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Prologue

She was one of the fairies in a play. One amongst ten
or so, swirling her pink and white tutu like it was a
flapping rainbow of tulle fabrics directing me towards
the end that hid over some distant hill where I might
discover gold.

An angel.

An angel amongst fairies. Blonde hair curled and
tied into the head giving the young face room to shine
as the mouth smiled and lit up her tender eyes; coming
forth on tippy toes, augmented by simple flowing
cardboard and net fairy wings in a rush to reach the
front of the stage. I barely noticed the gasp of mothers
who thought their children might overstep and fall over
the front, but I felt their intakes of air like my last
breath as her laughter directed itsell at nearby
companions who made just as many missteps, who
were throwing their arms up in the air and twirling
themselves around all at the wrong time.
‘Unprofessional’ the professionals might say, but few
professionals have as much fun acting on a stage as
children do in a play. None of them cared, but the fun
they were having swept me up with the applause that
accompanied their routine of pirouettes and demi pliés
as they took positions to the side of the stage allowing
the main act to enter and cast some narration over the
play.

Keeping an eye on the girl beside her to make sure
she was still in the right place, the angel with fairy
wings sat so content and free of worry. All the while
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her smile lit up such a young face with nothing but
utter joy, sincerity and belief in what she was doing. I
had met so few adults over the years that could match
that kind of honesty in anything they did. It was like
seeing some angel in human form come to me and
touch me with the gift of serenity, reminding me of the
moment when I realised music had been born into me,
and the more I learned about music, the more I could
do with music to achieve greater compositions. It was
then that I knew that my future was waiting - waiting in
a place I couldn’t escape from. My compositions,
anything that I had been working on - the symphonies
put to the side, the projected quartets for the visiting
chamber ensembles, the solo-less concertos - they all
meant nothing now that I had seen my future lay itself
out before me: a carpet of uncontrolled imaginings and
daydreams finding shape and physicality in the smiles
of a projected adult this beautiful blonde child had
brought into my world of dreams for me.

I could never have foreseen how the future would
unfold into my present the way it did on that night. A
man foresees little, and only has the past to go on.
Sometimes you think that you will forever avoid any
questionable life choices you are forced to face,
because after all, life itself could never be so cruel; yet
there exists a moment when every man sees his future,
sees 1t so clear like the twinkling of stars in a summer
sky.

That future 1s a glmpse, like a snapshot; one
moment in time that sparkles for the rest of his life.



Part I

The Future Unfolds



Chapter 1

I had been invited as a guest - probably with the
underlying intention of allowing me a chance to
experience music for children in a live setting, but that
thought didn’t bother me, because I knew how weak
my own vocal compositions had been over the years, so
took the invitation as another opportunity to learn what
McKennitt had failed to impart during my adult-
student days now that his musical had finally been
undertaken using a whole school of children and their
unbroken voices. By the end of it I could no longer
deny that writing for voice was any simpler than writing
a symphony.

“You toil and strive over vyour works like
complexity were your end goal.” McKennitt used to
always harp on about my overuse of polyphony, that it
was music of a bygone error, and that not even modern
songwriters cared for it. “But with the voice we must
aim for simplicity of parts that outline a complex
arrangement, 1/° complexity you still desire. Do you
understand Patrick?”

I understood of course. But to simplify what a
violin could do into a part for voice meant that I had to
disengage from trying to place as many notes into a bar
as possible and re-engage trying to create one lasting
note of substance. It wasn’t the same. And it could
never be the same.

And it never had been for a long time while
outside of the classroom pursuing my own ends, my
own fucked up life of failing and adopted personas in
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order to accommodate the will of a composer who
could not convince orchestras to play his music over
more famous composers, whose compositions failed to
even be considered for short-lists of competitions,
whose baroquely classical work had slipped through
the cracks of an orchestral world that itself had moved
on from the boring revisions of the retro neo-
classicists; who, quite simply, just could not write music
to make money.

“Sounds like someone who doesn’t have an ear for
what the people want,” said a listener who prescribed
himself the title of ‘Music Critic’. “You must always be
aware of what people desire to listen to, no matter what
solo path you tread. Without the ear of a public, you
have no ear at all.”

