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Chapter 1

 Prelude

 


Prelude: a musical section or movement
introducing the theme or chief subject of a composition

 


“Music propels man’s spirit beyond the
planes of ordinary existence! It inspires and physically moves!”
the professor of our required, upper-division advanced music theory
and appreciation class expounded to his captive audience for the
umpteenth time.

“Music has the power to absolutely
transport!” Arms gesticulating wildly he frowned into the
intensity of his words and delivered his predictable—he had taught
this one course for fifteen years—conclusion. “Embraced by music
you are the closest you will ever come to experiencing one foot
in both worlds.”

We were music majors, all of us, therefore
his pronouncement was not unexpected. Nor did it portend anything
remotely ominous or even radical. Surely that was what we believed
or we wouldn’t be in his classroom, right? Our group of sixteen
upperclassmen yawned and didn’t make notes of his excited words,
multiple copies of which were in general circulation anyway. The
young man beside me rolled his eyes; I examined my nails, finding a
pesky torn cuticle on my left index finger.

Not for the first time I wondered about this
dark, tightly-wound little man. Why were these particular words so
important to him? Perhaps there was more to Professor B.W.
Becklin’s message. Surely he knew his nickname, how students
laughingly referred to him behind his back: “Both-Worlds” Becklin”?
Besides his prowess as a concert violinist, he had a doctorate in
the neurosciences. Was he trying to tell us something else,
communicate a concept infinitely more profound?

It’s happened to others, I’m sure. Hearing a
certain melody, even a few notes from a familiar song, feelings and
memories come to life at that moment, just for you. Was it
that unforgettable date, a first kiss, the dance played at your
wedding, a hymn at a loved one’s funeral, a childhood lullaby whose
tender notes eased you safely into sleep, or a movie’s score that
touched, warmed, and awakened places deep within you were unaware
you possessed?

What if it were to happen in reverse,
totally the other way around?

For a pianist like me, Renata DiMonte,
another world opened when my music touched the lives of others; in
return, theirs reached out to touch mine. It was no longer a
one-directional experience. As a fine arts major in college, my
scientific education diminished from superficial to barely
existent. I vaguely remembered suffering through basic high school
physics—the newer concept of theoretical quantum physics would have
remained a mysterious realm beyond my comprehension. Could this
have helped explain what eventually happened to me?

Did life’s chronicles flow backward, from
the listener into a melody, flooding upstream like the tidewater of
a river, and, like all tides, carry traces of some remote
once-visited shore? Floodgates parted, and a surge of memories and
emotions swirled and washed over me, a stone caught in the river of
these strangers’ lives. Although a somewhat accurate analogy, this
was unequivocally inadequate to describe my experience.

Totally bizarre, more intriguing, and even
disturbing phenomena occur all the time and are never
satisfactorily explained or solved… and so, I reasoned, why
not?

All I know is what happened to me.

Return to Top

 



Chapter 2

 April:
"Unforgettable"

 


Mamma will simply die, I agonized, when she
learns I’ve left the symphony to play in a bar. It was merely a
casual figure of speech. I never imagined it could actually
happen.

By profession I was a musician, a
classically trained pianist. However, my passion was and had always
been popular music, the songs of our lives and times that create
pleasure and evoke memories, what people leave a show or a movie
humming and, when heard, a crowd finds it irresistible not to tap
their collective feet to its seductive rhythm—that specific genre
that captivates the soul, opens vistas, and lets us dream.

Initially distressed, my mother, that
graceful, refined musician and my first piano teacher, would be
relieved when she learned that the likes of Cole Porter, the urbane
George Feyer, her favorite popular piano stylist of all time, and
for a brief appearance the European star Clayderman, had all
entertained world-famous clientele at the very same concert grand
piano where I would play, soon to become a part of its unique
history.

Mamma cherished one anecdote in particular
about my earlier predecessor, Mr. Feyer, after he was lured to the
Waldorf-Astoria where, in 1982, he would end his distinguished
career. He recognized Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, a frequent
visitor and guest, in his audience that evening. There was a
request for selections from Camelot, and this debonair,
sensitive gentleman approached the former First Lady to ask whether
his playing those particular melodies might disturb or perhaps pain
her.

As refined in manners as this genteel
performer, Jackie assured him, “Certainly not, Mr. Feyer.
Everything you play is delightful. But it was so very kind of you
to ask.”

Of course I hadn’t been there, but I could
almost hear her whispery voice, conjured certainly from television,
answering the maestro.

These were the shoes I would fill, the
atmosphere and clientele that would surround me. The most assurance
I could give my mother was that I was not throwing away my career
in some rough and tumble smoky dive, pounding away on a
beer-stained, honky-tonk piano, the clatter of billiard balls
punctuating my music like a dysfunctional, dissonant metronome.

After years of scrimping and saving, when
scholarships to Juilliard were not as easy to come by as they are
now, that Mr. and Mrs. DiMonte’s only daughter would abandon the
world of classical music to play in a hotel, a bar of all
things, was anathema, even though this was the world-renowned,
sophisticated, and elegant Claremont Arms Piano Lounge.

My darling father, Clemente DiMonte, was the
son of first generation Italian immigrants to this grand new
country. His retirement, after many years’ loyalty to Ma Bell, was
still ten years away. He took the news better than I expected.
Although not exactly thrilled, Papa “supported me,” as contemporary
phraseology expressed so well. Whatever his baby Renata chose to
do, as long as she was happy, he was happy. Face-to-face, fist
partially clenched and index finger extended in admonition, every
inch of his body language coiled and confrontational, he would
conclude any discussion of my career choice. “Eh, paisano,
capiche?” Thus he challenged anyone to possibly assume
otherwise.

Still, I relapsed into that dreadful
childhood state of anxiety, the knowledge and fear I might
displease my parents, this as I neared the age of thirty-seven. Who
would not feel some pang of melancholy, bidding farewell to Lincoln
Center and the Juilliard? Did I perhaps mourn the loss of my past?
Almost one-half my life had been spent in that magnificent complex,
either as student or performer.

Simply put, two factors contributed to my
leaving the symphony.

Of nearly twelve years spent with that
prestigious organization, the first six years were totally
wonderful, my fairy tale dream come true, while the final six
evolved into a peculiar torture of sorts. Each year rehearsals
became more and more tedious, which I could have tolerated ad
infinitum, but then, new infinitely more talented, young
artists appeared on the scene (not emerged, like me, from the
relative culture deprivation of the late ’60s and early ’70s). Each
year we re-auditioned for our positions. Mine was slightly more
secure than first chair violin, the concert master—those musicians
endured horrendously fierce challenges.

Frankly, I was in awe of these performers. I
was thrilled that there existed so much promise for the world’s
musical future in these energetic, finely and internationally
trained talents. Then I recognized what might eventually happen:
the world of high-level, competitive classical music is, if not for
the young, at least for the younger generation. One of these
years I would cease to maintain my standing, and my professional
career would quite literally be over. Finished.

The second reason, a silly one in
retrospect, was my headaches. I now say “silly,” because after
being tested for this or that rare and obscure physiologic
abnormality, the diagnosis and cure was made not by any medical
professional but by my hairdresser.

