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I.

After his wife left him this past summer, Richard Kaplan began listening to Bach. His wife was leaving, the boxes were everywhere, and she was ripping things off the walls. His wife was determined to find every knickknack and Richard could do nothing but help her. Looking through the storage in the upstairs closet, he opened a cardboard box and found his old record collection, half the records shattered, the vinyl shards having sifted down to the bottom. There on the top lay an LP: The Cello Suites of J. S. Bach, Columbia, 1962. He remembered a friend of his had given it to him for his birthday. It was good writing music, his friend had told him. How wrong he was.


Sitting on the only armchair that was left, bathed in the glow of a single unclothed lightbulb, and facing the bay window big enough for two, Richard closed his eyes and laid his head back against the cushion. Curled at his feet, like an old dog, was his record player, faithfully reproducing the soul of Bach as best it could with its ancient, worn needle. Richard could feel the rumble of the cello down in his marrow.


His chair was bolted to the top of the world, and he was larger than Africa, his face set among stars, spinning. Cosmic winds ruffled his air and he lost himself in the motion of the universe. The folds of the fabric of the universe were visible to him shifting slightly and he felt its reflected light burn the skin of his face off and the tears cool his face, the moon nuzzling him with graceful bows of her head and the dark spotted cloth coming unstuck from whatever was holding it in place, drifting down slowly to suffocate him. And yet he was breathing some of the coolest night air he had ever breathed. And he could feel his graying beard reaching out of his shattered face millimeter by millimeter until he knew he was looking as haggard as if he'd sat there, bolted to the world, for weeks.


Eventually no telephone call interrupted him, no doorbell ring of an unexpected guest sang out, and there was nothing for him to do but reach down and reset the needle and switch off the power. Nothing to do, but walk past the bathroom, step into bed and dwell uncomfortably, hoping the rumpled clothes he still wore and the belt buckle which jabbed into his stomach would distract him from whatever it was that he would be thinking. Nothing to do, but fall asleep, wake up, walk past the bathroom and sit back in the armchair, nudge the needle back into the outmost groove and begin again.


And the image of a world came to him, kneeling in a heap of greasy ashes, sackcloth and ashes, rending the oceans, ripping the continents, clouds sloughing off a ruined world, the tectonic plates hanging in space, all the deceptions the earth used to hide her molten core torn off by her own hand. Eventually, there was nothing to do, but pretend it had never happened and make himself a cup of tea.


He liked Earl Grey the best, but unfortunately all he had was Darjeeling which was good enough. He liked it with sugar but not too much cream and since he was lactose intolerant he always took it with a pill. He also liked herbal teas especially raspberry or mint, the former especially with a certain kind of oatmeal cookies which he always bought for himself. He had a special strainer for his tea, a little metal device with a perforated bulb on one end into which he placed his tea leaves, and an elogated handle with which to stir it into the hot water. He also had a special teapot which thankfully his wife hadn’t taken. It was white and ceramic and whistled a note that when heard always caused Richard to wonder what note it might be. So there he sat in his kitchen, warming his hands with his hot mug of tea, reduced to cataloguing his likes and dislikes as if, upon realizing his likes included Melanie and his dislikes included loneliness, the situation would be resolved. Nothing to do, but put on a tie and walk down Chestnut Street to Governor to Walnut, and walk up the grey stairs of the university library, through the revolving doors, through the entrance hall, turn right, down the stairs, turn left, down past the landing, turn right and walk through the door, and there would be his classroom. He could see it now. So he sat down and considered the mass of graded papers that were arrayed out in front of him. It was very hot. Normally, it was cold, but the air conditioning was broken. It was Friday. Maybe it would be cold again on Monday. Playwriting on Monday, fiction on Tuesday and Thursday. Hopefully everything would be fixed by then. 


Class started shortly thereafter. He started explaining about details and Chekhov and foreshadowing but got so giddy halfway through he had to put a stop to the lecture and give them an in-class writing assignment. He stumbled back to his chair, his legs barely about to support his weight, sweat breaking out all over his body, about to laugh. Then, shielded from the eyes of his students--they were well absorbed--Richard spun around in his chair, letting the ceiling triumphantly take its course.

