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Sundays through Saturdays 

 At Nordstrom Department Store, well-dressed shoppers browse to background 

music provided by piano players in tuxedos.  The music is meant to soothe and reassure, 

to suggest that Nordstrom has everything and can handle anything, don't worry.   

 

Monday ll:05 a.m. 

 Michael Martinelli saw the woman for the first time when he was halfway through 

"Malagueña."  She was standing at the perfume counter staring directly at him.  There 

was nothing particularly remarkable about her carefully coiffed gray hair and carefully 

tailored suit.  She was just another shopper, but her look seemed to suggest recognition—

no, not recognition, knowledge.  Michael fumbled a measure of "Malagueña," cursed, 

recovered himself and looked up.  The woman was gone. 

 The next song on Michael's play list was "Moon River."  He hated it.  It was the 

dullest song known to mankind in his opinion.  He hated "Tie a Yellow Ribbon," too.  

There were a lot of unforgivable songs in the world, and he had to play them all. 

 Michael didn't think he could play "Moon River" or anything else, not after the 

look the woman had given him.  It had humiliated him.  She knew, he was sure, that 

playing the piano weekdays at the base of the first floor escalator in Nordstrom was not 

how he had meant to spend his life.  He did play "Moon River," and with every note he 

wished the composer dead.  Another shopper walked by and cooed, "Lovely, just lovely."  

She left an overpowering odor of sickeningly sweet perfume in her wake.  A music lover, 

hah! Michael thought.   

 "Thank you.  I mean, thank you for playing it.  I mean, it's just that it reminded me 

of Havana."  The woman from the perfume counter looked at Michael through sea green 
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eyes, the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen.  When he met their gaze, the woman 

blushed, looked away towards the shoe department, and then back. 

 "Well, thank you," she said again.  She walked away without another word. 

 Michael's fingers were rubbery.  He played "Feelings" with such a muddled 

tempo, a crowd in Las Vegas would have thought it intentional and wonderful. 

   

 Charlotte Reynolds looked around the perfume counter at Nordstrom in search of 

a scent that had no resemblance to roses or violets, scents she found stuffy and old-lady-

like.  She listened to strains of familiar songs to which she couldn't put names, but she 

thought that the piano player was playing very nicely. 

 Charlotte had been Mrs. Roland Reynolds for more than forty years, but now 

Roland was dead.  She had a date that evening with as nice a man as she could have 

hoped to meet, but she didn't want to go.  She sniffed scents that were meant to hint at 

tropical jungles, English castles, Southern flowers, and sex.  Then she heard the strains of 

a song she could put a name to, and her hands froze on a bottle of Tiempo.  "Malagueña" 

was the name of the song. 

 Charlotte was jolted back more than thirty-five years to Havana and to Andres.  

She felt dizzy.  She let go of the bottle of Tiempo and grabbed onto the cool counter top.  

The temperature in the store seemed to her excessively hot despite a continual blast of 

frigid air blowing down from the vent directly above her head.  She took a quick look at 

the piano player.  That was when she got her second jolt.  He was dark-haired, dark-

skinned and had a jet black mustache.  And he was staring at her with the same look 

Andres had given her thirty-five years before, a look that had always been a challenge.  It 

was too much. 

 Charlotte fled to the shoe department.  She was too old for any more challenges.  

In Shoes, she convinced herself that she was being ridiculous, and, to prove it, she 

decided to speak to the piano player.  He was probably a perfectly normal person.  She 
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walked up and stood beside the Steinway.  The piano player looked up at her, and she saw 

the challenge in his eyes again.  She couldn't meet it.  She didn't understand it.  She 

thanked him and then fled. 

 

Tuesday l0:05 a.m. 

 Wasn't it noon yet? Michael wondered as he played "New York, New York" like a 

funeral march.  He couldn't bear to look at his watch.  If it wasn't noon, he didn't think he 

could go on.  He looked at his watch.  He wanted to take a hatchet to the Steinway. 

 Michael's right hand listlessly plucked out the melody.  He wasn't just upset about 

the music.  He was upset about the woman and Havana.  Not upset exactly, shaken was 

more like it.  It gave him a jolt just to think about it, her mentioning Havana, because 

Havana in the winters of '56, '57, and '58 had been the happiest times of his life, an escape 

from the gray snow and slush of Manhattan, from the year-long routine of four hours of 

music classes and four hours of practice a day.  Havana had been three weeks of sleeping 

late and spending his days in the sun and sand and his nights tagging along with his 

parents to the casinos, where nobody cared how old he was as long as he was an 

American. 

 Michael finished "New York, New York" with a flourish that was meant to be 

played con brio but which he managed adagio di molto.  Would he ever see the woman 

again?  Yes, she was just riding up the escalator.  He'd nearly missed her.  He started ten 

measures into "Malagueña."  The woman was about to disappear into Level Two, but she 

turned and stared at him until her sea green eyes disappeared, then her shoulders, her 

breasts, her legs and her ankles. 