Michael Stevens now prefers to be called a
stylist, but I have trouble doing so, particularly since he started
his career as a barber. Michael himself, a former buddy from high
school, lived near our building and assumed management of his
father’s barbershop while still in his late-twenties, following a
stint with the U.S. Marines. There were still many authentic
barbershops then, with no frills, just two chairs, and they were a
neighborhood cultural standby, especially in our area. Despite the
last name of Stevens, a river of Italian blood surged strong
and determined through this family, otherwise theirs would have
been one of the few non-Italian businesses for blocks around. Those
with long memories remembered his father’s father, Julio Demato,
whose only daughter married a half-Italian boy named Stevens. All
of this is important, the convoluted bloodlines and family
connections, when you are born and grow up on the fringes of the
area known as Little Italy.

In 1980 Michael took what amounted to a
Leave of Absence, if one could grant such an informal arrangement
that distinction. Michael’s father and his former partner, both
long-retired older gentlemen, returned to totter around the old
shop. They talked, talked, talked, and occasionally snipped at a
few strands of hair, stepping-in after a fashion while Michael
disappeared for ten months.

Suddenly, when he returned, the shop closed
for two weeks; boarded up windows hid whatever transpired within
from casual observers and extremely curious passersby. A flurry of
construction rumbled on around the clock, increasing the level of
speculation, a constant commodity, never in short supply, in our
neighborhood. At last, the day arrived when this once nondescript
barbershop reopened, and its new incarnation was unveiled. One
name, in bold white script, proclaimed Stefano’s across the
storefront of freshly installed smoke-tinted glass where BARBER had
once been hand-stenciled in tipsy block capital letters.

The name and exterior were not the only
transformations. Mirrors and marble surfaces shone everywhere.
Artistic lights dangled from a raised ceiling, and reproduction art
deco paintings adorned whatever wall space not already aglitter
with mirrors. A decorative screen divided the front from,
presumably, the back, where shampoos and facials—(“Dio mio!
What a concept!”)—were to be done. The once utilitarian barber shop
had now morphed into a rather posh, unisex styling salon. The
prices, I assumed immediately, would be out of my reach and
entirely unaffordable.

Gone was the felt board proclaiming “Ha—r
c—t, $.00; Shave —” with prices for both services completely blank.
Ever since I was a little girl of five the letter i in Hair and the
u in cut had been missing, and in over twenty-five years no one
deemed it important enough to replace them. As to the prices, the
entire area knew what the prices were, so why bother? Gone were
those plain, quite functional, steel and Naugahyde chairs, replaced
by four unisex styling stations where rolling carts dangling with
blow dryers dotted the perimeter of gleaming hardwood floors.
Curious housewives and old men of the neighborhood trekked in and
out, taking it all in. I stopped by to congratulate my friend and
school pal Michael, the person who had introduced me to the love of
my life and my future husband, David Guardino.

I gasped at the transformation. “Michael,” I
said. “It’s beautiful!”

“Please, it’s Stefano now. Okay,
Renata?” He beamed, clearly pleased by my reaction and praise.

“I’ll try.” I nodded and smiled back at him.
“God, Mich—I mean, Stefano—how ever are you going to pay for
this?” From the few modest bits of renovation and decoration I had
done on my own small house, I could only imagine what this had
cost.

With a flourish Stefano produced a glossy
trifold pamphlet, professionally designed and illustrated,
describing the deluxe services now offered at this emporium of
style and beauty. The prices were indeed beyond my budget. For
years I had come here to have my thick dark mane trimmed, partly
because the task didn’t require any great skill, and this was,
without a doubt, the most affordable place in all New York.

I handed the sheet back to him. “I’m sorry,
Stefano.” I’d work diligently at the new name: if that was what he
preferred, that was what I’d call him. “But I won’t be able to
afford any of this.” I reached up to hug him goodbye and brush a
light kiss on each cheek for good luck. He was a tall man, handsome
in a burly way, and smelled pleasantly of aftershave. Still, his
cheeks bristled with an even, coarse sandpaper-like growth of dark
beard, giving him a neatly shaved yet unshaved appearance. How did
he do this, I wondered, shave but not shave?

“Oh, gee, no!” Michael/Stefano protested as
I turned to leave and replaced the artistic pamphlet with the
others. “Not for you, Baby. You’re like my kid-sister. Whatever Dad
charged you, that’s what I’ll charge, too.”

It was a curious development. Those most
grimly skeptical in our neighborhood, like me, all predicted his
failure, yet within two years we were all praising him: “That
clever Stefano—you know, the Stevens boy—we always knew he’d be a
success.” His became one of those sought-out, off the beaten path
unique destinations. It often required a two month wait or more for
an appointment with him, even for regular clientele, except for me.
“If you can’t afford your way into Kenneth’s,” read the
underground guidebooks to New York City, “there’s a treasure of a
styling salon called Stefano’s….”

Thus, starting my new job at the Claremont,
I visited Stefano for my ritual trim. During those years of playing
for the symphony, there was never any question of how to wear my
hair. Heavy, long, and curly, it was to be controlled and
restrained, beaten into submission at all costs, pulled back
severely into a smooth, neat bun or knot. Some nights, returned
home after a performance, I removed and counted over twenty pins
stuck into that mass of hair, often secured with such force my eyes
had become slits.

Swiveling back and forth in Stefano’s sleek
chair I happened to mention, in passing, my bothersome headaches.
During those ten months Stefano spent away from the city he must
have acquired some specialized, esoteric knowledge, because, before
picking up a comb or grasping a pair of scissors, he bombarded me
with questions.

“How do you wear your hair when this
happens? What do you use?” And then, “Show me.” With both hands,
fingers interlaced, he began to work upward from the nape of my
neck. He felt here and there, pressed one spot, then another. “What
do you feel here?” Silently, his expert fingers searched and tested
some more. “And here?” and “Are your eyes affected?” How could he
guess, that sometimes the muscles of my eyelids actually
throbbed?

Finally, he spun the chair around to face me
and pronounced, “It’s muscle tension, from pulling too hard on your
hair. That’s what’s causing your headaches.”

“Really?” I don’t know why I never noticed
this, because the relief was instantaneous, the moment I released
that pent-up mound of hair.

“Now, do you want to keep it this long?”
Stefano asked, instantly the professional and in command. He
expertly whirled the chair back to face the mirror.

The thick dark mass hung well below my
shoulder blades. The sheer weight of it was pulling me down, down…
even now. Soon I would disappear below the edge of the mirror. I
wasn’t tall anyway and felt even more compressed at the moment.

“Well….” I was unsure. Having always worn my
hair long other possibilities frankly never occurred to me.

Stefano could read my doubts, our dark brown
eyes meeting in our reflection. “Let’s do this.” It always amused
me that something as absolutely unilateral as wielding a pair of
scissors could be termed “we,” but apparently he knew his stuff.
“What if we thin it a bit, like so, and then cut it to about here.”
He waved a comb casually in the vicinity of my shoulders. “You
could still pull it back, and it won’t bother you while you’re at
the piano. It won’t be so heavy you need to pull hard on it, and
your headaches should go away. Use one of those large clips low and
near your neck. That should help with most of the headaches,
because you won’t be stressing this muscle.” He pointed again. “And
this muscle.” Another wave of the comb. “It should dry more easily,
too,” he added.

I left Stefano’s convinced I weighed twenty
pounds less. I nearly floated out the door, the illusion of
lightness was that pronounced. He refused anything more than the
eight dollars his father always charged, a dear old man who had
unceremoniously whacked two or three inches off at the beginning of
the summer and again in mid-fall.

