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three years earlier three years earlier 
new york Citynew york City

Mozart. Why did it have to be Mozart? Sarah loved the gut-punch-
ing melody of  his D minor concerto, but if  her fingers weren’t flaw-
less, she couldn’t veil her lack of  technical prowess with expressivity.

She didn’t feel nervous, but the heaviness in her middle and moist-
ness on her palms told a different story, and she wiped her hands on 
her lap for the umpteenth time. Picture the audience in their underwear. A 
ridiculous, amateur antidote to stage fright. The people in the seats 
weren’t freaks disturbing her private rehearsal; they had changed 
into viscose or tweed, sacrificed an evening of  Netflix and chill to 
have her take a fire iron to their feelings; she was armed. 

This audience was particularly ruthless: a mix of  seasoned music 
professors, graduate students with tight concert schedules of  their 
own, and the freshmen who believed they’d been born as the next 
Midori, Yo-Yo Ma or Evgeny Kissin. A few local residents, knowing 
they would have to purchase pricey tickets to see the same fingers in 
a few years, also turned up for exam recitals, outing themselves by 
clapping between movements or overdressing. 

With a bachelor’s degree plus another two years of  study under 
her belt, a solo performance with orchestra stood between her and 
her second degree. Master of  Music, Piano Performance. Many of  the 
other master’s students were showing off with quadruple lutzes — 
virtuosic workouts by Rachmaninov or Liszt, but she and Professor 
Rosenstein had picked a different kind of  challenge. One they both 
thought she could master with her more nuanced, less showy style. 

Backstage, as the orchestra delivered a merry if  uninspired ren-
dition of  Mozart’s D major “Prague” Symphony, K. 504, Sarah 
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checked her nylons for runs and assessed her short, bright turquoise 
shift dress in the full-length mirror leaning against the wall, flatten-
ing the fabric over her narrow hips. It had been a lucky find, an 
off-season markdown at the outlet, where it was rare to spot a size 
six in the stack. Many classical musicians donned black and white, as 
if  they were serving champagne at a corporate function; she wasn’t 
about to be boxed as boring. 

The final cadence. The calm, polite applause swelled and dwin-
dled. Coughs punctured the silence. The stage door was opened by 
an undergraduate oboe major who earned his beer money working 
at the music school concert hall. Sarah would have found his scrag-
gly goatee unappealing if  it weren’t for its authenticity; he smelled 
of  soap and tobacco as she stood next to him, vulnerably. Then the 
light. Her shoes clicked loudly on the wooden stage floor, covered 
with scratches invisible to the audience, caused by pointy heels or 
dragged instruments. 

Reaching the imposing Bechstein grand with a Hollywood smile, 
she caught eyeballs in the dark rows as her vision adjusted. Grabbing 
the edge of  the keyboard, she bowed, letting her hands slip down to 
just above her knees — a prelude she had repeated alone in front 
of  the mirror in the practice cubicles a hundred times, a thousand 
times, a hundred thousand times. 

The strings opened ominously, the cellos rolled their triplet six-
teenth notes, the violins fixed an agitating off-beat rhythm as the 
woody tones of  the string instruments enfolded her. Random images 
had a way of  flashing in her head right before she touched the keys, 
like at the threshold to sleep: the yellow tulips near the practice 
building that meant the semester’s end; the decades-old piece of  
bubble gum under the highest C on her favorite practice piano; the 
penny-loafered MBA student from two weekends ago, who’d said 
afterward, “I knew you’d be a good fuck” (she said nothing); the 
growl of  her stomach that was both hunger and the nervous inability 
to digest for the moment. Performing was not only creation, but also 
suppression. What was the secret to clean concentration when there 
was no such thing as the absence of  thought?

Then the yearning melody swelled out of  her fingertips like a 
voice. Professor Rosenstein, who would sing her pieces with an old 
man’s vibrato, too voluminously for his cupboard of  a studio, always 
said, “I play on stage as if  I were in my living room, and in my living 
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room as if  I were on stage.” If  only I had an orchestra in my living 
room, Sarah would tell him. 