I had no social skills either, so the man might as
well have added that to his list of failings by Patrick
Almont, the local composer who had nothing to offer
his locality (or anyone else’s, for that matter).

It annoyed me to hear people say that, because
deep down I knew it was true - I really had no ear for
what people wanted to listen to. But I could have
argued the same about Debussy or Varése - one a
public success story regardless of what the critics
thought of his music, and the other a failure only in
popularity but a towering success in originality. I
learned to ignore whatever hurt I might feel and started
directing my life towards teaching, despite the voice
that kept echoing in my head “Those who can’t do it,
teach”. I could do most things - the musical all-
rounder who could play several instruments but never
excelled at any - except write for voices, and that



essentially was the only thing that I couldn’t teach.
Everything else was a breeze.
So teach I did.



Chapter 2

I was thirty one years of age as I watched the child
fairies dancing around the stage, enjoying every
mistake, every sung note even when they forgot the
words; bringing a sense of joy to the moment not
unlike standing at the front row of a concert and
screaming random sounds when you have forgotten the
words to the song but not caring because every other
sweaty body beside you has probably forgotten the
words as well, or just didn’t know them in the first
place, so are making the same loud incomprehensible
noises too.

Nine years later I was making similarly loud and
incomprehensible noises as the Head of the Music
Department at Lawrence High, a medium-sized school
on the East Coast of New Zealand with classes from
Year 7 upwards to Year 13, but each class thinning out
in the senior levels as the students trickled off into
their preferred subjects where management was eager
to emphasise ‘real’ careers.

But they all came and went: the years, the classes,
the students. Girls wanting to be women, boys wanting
to be men; bare skin sneaking past restrictions to be
showed off occasionally with a casual drop of a
shoulder, awkward glances across the classroom hiding
behind books and peeking out now and again; shy
confrontations, outlandish  confrontations, blasé
boasting and weekend revelations bouncing developing
breasts inside loose blouses, voices breaking in
excitement and uncontrolled erections hiding in
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embarrassment. Year after year, a repeat of the same
events, the same gossip sessions, the same boyfriend
disappointments, the same try-scoring boasts and
weekend exploits. Teenage squalls crashing through
the days, blowing through the classroom doors and
exiting again leaving the calm to anticipate the next
storm.

But the image of a petite fairy bouncing with joy
across a stage never left me. I saw her smile 1n all the
mother’s children as they escorted them to their older
sibling’s plays, recitals and prizegivings. They were the
forms of innocence that had brought me a vision of my
impending future nine years ago on her own stage.

A future I had no control over; a future that
demanded I remember it, as though running was a
waste of time, as though my oblivious dismissal of
single mother’s advances meant nothing, the curious
smiles and flicks of hair by accompanying aunties were
meaningless. A life of late night rehearsals, early
morning planning, compromises and concessions to
everything that was more important in school than the
composition of new music, whining teenagers,
disparaging parents, headaches and aspirins; all drifted
before my eyes for nine years like it was a completely
separate reality from the one I was going to run
crashing and stumbling into. It was just a matter of
time.

I had no idea where the fairy that had unfolded my
future in front of my eyes was, or who she was, or why
she had tiptoed into my life and brought such
meaningful desires and expressions into my mind
eliminating all other fantasies I had built my loneliness
on across the years.
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She could have been in another city, overseas,
another country; I just did not know. She had
disappeared but remained as an imprint upon my
conscience.

I knew she was out there though, and I knew my
time would come, like a wicker man raised into the
night sky only to be burnt to the ground in a
smouldering heap of ashes: I knew it, because Bruce
Dickinson kept reminding me. But that was my fault
for listening to Iron Maiden all the time. Stupid.

I had my fortieth birthday party with several
teacher friends, a cat and a cake. Charlotte went to
sleep first, curled up in her fluffy ball of feline fur, but
Angela Crawford stayed wide awake as one by one each
co-worker left; Matthew, the much younger Maths
teacher, nodding the tight dark curls on his head
towards me with a wink from behind the thin rimmed
glasses, grinned slyly as he was last to exit the house
leaving Angela and 1 awkwardly sitting in opposite
couches talking casually about school life, each holding
our own glasses of wine as though they were the last
refuge between us and something else that was
supposed to happen.