 


~~*~~

 


That playing in a cocktail piano bar could
bring about such a radical transformation in my life I would only
comprehend and appreciate after the first week at the Claremont. My
heart and spirit sprang to life, re-igniting all the passion and
joy I had known as a child. This was not only the music I had
always enjoyed, loved, and appreciated, playing those popular songs
of the ’40s, ’50s, and ’60s at home and watching my mother’s and
father’s eyes sparkle with the hidden bit of shared romance that
children are always surprised to find in their parents. My
repertoire, already diverse, brimmed with the music of my time,
lush Hollywood movie scores, and an endless variety of Broadway
show tunes.

Subtle differences soon emerged. For the
first time in my career, I could play requests! Clever
little envelopes designed to be discreetly sealed, slightly larger
than a business card and, not by accident, the exact proper size to
accommodate currency, folded over twice, were judiciously placed on
most tables and at the bar. Renata DiMonte, announced the
front of the little envelope in the Claremont’s formal script,
“Welcomes your requests—followed by two lines provided for a
patron’s favorite songs. On the reverse, the small envelope read
Miss DiMonte thanks you for your expression of appreciation.
Only the sophisticated Claremont Arms could have contrived such an
obtuse and understated, dignified and discreet, yet unmistakable
manner of getting the point across.

My music must create mood, without lulling,
yet be sufficiently appealing and varied to attract, impress, and
retain the Claremont’s discriminating, upscale, and often
illustrious guests. Classical training gave me a distinct advantage
over other pianists, those who relied continually on their fake
books throughout an evening’s entertainment. I’m not saying that I
didn’t own one—I wasn’t a total fool or omniscient. Since genuine
and enduring popular music is the cream that rises to the top,
these song books are updated regularly, and thus new additions
predictably joined that bible of classics. A French saying, “Good
songs are like good wine: the older they get, the better they are,”
summed it up well. Sometimes this process did demand the test of
time, then, occasionally, no time at all. Other music entered the
public’s heart immediately. In 1997, two weeks after the opening of
the movie Titanic, Céline Dion’s hit song “My Heart Will Go
On” was already in my repertoire.

I not only loved music, I understood it.
This became my particular joy, the invitation to create an ambiance
of light, delicate, and personal intimacy, through the styling and
technical proficiency that was distinctly and uniquely my own.

 


From that first moment I had seen the piano
and touched its keys lightly, even then they had sprung to life,
responding as if by magic. My experimental trill left traces of
melodies as yet unplayed winging in the air. It was as though this
one piano had always been mine, crafted for me alone. Seated at
that marvelous, gleaming keyboard each evening I felt my hands part
from the rest of me as melodies flowed directly from my heart to my
fingertips. In return, the entire room responded, memories
awakening and stories opening up all around me. Theoretically
surrounded by strangers, I discovered, to my amazement, that I was
never truly alone.

 


Others at the hotel gradually became part of
my life, entering my existence on the periphery to fill in those
ragged edges of a life now lived alone. There were the always
amiable—to me at least—liveried doormen and courteous, nearly
gallant, staff. In any other Manhattan setting the cliché of an
Italian, Irish, or Puerto Rican bartender would have been the norm,
even the expected, but not at the Claremont. Ours was French, a
marvelous Head Bartender named Rémy Bayard, a dignified older
gentleman with an intriguing economy of emotion, subtle Gallic
expressions and gestures, and an absolutely beautiful leonine head
of wavy white hair. The ingrained politeness of his generation
coupled with a natural cultural reserve made Rémy an unlikely
candidate to fill the stock character role of bartender cum
psychoanalyst/father-confessor. The Claremont Arms would never be
the neighborhood bar popularized in the TV series
Cheers.

I watched and occasionally listened in
amusement as some lone patron, seeing the ten barstools unoccupied,
settled in to pour out his heart, frustrations, concerns, and idle
chatter while Rémy went about his business behind the bar of
polishing invisible specks off glasses, ordering supplies,
arranging work schedules, and mixing drinks. From time to time he
would remark, “It is as you wish, sir,” “But, of course,” or
“Certainly,” in response to some tale unfolded before him. I could
imagine the words translated from his native language (although
Rémy had lived in the United States since the age of twelve) and
delivered ceremoniously on a verbal tray as it were, responding
ever so politely but never, ever, marginally involved. Growing up
Italian, I had often observed that language was a curious
phenomenon in and of itself. It is not merely another vocabulary
substrate, but an entire way of thinking, and thus Rémy presented
his thoughts in courtly translation.

The waitstaff who filled in as needed became
my friends. The waitresses, often Rémy’s assistants for simple
drinks—a glass of wine to pour, a scotch on the rocks—were a
regular set of employees with surprisingly low turnover. Normally
there were at least two or three during evening hours, but I have
watched one superbly efficient girl serve the entire room by
herself on weekday afternoons. Fridays and Saturdays were our busy
nights, and typically the bar was full or nearly so. We were
technically and legally cleared by Manhattan fire code to
accommodate one hundred guests, but I preferred the more moderate
audiences between thirty and forty and found intimate moments
shared with smaller groups more pleasing still. Sunday afternoons
and evenings, before and after the theatre, were popular times but
quite a long day for me. Where else in New York City could one
attend such a varied concert, enveloped in a lush velvet cocoon of
comfort, all for the cost of a drink, albeit the Claremont’s
ludicrously overpriced drink?

I struggled to define what else was so
different and such a personal revelation, now freed to indulge
myself completely in the pure enjoyment of the piano and to connect
with those around me. For the first time in my professional career
I didn’t face a blinding glare, that barricade of stage lights, to
take my bow solo or with an orchestra and stare into the black,
faceless infinity of an audience presumably somewhere beyond. Now,
where I brought forth music of the heart there would never again be
the need for “the bow.” The briefest smile or nod in a guest’s
direction sufficed to acknowledge our connection, that somehow my
music had touched another’s heart as well.

For the first time ever my audience
contained faces, and, I quickly discovered, that these eloquent
faces possessed eyes. The popular cliché exists, used by
poets and writers alike, that the eyes are the window to the human
soul. If true, as indeed it might be, then music might provide the
key that opens them, sliding panes aside and lifting curtains to
reveal the purest of emotions and truest of stories beyond. I
quickly discovered how much more the human eye could process
without the mind’s conscious permission, receiving concentrated
bits of information and shifting the reality I perceived in the
world around me.

The very first time it happened I was
playing a patron’s request, “Unforgettable,” in a styling usually
associated with Nat King Cole’s marvelous recording, enjoying the
liberating sensuality of those mellow notes and the mood that
flowed in their wake. It must have been my second week at the
Claremont Arms.

I hadn’t looked away from the piano. I can
absolutely swear I didn’t. Classical training, no matter how
memorized a piece might become, emphasizes intimate and constant
connection with a printed musical score and the keyboard, with
one’s peripheral visual field sharply attuned to always include a
conductor, present or not. It is a sacred circle of awareness that
no concert pianist ever forgets. What followed was over in less
than thirty seconds, as brightly colored images flickered across
the darkened screen of my consciousness, flipping like album pages
taken from the story of this man’s life. I was convinced it was a
fluke, one of those tricks played on the mind and soul when
atmosphere, time, and music coincide precisely. I was very
mistaken.