She echoed the ensemble on the piano, eyes on the conductor, 
a fellow graduate student with a penchant for energy drinks and 
Tevas. After nailing the opening, she navigated through the first 
movement. Being on stage was like sitting next to her own body on 
the piano bench, watching herself  like a mother watches her child, 
crossing her fingers and hoping she would get through it, but also 
innately, biologically confident that she could. 

Breathe. She tried to focus her wandering mind on every note 
(Not too fast!) and every phrase (Don’t stumble!), squashing the voices in 
her head, beating them into oblivion, charging onward bar by bar 
because there was nowhere else to go. 

Filling her lungs with air, she dove into the cadenza. Alone under 
the spotlight, the Bechstein was loud, jarringly intrusive, but not out 
of  place. She tripped up briefly, her unintended chromaticism sud-
denly standing over her shoulder like a gargoyle, but plowed ahead, 
oblivious to the ugly moment. No performance is perfect; it’s about 
how you cover up your mistakes, her teacher in high school had told 
her as she pulled on the edge of  a torn fingernail, slipping it surrep-
titiously into her pocket when she got it off, so he wouldn’t find it on 
the floor. Mozart didn’t leave much room for makeup. 

As the first movement drew to a close, she wiped her hands on 
her lap; how fortunate that the front row was sparsely populated, 
that people were always drawn to the middle of  a room where they 
felt safer. 

The silence was short, then she billowed her arms and danced 
elegantly through the second movement, carefully phrasing the lyr-
ical melody, opening her mouth to sing along silently. She kept her 
eye on the conductor, his elbows bent and pinkies raised, to make 
sure she stayed in time until the Romanze faded like a starry lullaby.

She’d almost made it! The first movement had been nearly 
immaculate, the second a delicate excursion. In the silence before 
the final movement, Sarah’s sigh of  relief  filled the space between 
her and the keyboard. Da-da-da-da-da. She visualized her opening D 
minor arpeggio, then set a swift tempo, launching the Rondo in an 
unaccompanied flurry.
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Bang!
Bam!
Butchering!
The beginning lay there bleeding on the block, unrecognizable as 

she stumbled through a cacophony that shattered her concentration. 
The conductor’s sideways glare blended embarrassment, sympathy 
and horror. Just keep it together. 

As the quick Allegro assai progressed, the cleft in her fragile con-
trol widened, the arpeggios essential to the theme took on an atonal 
flair. This was Mozart, not Schoenberg, goddammit! Each wrong 
note rattled her even more as the keyboard grew foreign. Had this 
Bechstein been built with unusually wide keys, a prototype for a new 
model, a misunderstanding at the factory? She blinked down at her 
hands through the tears in her eyes, but saw double, as if  she had 
twenty fingers. 

Like a brakeless bus flying forward, abandoning any attempt at 
dynamic variation, she recalled her first ski trip to Lake Tahoe, age 
eight, when she had lurched off the beginners’ slope, skidding on her 
hip a hundred yards down a steep icy incline, her skis pulling along 
sticks and pinecones. A stranger had yanked her to her feet, gripping 
her tightly under her arms like the child she was, and she wondered 
whether he might be one of  the angels she knew were out there. 
Today, she could have used an army of  angels. 

The cadenza approached, and she encountered it with trepida-
tion, wobbling the trills, wishing she could wrap herself  in the cover 
of  the strings, letting them absorb her. With the end in sight, she 
instinctively rushed toward it, slaughtering the final scales and crash-
ing through the closing cadence. 

She felt herself  rise from the bench, avoiding the conductor’s 
pained eyes; he grabbed her hand for the obligatory joint bow, the 
wiry hairs on the back of  his hand poking her fingertips. 

As the tears crept over the rims of  her eyelids before free fall-
ing down her cheeks, she looked apologetically into the emotionless 
faces dotting the hall, haloed and detached from their bodies by the 
muted lighting. Hands met hands in a forced applause more full of  
pity than admiration. Professor Rosenstein’s head was lowered, his 
eyes hidden from her, palms on his knees. The first impression left 
by her opening bow and turquoise shift had been overwritten by 
an indelible catastrophe that rendered all those hours alone in the 
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cubicle futile. All she’d wanted was to share something — no, to be 
— remarkable.
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Sarah half  expected it to disappear one of  these days, gone missing 
without an afterthought or a ‘Reward’ sign, as if  it had never left its 
footprints on her floor. But, of  course, it was still there gloating when 
she opened the door to her quiet one-bedroom apartment, scream-
ing at her over the racket her key made in the lock. 