Angela, a dark brunette with a thin figure, had
been eyeing me all night - not unlike she did any
chance she could while at school: smiles around the
stall room lunch table, eyes of acknowledgement
leaving the staff room, several hellos throughout the
day. But I had desperately tried to keep distance. I had
never been a fan of brunettes, nor thin figures. Women
with hips - not just bony hips, but big grippable hips -
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had always been a signal to my loins that action was
waiting for me around those curves somewhere. And
therein lay the problem with Angela. Not that she
wasn’t attractive or anything, because she certainly was;
1t’s just that a woman who eyes up a man with no social
skills and a complex about failing at everything he’s
ever done, 1s bound to fail in her attempts to get that
man into bed - unless she forces herself on him. And
had she forced herself on me, I might have been a
happy man in the morning, but Angela left as soon as it
became more than obvious that I wasn’t pushing the
conversation towards any logical conclusions.

“Isn’t 1t weird that we ended up back at school? 1
mean I hated school - didn’t you?” Angela took an
extra sip of her wine and cradled the glass
enthusiastically awaiting my reply.

“Well, I mean, I wouldn’t say I hated it as such.” 1
was ready to expand on that thought but she waved her
hand dismissively.

“You couldn’t have hated school. ‘Patrick Almont’,
cool skateboarder dude, and musician - the high
school chicks must have been all over you, right?”

“Skateboarding was more of a way to find some
peaceful moments away from the chaos of school.
Music just eventually took over and isolated me even
more.”

“Yeah, but school for us was so difficult. Like you
said - that feeling of isolation. And needing something
to distract you from it. You had music, and a sport.
And good looks!” She rolled her eyes, smiling like a
little school girl. “The more I think about it, the more
I realise how awesome 1t must have been for you at
school and not difficult at all. No wonder your students
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love you! God, they must see a - well, I don’t mean to
embarrass you, but a god!”

I did feel embarrassed. But more for her than
myself. School had never been awesome for me. I used
to skateboard, but I was never particularly good at 1it,
and the muscles that complimented it were long gone,
thankfully, along with the accompanying injuries. But
being a musician wasn’t an automatic girlfriend magnet
either like the media perpetuates. If you had neither
the friends nor the character, you were just the
wannabe try-hard. Skateboarding had been the escape
from all of it.

“Patrick, you’re the cool teacher, the one who
wears his cap backwards outside of class who the
students call out to. Y know? The rest of us just
struggle to have them say ‘Hi’ to us - in class!” Her
hand tucked the straight dark hair behind one ear. “I
guess I should be thankful that I'm not being treated
like Petra and getting Nazi salutes behind my back.”
She took a sip from her wine glass. “That teacher is
about as hard as any students get it these days.”

“Well yeah, maybe.”

“God, I remember what it was like in my day.
They didn’t care. Unless you were in a sports team.
And a male student. They just didn’t care about
supporting female students, especially if you were a girl
who was being picked -”

“Look,” I said interrupting what I perceived might
turn into a long winded rant about women and sports -
I just didn’t care about sports one way or the other.
“I'm in total agreement with you - the arts and
literature are where funding should be. Sports -
especially rugby - doesn’t support anything intelligent;
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just boys who grow up to be abusive and misogynistic
men. I mean half of my students, basically, are a
quarter each of Maths and English’s best students.”

She nodded her head enthusiastically. “Yes!”

“But 1t 1s still difficult. T mean most kids today
would say 1t’s difficult. There’s a lot of pressures -
parental, media, social expectations.”

She suddenly lost enthusiasm and took a larger
gulp of wine this time, shaking her head afterwards.
“Kids have it so fuckin’ easy these days.”

I didn’t mean to do it audibly, but I sighed - for
something that only happened in my head, it stated
itself pretty clearly through my entire body: Same old
tired argument. And what was worse was that Angela
was only ten or so years out of her schooling. It
certainly wasn’t what 1t was like twenty odd years ago
when I was at school, but for all the changes that had
been made, you could only be thankful that kids
weren’t going through the same traumatic experiences
that some of us had to go through.

She downed the last of her glass. “Oh god, it’s so
ridiculous. I just want to get so pissed thinking about it.
The shit that kids put each other through. The fuckin’
shit I had to go through! Kids are so cruel, y’ know?”