Surely this was a fantasy, something I only
imagined occurred. My first impression was that the phenomenon must
be similar to déjà vu, an easily explained trick played on
the mind: “What is newly seen is processed as what has already been
seen,” instead of vice versa, when what is observed is totally
unknown to the viewer. I had smiled in this man’s direction to
acknowledge his request, and our eyes met for mere seconds. All he
had done was ask for a piece of music but his story, his life, his
love, and his loss—everything about him—rushed forward to pour over
me, adding poignant depth to an already nostalgic melody.

Distraught and a bit breathless, I finished
and looked around quickly to see whether anyone else had noticed
what transpired moments ago, but muted conversations hummed as
before and cozy groups around their small candle lamplit tables
cradled drinks in their hands, oblivious to all appearances to what
I had experienced. Even the man who had asked for the song was once
more conversing with his business colleague. No one else had
observed the crystalline sprinkling of colored lights—rather like
the aurora borealis, as I imagined it to be. What on earth could be
happening?

Perhaps it was reminiscent of wire
connections on those old-fashioned party lines my father described
that suddenly put a caller in touch with a total stranger in the
midst of another conversation—but these weren’t strangers at all.
Although they couldn’t know me, I discovered, suddenly, that I
knew them.

If someone were to describe what I
experienced as clairvoyance I would have been the first to protest
and to vehemently deny even a remote association with what I
assumed the term might mean. And I would have been the last person
in the world to describe the occurrences as such, implying some
paranormal knowledge of the past, a concept completely contrary to
my particular, strongly conditioned beliefs. Whatever it was, I had
no notion it could or would ever happen again.

~~*~~

 


The elegant Claremont Arms, like many of New
York’s historic grand hotels, shared much in common with its
illustrious cousins in the hospitality industry. And like those
others, it was the 1890s masterpiece of a lone, famous architect;
the creation and property of one grand, old wealthy family; and the
purveyor of world class service that could only be classified as
super-elite, a five-star establishment and then some. For
generations the Claremont has offered extraordinary cuisine by a
series of distinguished gourmet chefs, some of whose individual
creations have become famous the world over, the name of the hotel
forever linked to signature, epicurean creations and recipes, much
like the Waldorf-Astoria’s distinctive, but overrated Waldorf
Salad.

As at the Dakota, the Knickerbocker, the
Waldorf-Astoria, the Plaza, and even the St. Regis, there were
rumors, unsubstantiated like all such reports of the paranormal,
that the hotel was haunted. My upbringing, locked as it was into
assumptions about life, religion, and reality, was such that I
never lent credence to such accounts. That was just me. There are
those for whom such beliefs come easily and naturally, but I quite
simply wasn’t one of them. When I heard them recounted, most
accounts sounded like products of overactive imaginations,
especially when stereotypical reports were so vague: “I don’t know.
It was just a feeling.” A confirmed skeptic, I didn’t suspect that
anything was different about this elegant old place and that there
might exist something more than “just a feeling.” Would I have
left, cut my losses, had I known?

 


The heavy, pneumatic, gold-etched glass
doors of the Claremont Arms whispered closed behind me the day of
my interview and audition in April of 1989. I stepped outside into
the crush of city streets, elated, never suspecting my initial
fears, thoughts, and ill-chosen words were premonitory. My mother
would die within the month. That it was not her first cardiac
crisis, only her last, could not lessen my painful burden of
guilt.
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Chapter 3

 May: "As Time Goes
By"

 


I noticed them immediately when they entered
the Claremont Arms that Sunday afternoon in May. They were an older
couple, “of retirement age” as we so delicately expressed it back
then, Gordon and Marjorie MacNamee.

There was absolutely nothing extraordinary
about them. They could have walked by me on the street unnoticed,
and, in their high school yearbook, I would doubtless have passed
over their grainy black and white thumbnail photographs as
unremarkable. However, they possessed an extraordinary quality, a
radiance of inner spirit that somehow made them seem beautiful. As
one nineteenth-century romantic writer expressed so aptly, “Love is
the greatest beautifier of all.”

Hollywood could never have staged or
scripted the scenes of devotion unfolding before me, and no
courtier ever removed a monarch’s cloak with more reverence and
pride. Marjorie was Gordon’s world, his queen, the undisputed ruler
of his heart, and after forty-six years of marriage he still quite
simply adored her. Marjorie was head over heels in love with this
wonderful man, her knight in shining armor, and because they saw
each other in that way, I saw them that way as well.

Always the gallant, Gordon first removed her
coat, pulled out her chair, and then one of our ever courteous
liveried staff quietly appeared to carry away both their coats.
Gordon was slight and balding, but the undimmed love in his eyes,
the love and devotion of their long, good marriage, shone with an
intensity that would have made any medieval knight’s declarations,
wearing the colors of his lady and departing into battle, pale in
comparison. Gordon MacNamee would go across the world and do
anything for this girl he had fallen in love with.

They were belatedly celebrating Marjorie’s
sixty-fifth birthday and her more recent retirement as a
bookkeeper, work she resumed only after the last of their five
children entered high school. A sensible woman, she recognized all
too well that making ends meet after Gordon retired would require
one more pension fund. In Gordon’s eyes this small gray-haired
woman would always be his high school sweetheart, a mere eighteen
years old, and never a day older.

I was returning from my break, mentally
choosing between a selection from South Pacific for my next
set or a medley of film music, beginning with “Tara’s Theme” from
Gone With The Wind. Then, I noticed this couple.
Momentarily distracted by that pleasant tingle of expectancy one
feels in spotting long-lost friends across a crowded room, out of
place and out of context, the connection finally acknowledged and
recognized, I started across the room to greet them, weaving a
circuitous route between the groupings of small, candlelit
tables.

I stopped, just in time and froze, my heart
pounding, slightly breathless at what was happening. My only clue
was a sudden flickering kaleidoscope of words and brilliant
multi-colored images, what I first attributed to reflections from
the extravagant Austrian crystal chandeliers in the Claremont’s
main lobby. Although I knew Marjorie and Gordon and their life
stories, I had never, ever met these two people. How could I
possibly know these things about people I hadn’t met before? I had
only to look at them and their story found me, without me seeking
it. There were times I hesitated to look back.

Did some tear in the cosmos perhaps permit
this—for lack of a better term—unusual knowledge and experience? I
was a “good Catholic girl,” so explanations involving the occult
were so far-fetched they were not remotely considered. Were these
pangs of conscience about my mother’s death, or was it simply my
imagination? Perhaps they were benign hallucinations, if such
things existed. The hubris of considering any of this a miracle
would never have crossed my mind. The easiest, most logical
explanation was that, because of my guilt, I created and projected
these characteristics and stories upon people I had never seen
before in my life. However or why it occurred, in Gordon and
Marjorie I found an exquisitely balanced counterpart to my own
parents. Or was I inventing that, too?

Martin Luther, that apostate who quit the
Church and got married to boot, once wrote that “there is no more
lovely, friendly, and charming relationship, communion, or company
than a good marriage… the example of two people pulled together in
their quest for completion.” Old Luther surely had that right, as
had my parents—and the MacNamees. Gordon and Marjorie were a unique
couple, the first I had known outside my own home and close circle
of friends, who represented not only a long happy marriage but that
rarer and rarer of qualities, absolute devotion.

