playing violin with
an adorable bow in her hair. Sherry dismisses this comment,
assuring us that she was tone deaf, and thinks Carole only says
this out of guilt for having been the center of attention. I try to
act like the locks at Puget Sound, regulating the levels of
different water and laughing to defuse the situation when I say,
"You're both wrong; I was the favorite."

The last time the three of us are together,
we drive around Long Beach. We pass the house where the two sisters
had grown up, and the duplex where I shared a bedroom as an infant
with Carole. We pass the high school they attended, the apartment
where Grammy and Grandpa lived, a restaurant Mom and Dad used to
frequent — a gathering of all the memories one last time. Several
months later, when Carole lies in a coma following her stroke,
Sherry is at her bedside, holding her hand and saying, "It's
alright, Sisto."

After Carole died, her first husband tracks
me down, wanting to know how he could get in touch with her. "I
think about her often," he says. I tell him the news. "She was one
of the smartest people I've ever known," he continues. "She could
have been anything she wanted." He pauses for a moment and sighs.
"I hope she forgave me." I tell him I believe she had. But Sherry
later confides to me that Carole had been devastated by their
divorce.

"Do you think your relationship with Carole
would have been different had they stayed married?" I ask
Sherry.

"I don't know. Maybe. George and I got along
so well with him."

"I wonder how much who we are is determined
by who is in our lives."

"More than we care to admit, I suspect. The
older I get, the more I realize, my God, I sound just like
Mother."

"Tell me one more time that story about Mom
and the cat," I implore, like a child at bedtime. She recounts the
story I know from repeated tellings, and we laugh together,
understanding both what is said and what is unspoken.

* * *

What is music? We all recognize that a
Beethoven sonata, the drumming of a Ghanaian sikyi ensemble,
and a Miles Davis solo are music. But what about a musical scale
exercise? Wind chimes? Birdsong? John Cage's Imaginary Landscape
No. 4 for twelve radio receivers? No one has yet come up with a
definition that satisfies all contexts. As Philip Ball points out
in The Music Instinct, music is not merely structured sound.
And an integral element of music — rhythm — does not even require
sound to be perceived; it can be communicated through touch or
through contact with surfaces that are sympathetically vibrating.
At its most basic, music is the transmission of vibrational
patterns comprised of pitch (the frequency of the vibration) and
duration (the length of the vibration as well as the organization
of multiple lengths into rhythm). Two additional properties give
the vibration a particular flavor: dynamics (the relative loudness)
and timbre (the tone color that allows us to distinguish a flute
from a violin). At one end of the continuum there is music that
humans create with structured vibrational patterns in certain
cultural contexts, and at the other end music that emerges
naturally from the interaction of matter. Trying to separate
intentional "music" from something other that possesses "musical
elements" may be useful for certain purposes, but ultimately the
distinction is artificial. A question such as, would music exist
without humans to hear it?, is not easily settled.

Birdsong has been a source of inspiration
for centuries, but most of us are surprised to learn that animals
from the smallest to the largest also sing. Various species of
mammals, amphibians, insects and even fish are now known to produce
idiosyncratic songs.

Humpback whales produce hauntingly beautiful
songs. In some instances the singing serves as a way for males to
attract females, but in other instances the song establishes
dominance or maintains territory among competing males. Pygmy blue
whales sing, although the calls are too low for the human ear and
must be sped up to be audible. According to Dr. Rob McCauley, who
has studied their singing, "They make a very long moan — there are
three different types of sound, which is structured into a song
about 120 seconds long, which is then repeated every few minutes
for up to six hours." Dolphins and other whale species are also
known to produce songs.

Mice emit high-frequency sounds that, when
amplified for human hearing, sound suspiciously like bird songs and
appear to be used by male mice to attract females. All species of
gibbons produce elaborate vocalizations. In most species,
monogamous couples combine their songs in a relatively rigid
pattern to produce coordinated duet songs. Male Mexican Freetail
bats use between 15 and 20 syllables to create courtship songs.
Although the pattern of each song is similar, each male bat uses a
different syllable in its distinctive song. A species of frog that
lives beside fast-flowing rivers in China's Anhui Province produces
an ultrasonic croak to cut through the noise of the water, using
multiple upward and downward sweeps of notes. Recently, the journal
Science reported a discovery by researcher Andrew H. Bass of
Cornell University that the toadfish, which lives along the U.S.
coast of the Gulf of Mexico, emits a hum when searching for sex.
Bass characterized the sound as "like the drone of bees or a motor
running."