 

 Charlotte's heart pounded as she walked in the glass-walled entrance of 

Nordstrom.  She had left home to shop for a scent and had arrived at Nordstrom with the 

sure knowledge that she was doing nothing of the sort.   She went to the perfume counter 
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anyway.  She sniffed Chanel, Opium, Passion, Georgio and Franco.  Then she sniffed 

Tiempo.  She'd buy it, or maybe she'd sniff a few more.  She was stalling for time.  She 

heard the strains of a song she couldn't put a name to.  She was waiting for the song she 

could put a name to. 

 Charlotte had gone out on her date.  The gentleman had bored her.  That wasn't so 

bad.  It was better than what she'd felt when she'd seen Andres in Havana five months 

before after forty years of total silence.  She had heard some time back how he might be 

reached and had written to him after Roland's death, on a whim she had told herself.  

Amazingly, to her, he had answered.  He was delighted with her letter and invited her to 

visit.  She had made arrangements immediately.  She had also made the usual mistake, 

imagining him still to be the dark reticent lover with a secret urgent life.  He was nothing 

of the sort, of course.  He was a balding bureaucrat, a sub-minister of education, with a 

salt-and-pepper mustache and a wife and four children.  He had a quiet dry charm that 

had come from the weathering effects of forty years of reality on the intensity and ideals 

of his youth. 

 Charlotte gave up on scents and headed for the escalator.  The nameless song 

seemed to absorb the piano player totally.  Charlotte stepped on the escalator and went 

up, and it was only then that she heard "Malagueña" enticing her back.  She turned and 

looked at the piano player, who seemed reticent now, no longer challenging her, almost 

unable to meet her eyes.  Did he, too, have a secret urgent life? 

 Charlotte was to have another date with Ernest, the gentleman who bored her.  He 

was a successful lawyer and a well-read man, but he was very dull.  Charlotte tried on silk 

dresses in front of three mirrors she couldn't avoid looking into.  When she had had the 

courage to remark to Andres on the change in him, he had smiled and said, "I think life is 

sort of like a pumice stone.  At best it wears away our sharp edges.  At worst it begins to 

erode what's underneath."  In that moment, Charlotte had not been sure if the pumice 

stone had treated Andres well or badly, but, as she lifted a silk dress over her head and let 
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it fall, all that she could see of herself was erosion.  She wasn't the soft, pale-skinned 

beauty of forty years ago, and Andres had not made the mistake of expecting her to be.  

Her skin was crinkly, her hips had spread, and her breasts hung low.   

 

 Michael played "Blue Moon," "It Had to Be You," and "Night and Day" with 

hands he had difficulty controlling.  Another heavily-perfumed shopper walked by, leaned 

over and said, "Beautiful, could you perhaps play 'Copacabana'?"  Barry Manilow, Jesus, 

Michael mumbled.  He didn't want to play Barry Manilow; he wanted to play Beethoven.  

He wanted to prove himself to the woman.  But he knew that the senior manager of 

Nordstrom would never let him get away with it.  So he'd play Rhapsody in Blue 

complete with cadenzas.  It would display his virtuosity but keep the senior manager off 

his back, maybe. 

 As Michael played the opening trill and chromatic scale, he began to feel the 

excitement and ease with which his hands moved up and down the keyboard.  He was 

back again sitting on the Carnegie Hall stage, the piano in front of him, and an audience 

of one thousand, there for the piano competition.  He had been nervous, nearly ill with 

fright, but his hands had never been steadier; he had never played better.  For the first 

time in forty years what Michael Martinelli had meant to do with his life was exactly 

what he was doing. 

 "Stop this instant!" a voice hissed in his ear.  "What the hell do you think you're 

doing?"  It was the senior manager. 

 "I—" Michael began. 

 "Forget it, not here.  See me in my office in thirty minutes." 

 The manager walked away.  Michael sat at the Steinway with his hands in his lap.  

It was noon.  He should eat.  He didn't want to eat.  He stared at his hands, at his long 

slender fingers that could reach beyond an octave. 
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 "You're a pianist.  I didn't realize."  The woman spoke the words in a whisper.  

Michael looked up at her.  She smiled tentatively.  He didn't notice her skin or her hips or 

her sagging breasts.  He was falling in love. 

 "I'm nothing," he said.  "I'm a piano player." 

 The woman smiled again.  Michael could see an edge of sadness around her eyes 

and lips, but the smile made him happy nonetheless.  He didn't want the woman to leave, 

but he couldn't think of anything more to say.  He watched her walk away. 

 "You're beautiful," was what he would have liked to have said. 