Seated at that magnificent piano, I would
pour out the music of my heart. As my fingers caressed the mellowed
ivory keys of that beautiful and responsive instrument, the notes
and melodies poured forth as stories continued to open up around
me. Soon the room was awash in memories and emotions, but none of
them were mine—they belonged to others. Intuitively, I shared with
these lovers of the classic American song, our music linking us
directly at the heart.

Were my feelings so acutely attuned that I
picked up on strangers’ stories, much like a sensitive remote
antenna, pointed this way or that, could receive certain signals?
For the first time I considered those accounts of the Claremont’s
supernatural events, much over the objections of my rational mind.
They were complex jumbles of urban folklore, foggily blended in my
memory like snatches of Grimm’s Fairy Tales—which ones were the
legends about the Claremont? For the life of me I couldn’t
remember, and I wasn’t about to ask. Now, I wondered, was I
becoming part of this lore, despite my doubts?

 


~~*~~

 


Even as a young girl Marjorie Dunn adopted a
credo of living unusually wise and thoughtful for someone of her
years. “When you make the world tolerable for yourself,” she would
say, “you make the world tolerable for others.” She was an
excellent illustration that happiness depends more on an
individual’s disposition than circumstances. Maybe that was why
nineteen year old Gordon MacNamee loved her so. Was it how she had
helped plant Victory Gardens (those wartime necessities that
succeeding generations would forget had made hardships and
rationing bearable) throughout their neighborhood, an impoverished
area of rundown bungalows divided into duplexes, like their own
first home? Perhaps it was the informal reading classes she taught,
pained by the illiteracy surrounding them.

Marjorie and Gordon dated throughout their
teen years, children of their times, lives branded indelibly by the
Great Depression and attitudes carved, forever set in stone, by
economic upheaval. In other respects this was an era vastly
different than my own, for there was no stigma attached to
following a business or technical curriculum in high school. The
myth had not yet been perpetuated that all students could or even
should be set upon a college prep track. In a nation still reeling
from years of economic uncertainty, to prepare for employment, a
likely and certain job and not some vague promise in the future,
was a wise choice.

Marjorie studied office and secretarial
courses and found her first job as a bookkeeper-clerk for a quite
small, independent paint manufacturing company. These two young
people dated for a long, beautiful courtship, an engagement
memorable in its own way, their sights firmly set upon the wonder
their future together would hold. Unlike generations that have
followed, Gordon and Marjorie postponed everything else that
marriage promised, too. They waited, saved for married life, and
grew to know each other well, little suspecting turmoil brewing an
ocean away would grant them a modicum of prosperity and an
unexpected assurance of employment.

Gordon’s schooling was spent in preparation
for a mechanical and technical trade, and he was hired immediately
after graduation by a company that didn’t yet physically exist. On
July 4, 1942, then Senator Harry Truman officiated at the
groundbreaking ceremony for Pratt and Whitney’s new facility, which
would be completed in a record nine months. With threats of
imminent war Pratt and Whitney, like other defense industries,
chose to establish their critical new operations safely inland,
away from the easy bombing targets offered by east or west coast
sites. Before the factory had even opened, Pratt and Whitney hired
and trained workers for the production of tank components,
rangefinders, and engines for that essential aircraft, the
B-25.

Gordon and Marjorie married in 1942, a month
before the one-year anniversary of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor,
and moved into a tiny rented duplex in an already decaying and
deliberately segregated—all black—quarter of the city. It was what
they could afford starting married life, and they were overjoyed to
have it. Most important, it was two blocks from a trolley line
taking Gordon directly to his job at Pratt and Whitney where work
continued nonstop, around the clock, all workers rotating shifts to
maintain a consistent level of expertise on production lines.
Marjorie’s travel to work was more involved, but they avoided the
expense of a car, a luxury they couldn’t have afforded in any
event.

The early war years were an embarrassment
for Gordon. In 1943, acknowledging his patriotic duty, he
volunteered first for the Army and then the Navy, but both rejected
him. He was already employed in an essential defense industry,
making his way rapidly through assembly line to experienced area
supervisor in a year and a half. Pratt and Whitney was
understandably loath to part with any of its highly skilled labor
force.

Marjorie was soon pregnant. Gradually
reports of Gordon’s friends’ casualties trickled home. Noel Craven,
the first young man to enlist and volunteer from Kansas City, was
killed five months later in the Battle of the Coral Sea. There was
news of his classmates’ deaths, first one and then another—Bob
Nathan, his next door neighbor, and Chris Hughes, who had
double-dated with him and Marjorie in high school. Gordon breathed
a selfish sigh of relief, for he would be alive to see his child
grow up.

As a woman of her times there was the
expectation that Marjorie would resign her job, once her pregnancy
became evident. In an era when babies supposedly materialized as
though potentially, if not in reality, delivered by the stork
without any human, physical involvement whatsoever, neither the
creation nor the delivery were discussed or mentioned, not even in
whispered conversations. Most women were drugged to a
fare-thee-well during labor—rather a new twist on even the
Immaculate Conception, I assumed, the experience wiped from their
consciousness. The black and white movies of the ’40s and ’50s
pretty much summed it up. A woman would emerge, glowing, from a
doctor’s office with the happy news, “We’re going to have a baby,
darling!” Ten minutes later in the film, plus or minus, she would
be filmed reclining in bed, cradling what even I knew resembled a
month old infant, smiling and radiant, nary a smudge in her make-up
nor the slightest bulge in her tummy prior to this non-event.

Pregnant, jobless, and faced with the
mandatory end of her professional work, Marjorie worked harder than
before, now for the United States’ war effort, organizing the
on-going local drives to collect scrap metal and rubber. To the
horror of scandalized onlookers, who thought respectable pregnant
women should discreetly hide themselves, she continued to garden,
digging and planting for ill and elderly neighbors.

“Don’t worry,” she assured her critics. “I
feel fine.” She would advise them quite practically, “If it really
bothers you, try not to look.”

All this physical activity was contrary to
conventional thinking and completely against the grain of 1940s
medical advice. Pregnant women shouldn’t be seen, and they
shouldn’t do anything either. As physicians of the 1980s and 1990s
would finally acknowledge, physical exercise throughout those
months maintained muscle tone, preventing dangerous blood clots and
excessive weight gain, typical complications of pregnancy. It would
pave the way for an easier birth, come time for labor other than
maintaining gardens, which certainly proved the case for Marjorie,
since four more children followed at rather regular intervals.

Their neighbors were abysmally poor, poorer
than Gordon and Marjorie, living in the most appalling conditions
she had ever observed, some without basic sanitation facilities.
Most lacked radios, and when Marjorie visited, a ray of sunshine
beaming into the squalor of otherwise hopeless and dismal lives,
the legacy of generations of poverty and segregation, she brought
news, news of the world, and, sadly, news of the war. There were
days she brought the newspaper, too, so others could read while
Gordon slept at home after a night shift. She helped in their
gardens only then discovering, deeply saddened, that many of their
neighbors didn’t know how to read, and most could barely sign their
own names.

There were a Mr. and Mrs. Summers who owned
a checkbook but had not once in their lives balanced it. Through a
serendipitous piece of fate they were never overdrawn, and, to
their great delight, Marjorie discovered they owned almost three
hundred dollars more than they believed they had.