When it comes to other species, though,
nothing has captivated our attention through the centuries like
birdsong. In addition to its role in the mating ritual, many birds
have unique songs that they sing under special circumstances:
flight, aggression, dawn, nightfall. (Once, while walking in a park
at dusk, I heard emanating from one densely foliaged tree an almost
deafening cacophony like a hundred teenagers on the phone. As I
passed close to the avian highrise, the twittering abruptly
stopped: "Shh! My parents are listening." Once I'd passed
underneath, the din started up again.) Some researchers theorize
that these peak activities at dusk and dawn occur because acoustic
factors make these the best times for sound transmission over
distance.

Birds use calls to warn other birds of
predators. Domestic chickens have distinct alarm calls for aerial
and ground predators, similar to what has been observed in chimps.
Individual birds also seem to be able to identify each other
through their calls: mothers and chicks, mates, members of a
flock.

Many birds engage in duet calls, where the
male's call is answered antiphonally by the female in a call and
response, but the significance of this is unclear. Some birds, such
as starlings and mockingbirds, creatively incorporate arbitrary
musical bits learned during the individual's lifetime. In many
species, although the basic song is the same for all members of the
species, young birds learn some details of their songs from their
fathers, which get passed down through generations.

Jazz musician and author of Why Birds
Sing David Rothenberg recorded a flute and clarinet duet
outdoors in Pittsburgh in March 2000. A white-crested laughing
thrush spontaneously joined the jam session. Listening to the
recording, you can hear how the thrush responded to the
instruments, "jamming along with the clarinet in an engaged,
attentive way," as Rothenberg writes. Whether the thrush has since
been signed to Blue Note Records, Rothenberg doesn't say.

* * *

My band is on stage, performing at a dance
somewhere. I stand behind a fortress of five keyboards, resentful
of being imprisoned in my citadel while our guitarist wanders
freely around the front of the stage. I jump and lunge at the
keyboards like a monkey in a cage, determined to be noticed.

We named the band Archangel, with a sense of
neither irony nor devotion. It sounded appropriate for a rock band,
a whiff of both the angelic and the demonic. We also learned the
name didn't hurt when it came to booking gigs at Catholic schools.
Soon we were in great demand, performing every weekend. The pay was
good, and covered my college tuition and living expenses.

The performances run together, a carousel of
high school dances, proms, college dances, weddings, private
parties. We're playing on a boat that cruises out of Newport
Harbor, and I must periodically place one hand on the low ceiling
to maintain my balance. We're riding a gondola packed with all of
our gear, ascending to the snowy summit of Mt. San Jacinto above
Palm Springs to play at a high school prom. At the Riverside
Airport, in the Red Baron lounge, the bartender keeps sending us
rounds of kamikazes, and our playing slowly takes on a pilotless
quality with each shot. We're at an outdoor dance, where the
evening dampness sends my synthesizer wildly out of tune during a
song; overhead, the stars are engaged in their own symphony of
sound, sending innumerable radio waves flooding across interstellar
space.

Then comes a gig at a Mormon teen dance. The
church leaders have asked to see our song list ahead of time and
have crossed out songs that they consider too suggestive. Out of
spite, our lead singer spontaneously changes the lyrics of the
other songs. "Within your eyes" becomes "between your thighs." We
have also been told not to change the stage lighting more than once
per song, for fear that rapid light changes will overstimulate the
teenagers into an erotic frenzy. During the slow songs, an elder
circulates among the dancers, thrusting a long stick between
couples who are too close together. Apparently these efforts are
not successful; during our break, I come across a guy and girl
going at it in one of the restroom stalls.

Something mysterious happens when music is
played live. We connect with the harmonic structure of sound that
permeates the universe and amplify it through our bodies. What
emerges from our playing is a sense of passion, the motion of
existence. Our guitarist turns to me in surprise and smiles when I
anticipate the melodic motive that he plays to signal the end of
his solo. I know him so well I can sense what he's about to do.