You should be practicing. YOU SHOULD ALWAYS BE PRACTICING. 
The voice that had sometimes coaxed, sometimes goaded her for 
so many years didn’t go into hibernation when she stopped playing. 
The box of  hammers and strings watched her aloofly, pointing its 
eighty-eight fingers.

Da-da. She cast a sideways glance at the pouting Schimmel, but 
what she heard was a Bechstein and the yawning octave that opened 
the solo in Mozart’s Piano Concerto in D minor, K. 466, then noth-
ing. It had been a mistake to put the instrument there, filling her new 
life in Germany with her past. 

Clink-clank! She tossed her keys onto the desk and turned on the 
TV. Any noise would do to cover up the Schimmel’s whining. The 
piano stood up straight adjacent to the front door, sleek and stately 
like a tuxedo. It looked beautiful yet lonely, casting a geometric 
shadow on the otherwise undressed wall, and she wanted to touch it 
again. Even more, she wanted touching it to be as magical as it used 
to be. Wilhelm Schimmel, who founded his piano manufacturer 
in the nineteenth century and earned international renown, had a 
name that meant ‘mold’ in German. How fitting, thought Sarah; 
gone to waste like her talent. 

She turned away from the Schimmel and busied her fingers with 
her usual distraction: opening a bottle of  Bordeaux. It had been on 



The Girl with Twenty Fingers

9

sale for €3.29 at Aldi, but the label looked fancy. French, at the very 
least. She grabbed a bag of  frozen mixed vegetables from her gla-
ciered freezer and poured them into a pot, turning the stove up to 
the hottest setting. Hunger was taking its pickaxe to her wine-stained 
stomach but filling it up too much would make her feel undisciplined. 
Self-control had always been her strength.

When the vegetables started dancing, Sarah drained the pot and 
threw in an egg, watching it coagulate. Scrape, scrape, scrape. A 
dollop of  ketchup to cover the brown spots, and voilà. She’d picked 
up a soft pretzel on the way home, just before closing time, rescuing 
it past its prime from a basket full of  crumbs. Dipping it into the 
mass on her plate was sacrilegious. What would her coworkers at the 
food magazine think if  they knew that, for her, eating was always 
a tug-of-war between staying thin and rewarding herself ? It was 
impossible to really enjoy making food, especially just for one plate.

“Nein! Much too heavy! You need a more delicate touch when 
you play Mozart. Caress the instrument. Don’t forget that he did not 
have a modern piano.” Even after three years, Professor Rosenstein’s 
crickety voice still echoed in Sarah’s ear. He had never returned to 
Munich after fleeing for New York in 1938, a time when music was 
the least of  people’s worries, but perhaps the best of  their solutions, 
the only goodness left. The professor would have been pleased that 
Sarah was there, in his hometown, but would tsk tsk — like when 
her pedaling was too heavy or her runs sloppy — if  he found out 
she had swapped Middle C for asdfghjkl and had hardly touched 
her instrument since her last lesson. For six years, Sarah would trek 
with gloved hands to his studio each Monday for her weekly lesson, 
chewing gum to distract from the knot in her belly, even though she 
knew his criticism would be kind, kinder at least than the other fac-
ulty members. 

Sarah wiped the ketchup off her plate with the last bit of  pretzel 
and leaned back in the kitchen chair, its legs perpetually off-kilter on 
the decades-old wooden floor, warped from season after season of  
humidity changes. Krick-krack! Wood in any form hides music in its 
fibers. 

She put the plate in the sink and turned on the TV. Some real-
ity show with amateur chefs. It was lighter fare than the stuff she’d 
watched in high school to teach herself  German (the classic crime 
series Tatort and Wim Wenders films), but not a bad way to expand 



10

her vernacular vocabulary. On an old tape recorder, dug up from 
the depths of  her closet at her parents’, she had recorded herself  
saying Ich heiße Sarah, ich spiele gerne Klavier. At first, she was morti-
fied to detect the swallowed Ls and upfront Rs that outed her not 
just as a foreigner, but as an American; then her accent gradually 
improved. After spending half  of  her junior year and a couple of  
summers studying piano in Berlin, it had become nearly undetect-
able, a slight affectation. 