The Misses Welles, the two elderly spinsters
whom she helped to garden, insisted on keeping what cash they had
at home and under a mattress. Understandably distrustful of all
institutions after the financial crash of 1929, they had absolutely
no faith in banks. Ever so casually Marjorie displayed hers and
Gordon’s own meager checkbook and a much slimmer savings book,
explained how both were safer and could work to their advantage,
and one day escorted them to the First National Bank of Kansas City
to open an account.

Marjorie gasped at the piles of hoarded
cash, not only under their mattresses, but buried in jars in the
backyard, stuffed in coffee cans, coins rattling in teapots, money
in places she couldn’t begin to imagine. The two ladies were like
squirrels who buried acorns during the summer. They had secreted
their money God only knew where and, like the industrious
squirrels, had forgotten many of their hiding places. Doubtless
they were the wealthiest people in the entire neighborhood.
Embarrassed at invading their privacy Marjorie listened to the
mounting totals. She tactfully looked away as the teller continued
counting the old coins and stained, crumpled bills: “$2,118.35,
then $2,325.00, $2,421.18… ”

It was an immense relief to sit down for a
few minutes. The doctor warned some swelling might occur this late
in pregnancy, and her feet ached something fierce. Marjorie
stretched her legs out before her, luxuriating in the moment’s
rest, and waited in the bank’s lobby. At that moment the seed of an
idea was planted: if these two old ladies could save that much
and not even know they were doing it, so could she. It
might be fifty cents here, pennies there, but it would add up. One
day, some day, and it would certainly be a long time away, she
wanted to visit New York City. But even more important, she and
Gordon must first save to buy a house.

Mr. Dobson, an elderly black man, was one of
“her people” and nearly blind, still entrenched in the semi-quaint
customs of bygone years—“quaint” if they hadn’t been tortured
remnants lingering from painful segregation of the post-slavery
era—insisted on calling her “Miss Marjorie,” a custom that
gradually spread throughout the neighborhood despite her efforts to
squash it. She instructed Mr. Dobson how to detect whether his bean
and tomato plants were securely staked, how to inspect them after a
heavy rain, how to choose which vegetables were ripe, and even how
to tie the plants up by himself, all by touch and by feel. She was
squatting down, guiding his frail, parchment-like hand along the
plant stakes, when her water broke.

“Oh, my!” she exclaimed, startled, her
clothes immediately and thoroughly soaked.

“Something be wrong, Miss Marjorie?” the old
man asked in concern, for she’d abruptly let go of his hand.

Grateful for his poor vision Marjorie stared
into the muddy puddle forming around her shoes, wondered briefly
whether the fluid might damage his tomato plants, then grasped and
guided his hand once more. “No, it's nothing… but I think I’d
better leave pretty soon.” She also wondered whether those other
senses developed and heightened in the blind would detect what had
just happened. Marjorie finished directing his hands along each
slender pole supporting the bean plants, apologized for leaving—she
usually stayed and read the newspaper to him—then cautioned him, “I
think I might have spilled some water there, so be careful where
you step.” Momentarily forgetting her acute embarrassment, she
gulped and asked, “Mr. Dobson, do you have a towel I could use?
I’ll return it when I come back.”

Gordon was at work, fortuitously on a
day-shift for the next six weeks. Marjorie hesitated to call him at
the factory because these first babies took awhile to come into the
world she’d been told. Taxis cost precious money. On the few
occasions she’d needed transportation she’d learned this was an
area where they didn’t want to come. Grateful that her small
suitcase was already packed with stacks of neatly folded
nightgowns, diapers, and hand-sewn baby clothes, she waddled home
gingerly, aware of a peculiar, nagging backache that came and went
as she neared their house. She left Gordy and their neighbor a
reassuring note, told him she was fine, but that she’d be at the
hospital. When all around her would have panicked, this remarkable,
self-possessed young woman walked to a bus stop and checked into
the closest hospital within an hour.

Through the endless night that followed,
Gordon fared worse than his wife. Sentenced to pace back and forth
in time-honored tradition, he was forced into a smoke-filled
waiting room with other tense fathers-to-be, rereading a three year
old, dog-eared copy of Field and Stream: “The Two Best
Methods to Field Dress a Deer.” It was information he didn’t care
about and never remembered, a gory text punctuated regularly by the
distant moans and screams of unseen and isolated women.

 


Mrs. Babcock, their self-righteous absentee
landlady, visited Marjorie in the hospital one day. “The most awful
thing happened while you’ve been gone,” she announced in horrified
tones that hinted at major calamity. “I found two black men
prowling in your yard.”

“Oh, good!” Marjorie exclaimed, delighted
and relieved. “Did one of them have a white cane?” Surely it was
old Mr. Dobson and his teenaged grandson attempting to tend her
garden. How utterly sweet of them!

“Maybe,” Mrs. Babcock replied primly, thin
lips drawn together in an even narrower tight line, an ever-present
Bible clutched close against her ample bosom rather like a shield.
“I told them to go away and never come back.” The woman looked
quite pleased with herself.

What was wrong with Mr. Dobson coming to her
house, Marjorie wondered. At this awkward and embarrassing time in
the country’s history this was, after all, their neighborhood. She
thanked her departing visitor for the bunch of strangely familiar
pink roses; she could have sworn they were cut from her own
bushes.

 


Beaming, giddy, and overwhelmed as new
fathers are inclined to be, Gordon leaned down to embrace this
remarkable girl, brushing her ear with a cautious and tender kiss.
This girl he loved had just produced a miracle… she was now the
mother of his beautiful daughter!

“Oh, Gordy,” Marjorie sighed. “Isn’t it all
wonderful?”

Like most men of his time, Gordon was not
only excluded from the entire childbirth process but totally
mystified by it. “Are you sure you’re all right?” he said, not
certain exactly what he was asking about or what he specifically
meant by his own question.

“Of course, silly,” she said and pulled his
head down to return his kiss, no tender little peck but a loving
exchange of passion. Marjorie gasped, surprised at something within
her, a delicious flutter deep inside responding to Gordon’s touch
and kiss. It was unexpected, not at all unpleasant, and vaguely
reminiscent of another distinctly pleasant sensation, something she
was told married women with a new baby ought not feel or even think
about—but feel it she did. Like so much else, no one had explained
these possible aspects of childbearing to her. In further instant
reaction two large warm, wet splotches spread through the
straightjacket-tight bandages the nurses had wrapped around her
chest and secured with huge safety pins.

“Oh, my gosh!” Gordon gasped, genuinely
frightened. “I’m sorry. What’s that?” He watched in dismay
as the dark circles grew bigger and bigger. Had he inadvertently
wounded her?

Marjorie looked down at her chest, only
slightly less puzzled than Gordon, and shook her head. “Maybe it’s
my milk? Can you help me get out of this awful thing?” They unwound
layer upon layer—what appeared to be several miles—of sodden
bandages, then together studied her girlish breasts, dripping
streams of milk like twin fountains. Embarrassed, Gordon looked
away.

“What’s wrong?” Marjorie asked. “You’ve seen
these before. You can’t fool me! You’ve looked at them for over a
year.”

“But, isn’t this different?” Clearly Gordon
was unconvinced.

“No,” Marjorie answered reasonably. “It’s a
part of me and us. More than ever.”

The super rational side of Marjorie
wondered, Why am I supposed to feed my baby canned
Carnation milk mixed with water and Karo syrup when I’ve got all
this? That’s good milk, no matter what the nurses say, and it’s
going to waste. It grated against everything in her very frugal
and, now, quite maternal, nature.