“Yeah.” I guess I did know. “Kinda makes me glad
I don’t have any.”

Her face drooped. “I know right? Y’ know what
they called me?”

“At school?”

She nodded.

I shook my head.

“Angela Man-gela.”

There was silence.
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I tried not to look at her upper lip for signs of
moustache growth. “Do you have a penis?”

I cringed at the thought as I woke up alone,
uncomfortable, my duvet sprawled over my body, and
the cat snuggled in comfortably around the wall that my
ass made under the duvet. My half glass of wine sat on
the lampshade stand. I reached out an arm, pulled it to
my upturned lips and downed it in one go, the drained
glass falling onto the pillow next to me.

I hated waking up alone.

But I couldn’t help it. It seemed like the logical
conclusion to a night involving other people. It had
happened for so many years, why would it be any
different now? Now that I had turned forty?

Fuck life. Fuck everything.

I'm forty. Shit stinks, flowers die. Nothing matters
anymore.
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Chapter 3

“Hi, Mr. Almont?”

“Hello. How can I help?”

The young redhead stood before me clutching at
the straps of a flimsy tote bag with what was surely less
than the bare minimum of school books required for a
Year 11 student tucked inside. Freckles padded her
nose as it wrinkled at the thought that was about to be
expressed.

I sat behind my desk trying to avoid looking at her
bare legs as they rubbed themselves together under a
short pleated skirt. School policy stated skirts were not
supposed to ride any higher than five centimetres
above the knees, but this girl had pulled it up exposing
as much of her thighs as she dared.

I wondered why she had come in alone. I certainly
didn’t appreciate the fact that two of her top buttons
were unbuttoned exposing the freckles on her upper
chest and a hint of bra underneath, but I managed to
keep my eyes averted - most of the time.

“M’ name’s Jessica. Meez and Auralye, my friend,
was wonderin’ ifs we could change one of our papers
this far through the term to Music. I know it’s like late
in the term and all, but at least it’s still like early in the
year y’ know, but Art is soooo not working out for us.”

I had a compulsion to ask Jessica what she had
been learning in Angela Crawford’s ‘English’ classes.

“Where is your friend now?”

“In Mr. Henderson’s office. We split ourselves to
ask individually first.”
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Syntax, girl, syntax. Sentences are meant to be
constructed to make sense. But, sadly, I actually knew
what she meant. Her friend would be trying to impress
the Principal with all Aer charm and bare skin, while
Jessica was in here trying to impress me. All they
wanted was a ‘yes’ from both of us to allow them to
ditch their bad art skills and fall into music as though it
was a scapegoat, while using sexual innuendo as some
kind of weakening force on us.

Jessica stood there like her entire demeanour was
a natural pose, like there was nothing she was trying to
mmpress on me with her body, as though 1t was all in
my head.

Maybe it 1s.

She remained motionless.

You don’t care anymore.

I moved my eyes down the underdeveloped curves
of her body, casually as though 1t was a natural thing,
leaving my final glance at the door. “I’ll have to talk to
Mr. Henderson about it.”

“Oh.” She seemed surprised, as though a ‘yes’ was
the only answer she had expected. “We really suck. At
art that 1s.”

“I have no reason to doubt you Jessica, but any
decision I make has to be reviewed by the Deputy
Principal - Mr. Baker - as he’s in charge of class sizes
and programming for students. Neither I nor the
Principal can make those overriding decisions, but at
least if T talk to Mr. Henderson, he might be able to
sway Mr. Baker.”

She shifted her legs, moving the bag so it sat
slightly behind her and on a slim waist. The pleats of
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the skirt fluttered on her bare skin. “Okay, but will you
also talk to Mrs. Fields?”

“Ms. Fields.”

“Yeah, will ya?”

“It seems the logical thing to do, since her class 1s
the one you are pulling out of and this is the first time
I’ve met you, and don’t have a clue what either of your
musical abilities are.”

“Oh, sorry. We both did music in Year 9 at our
other schools.”

“Everyone does music in Year 9 at whatever school
they’re at.”

“Right. Well, I think you’ll make the right decision
anyway.” She smiled encouragingly, lowering a
shoulder and turning slightly to present an unsubtle
amount of extra chest towards me.

I returned her smile with a fake one of my own.