What luck! What unsurpassable luck! O Lord, O Lord, what luck! Open your books to Psalm 150: Halleluyah! Praise God in His Sanctuary! Bikaresho! Praise Him with a blast of the shofar; praise him with lyre and harp. Praise Him with drum and dance; praise Him with organ and flute. Praise Him with clanging cymbals; praise Him with resonant trumpets. Praise him with silence! 

Hold still your tongue and receive the greatness of the Lord! O euphony! O euphoria! 

Feel it welling up in you, dwell in your sanctuary. Bikaresho! See, and do not see and dwell upon it within. Hear! And down with the marble statues! Deface the Parthenon, blow it up with gunpower, raze it to the ground--run off laughing with the legs of Venus di Milo, leaving her a perfect torso. Give her breasts to the barbarians. Bend Pythagoras’s triangles, kick the sand over his scatchings. Strangle Sappho and leave her body floating off Lesbos. Scrape ink off papyrus, blacken every third word, burn holes in all things--arsonists unite and the meeting house is in Alexandria!


Harmony! The only harmony is silence! History is too loud! I finally understand it!

Ban the third and sixth. Dance with Diaghilev. Lose yourself in swirling tones. Sit at the piano and do not play. Beethoven knew the meaning of silence.


Something will come of nothing.
Nothing’s wearing makeup, little shiny black shoes and perfume. Five minutes and the sea’s sound is gone. Three minutes for the chants and devotions to grow silent under the eternal flame. Two minutes for the sound of pencils against paper to melt into the silence of chalk dust. And silence left me spinning, spinning--

Wheee!
My name is Richard Kaplan, a professor here at this university, spinning in his office chair, his wordless wonder by his students unbeheld! A symphony is huddling beneath his temples. The violinist crouches in the cramped space, the drummer beats on a blood vessel and back bent the flautist pushes her flute out between his earhairs. It looks like a hollow breathing stick peeping above the reeds. By the river’s edge, dousing her toes in water, a soprano soars higher in the back of his throat. Behind her, rise the pyramids, Richard Kaplan, the spinning Professor, the whirling King--

It’s a lovely day outside.
The class is gone, their papers left behind, and I’m alone, hunched over my desk, situated in a clump of grey. The viola players scratch restlessly with their bows and the pianist refuses to play anything but a low note, over and over again. The audience is uncomfortable. And rightfully so. It’s rather stuffy in here. It’s mid-July and the power’s out. Everything’s given in to the heat. So there’s nothing to do, but sit here in the dark, in front of the blackboard and bask in the damp, muddy chalk motes.

Did you know that this very day, hardly half past eleven, almost lunch, looking at my reflection, I noticed for the first time that my hair had gone grey? I thought it would have been a gradual shift from black to grey, but apparently not. Apparently, it only takes one night. 


Fifty-seven. Looking at my reflection I can see it now, deep in my eyes: the left eye bearing the faint white imprint of a numeral five and in the right eye, the halo of a seven. How could I not have seen it before? No wonder. It all makes sense now. 

Despite the heat, my feet are cold. They whisper to each other, counting down the days until I die. Amusing themselves, no doubt. To keep them warm, I squish them both together in my left shoe, but they won’t fit. The thin black sock on my left foot has a hole in it. It lets a draft in. They really ought to get someone to fix the AC. Despite the heat, perhaps if I felt the same chilliness all over, my feet wouldn’t feel so cold. Despite the heat.


I try tapping my feet to the music I hear. It’s more than just keeping time. With my right heel I play bass drum, with left foot I simulate a snare and by using the rest of my right foot and my left heel I can achieve all sorts of syncopation effects. Of their own will my fingers join in, rapping on the desk with knuckles and fingernails. I’m humming a bass line and swaying back and forth and back and forth, and so forth, back again--


“Professor Kaplan?”

Richard Kaplan opened his eyes and pretended he was not doing what he was just doing.


“Yes, Alessandra?” 


He felt slightly dizzy.