The Greek philosopher Pythagoras, who lived
during the fifth century B.C., theorized that the planets and stars
moved according to mathematical equations. Each planet, by its
orbit, produced a note based on its distance from the earth, which
he believed was the center of the universe. Like a vibrating
string, which produces specific pitches according to mathematical
subdivisions of the string's length, the musical notes of the
planets in motion produced a symphony: the Music of the
Spheres.

Likewise, the ancient Vedic scriptures of
India teach that there are two types of sound. The more familiar is
Ahata Nad, or struck sound, which is the vibration of air in the
lower atmosphere close to earth that creates the sounds we hear
with our ears. The more refined is Anahata Nad, or unstruck sound,
produced in the celestial realm. It is the underlying vibration of
the universe that can only be heard by the enlightened.

The planets do indeed produce music, though
not quite in the way that Pythagoras believed. Each object in the
universe produces radio waves, and while there is no sound in the
vacuum of space, the radio waves can be translated into sound, just
as we listen to a radio.

High above our planet, charged particles
from the solar wind collide with the earth's magnetic field,
creating chirps and whistles — a kind of musical accompaniment to
the aurora borealis and aurora australis.

Seismic activity produces distinct musical
qualities. The percussive structure of earthquake signals are
typically rather monotonous. Volcanoes, however, are another story.
The spectrum of their tremor signals — believed to be generated by
instabilities within the magma system — show regular frequency
spacings similar to that of a flute. Crudely stated, earthquakes
are drums and volcanoes are flutes.

Japanese seismologists in 1998 discovered
that the earth emits a low humming noise well below the limits of
human hearing, but weren't able to deduce the source. A study in
2004 by geologists Barbara Romanowicz and Junkee Rhie determined
that the sound shifted between the northern and southern
hemispheres according to the onset of winter in each hemisphere,
which suggests that stormy seas might be causing the hum.

Sand dunes sing under certain conditions,
producing a low-pitched rumble that has variously been described as
a kettle drum, bass violin, zither or foghorn. Marco Polo, in his
13th century travels, said the singing sands "at times fill the air
with the sounds of all kinds of musical instruments, and also of
drums and the clash of arms." The sand grains must be within
certain diameters, contain silica, and be a particular humidity.
These conditions exist in about 35 locations around the world,
including Kelso Dunes and Eureka Dunes in California's Mojave
Desert. The sound is usually triggered by wind passing over the
crest of a dune or by walking on the sand. Scientists have not been
able to definitively determine how the sand produces the sound, but
the face of the dune apparently acts like a huge loudspeaker,
amplifying the volume of the grains of sand as they collide.

Another unusual phenomenon is the system of
blowholes at Wupatki National Monument in the lava fields of
northern Arizona. Water seeping into fractures in the limestone
layers of the Colorado plateau dissolved limestone and created
fissures and cavities. Small openings in the earth — blowholes and
wells — tap into the cavities. When the atmosphere above the
blowhole changes pressure, the air inside responds, "exhaling" or
"inhaling" with a moaning, singing sound.

New York Times environmental reporter
Andrew Rivkin spent time living with scientists on Arctic sea ice
at the North Pole. In a 2006 interview with Fresh Air's
Terry Gross, he recounted the strange aural experience of ice
shifting and melting, describing it as "like every possible sound
you could imagine involving things rubbing together — everything
from the styrofoam cooler lid squeaking to giant kind of chugging
sounds and huffing sounds and hooting sounds."

Scientists from the Alfred Wegener Institute
for Polar and Marine Research discovered a "singing" iceberg. Sound
waves from the iceberg had a frequency far too low to be heard by
humans, but by playing them at higher speed the iceberg "sounds
like a swarm of bees or an orchestra warming up," the scientists
say.

We're all familiar with the usual panoply of
instruments: plucked strings amplified by a guitar's hollow wooden
body, air oscillating in a flute's cylindrical tube, metal bells
resonating when struck. But there are surprising ways to make music
utilizing unusual sources: the elements themselves — fire, water,
the air around us, and earth.