Nevertheless, the stranger on the train had known right away, 
when their paths had crossed earlier that evening on her way home 
from the food magazine’s downtown office. In fact, he had known 
before she’d uttered a word that she wasn’t from around there. Rest-
ing a hand on Sarah’s elbow after stepping off the train with her at 
Munich’s central Stachus station, he had said, “I would regret it later 
if  I didn’t stop now to find out where you’re from and where you’re 
going.” That wad of  kitsch should have made her ears bleed if  he 
hadn’t sounded so sincere. It wasn’t that she hadn’t noticed him, 
standing at the door on the subway train with ear buds peeking out 
like plastic sideburns, his summery curls straying from beneath his 
woven winter hat. He didn’t fit what Germans would call her Beute-
schema — her type. He was taller, stockier and blonder, but his casual 
assertiveness was magnetic. 

Sarah held the scrap of  paper in her hand with eleven little num-
bers on it, written hastily in his tall and narrow script, the 1s with long 
trunks, the 7s with belts, German style. She glanced at the Schimmel 
with the desire of  a former lover as it continued to serenade her with 
her failure. Her stomach rumbled while digesting her half-hearted 
meal. What did she have to lose?

Here’s mine, Sarah typed. Maybe next time above ground?”
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Sarah was sure she was about to get stood up in front of  an audience. 
Shoppers, commuters, clumps of  teenagers drifted by on Munich’s 
Kaufingerstraße despite the January nip, even though the stores had 
just closed minutes earlier. 

Theo, the stranger from the train, had texted back and she had 
agreed to meet him for drinks. He was probably the beer type. Sarah 
found beer unenjoyably bitter but had memorized the names of  
sundry local brews in case of  an emergency. Spaten, Löwenbräu, Hack-
er-Pschorr. 

Like a music box ballerina without a tutu, she slowly turned 
three-hundred-sixty degrees, feeling slight next to the massive Karl-
stor gate that opened into the city’s main shopping boulevard, trying 
to glimpse faces nuzzled in winter gear. Where was he?

At quarter past eight, she felt a hand on her arm; the other one 
was in the front pocket of  his hoodie. His blond locks spilled out 
from under his hat. The chill was already leaking through Sarah’s 
socks; she was glad she’d chosen pants instead of  a dress. 

“I could eat a whale.” Theo was looking around, past Sarah’s 
head, as if  their encounter were again happenstance. “Can we fill up 
someplace? I know a good Imbiss without a dress code.” 

She skipped to keep up as he trotted off the main drag, taking 
narrow side streets south toward Sendlinger Tor, the gate that frames 
the downtown area from the south. Then he dodged into a kebab 
shop with a faded sign that Sarah would have overlooked. Just drinks, 
not dinner, they’d said; forks and plates come with expectations on 
the side. She wasn’t hungry — she’d had an early quasi-meal of  
cereal and yogurt — but ordered a spinach-stuffed börek anyway to 
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be polite. He chose a platter with everything on it: several different 
meats on skewers, salad, rice, fries, and a beer. 

“When there’s paint on my hands, I don’t bother washing them 
to eat until the whole idea has taken shape. No half-way shit, you 
know?” Theo picked up two fries at once with scrubbed fingers. 
They chewed quietly amidst a mashup of  Turkish, German, Russian, 
English, and a Scandinavian language at the tables around them. In 
the right corners and crevices of  the Bavarian capital, Munich was 
every city. 

Sarah lifted her shoe to cross her legs and her sole stuck to the 
floor. Theo clearly wasn’t pulling out any stops to impress by taking 
her to this place. His self-assuredness piqued her curiosity and his 
down-to-earth spontaneity pinched her like a masseuse’s thumb in a 
knotted muscle; it must be good for her. 