Alessandra was a pimply girl who wrote romantic prose, decadent dependant clauses, and endless adjectives. She was wearing some kind of shapeless brown bag. Richard forced a smile, and tried to look helpful. To his regret, he was not yet depressed to the point of desperation. He was not yet a wildcard, a man nothing to lose. So true to form, he figeted in his seat, and felt the little suckers on the walls of his stomach begin to secrete anxiety juice.


“You asked me here to discuss my final project?”


Yes, he had. It wasn’t such a bad idea for a final project, but he hadn’t given it much thought for a long time. So it seemed tired and old.


“Yup, sit down right there. Let me find your paper.”


“I brought another copy.”


“Excellent. Let’s see.”


Richard felt slightly dizzy.


The mosquitoes were out when Richard knocked his way through the front door and dropped the bag full of papers that was slung across his shoulder. A car was driving past, knocking against the branches of a tree, illuminating the vase which stood on the table just inside the door. And then he froze, the door swinging shut behind him. From deep within the house, he could hear that Bach again. Benedict Arnold Bach, siren Bach, fateful Bach, betrayer Bach. Where was it coming from? Like pressure fronts, the deep bass notes resonated in the floorboards, while the chilly treble notes hung above his head shimmering. He wanted to grab one. He checked the record player--no, he hadn’t left it on. He hadn’t eaten either. He was hungry. But this music! 


He ran from the living room to the bedroom, which was missing blankets and covers and had barely a sheet. He looked under the bed, in the closet, through the chest of drawers which was mainly empty, his clothes were on top of it. He ran into the bathroom and ran the tap to see if the music was stuck in the faucet and he did the same in the shower and got a face full of water. Not that he thought the music was there, but if the music was in his head, he thought that maybe the roar of rushing water would drown it out. It didn't. He lifted the toilet bowl and checked the medicine cabinet. He stood on a chair and checked the lights, maybe music likes lightbulbs. He even took a plunger and plumbed the depths of the toilet, in a last ditch attempt, but he knew the music wouldn’t be there, because the music was too clear, too clear. So he started checking the corners, looking for bugs, maybe there were microphones and there had been some kind of feedback and they was picking up radio signals and amplifying them. Some paint chipped off. Then he checked the kitchen cabinets, the trash cans, the cereal boxes, Cheerios, Lucky Charms, Frosted Mini-wheats, his favorite, but what does that matter anyhow, when this goddamn music keeps going and going--


It was Bach, he knew that. One plays along with insanity, one gives in, of course, since there is no higher authority, and yet since one is oneself, there is always hope of appeasement. He had abandoned Bach in the armchair, among the fabric and the stars, by the ashy earth and the weeping oceans. He sat down in his living room for the second time and closed his eyes and then remembered to start the record player and then closed his eyes again. The clear music became clearer, so clear he felt it might pierce his ear drums. Yes, it was Bach and he had been abandoned there, alone with his celestial organ, never bored, but in need of a theme. Richard Kaplan offered what he had and Johann Sebastian composed a royal fugue for this humble king.

II.


After his wife left him this past summer, Richard Kaplan abandoned his writing and began a new career as a composer. The day his wife left him, he stood over the fireplace, leaning on it with his elbow, and tossed manuscript after manuscript into the flames. There was no Varius to take it from him, dying, and bear it to Rome, no Max Brod to talk it out with. Richard hoped that she, Melanie, could see the smoke of his labors, rising, scattering over the rooftops and down the hill as she drove away, in his car. He let the fire burn all night, there were many pages, and somehow that put him in the mood to work, back to an age of no distractions, or so it seemed to him, distracted.