She spun around quickly, the skirt ends twirling
upwards revealing even more bare thigh, and left with
her head held high and an arch in her back.

I stood up and walked to the door watching Jessica
meet up with her friend outside at the corner of the
building. Auralye filled out her uniform with much
greater ease than Jessica. The redhead was still
developing in both the chest and hip area, but
Auralye’s blonde hair cascaded curls down to her
shoulders and rested over her full chest. The last thing
I saw was Auralye’s skirt flick out as the two of them
turned the corner and disappeared for the rest of the
day.

That flick of the skirt stayed with me though, like
the flapping wings of a fairy had done for nine previous
years.
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Chapter 4

Henderson plonked his bulk down on one of the seats
next to me as I ate a toffee pop and sipped at a coffee
that was too hot for just a fifteen minute break. His
fingers rummaged around the biscuits before grappling
at the last chocolate one available and turning to me
asked, “You get one of those girls in today Patty?”

“Patrick. And yeah, I did.” I wasn’t looking at him.

“Wadja say?”

“What 1 said,” I said, being extra careful to
pronounce every syllable, “was that I'd have to talk it
over with the Principal.”

“Right.” He paused for a moment, not sure about
what to say next. “So wad’dya think?”

I swallowed the rest of my toffee pop wondering
how the hell this guy had made it all the way to the
Principal’s office on this kind of decision making. I
mean whose back had he been scratching on his way
up?

“Well...” T sipped a bit more at my coffee. “I'm
not particularly concerned. Metua has been pressuring
me all term to join the Year 11 class with the 12s.”

“Ah good. We've had some [nancial issues that
I've asked him to help resolve through class sizes and
teacher hours.” He rubbed his hands together. “Is that
all good?”

“Well no. No, it’s not. I'm running a completely
different programme for Year 11s and it would clash
with what the older students do.”
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“Well it is his job as Deputy Principal to look after
class sizes. I guess I should leave it in his hands.”

“Please don’t. The girls coming into the class will
help give more reason to keeping this class up and
running separate from the others. It’s the Year 11 class
that specifically prepares them for their last two years
of music assessments. It 1s a small class, but two more
aren’t going to be a problem. And just think
Henderson, if you convince Metua to allow me to keep
this class size, I can guarantee a one hundred percent
pass rate - that’s far better than the full-sized classes
can achieve. Isn't it?”

A moment of thoughtfulness crossed his face.
“That 1s true. That 1s so true! And it would definitely
contribute to a potential increase in public image.”

“My guess 1s that Petra 1s going to be relieved. I
don’t think she was particularly impressed by their
artistic ability at the start of the year, so could hardly
see them lasting.”

Henderson grunted. And then added - as an
obvious afterthought - “I see. Guess we’ll have to do
something about that then.”

I picked up another biscuit and chomped nto it as
he turned to one of the other teachers and started
describing what had happened while Jessica’s friend
Auralye was in his office.

“This girl - Laura-/ie or something, right?” He
elbowed me for confirmation.

I shrugged.

“She came into my office asking a simple request,
a simple request, yet had her skirt pulled much higher
than 1s standard regulation, and two buttons on her
shirt undone as though to attract my attention. Well, 1
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don’t mind her doing it sure, but I wasn’t gonna let her
know that, so I looked that girl in the eye and said
‘button that shirt up girl! You do not walk into my
office looking like a rag doll. If you want any respect
from me then at least do the courtesy of showing me
some!’”

I had stood there trying to keep my eyes on
Jessica’s freckled face but couldn’t help noticing how
she let one knee bend and thrust the other hip out to
the side as she asked her question. Her arms moved
awkwardly but in a manner that always had them falling
on a part of her body that attracted my attention.

A very distracted attention.

I had only wished it was Auralye’s more rounded
figure that had entered my office instead of Jessica and
her freckled chest.

Henderson elbowed me again. “The other girl do
the same to you?”

“Nope.”

The other teachers laughed. Andre, Muenda, and
Matthew, all elbowing each other or slapping their
thighs.

Matthew leaned forward. “They say girls like a
man in a position of power.”

Muenda’s clearly articulated accent happily warned
the group “Oh please, do not give the man ideas. Do
you not think we have enough problems in the world
already?”