Pyrophones, or fire organs, are musical
instruments sounded by explosions, fire, rapid combustion, rapid
heating, and other thermoacoustic devices. A gas-powered fire organ
was created by the London-based science and art collective
Experiment 1. Hubbub Music recreated the Pyrophone Juggernaut based
on an experimental instrument from the 1700s. The Pyrophone
Juggernaut produces sounds that are described as "deep growls,
atavistic moans, and even choral sounding timbres… with epic bell
chords, industrial drums and acoustic bass."

One of the ways that women and girls of the
Baka Forest People in Cameroon make music is literally to "play the
river." Standing waist-high in the river, they hit the surface of
the water with cupped hands, each person playing a different
rhythmic pattern that together form a more complex syncopated
rhythm. Water also provides the source of music for wave organs,
which use the motion of ocean waves and tides to produce sounds.
Examples have been constructed in Zabar, Croatia; Blackpool,
England; and San Francisco. The suikinkutsu, literally
meaning "water harp chamber," is an underground Japanese water
instrument usually located in temple gardens. An upside down pot is
buried underground, with a porous rock layer above and an
impermeable layer below. Water dripping into the chamber creates a
pleasant ringing sound.

Aeolian harps, named after Aeolus, the Greek
god of wind, are harps dating from ancient times that were designed
to be played by the wind rather than by humans. The Bible mentions
such a harp that King David held up to be played by the North wind
at midnight. Homer describes how Hermes stretched dried sinews
across a turtle shell and held it up to the wind. Aeolian harps
became popular in Europe during the Romantic era. The strings were
stretched inside a box with carved openings, a construction that is
still used today.

Another unusual instrument of the Baka
Forest People is the angbindi, or earth bow, a single string
instrument connected to a pliable sappling that uses the earth as a
sounding board. In Japan, several roads have been built by the
Hokkaido Industrial Research Institute with rows of grooves that,
when driven over at a certain speed, play a tune.

The world's first rock band was not formed
in the 1950s. Ringing Rocks Park in Bucks County, Pennsylvania,
contains a field of boulders that produce a metallic ringing sound
when struck, as if they were hollow. The boulders consist of a
volcanic basalt called diabase, and thus have a high content of
iron and aluminum. In 1890, Dr. J. J. Ott collected a number of
these rocks with different pitches and performed with a brass band.
He was not the first person to give such a performance.

In the English Lake District, a set of
ringing rocks from the mountain Skiddaw was collected in 1785 by
Peter Crosthwaite, a local map publisher. He constructed an
instrument consisting of 16 stones that created a diatonic scale
spanning two octaves plus one note. The instrument is on exhibit in
the region's Keswick Museum, along with other "rock harmonicas."
The most remarkable rock harmonica is 12 feet in length, comprising
five chromatic octaves of rock slabs. Like a xylophone, the slabs
lie over a sound box on ropes of straw. A handbill advertising a
public performance from the mid 1800s reads:

Richardsons'

Original Monstre

Rock Band

Invented and manufactured by

Messrs Richardson and Sons

after 13 years' incessant labour and application

from rocks dug out of the mighty Skiddaw in
Cumberland (1827-1840)

 


Around this same time, the Till Family Rock
Band (yes, that was their actual name) brought a similar instrument
of Skiddaw stone to the U.S. and toured successfully. Part of their
instrument is on display at the Metropolitan Museum in New York.
The Till and Richardson families were literally the first touring
rock bands.

Ringing rocks have been used in cultures all
over the world. Examples of suspended stone chime bars made of
marble or jade, some dating back thousands of years, are found in
China. But evidence for the most ancient musical uses of ringing
rocks comes from Neolithic sites such as Birnin Kudu in Nigeria,
where "rock gongs" were discovered in 1955. The rocks cluster
within a hundred feet of cave paintings and seem to indicate that
they were used as part of an ensemble. Although difficult to date
with any certainty, the world's first rock band could be 4,000
years old or more.

Music infuses everything around us, if we
know how to listen.