Soon after, he moved into a very small apartment, a hole in the walk, winding stairs and a grey door with dust clinging to the indentations in the wood, which made Richard contemplative when he ran his finger down it. The room was barely large enough to fit a bed, a single, two pillows, but no blanket (he slept in his coat) and the piano, rolled on wheels from a garage sale two streets down, still covered in cobwebs. At night dissonant chords would awake him and he would curse his feet. He brought nothing but pens and paper, some clothes, some food, kitchenware, but above all no books. They were to be kept behind the wavering glass. Back at the old house, he'd locked the door, placed a key under the ceramic frog by the welcome mat, just for the sake of wondering what would happen if someone found it and waltzed in, the sake of wondering what the thief would take and thus reveal about himself, for the sake of wondering and then he stopped himself. Later, he hung a reproduction of the Death of Marat above the piano, so the top of its frame was level with the ceiling. He stared at the brushstrokes until he felt he could play. He lolled his head back, feeling the life leave him in the tepid water, the last agonies of skin disease. The woman seemed so unassuming, she leaned over the tub--she wasn’t wearing much. If only my soul could rise above the Temple of Reason and commune with the Lord God, or Reason or Robespierre, whichever came first. Soul illuminated like dust motes, chalk motes, sloughed skin…


C.


A promising beginning. Middle C.


C E G. C-Major. The structure of the chord was so sturdy, it made him tremble. C E G. Again and again, like some never-ending grand finale. C E G.


Tonality, such bliss!


He also brought his record player which he placed inside the piano’s belly because the sound chamber made the music echo and pulse. He’d brought his Bach records and a few others, in boxes, which he stored under his bed, and sometimes he used the records as plates when nothing else was left.


Music, forget artifice! Muse, lose your grip, make art! Forgo! 


C E G, C E G, C E G.


Since he couldn’t read music, he had to feel the chords and the notes, match them up to the sounds in his head. It would take a musical genius to do that, he knew, but he also knew he must be some sort of genius himself, or at least something similar enough to a genius, after all with this music going through his head, 24/7, to the point where he was unable to form a coherent sentence and could do nothing but go slack in a chair!


C E G. He opened the lid of the piano to let the chord free of its cage. He pressed the sustain pedal. C E G. Floating down the river, on three notes lashed together, well-fitted. Growing up, Richard had an art teacher, Mr. J., a great artist, poet, photographer. Mr. J. disappeared between periods to smoke Menthols in the parking lot. He traveled the world taking photographs of jazz musicians, Miles Davis, John Coltrane. Loved them with a passion. Sometimes in class he would play Sketches of Spain. He loved the poet Rumi. He was a poet himself and read at the local bookstore. Richard remembered standing next to him, watching him draw a perfect sketch, pencil, his big hands sliding across the page, rubbing his head with the tips of his fingers, smoothing out his curly, grey eyebrows. His favorite painter was Picasso. He’d been to Africa years ago and had all sorts of strange and wonderful artifacts in his art room.


Mr. J. once told Richard that if he could do it all over again, he’d choose to be a musician, to make music, to play a trumpet like Miles. Someone, not Richard, had asked why he couldn’t just pick up an instrument now.


“I feel like if I learned to play music, I’d lose my ability to draw. You know, maybe it’s not rational, but I wouldn’t risk my gift for drawing for anything. It’s too important for that.”


Richard wondered. A single clear note and the hands forever seizing up around a pencil, dropping the pen, spilling the paint. Richard hoped it was true, because forever trying to translate the music he heard into writing and words was a thankless, unforgiving task. He hoped that from the first clear note he played, the words would drain from him and he would never have to write again. C E G. Was that enough?


One November morning, Richard woke up to find his coat wedged between the piano and the bed. He was wearing nothing but a thin sleeveless shirt and one of the two pairs of pants he’d brought with him. He turned over and tried to reach down for the fallen coat, but as soon as he moved, his joints froze with pain, scalding whirlpools beyond aching. He was pressed against the pillow with his cheek, on his side, panting. His arm was still in midair, shocked. 

He 










reaching…

seized 

the 

coat 

sleeve 

and gladly pulled it over himself exhaling. It wasn’t so bad now, just a dull throbbing. He leaned over to close the window--

the pain came back, 

coursing through his outstretched arm, which fell from the air and crashed against the window sill. Richard felt the pain enter his chest, drawing it tight and he gasped for air. He lay back, body straight, trying to breath methodically, purposefully. 

He 

felt 

. 

Slowly, he calmed down. Not yet. 