Henderson raised his hands, his enthusiastic smile
a gross depiction of inner thoughts. “Ahh, I know
you’re just joking. It’s all just a bit of fun, right?”

As the bell rang, teachers slowly deserted the
staffroom for the following two classes, but Matthew

21



stayed behind giving me a light tap on the knee. “Hey,
haven’t had a chance to catch up with you about the
other night. How’d 1t go?”

I raised an eyebrow. “After you left?”

“Yeah. Anything happen with Angela?”

I casually eyed the parting teachers but didn’t see
Angela in amongst them. I had barely even seen her
since my party.

I looked back at Matthew’s grinning face. “Nah,
nothing. We don’t really have anything in common.” 1
shrugged. It wasn’t a night that I cared talking much
about anyway.

Matthew chuckled. “It’s not always about what you
have in common, right? Ah well, that’s a bummer.” He
got up to leave, slapping me on the shoulder. “Hey,
you're still cool for forty, man.”

The following week Auralye and Jessica joined my
class, stepping through the music room doors from the
sunlight outside and sliding into seats at an empty desk.
Jessica smiled at me, while Auralye avoided eye contact
with everyone. It occurred to me that they were the
only two females in the class, and the other three males
were suddenly no longer as comfortable at their desks
as they had been previously - a couple of them even
sat up and tried to make themselves look respectable.

“I’d like to welcome Auralye and Jessica into the
class. I don’t know what else to say, they were both
previously doing Art, but in Jessica’s own words, they
really sucked.”
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The boys laughed while Jessica smirked at me and
Auralye buried herself as far as she could go into her
chair.

“Perhaps each of you can tell the class what kind
of music you listen to, and some goals you hope to
achieve 1n these music classes.”

Jessica was first to speak. “I'm really diggin’ The
Ting Tings right now, eh.”

A cry of disbelief escaped the boys. “OMG - they
are so ancient!”

I narrowed my eyes down on Anthony. “I would
hardly call ten years ago ‘ancient’.”

“Hello! Last decade!”

Jessica didn’t even try to defend it. “I think they’re
real cool.” She sat there with her head held high and
quite proud of her statement.

Anthony wasn’t about to let up though. “What you
girls need 1s a taste of hot EDM. That shit 1s sick!”

Jessica lurched forward in her chair with a full
mouth of laughter. “Oh my god, EDM! That shit is as
shit as shit gets!”

Auralye and Jessica high-fived each other in a solid
display of unity.

“Nah, you tell ‘em Mr. - even Mr. Almont says
EDM is good.”

Before I had a chance to reply, Jessica jumped 1n.
“Yeah right, I bet Mr. is too old to even know what
EDM i1s.”

“Nah, Mr. Almont 1s cool. He even skateboards!”

“Hold up there Anthony,” T said. “I used to
skateboard. Those days are long gone - my ageing
body can’t handle that kind of punishment anymore.” 1
grinned. “And yeah, Jessica, I do know what EDM 1s,
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despite my preference for Heavy Metal, but even
Electronic Dance Music has its infectious grooves and
catchy melodies - 1t’s all music to me!”

Raine, who had been sitting somewhat
uncomfortably behind the girls and had been eyeing
them since they walked through the doors, slowly but
assuredly removed the wide brimmed EDM cap from
his head that I had been letting him get away with
wearing 1n class. It travelled down to his lap and
remained there somewhat conspicuously while the
other hand tried to comb away some highly stylised
hair that was now out in the open.

“The Ting Tings,” I said, “are a great example of
how pop music doesn’t need to be over-produced in
order to reach a wide audience. When that band first
came out, they used all the skills they had to create
music that was highly attractive to a certain
demographic, while still allowing the music to go
beyond that demographic and reach an audience who
understands where the music is coming from, what its
heritage 1s, what its influences are. People who love
bands like Blondie will love the thump and groove of
songs like ‘Shut Up and Let Me Go’. Or, they’ll
completely hate 1t.” I paused for extra effect. “I think
they’re great.”

Jessica’s smile was all teeth and squinted eyes.

“What about you Auralye?” I turned to the young
blonde with hair curling around her shoulders, tender
emerald eyes innocently avoiding contact with anyone
except her red-headed friend.

“I like trumpet music.”