When the dance ends, our bodies soaked in
perspiration, my bandmates and I unplug the speakers, coil up the
cables, put drums and instruments in cases; two dozen trips back
and forth to the truck, rolling, carrying, hoisting, sweat
drenching sweat. Then the long, long drive home. Overhead, in the
dark sky, galaxies are spinning through space. Matter everywhere is
in motion, still carrying the thrust from that original blast of
energy billions of years ago. The waves of light oscillate,
vibrations of energy in a perpetual fire dance that creates and
sustains life.

 


Listen to Fire
Dance

 


A Music Collection

 Prelude: Portrait of Marie, Improvising

Marie
stands on stage in a blue satin dress. She is improvising a West
African folk melody, her voice husky, pinched tight like the satin
around her torso. Her voice dips low to dance with the didgeridoo
and congas, then jumps up high and skips off on its own.

Tell me your story.

I was born in a village in Cameroon, raised
by my older sister and her abusive husband. He used to beat us. I
was headstrong and defiant. My frustration I expressed by bullying
other kids in school. As a teenager, I gave birth to three
children: a boy and two girls. I fell in love with an American, who
married me and brought me to the United States, but I had to leave
my children in the care of relatives. My husband and I had a
daughter together. After a year, though, he abandoned us. I
couldn't get a job, became homeless. My daughter was taken from me.
I went crazy, lived on the streets, hunted for food in garbage
bins. Until one day, God came to me and said he would help me get
my life back together. I got treatment, found a job. I created a
non-profit foundation to provide services to the homeless. I named
it after my second daughter. They still won't let me see her.

Marie has ambitious ideas that she gathers
in a sieve; details drip through, undone. She tries to corral
volunteers, stray cats she entices with cream, but they drift off
independently. I try to help her prepare a grant application; the
more I learn, however, the more it becomes apparent she needs
someone with expertise far greater than what I can offer. She
searches for a document in the piles of paper on her desk, telling
me about her plan to raise funds selling food at a fair. "If we buy
a booth together, you can sell your CDs," she tempts. The document
hides from her, perhaps intimidated. I tell her noncommittally,
"I'll think about it."

Marie invites me over to her house for
homemade stew. She calls me at work that day to ask if we can meet
half an hour later. When I arrive, the house is dark and no one
responds to my knocking. Lacking a cell phone, I drive to a nearby
convenience store to use a pay phone to call her number, but I only
get the answering machine, so I leave a message. I return to her
house to wait. After half an hour, she still has not arrived, so I
head home.

The phone is ringing as I open my apartment
door, and I rush to answer it.

"Jon, it's Marie."

"Where are you?"

"I'm at home cooking."

"I thought we were supposed to meet at six
o'clock." I hear the sound of cupboards opening and closing.

"Yes. I was waiting for you at my
office."

"At your office? Why there? We were going to
meet at your house."

"I had to work on something. That's why I
asked to change the time. Dinner's almost ready."

"I'm not driving all the way back down
there. Why don't we reschedule?"

She is miffed. "But I bought all the
ingredients, and now it's almost ready."

"Marie, I waited for thirty minutes. Let's
get together another time."

She hangs up angrily, and I don't hear from
her for months.

Marie reminds me of those art projects we
used to make in third grade, the egg-shaped stones glued one atop
the other to make a figurine. She stands with granite solidity, but
she is a cyclone of moods that threatens to break the glue that
holds the stones together — morose one minute, girlishly giggling
the next. Her round face is like the moon passing before the sun
during an eclipse.

Marie is late, again. When she at last
arrives, she emerges from her car, a quartet of bracelets sliding
loosely along her wrist. Her braided hair is pulled back tightly
behind her head. Papers spill from her arms as she hurries to the
church entrance. This is where we will perform in a week, a
fund-raiser for her foundation. A flyer is already posted in the
lobby, advertising the lineup of performers for our event. She
tells me she must return soon to Cameroon to retrieve her children,
who are now teenagers. Local officials have accused one daughter of
being a witch. A classmate said he saw her sitting in a tree eating
the soul of her recently deceased uncle. She has gone into hiding.
Always the same story: fear of the one who is different, who must
be ostracized, destroyed.