“So you’re an artist?” she asked.
“I guess you could say that. I design posters that have catchy 

phrases on them, like the kind everyone wants to hang in their hall-
way or office. There’s a huge market out there for affordable art 
that’s still handmade. You know, from the heart.” Theo pounded 
his chest and looked Sarah in the eye. “After I sell enough posters, I 
want to do merch like t-shirts and phone covers and stuff.” 

“What kind of  phrases?” She put down her börek and took a sip 
of  her Apfelschorle; the sparkling apple juice tickled her tongue and 
shoved a burp up her esophagus.

“Like, ‘If  God is watching us, the least we can do is be entertain-
ing’.” He swept his hand from left to right, as if  reading the words 
on the wall. “Stuff like that.”

Cheesy, but — melt it, slice it or string it — the goo sells, and so 
do good looks paired with his brand of  boyish confidence. Looking 
at the way his sideburns crept down his jaw at just the right length, 
curling ever so slightly, she reckoned he could pull it off. 

“Interesting.” She was leaning forward in her chair like Larry 
King. “How many posters have you sold already?” Sarah had learned 
that asking questions was generally a safe strategy on a first date and 
she felt more like a journalist than she ever did at work. 

“My cousin’s girlfriend just ordered three!” He stopped chewing 
and was looking intensely at Sarah. “I’ve wanted to be an artist since 
fifth grade, when I had to give a speech on Picasso and paint a cubist 
cat. It was like that cat had been inside of  me for all of  my ten years, 
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ready to jump out. So all my posters are infused with cubism. Not 
with fucking cats — you’d need a plunger to unclog the internet if  I 
crapped any more cats into it. The letters are oversized, and they’re 
like a window to an image inside of  them, so there are a couple dif-
ferent levels going on. Even cheap art can be artistic as shit. See?” 

Theo pulled his phone out of  the front pocket on his hoodie, the 
screen split in three places. Swipe, swipe, swipe. He stopped at one 
that read ‘All the world’s a stage.’ 

Shakespeare. In high school she had had an English teacher who 
dressed up as the Bard and staged shorter versions of  his most famous 
works in class. She had been so enthralled that she downloaded his 
lesser known plays on her own and read them late at night in bed 
when her parents thought she was sleeping. She memorized the anti-
quated innuendos, touching herself  when Hamlet said to Ophelia, 
‘It would cost you a groaning to take off my edge’ — the full extent 
of  her teenage rebellion. 

A puking infant, a whining schoolboy, a toothless septuagenarian. 
She found the seven abstractly rendered ages of  a man’s life, from 
As You Like It, inside the brightly colored lettering on Theo’s phone. 
Not bad at all; she was genuinely awed by the way he embedded 
words and literature in images and colors, but would she pay €19.95 
plus shipping for a glossy print, no frame? Would thousands of  other 
people? Art only brought wealth to the Lang Langs and Jeff Koons 
of  the world, she thought bitterly. 

“Creating something gives me such a high,” said Theo. They 
locked eyes; she rubbed her moist palms on her pants. The stubble 
on his chin had more apricot than his Labrador blond curls, the skin 
on each earlobe was sagging slightly around a ringless oval hole; she 
fingered the silver stud in her own ear. 

“So how many posters have you sold already?” She didn’t want to 
seem like she was letting him off the hook. 

“I’m just getting started, but I’ve already hit like a thousand fol-
lowers on Instagram!”

He took a bite, a bit of  everything on the fork, changing the sub-
ject with his mouth full. “And you write about food?” He tossed his 
phone onto the table. “Isn’t that like selling flies to an army of  frogs? 
Everybody likes to eat. You must have a huge fan club.” He winked. 

“Ha! Not that I know of.” She scanned the rack of  promotional 
postcards by the WC in the back. The grass may not be greener, but the 
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palms are definitely taller. (A travel agency.) Small talk doesn’t have to be a 
big deal. (An English language school chain.) “Even if  I did, my boss 
wouldn’t be in it. She chewed me out in front of  the whole team this 
morning! I had organized everything for the March cover feature, 
but the writer I’d commissioned bailed on me at the last minute. He 
had been my most reliable stringer. Is it so hard to keep your word?”