He stared at the ceiling, imagining that his blue eyes were for the first time rheumy with age. Dizzy.


Slowly, he began speaking to the walls with the quiet dignity allowed to the elderly, which caused his students, when they listened, if they listened, to listen carefully, nod and smile. He spoke, or rather, since he could not speak, he hummed. The walls remembered each note he hummed, echoed it back, so he could hear an interval. The door shook in its jamb when he hummed a augmented fourth and then a fifth. He hummed dizzily and somehow his humming took on the color of his speech which was inflected with the tones and patterns of a bygone age, similar but different, a matter of phrasing, of vowel colors, a wavering consonant here and there. 

And then the silence. Silence in squalor. The room was a mess, he hadn’t cleaned in days, willingly giving himself up to the passions, in hopes of giving himself some feelings not usurped by the song. The madness, the cloudiness, the humidity of his mind he willingly abetted, embraced as an old friend, or a new friend, in hopes of banishing the music from his mind--no, that wasn’t right--in hopes of crystallizing the music which haunted him, bringing it together, on paper, in the air, it didn’t matter. He could not bear, however, to continue to hear it like this, as if all the notes were playing on top of each other, crashing and stumbling, crying and wailing. Each time a phrase would start, the next would jump in, and then as soon as he would begin to contemplate the second, the third would arise, like in some eternal maddening round. In the same way, he tried to pare himself down, and when he appeared in his classroom every other day, it was as if he hadn't slept in his clothes in a freezing, cramped apartment far from his home, haunted by sleepless nights alone with the wrathful music at all. Rather, he dressed himself pristinely and stepped out the door wearing a venerable age and a graceful wisdom, and the only mark of his squalor was his beard, which he never trimmed, and let grow wild.

When the room mocked him beyond his sanity, he took walks. The beat of his step was forced into the rhythm of the music in his head and strange melodies hung like fruits from trees, and decorated roofs like tiles, and swung down from the clouds like giant pendulums, dangerous half-notes, musical notation swinging lethally by its stem. From the cold every morning Richard had a runny nose, and even the mucus streaming down his upper lip into his beard seemed to scream with an unknowable song, something Bach must have written, but never could have, or perhaps he did, or only imagined he did on some sleepless night, casting the bars into the aether, to be plucked from the fog at midnight, by all others in a similar situations, seeking consolation, huddling up against the sounds which vibrate next to them in bed, in hopes of keeping warm, in hopes of, in hopes of, but it only distracts.

Richard walked slowly, with small steps, as if testing the sidewalk before him. He cut through the backyard of the greenhouse and emerged onto the green. 

He taught his class and later on went to dinner with a couple of old friends. The Dean was there, his English department friend, Allen, and so was Sharon, one of his wife’s old friends, whom he rather liked. They went to some Italian restaurant downtown, he couldn’t remember the name. Over the course of the meal, he became somewhat overexcited.

He leaned over the table, with a finger raised.

“Truth is beauty.”

The Dean raised his glass to that. 


“And beauty truth!”

“Richard, you’re getting whipped cream on your tie.”

He rounded on her. His eyebrows rose expressively. 


“But what is beauty? Hmm?”


Allan took a sip of his coffee.


“Beauty is--minililsm.”


“What?”


“Minililsm.”


“Minimalism?”


“That’s what I said. A triangle, a square, a circle. The wide expanse of the desert. A single cloud in a clear blue sky. A lonely rose amid clean sheets of snow. The snow-white breast of a pampered nineteenth century noblewoman.”


The Dean piped up, "Richard--"


"C! E! G!"


“Could you please keep your voice down?”


Sharon removed her glasses, amused.


“Keep going.”


“Yes, truth is beauty. A minimalist declaration. Two nouns, one verb, perfect symmetry. Glorious simplicity. Minimalist beauty. ‘Truth is beauty’ is, indeed, beautiful. And if it is beautiful--"


To emphasize the coming point, Richard knocked over his water glass.


“--it is true! Therefore, truth is beauty. Quod erat demonstratum.”


Sharon clapped and the Dean smiled. Allen had heard this before. The rest of the restaurant was trying to ignore them.