“Gordy, will you bring me Chloë, please? I
don’t know why, but they won’t let me get up out of bed. If those
nurses say it’s her feeding time, make them stop. They’re very
stubborn,” she cautioned. “I want to go home.” Suddenly the need to
reconnect with her neighbors, tend her gardens, and have her baby
to herself was paramount.

Gordon knew better than to argue with her
and hoped these nurses did, too.

 


Three weeks later Marjorie pushed the pram
around their neighborhood, proudly introducing little Chloë,
pausing now and then to inspect “her gardens.” She offered repeated
apologies to her sweet, blind Mr. Dobson and his grandson. Come
feeding time she paused to rest and relax at one house or
another.

Stern old Mrs. Cartwright studied the new
mother and daughter. She shook her head, the big black face
glowering with disapproval. “It ain’t fittin’ for you to be doin’
that. White folks ain’t supposed to feed their babes that way. Miss
Marjorie, don’t you know nothin’?” Faced with the obvious, that her
Miss Marjorie was going to do whatever she pleased, this former wet
nurse proceeded to share generations of childcare wisdom with a
quite headstrong, but very wise, young mother.

 


~~*~~

 


“What should we order, Gordy?” Marjorie
asked, her face radiant with the joy of finally being there, in New
York City, the place she had dreamed of since she was seventeen. “I
know! We’ll have two Manhattans!" She squeezed his hand, and Gordon
smiled back, reflecting the happiness in her eyes. “Because, we’re
in Manhattan.” Her laughter was all the more enchanting
because of its innocence.

Marjorie had absolutely no notion what she
had ordered. When their waitress Darlene returned with the two
rich-colored drinks, a bright stemmed-cherry soaking in the
red-amber depths of each tall, delicately flared glass, she
accepted and studied the two drinks with deliberation, shrugged
disarmingly, and smiled into Gordon’s eyes. So this was what a
“Manhattan” was.

“To you and to us,” she said and raised her
glass uncertainly. “Because I love you so.” Their glasses clinked
and the two of them took their first surprised and tentative sips
ever of this rather potent cocktail.

That afternoon Marjorie must have noticed my
little envelopes and asked whether I’d play something special for
the two of them. “Of course,” Darlene replied, and their request
was passed on to me. It was for just one, a single song title, “As
Time Goes By.”

It was music I loved, too, without Gordon
and Marjorie’s anchor to its time. I was still establishing my
format for an evening’s entertainment, but that one selection was
already my closing song. I checked my watch: five o’clock on Sunday
afternoon. Should I ask, via Darlene, whether they would still be
here at eleven o’clock tonight? I looked around the room; I doubted
whether any of this group would still be here that late, just as I
doubted Rémy or the waitstaff would really notice if I repeated
that number once. I glanced back at this couple who had watched the
movie Casablanca in 1942 when it was new, newlyweds and so
in love, and decided I could do this, for them.

They cuddled together, beamed into each
other’s eyes, and smiled back at me. My heart and my conscience had
told me to do the right thing, as the tender notes flowed around
us: “The world will always welcome lovers, as time goes by…. ”
Reflected in Marjorie’s soft gray eyes I imagined the large silver
screen flickering beyond them, memorable scenes in classic black
and white playing out for them and for me.

Humphrey Bogart’s words, as Rick, “If that
plane leaves and you’re not with him… you’ll regret it. Maybe not
today. Maybe not tomorrow, but soon and for the rest of your
life.”

Ingrid Bergman’s lovely, expressive eyes
welled with tears. “But what about us?” Ilsa asks.

“We’ll always have Paris,” Rick assures
her.

Marjorie, like most girls her age, would
have sobbed into Gordy’s arms. Movies of lost love usually have
that effect on girls, girls of any age. She squeezed his hand now,
because they were so lucky and had absolutely nothing to regret.
They had made the right choices; they had chosen each other.

 


New York is not Disneyland; it is not a
fantasy world. It is a city, like any other metropolis, only
bigger, its idiosyncrasies and problems on that grander a scale,
too, but because Marjorie MacNamee believed in it, New York was all
she imagined it would be.

“Ah,” she sighed, hugging Gordon’s arm, “so
this is New York City.” It was her dream, now come true. If
they had been staying at the Y, struggling with suitcases on public
transportation, or enduring rude cab drivers, her impression would
have been altogether different. Outside, sparsely new-leafed trees
twinkled with tiny lights, and they stepped out into a cobalt blue
spring dusk, escorted by liveried doormen. The hotel’s limousine
was ever ready, theirs for the asking.

For her sake I was glad her fairy tale had
come true. I was thrilled Marjorie MacNamee had found what she was
looking for. The Claremont Arms was the ideal place for this
endearing couple to fulfill Marjorie’s teenage dream. Cognizant of
this family’s budget I rejoiced for her and for both of them. This
was not the real New York by any means. This was my home, and I
loved it, with all its quirks and imperfections, but to Marjorie it
would always be this way, the luxurious cocoon of the Claremont
Arms.

 


~~*~~

 


Chloë, like many first-born children,
particularly a daughter, was a natural leader, the eldest and an
organizer. Even now, as adults, her younger siblings always fell in
with her plans. By the time each of them was twelve all had
part-time jobs of some sort, whether paper routes for the boys or
baby-sitting for the girls, urged on by Chloë’s stern admonition,
“Remember, you have to save that for college!” It was an easy
pattern of behavior stemming from those years acting as “little
mother” to the brood of MacNamee children that followed: Darren,
Leslie, Scott, and Julie.

“Remember how Mom saved little bits all the
time and simply kept at it?” she began. “Look, there’re five of us.
Can’t we do that for her and Dad? We’ve got a year and a half to
make sure she gets back there, at least once more.”

“Yeah!” Darren chimed in. “What a fantastic
Christmas present!”

“For once, we’d finally really surprise her.
She’s great and acts surprised,” added Leslie. “But you know Mom.
She knows everything.”

“Like the time you—“ Julie began, nudging
her brother in the ribs before he interrupted her.

“I think you turned me in on that one.”
Scott, a grown man of thirty-eight, blushed in embarrassment. “But,
sure! Five of us can certainly do it. I don’t think my kids have as
many memories from a week at Disneyworld as Mom does from three
days in New York City.”

Chloë had planned the entire project with
near military precision. “We always spend Thanksgiving and
Christmas at their house, and Mom wouldn’t have it any other way.
But what if they could fly back to New York the week after
Thanksgiving next year? While they’re gone we’ll put their tree up
and do everything else.”

“Yeah,” the others joined in. One after
another the brothers and sisters were committed to a Master
Plan.

 


~~*~~

 


I was astonished when they returned the
following year, in 1990, and then again in 1991. Gordon and
Marjorie’s budget could never have permitted New York City
Christmas shopping. They’d return from visits to Rockefeller Center
and the skating rink; regular excursions to the top of the Empire
State Building to watch city lights of red, white, green, and blue
winking on one by one; and strolls along avenues of spindly,
leafless trees decked in holiday finery of Christmas lights—both of
them aglow from the frosty air and the joy of shared, simple
pleasures. They would cuddle together on a velvet banquette, their
traditional one cocktail on the table before them, a Manhattan for
each, and luxuriate in my piano’s magic. They chose their music
carefully and meaningfully, and when I played one of their songs
Marjorie would smile sweetly, her gray head resting on Gordon’s
shoulder, their hands clasped. I don’t think I have ever seen
anyone so openly appreciate their musical selections or any two
people as solidly in love. They continued to remind me acutely of
my own parents, the precious bonds they, too, once shared, the
product of intimately and minutely knowing each other and
committing unstintingly to meeting each other’s needs, whatever
that might entail.