“He sounds like a flake!”
Sarah pulled at her fingernail until a piece came off. “Actually, 

I’m a pianist,” she confessed. “I mean, I was.” 
“A pianist — that’s not something I hear every day. The Mozart 

kind or the Elton John kind?” Theo smiled, an eyebrow raised, 
slouching with one arm over the back of  his chair. 

“Maybe I should have been the Elton John kind. Who knows — 
in another life? No, the Mozart kind.” But what if... The thought of  
leggings and rhinestone bodysuits — not to mention needles, late 
nights, casual sex in hotel jacuzzis — was arousing. She wished she 
had ordered a beer, too; her cheeks were flushed, as if  she had. “Per-
forming classical music is also a mix of  creating and recreating. You 
have to stay true to the score and the historical context, like you do 
with Picasso and Shakespeare. But you also want to put something 
personal…” She coughed and began again. “You want to make it 
new.”

“‘The object of  art is to give life a shape.’” He put on his best 
British accent. 

“You know Shakespeare pretty well. For a German.” She tried 
out her playful voice, careful not to overdo it. She stared at Theo’s 
hands, wondering whether they would feel rough on her skin, notic-
ing the smudge on the outside of  his left palm (ball point, not paint). 
They had left-handers’ annoyances in common: incompetent scis-
sors, the upside-down script on giveaway pens.

“It’s my job.” He was theatrically stoic, exaggerating a German 
accent. “But it’s true about music, too. Where can I hear you play?”

“I don’t anymore,” she blurted too brusquely, looking around to 
see if  anyone else had heard her. “I was going to become a concert 
pianist, but…” Blink, blink, blink; she couldn’t let the excess mois-
ture escape from under her eyelids. “But I just wasn’t good enough.” 
The words, a virgin announcement, spilled onto the table like a 
knocked-over beverage, a childish embarrassment. 

“That can’t be true.” He ran his fingers through his curls, reor-
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dering them.
“I do have a very beautiful piano at home, but…” It yells at me, 

Sarah wanted to add.
“Dreams don’t just die all by themselves, without a shot to the 

head. What happened?” 
Sarah’s earlobes throbbed. She had never talked about the piano 

in the first hour of  a first date before; the personal question made 
him sexy. Other men had been more interested in how she could 
ever dump California (last she checked, they were in a long-distance 
relationship) and what Americans truly thought of  The President (no 
comment).

“It was Mozart that did me in. Mozart is merciless.” She turned 
her bottle of  fizzy juice in circles, letting the base rest on the table as 
if  it were glued to a tiny record player.

“That sounds like the title of  some murder mystery, ‘Mozart is 
merciless’.” Theo chuckled and Sarah joined in. It felt good to laugh 
instead of  cry over her dashed ambitions, but would she later regret 
bringing up such a painful memory?

“That murder mystery would be too scary for me. But it’s true, 
Mozart just makes you feel… naked. His music leaves nothing to 
hide behind. It’s all or nothing in the music world. You can’t just be 
good; you have to be perfect. I’d thought I could make up for not 
being perfect by being unique.” 

It was, she had slowly been coming to realize, not a simple dis-
appointment, but the breakdown of  an entire American upbring-
ing that promised, even guaranteed, individually tailored success for 
each one-of-a-kind child. Work hard and you can become whatever you set 
your mind to, the bread and butter of  her childhood, was slowly crack-
ing like the ceiling in The Truman Show. 

“I tried art school for five semesters. They said I should sell fuck-
ing washing machines instead.” 

“They actually said that?” She was relieved to be talking about 
him again. 

“Yeah, for real. I may have gotten into a few heated arguments 
with my professor, too, but he’s the one who told me my work didn’t 
have any depth. I was pretty down about it for a year or two before 
I came up with my posters. But my dad believed in me. He always 
wanted me to go into business and get some secure job like he did, 
but I was able to convince him that my posters would one day earn 
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me enough. I don’t need a lot, but he did give me a loan to jump 
start things.” 

Theo pushed his plate to the side and reached across the table to 
rest his hand on her forearm.