 At l2:30 p.m. the senior manager told Michael that Nordstrom Department Store 

was not Davies Symphony Hall and that the shoppers at Nordstrom needed to be soothed 

not startled, and that, if Michael didn't stick to the play list, his services would no longer 

be required.  Understood? 

 

Wednesday ll:30 a.m. 

 Charlotte Reynolds returned to Nordstrom for the third day in a row with the 

intention of buying accessories to complement the silk dress she had bought.  She went 

immediately to Jewelry, which was on the first floor and which provided an unobscured 

view of the Steinway.  She looked in the locked cabinets that displayed gold jewelry.  She 

wondered if Ernest, her date, liked gold jewelry.  Probably fine gold jewelry, nothing 

flashy.  She wondered if all that remained for her were gentlemen who preferred nothing 

flashy. 

 In Havana, Andres had gotten old and paunchy.  "I wouldn't even sleep in my back 

yard now," he had said, speaking of his months in the Sierra Maestra.  But what else had 

Andres said when they'd sat in his garden on bent metal chairs drinking rum and coke and 

swatting at mosquitoes?  He had deftly evaded most of Charlotte's questions, but he had 

said something of substance anyway.  Yes, he had said, "We created a cemetery, 

Charlotte, and then we tried to build something new and good on top of it.  Getting up in 
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the morning and brushing my teeth and having my first cup of coffee of the day still 

seems like a miracle to me sometimes.  And that miracle is the only antidote, Carlota, the 

only redemption, for having hurt you, for having killed—at least for me." 

 Charlotte fingered a piece of fake gold jewelry, a bracelet.  Andres had hated gold 

jewelry, fine or flashy, it hadn't mattered.  He had hated the gold jewelry that the Yanqui 

women wore, that they flaunted in front of cooks and maids and chauffeurs and people 

starving in the streets.  Charlotte had never worn gold jewelry in Havana, but Andres had 

seemed to hate her anyway despite the passion he felt for her. 

 Where was the music?  Where was the young piano player with the secret urgent 

life?  A saleswoman asked Charlotte if she needed help.  Charlotte started but recovered 

quickly and asked to try on a gold chain.  As she was fastening it at the back of her neck, 

she heard another song she could put a name to, "As Time Goes By."  She suffered 

another jolt and fled to Shoes to try to clear her head. 

  

 "As Time Goes By" was one of Michael's favorites because, like "Malagueña," it 

reminded him of Havana, especially of Havana in '58 when there'd been plenty of intrigue 

and danger and romance, when he had been old enough to feel or sense it but too young 

to fear it.  In Havana in '58 he'd not only tagged along behind his parents to the casino, 

but he'd actually sat on the stage and played "Malagueña" for fun.  The audience had 

loved it and loved him, and the band leader's girl friend had enticed him into a hallway 

and drawn his head into her breasts and then between her naked thighs.  He'd decided that 

he was finally living despite the gunfire just outside.   

 Michael saw the woman in Jewelry.  He wanted to keep playing "As Time Goes 

By" again, but he didn't dare risk it.  He played "Night and Day."  It was the next thing on 

his play list, and he liked it anyway.  It didn't remind him of anything.  It was just a good 

song, and, because it was, he began to play well.   
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 He had played extremely well the year he turned fourteen, the year the family did 

not go to Havana for Christmas because the city was under siege and nearly ready to fall 

into the hands of young men Michael's parents considered barbarians.  It was the year that 

he went to Carnegie Hall instead, because his parents thought he was ready, because his 

teacher thought he was ready, because his manager thought he was ready, no matter that 

he himself did not think he was ready.  He had been nervous, but he had played extremely 

well.  Not well enough, though.  He hadn't even placed. 

 "You mustn't say you aren't a pianist.  You mustn't say that.  You are." 

 Michael looked up.  The woman was standing quite near him, so close that he 

could smell a faint scent of her.  Her sea green eyes were rimmed with tears. 

 "You're beautiful," he said.  His fingers were absolutely steady, but his foot 

wobbled on the pedal. 

 "Oh, gracious no.  No, I'm not," the woman said. 

 "You shouldn't say that," Michael said.  "You are—beautiful."  He had never said 

that to a woman and meant it. 

 "May I watch you play?" the woman asked.  "It won't make you nervous?" 

 "No," Michael said, a lie, but he wanted the woman to watch, even if he'd feel as 

he'd felt on the Carnegie Hall stage. 

 

 Charlotte stood at the pianist's side, leaning against the escalator railing for 

support.  She listened to him play "As Time Goes By" again.  Why was life so ridiculous 

was what she wondered as she watched the pianist play.  Why did hearing a song, just a 

few measures of a song, make one remember, no, make one feel as one had so many years 

ago, as if there had been no maturing, no seasoning, no pumice stone, as if she were still 

that twenty-five-year-old woman who'd met secretly too many times with Andres not to 

know what his secret urgent life was?  She had failed him, not met his challenge, because 
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it meant lying to her husband, to whom she had lied many times, but the lie Andres 

wanted told would have destroyed her husband. 