Richard downed the last of his coffee and got up to go to the bathroom, his hands visibly shaking. They heard the sound of the bathroom door swinging shut with a click.


“That was disquieting.”


Sharon laughed.


“Oh, come on, Allen, give him a break. So truth is beauty. You disagree?”


Richard was in the bathroom for a long time. The Dean and Allen left cash and set off on their own; Sharon waited for Richard to come back. She passed the time by making shapes with the spoons on the table. 


“Hi.”


“Rob and Allen left. They said they’d see you tomorrow.”


“Oh, good.”


Richard sat down. The acid in the coffee was making him uneasy.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, I’m fine. Have you talked to Melanie recently?”


“Yesterday. She’s fine--I can’t tell you where she is, I’m sworn to secrecy, so don’t even ask. Ian’s doing alright too. It’s been a bit of a commute, but he hasn’t missed a day of school.”


“Oh, good.”


“I stopped by your house the other day. You weren’t in.”


“No.”


“Why are you wearing that coat all the time?”


“I’m old, Sharon.”


“Oh, give me a break, Richard. You’re fifty seven. You’ve got decades left, for god’s sake.”


“I’m starting to feel old. I feel it, and I can’t believe I’m already so old. I can remember us still--”


“Fifty-seven’s old when you’re twenty, that’s what you remember. At twenty, forty seems old. At fifty-seven forty seems like twenty, it’s all confused. Did you not notice time speeding up?"


Richard watched her as she tied her hair back. She was wearing sweats and a hooded sweatshirt. She was a brilliant lecturer, he’d heard. He only really saw her with Melanie. He stirred his cup, idly.


“I noticed.”


“You’re probably just sick. It happened to me a couple weeks ago--got a cold, thought that was finally it, here it is: old age. You forget how it feels. I was holed up in bed, and I didn’t have chicken soup either. Would you stop scratching that beard? It’s not even growing in, what are you trying to do?”


C E G. The perfect tripod.


They walked up the hill together even though it was late. It was a warm night, fortunately. Somewhere some art students were playing music. Sharon had to half-support him as they stumbled over the broken sidewalk, drunk as he was on truth and beauty.


“Sharon, is art commutable?” 


“Is art communicable?”


"No, commutable. Can you exchange painting for sculpting, or painting for writing, or writing for music. Are the ideas behind them the same?”


"I don't think that's what commutable means."


They went into a mattress emporium and sprawled on the mattresses, one after the other in a row. Side by side, they talked.


“The one with the roses was better.”


“But this blanket is so fucking soft!”


They moved on to the next, each silently calling “Timber!” as they fell back, bouncing twice. With each fall, they exhaled a little more than usual, hiding from each other the dull beginnings of pain they felt and knew they felt together. The greasy undergrad who manned the cash register didn’t know what to make of it. There is nothing more disquieting than the elderly overexcited.


They went to the supermarket and tasted some cheese. The salsa was good too. Melanie used to like pate. No more pate. Just cheese and honey. Salsa. Richard thought he recognized one of his students watching him from deep within the produce isle as he wiped Sharon's mouth.


On the way to get ice cream, they got into a heated debate over when it was exactly that people stopped calling grocers grocers. Now people went food shopping. Sharon suggested they look it up, but when, improbably, they knocked on the glass door of the library, it was closed for the night. The light was on, though, in the basement, and they crept down the slope to one of the fire doors and banged on it until a janitor appeared. After verifying their identities, he grudgingly let them in. They wandered among the bookshelves and in the end occupied one of the cheerily lit and upholstered study areas that were placed in corners by the windows. 

C E G.

"You know, they have a piano here."

"Really?"

"Shall we?"

The music was emerging in blobs from the books and ricocheting off the windows. The piano was in a darkened closet and with Sharon hovering behind him, Richard played her his song. He sat nobly down and cracked his knuckles. 

C E G. C E G. C E G.

Silence. Silence in squalor. 

“A C chord? Is that it?”

“Just listen!”

C E G.

“You took me all the way down here to hear that?”

C E G.

"It's very late."