“Listen, can you play me some Mozart right now?”
Sarah looked around, confused, but was relieved not to find a 

piano anywhere. “Here? I can’t see how...”
“I mean on the table with your fingers. I want to watch your 

hands and your face.”
Half  of  her felt embarrassed, the other half  angry, but when she 

looked at him she saw that it was a genuine request. Without let-
ting herself  think, she closed her eyes and let her fingers dance to 
Mozart’s Piano Sonata in D major, K. 576. How much of  it would 
she remember? Straight away she felt guilt at the stiffness in her 
wrists. The quick runs and trills became fumbled approximations, 
but at least the slightly sticky table edge bore it in silence. She stopped 
when her memory gave out in bar sixteen, then opened her eyes to 
wait for his criticism.

“You look like one in a million when you play, you know. Don’t 
give up, Sarah,” he urged. “You just need to make music in a new 
way. Nickname your piano Elmo, or draw a rainbow on it, or some 
silly shit like that.”

How could he be so sure that she could find reconciliation? 
They’d only just met. Sarah smiled at his wacky suggestions. He had 
been dropped by the art world and was making a comeback on his 
own. Maybe she could, too. 

As the evening wore on, the hole-in-the-wall bistro filled up with 
students lining their stomachs with saturated fats ahead of  their 
Friday night binge, those coming or going from blue-collar shifts, 
regulars who turned up every week to drink liters of  Turkish tea on 
the house. 

“Want to go have a drink someplace else?” Sarah needed some 
air. 

“A buddy of  mine manages this place not too far from here. You 
should meet him. He’s into music, too, just not the Mozart kind.” 

Theo pulled his hat down over his ears; she wrapped herself  in 
her scarf  and coat, covering her belly that was bloating uncomfort-
ably from the börek. They stepped outside and she welcomed the 
cold air as it enveloped her, cooling her cheeks. It wasn’t long until a 
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poorly marked entrance led them down a flight of  stairs to a small, 
dingy room with half  a dozen round tables on one side, the other 
side open for either dancing or mingling when it got busier.

Things were just starting to pick up when they snagged the last 
two stools at the bar called Nirgendwo. Nowhere. Drum and bass rum-
bled in the background; rows of  bottles glistened on the wall behind 
the bar, sufficing as decor. The bartender, a short guy with chin-
length hair the color of  pencil lead, finished pouring and grinned as 
he came over to Theo and Sarah. “Where did you find such a pretty 
girl?” Then he addressed her. “You watch out for this Schlawiner. He’s 
full of  wild ideas!”

“Rule number one, don’t believe anything Andreas says,” Theo 
joked. “Andreas, the electric guitarist; Sarah, the classical pianist.” 

“A fellow musician! Then on the house,” Andreas thumped two 
Paulaner onto the counter and turned to the next customers. Theo 
and Sarah clinked bottles, looked each other purposefully in the eye, 
and took a sip. 

“You know what they say here in Germany, don’t you?” Theo 
asked. 

“Seven years of  bad sex if  you don’t make eye contact when you 
toast! I’ve heard that one before.” Sarah held his gaze for a few sec-
onds until he looked away. “But bad sex is better than no sex, they 
also say.”

“I wouldn’t know,” countered Theo. Their stools were so close 
together that their knees were touching. “Actually, Andreas was at 
least half  right.” 

Hearing his name from down at the other end of  the bar, Andreas 
winked, raised his arms, and wiggled his fingers as if  miming a virtu-
osic work for piano. Sarah remembered the sticky tabletop and her 
feeling of  guilt returned. Not so long ago, she would have enjoyed 
playing for any audience, even an audience of  one, and even on a 
tabletop; she would have remembered more than sixteen bars and 
gotten so absorbed in the sonata that Theo would have had to tap 
her on the shoulder to stop her. 

“I should watch out for you?” She feigned concern, picking up 
the bottle. 

“I don’t know about that, but after I saw you play on the table 
back there at the restaurant, I had an idea. Let’s call it The Theo 
and Sarah show. You play Mozart, or Elton John, or John Legend, or 
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whatever, and I’ll show my posters — it’ll be like a pan-artistic eve-
ning. Did I just fucking invent that word?” He looked at his shoulder, 
as if  expecting a pat. 

