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I always thought she would do it, too. Age never stopped her from 
doing anything in her life. She loved to travel, and many summers she 
would seek a new destination in the world in which to spend a few 
weeks. She continued traveling into her late 80s, and it always made 
me smile when I thought about the fact that while most of her peers 
were residing in nursing homes, she was off enjoying Soufflé au From-
age in southern France. After each trip she would return home with a 
unique wind chime and hang it carefully in her entryway. There must 
have been at least twenty. I used to love to slip away during social 
hour in the living room and tip-toe into the kitchen so I could run 
my fingers through her wind chimes and revel in a thousand different 
pitches of sound. 

I trace the toe of my shoe along the grooves of the white carpet-
ing in her living room. Mom had warned us about the white carpet. 
She told us that Aunt Nan never had kids, so she didn’t know what we 
were capable of and we should try very hard not to destroy it. I stand 
up and cross over to the picture window to look at the collection of 
glass birds that line the windowsill. I’m not allowed to touch them, 
but with my eyes I begin counting each delicate piece. I reach 200 
before we are called into the dining room for dinner. Two hundred 
unique glass birds.

Two o'clock is music theory class. I slide into my chair at 1:59 
and open my workbook just as class begins. Secondary dominants 
cover the page. I sigh and begin correcting my work. I forget what 
brought me here, to this class, to this minor. “I wish she could know 
you’re pursuing music in college,” my dad had said. “She would be 
proud.” To say music was her passion is an understatement. She began 
teaching private piano lessons when she was just 16 and didn’t stop 
until 76 years later at age 92. Somewhere in the middle she graduated 
from the University of Pittsburgh with a degree in music. I glance 
down at my secondary dominants, now bleeding with green correc-
tion pen, and wonder if she ever struggled in her music theory class.

Her bony, wrinkled hands clasp themselves around mine. She 
asks me how my piano playing is coming and if I like my teacher. She 
is standing so close I am struck with the scent of her perfume. I nod 
yes, and my mom tells her how much I would like to play something 
for her. Aunt Nan smiles, but I frantically shake my head. No. Not in 
this room. Not in the only living room in the country that contains 
an upright piano, a concert grand, and an organ. This room is worthy 
of so much more than the rudimentary Alfred’s Basics tunes I can 
play without even shifting positions. The enormous grand piano sits 
menacingly in the center of the room, and I shy away. Finally, they let 
me sit down, and my performance is forgotten. 

I get another call from home. This time, it’s my mom. She tells 
me that Aunt Nan’s son is making arrangements to ship the legendary 
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Bittersweet Prelude

I am sitting at a piano in the practice room when I get the phone call 
that my great aunt Naomi died. My dad, her nephew, is on the other 

end. “The doctors say it was Alzheimer’s. She was old and weak, and 
she died peacefully,” he says. I stare at the keys before me and nod my 
head, not that he can see me. A part of me isn’t really surprised. She 
had moved to North Carolina five years ago to live near her son when 
her health began to fail and senility was setting in, so a part of me 
always knew that she wouldn’t last forever. I hang up the phone and 
absently stroke the piano keys with my fingers as I take in the news. 
“I wish she could know you’re pursuing music in college,” my dad had 
said. “She would be proud.”

We pull into the driveway at 5:00. There she is at the window, 
our “fancy” relative, standing in her usual spot with pursed lips and 
kind eyes. We pretend not to see her as we pile out of the car. “Don’t 
get your nice shoes muddy,” my mom scolds. I walk slowly and de-
liberately up the front walk to the door and ring the doorbell. I am 
nervous, just like I am every time we visit. The elegance of her quaint 
home always astounds me, and I am terrified I’ll turn around and send 
something breakable falling to the floor. Still, excitement outweighs 
my nerves. She leads us into the living room where a silver tray of 
her special hors d’oeuvres rests on the coffee table and offers us the 
traditional drinks: white wine for my parents, and pop in colorful tin 
goblets for my sisters and me. I plop down on the couch and reach for 
the hors d’oeuvres.

She was 97 years old when she died. I had privately hoped 
that she would live to be 100 so we could submit her name to Wil-
lard Scott on the Today Show for the Smucker’s birthday segment. 
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priest set
toes tipping, heart of lead clicking like a top
perched on the rickety wooden chair, bird sagging the branch
shirt like night and collar like day
shifting of light, enter, creaking door and wicker screen
suddenly, the whole seems awkward
who gave you the power to immortalize, fantasize,
 remove and return and beget?
a ladybug creeps down a bouquet of your hair
 suspended, chiroptera, unnaturally
but, naturally, your eyes transcend the transient
focus on my less ephemeral soul
would you strip away her spots?
or do they make her as she is?
scatter plot, paint by dot
let’s shoot craps with eternity
i’m leaving your table, doc
time to make or break the bank

grand piano to our house. My mom has never played music, and she 
is worrying about where the enormous thing will go in our already 
crowded living room. I smile. My dad took years of lessons with Aunt 
Nan on that same piano and started all three of his daughters in piano 
in first grade. I think this is why she entrusted the beautiful instru-
ment to our family; she wanted us to excel, to embrace and carry on 
the very passion she held closest to her heart. The piano is a Mason 
Hamlin and made of mahogany. I do some quick research online and 
find similar concert grands selling for $40,000-$65,000. I feel my 
heart skip a beat. My mom is still anxiously plotting ways to rearrange 
the living room in time for the movers, but I am too excited.

“Will you play something for us?” My dad always tries to 
convince Aunt Nan to play her organ, but she rarely does. This time, 
though, she sighs and stands up. She moves quickly to the bench and 
sits down, running her fingers delicately along the keys as she decides 
what to play. No sheet music is necessary. After a brief moment, the 
opening chords of a Mozart sonata envelop the room with their full, 
grandiose sound. 

I walk quickly back to the practice rooms, freshly printed music 
in hand. My favorite room is open; I waltz in and gently seat myself 
in front of the piano. I consider for a moment, then place my music 
on the bench beside me. My fingers settle upon the keys, and with a 
secret smile, I begin to play.