For my CD Sacred Spaces, I recorded
Marie singing a gentle folk melody she created for me in the
Balondo language, along with some spoken phrases and a recitation
of random words. Her language is mellifluous and hypnotic, all soft
consonants caressed by long, rounded vowels. I improvise a simple,
repetitive mbira and vibraphone accompaniment that loosely garbs
the melodic lines of her singing. I separate her phrases into
discreet sections to give more breathing room for the instruments
and create a relaxed, improvisatory rhythm. Towards the climax, the
mbira motive metamorphoses into an incisive rhythmic pattern in a
complex meter, over which I string her pearled words.

It's ten minutes to showtime, and only a
scattering of people sit in the auditorium. I know Marie has worked
hard to organize the event, but the result feels forlorn. It is
clear she will barely break even. I perform first. Marie has
dredged up some hippie percussionists who perform next. Their
barefoot children wander the stage during their drumming. This is
the nadir of my career, I think to myself.

Finally, Marie takes the stage by herself
and begins to sing a capella. She was to have performed with a
friend, a talented drummer who died several days before the
performance. So she stands there alone, singing with focused
determination, a singing that cuts through the abuse, abandonment,
madness, disappointment — all the suffering of a life. I don't know
what she is singing, but the sound of the words are beautiful and
strong. When she is done, the sounds reverberate in the auditorium
and carry out into the night air, rising proudly into the starlit
sky.

 


 Sacred Spaces

"I finally discovered the true meaning of
life," Ben announced, breathlessly coming into the room. I gazed up
from my book, waiting. "We keep asking to be reborn until we gain
as much knowledge as possible, learning life lessons over and over
until we have mastered what we need to know."

"Like graduating from a cosmic high school?"
I asked dubiously.

"Sort of. There are four different levels of
awareness." He pulled out a book from his backpack and held it out
so I could read its title. "We ascend to a different level once we
have mastered everything in the lower level."

"And what level are you at?"

"I'm a first level mature soul who appears
to be a fourth level old soul. My essence twin took on the role of
a priest; my role is a scholar. My essence twin is not incarnated
now, so I'm getting the full support from its priest quality, which
makes me more spiritually oriented than most scholars. I understand
a lot, but I haven't reached the highest level of
enlightenment."

"Hmm." I looked back down at my book,
thinking. "But why must we become enlightened?"

He exhaled abruptly. "I don't know. I'm only
on chapter two."

Ben was always searching. Raised a Buddhist
in Taiwan, he tried on the Mormon jacket after emigrating to the
United States, but quickly discarded it in favor of a Methodist
suit, which didn't fit him either. He read about Jane Roberts and
Seth, attended "A Course in Miracles," followed Shirley MacLaine
out on a limb. Being with him was like canoeing with Lewis and
Clark, looking for the elusive Northwest Passage. And he was
determined to get to the source. The only problem, it seemed to me,
was that every time he discovered an answer, it generated another
question, and soon there was an elaborate Rube Goldberg scaffolding
of explanations. It wasn't Ben's fault. It was simply that no
philosophy adequately accounted for reality.

I met Ben after I graduated from college and
moved to San Francisco. Ben was always singing. "Start spreading
the news—" he might begin, listening to his intonation, then stop
to clear his throat. "La la la la la." Two small coughs. "Start
spreading the news: I'm leavin' today..." One year he was invited
to perform at a benefit dinner. Not knowing where else to seat us,
the organizers placed us at a table of drag queens, which I suppose
made sense since they too were performers of a sort. It is not
easy, however, to carry on a casual conversation with a man wearing
stylized clown makeup and an evening dress. But as we talked, I
came to admire his passion for community involvement, helping to
raise funds for a wide range of causes.

An asthmatic Hohner electric piano had been
set up for me. So delicate was the instrument that it was almost
possible to play notes just by blowing on the keys. I launched into
the introduction to "Yie Kung" ("The Night Sky," a beloved Chinese
pop song), the slightest rustling of my fingers setting off a
barrage of Henry Cowell tone clusters. Ben sang the familiar
anapest rhythm of the opening three syllables. His eyebrows gently
lifted and fell as he sang the story about passionate love. Each
time the forte chords of the chorus arrived, the drag queen clown
would sway in his seat. When we returned to the table, he leaned
over toward Ben and exclaimed, "Honey, that was fabulous!"

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/66212
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