“Like a salon. There were a lot of  those here in the eighteenth 
century.” A few years ago, she would have jumped at the proposal. 
Picasso was close with some French composers like Poulenc and 
Varèse, she remembered from one of  her graduate music history 
courses; that would have been a place to start. Back then. Not now. 
“I told you, I don’t play anymore.”

“You did. But I’m not talking about a high-brow audience ana-
lyzing your every keystroke. I’m thinking of  a room full of  happy 
people listening for fun. No pressure, just music. And I’ve already 
seen what those hands of  yours are capable of.” 

Fun. Could music be that again?
Theo put his palm on her thigh. He moved forward quickly until 

their lips met, pressing confidently against her, sweeping his tongue 
against hers, sliding his hand up to her rib cage, resting his thumb 
against the underwire of  her bra. She felt a knot in her middle con-
tract or unravel; she wasn’t sure which. He tasted bitter, fermented, 
but his lips were soft. Even as they kissed, she considered his idea 
with a mix of  longing and apprehension. 

“Think about it, Sarah.” Maybe it was that easy to become a 
pianist again. 

Suddenly, Andreas was standing across the bar again. “What else 
can I get you two lovebirds?” 

“Something good, Andreas. We’re toasting to The Theo and 
Sarah show. Art meets music. We’ll throw in a few snacks and nice 
people and it’s going to be a blast.”

“Well then, if  you’re going to toast, I’ll open a bottle of  cham-
pagne. As long as you invite me to your show.” Andreas filled three 
flutes as they threatened to bubble over. “To The Sarah and Theo 
Show!” He was a good decade older than Theo, with skin like a 
peach the day after it should have been eaten, wilted by nicotine and 
night shifts.

“And what about you, Andreas?” Sarah asked. “Do you have a 
band?”

“Yep. I get my crew into Nirgendwo every few weeks for a live gig. 
In fact, we’re supposed to play tomorrow, but the sound system is 
busted.”



The Girl with Twenty Fingers

19

“Do you want me to take a look?” Theo asked, casting an apolo-
getic glance at Sarah. 

“Yeah, would you? I mean, I don’t want to steal you away from 
Snow White here.”

“I’ll be right back.” Theo squeezed Sarah’s elbow as he stood up 
and disappeared with Andreas. 

Sarah was alone, just like that, still sipping her champagne at 
the bar. She was tousled from behind as newcomers rolled in from 
the street, lurching toward the counter to collect their drinks, some 
cushioning their collisions with winter coats still on. 

Swallowing the last sip, she checked her phone. It was well after 
midnight. What was taking so long? Theo’s half-empty glass was 
still at the bar, but he was nowhere. Nowhere in Nirgendwo. Slowly, 
uncertainty crept in. Was she about to get stood up in front of  an 
audience for real this time? 

Fatigue scratched at her eyeballs, dried her contact lenses; she 
rubbed her eyelids, careful not to smear the shadow on them. Plum 
dream, shimmer not matte. Her alarm had gone off at 6:00 a.m. so 
that she could be the first one in the office, like yesterday and the day 
before, and the day before that, even though there was no one else 
there that early to notice. 

As Sarah stood up to put on the coat she’d been sitting on for safe 
keeping, Theo resurfaced with a monkey. The sleeves of  his hoodie 
were pushed up to his elbows, revealing the animal with a lion-like 
mane and fierce, but playful little eyes, crouched on an excerpted 
tree branch. The ink was black, but the shading had been done so 
expertly that she wanted to reach out and pet the tattoo. Would it 
bite?

“Hey, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to bail on you. I thought it 
was just going to take a minute, but the mixer is gimped and he’s 
missing a part we gotta borrow.”

Sarah was annoyed but didn’t want to nag. Not on the first date. 
Not after such a personal conversation and promising kiss. “No big 
deal. Tell Andreas thanks for the drinks.” She tried to downplay it, 
but decided, “I’m going to go.”

He kissed her briefly on the lips as if  they were a couple just head-
ing out for work in the morning. Have a good day, honey, see you 
later. “Don’t forget about The Theo and Sarah Show.” Thumb and 
pinkie to his face, he mimicked a phone call as the monkey gazed 
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blankly at her from his forearm. 
They drifted apart as she jostled her way to the door, wishing for 

a tugboat.