 


Thanks to a strong musicians’ union and the
generally upscale salaries of the Claremont Arms, I was paid well.
I was off Monday and Tuesday, worked from four to ten o’clock on
Wednesday and Thursday, and to eleven o’clock on Friday and
Saturday. Sunday was a bit of a long stretch, from three until
eleven o’clock. I took frequent short breaks, with a lunch or
dinner included if I desired. Not too bad, all things considered,
for a thirty-four hour work week.

Musicians, at least those I know of, are a
superstitious lot, singers even more so than the rest of us, I
suspect. I have met some with decidedly peculiar hang-ups.
Personally, I didn’t like to eat while I was playing; it seriously
affected my concentration. Fixed in my head was a pseudoscientific
image of blood deserting my mind, cascading away in freefall,
rushing to aid digestion and abandoning my brain, fingers, and
hands in the process. I was actually quite uncomfortable with a
full stomach. Best were those days my father and I sat down for a
real meal together about one o’clock, and then I was totally
content playing the rest of the afternoon and evening with only a
light snack, never eaten later than eight o’clock. Indeed, we
musicians treasured our sacrosanct beliefs.

Sunday I enjoyed a bona fide lunch break
midway through my shift. Although the Claremont’s champagne brunch
buffet was long cleared away, the waitstaff knew what I liked and
there would be a beautiful cold selection—another
superstition—always waiting for me. A bowl of fresh tossed mixed
greens, some chicken salad or cold sliced roast beef, perhaps a
croissant and small tub of butter, and, if it was available, one of
the Claremont’s signature super-rich chocolate brownies for
dessert.

Returning from this rare, for me, lunch
break, one Sunday afternoon in late fall, I noticed Gordon MacNamee
was there, alone. He was sitting at their usual table but hadn’t
removed his coat. Granted, it was a brisk day outside, but before
him stood a single drink, instead of the two Manhattan cocktails he
and Marjorie typically ordered. I should have suspected then, but I
didn’t.

One of my little envelopes rested on the
music rack. The ubiquitous institution of the ATM that could spit
forth whatever asked for in even ten-dollar increments at that time
had given rise to the presumed tip, or “expression of appreciation”
as the Claremont expressed it, and that was what I expected to
find. Strangely, there was no song request. In response to Rémy’s
subtle nod and the arch of one eyebrow, one of his economic but
expressive gestures, I opened the small envelope before beginning
to play.

The “expression of appreciation” was one
hundred dollars. That was not what unsettled me, although it was
money this one family could ill afford. It was the card from Gordon
MacNamee with its carefully worded and awkwardly penned note:
Your music brought joy to my dear Marjorie. That’s what she
lived for this year. She didn’t make it. G. M.

I looked back to Rémy for confirmation and
he nodded, but Gordon MacNamee was gone. The tall stemmed glass
with its half-consumed Manhattan was abandoned, payment in cash
beside the glass, and thus Rémy couldn’t tear up his signed room
card as he had done in the past. Gordon wasn’t staying at the
Claremont. Now, why would he? I gulped back my tears and left the
lounge, tripping over my feet in my haste to step away from the
piano. The thirty-plus Sunday afternoon patrons could wait until my
emotions were under better control.

Would I be able to tolerate further
experiences such as this far too intimate contact with my audience,
what I had sought for so long? I wasn’t at all sure. Most likely
this was a fluke of my imagination, combined with my own grief and
loss, and I was inventing the entire scenario. Still clasped in my
hand was Gordon’s small card spelling out the end of their story.
That was real, not my imagination.

 


I doubted it would happen again. The
solitary nature of a solo musician’s practice life probably created
this, since it had never occurred with the symphony. Was this
purely my fantasy, something invented, this nice couple so like my
own parents? It made as much sense or as little as any other
explanation. Helen Keller once wrote: “The best and most beautiful
things in the world cannot be seen or even touched. They must be
felt with the heart.” Was this learning to feel with my heart? I
wasn’t certain whether the lesson was welcome, a blessing or a
curse, and I shivered at the possibility others might follow. Had I
made a truly awful mistake, leaving the symphony as I had, simply
for the pleasure of playing popular music, the music of my
heart?

I began to seriously question my own sanity.
Normal people couldn’t possibly continue to imagine this type of
fiction—or could they? Were these strange encounters conjured up
somehow, the reason they were over so quickly? Or were there
universal possibilities out there I refused to recognize, simply
because they conflicted with my well-entrenched belief systems?

 


Briefly I considered making an appointment
with my former neurologist but, when one came right down to it,
what would I tell him? Yes, that sudden burst of bright,
multicolored lights could be related to migraines. However, there
weren’t severe headaches anymore, although the burden of worry
about those peculiar, unexplainable episodes at the Claremont did
produce mental tension. Physically, I was fine, or so I thought. I
simply had this odd feeling from time to time that I intimately
knew people I had never met and could look—I could actually see
directly—into their lives. I was convinced the preeminent Reid
Johanssen, PhD, MD, AAN, ABPN, respected researcher and author of
numerous definitive, scholarly articles for neurological journals
and texts, would refer me to a shrink.

During the extensive testing for my
headaches I had developed a genuine friendship with the
neurologist’s office manager, Jamilla Haddad. Pleasant and
outgoing, Jamilla was approximately my own age and a multi-ethnic
product of the earlier European colonization of Algeria that had
produced intriguingly beautiful women and dark, ruggedly handsome
men. She, too, was a Columbia graduate. She bought season tickets
to all my performances and had become, in contemporary vernacular,
a classical music groupie herself. Jamilla would not be the most
objective person to ask, but call her at home I did. She, like me,
had laughed at the earlier cure for my headaches and thoroughly
enjoyed putting one over on her erudite employer, one of the East
Coast’s most esteemed clinical neurologists and diagnosticians.

“Oh, yes!” Jamilla enthused, after pointedly
asking whether I’d had my hair trimmed recently. “I know exactly
what you mean! Some music just does that.”

Yes, I thought privately, but not this way.
I didn’t dare share with her the full extent of what had happened
or, at least, my perception of those disturbing episodes at the
Claremont, the vivid lighted images and stories delivered in their
wake.

“Now that you’re not at Lincoln Center where
are you performing?” Jamilla asked. She was disappointed I had left
the symphony. Mildly self-conscious I imagined her joining me, a
rapt audience and intermittent fan club of one, not in a
mid-orchestra level seat but enveloped in the shaded, candle
lamplit, plush elegance of the Claremont Arms. A single Muslim
woman sipping a frosty Coca-Cola in a downtown Manhattan bar would
not be our typical guest, and her fashionable clothes and exotic
beauty were certain to draw attention, whether she wished it or
not. We chatted a few more minutes, and then confirmed a date for
brunch the following week.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/79464
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Last Night

- Claremont

c"
btA muﬂcen(ﬁanled?@n_o
taherself?






tmp_f0c495a51eec3d11eba2ea9f5a1f023a_qclaIS_html_mad14881.jpg
Last Night

4. Claremont

T
I the nmsic enchanted? Thepiano?
OrisitRenataherself?