 The pianist was looking directly at Charlotte as he played "Malagueña."  He was 

looking at her as if they were in each other's arms, whirling across a ballroom floor or a 

wide veranda.  Charlotte let herself be swept away by the swell of the music.  She could 

feel the humid salt air against her skin and the heat of a body pressed against hers.  When 

the song ended, she leaned close to the pianist, so close that she nearly touched his skin 

with her lips.  "A good song may be the antidote," she said, "possibly even redemption." 

 

Friday at Nordstrom Department Store 

 Michael Martinelli was very nervous.  He lay the single long-stemmed red rose in 

the music rack of the Steinway and sat down to play.  He played "Copacabana" and kept 

an eye out.  She wasn't in Jewelry.  Maybe Shoes.  He played "You Light Up My Life" 

and thought, not with this song.  And he played "I Gotta Be Me" and thought, what a pity 

when you could be someone else.  Browsing shoppers smiled and nodded at him.  He 

ignored them.  Was she upstairs maybe?  No, she was in Hats. 

 He stopped midway through "I Gotta Be Me."  The abrupt pause startled a 

jewelry-laden shopper, who looked sharply at him and walked on.  Michael began again 

the opening trill and chromatic scale.  He was nervous but he was absolutely steady.  He 

hit the octaves of the opening theme, and the chords in A flat sent out the bluesy rich 

tones he had always loved.  Did the woman love them, too?  He thought she might.  He 

could not look at her. 

 

 Charlotte Reynolds entered Nordstrom for the fifth day in a row with the intention 

of buying absolutely nothing.   She had nearly exhausted the possible offerings on the 

first floor.  Gold jewelry was not redemption nor was Tiempo.  The only department 



 

136 

136 

remaining to her was Hats, which was satisfactory since it, too, provided an unobscured 

view of the Steinway grand. 

 Charlotte picked up a broad-brimmed peach-colored hat with a band of white 

satin.  She chose peach because that was the color of the silk dress she was wearing, a 

soft, maybe even sensuous, color.   

 The piano player was playing a song she could not, and didn't care, to put a name 

to.  She wondered if yesterday had been a dream, a mirage maybe.  She wondered if she 

should accept Ernest's invitation to a chamber orchestra recital that evening.  And then 

she heard it, that unsettling trill and the swift scale that rose steeply only to fall into a 

string of seductive notes. 

 

 Michael was flying through the chords tempo giusto.   The fingers that sounded 

the notes fortíssimo felt as light as down to him.  He was soaring with the music up and 

around and inside of it.  A few shoppers stopped to watch.  Michael sensed their 

presence.  None of them cooed or smiled.  They seemed to be listening.  He slipped into 

pianíssimo with ease and delicacy.  Just then the senior manager's voice boomed out. 

"You're fired!"  

 The manager was hissed to silence by the shoppers, among them, Michael could 

tell though he had not looked, the woman with the sea green eyes.  Michael played on.   

 The shoppers were rapt despite the fact that they could not purchase what Michael 

offered.  The senior manager departed in a huff. 

 

 Charlotte stood to one side, afraid to stand too close to the piano player, who was 

exposing his secret life with urgency, with fingers that raced over the keys, that raced to 

that moment when the jazz-driven notes slowed suddenly and softly into the swell of the 

Andante, and Charlotte's heart lifted with it.  She stood and let herself be filled with 

sound that didn't bore or even remind, that simply was. 
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 Michael thought he might lose his nerve as he returned to the opening theme.  But 

his audience had grown and he was no longer fourteen and he would not disappoint them.  

His fingers, those fingers that had held so much promise, sent sounds that resonated 

through his audience, and through Shoes, Hats, Jewelry, Perfumes, Men's Underwear and 

back again to the woman in the peach-colored hat. 

 As he struck the final chord, he let it linger.   

 

 Charlotte watched as the piano player rose from his seat, lifted a single long-

stemmed red rose and met her eyes.  His look was not a challenge nor reticence.  It 

seemed to see into her and reflect a light.  As he moved towards her, the crowd of 

shoppers parted.  And as he reached her, he bowed with ancient gallantry and then handed 

her the rose. 

 "It's a good song," she said. 

 He looked into her eyes and smiled and said, "Yes, a very good song." 

 

 The shoppers, crowded around the first floor escalator applauded as the piano 

player left Nordstrom Department store.  Some shoppers followed.  One shopper, a 

woman with sea green eyes and a peach-colored hat, did not.  She knew that the piano 

player would be fine now, no matter what awaited him.  And she knew, too, that what 

awaited her, what had always awaited her and what had blessed her, were not gentlemen 

who bored her but life. 