Jessica looked at her suspiciously. She shrugged
her shoulders.
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Cute. “Do you play the trumpet?”

“No. But I've always wanted to learn.”

“Do you listen to Miles Davis?”

Her eyes turned to look at me, capturing me for a
moment in their gentle and non-demanding gaze.
“Who’s he?”

I sighed. I couldn’t help it. But she didn’t seem
fazed so I continued on. “Famous Jazz trumpeter. Very
influential. I’ll give you a CD to listen to sometime.”

“Sweet as.”

“So, do either of you have any musical
experience?”

Jessica was first again. “I used to bash pots and
pans with a wooden spoon when I was a kid.”

“Drummer, eh?”

The smirk returned.

I looked at Auralye.

- expecting. Something.

She raised her eyebrows.

“Anything?” T asked.

“Umm, well,” she said, looking down at the desk.
“I was the fairy in a kid’s musical nine years ago. Does
that count?”

Yes.

The day drifted away from me.

I was a man complete but without direction,
knowing my future had arrived and had been placed
right in front of me.

Here she was, the fairy, the snapshot of my future,
a young woman all filled out and awaiting some kind of
acknowledgement from me; eyes burning green
emeralds into my heart, hair curling paper ribbons
across my vision, lips stealing the air between us. I
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simply did not know what to do, or how to proceed
with my future sitting in front of me.

“Sirp”

It was Jeremy.

“Yes?”

“Are you okay?”

“Fine. Thanks.”

I stumbled through the rest of the class, handing
out the Level 1 Music Year Plan to the girls and re-
iterating the expected outcomes of the practical
assessment that the boys had completely lost track of
this early in the year, hopefully giving Jessica and
Auralye a chance to not feel too far behind considering
the amount that the boys had actually achieved in one
full month could have taken more motivated students
less than one week. Easy enough to make a lesson out
of, but I couldn’t help stuttering every now and then as
I thought about knowing what the future held for me,
but not knowing how it would play itself out. For nine
years I had waited knowingly, yet handicapped without
completeness. Denying the i1dea had been useless,
because I could never escape it. The i1dea had been
planted and I was incapable of weeding it out as though
it was a pesky reminder of all my incompetent
bumbling with women in the years before; incapable of
believing it a lie, some fabrication of my mind. Like a
Christian who proclaims knowledge of God without
any evidence, I had known that that girl would grow to
ruin me, and that I could do nothing about it.

Two days later I handed her A Kind of Blue,
which she took without much fuss. I wondered if she
was serious about the whole trumpet thing.
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I mentioned that the itinerant teacher for brass
mstruments made his appearance on Tuesdays if she
wanted to sign up for any of his lunchtime lessons.

“Cool. That would be awesome.”

“His name’s Zack.”

Her eyes lit up. “Efron?”

“Ahh, no. Parker. Zack Parker.”

Her shoulders slumped.

“He used to play for the New Zealand Symphony
Orchestra - one of the youngest members at the time -
but bottomed out. Bit sensitive about it all, so don’t ask
too many questions. I think he just prefers to be called
Zack, rather than Mr. Parker.”

“Coolness.”

I watched her leave the room and make her way
across the yard pushing the CD into her shoulder bag.
It was the little things I couldn’t help noticing at first.
The way her fingers clasped at her bag straps, the way
her knees wobbled the faster she walked, the way her
blonde locks rested against her chest. And especially,
after three more lessons since that first one when she
had revealed herself as the fairy that had haunted my
adult fantasies for years, how she was still avoiding eye
contact with everyone 1n the class except Jessica - even
her teacher.
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Chapter 5

Zac Efron.

I splashed shaving cream off my face, wiping away
the excess and allowing my fingers to trace the clean
wet jawline, wondering if the smooth forty year old
before me had any likeness to the much younger actor.
I traced my eyebrows imagining they carved out the
same line as his.

Is this what Angela Crawford had seen in me - the
barely wrinkled face of a younger man? Some
representation that couldn’t possibly live up to the
example? Was she imagining I was someone else,
some movie star with impeccable abs instead of this
horror show of a once toned torso that’s been replaced
by well-toned flab reflecting long forgotten youth in the
mirror? Or was 1 really just this youngish-looking
music teacher who the students ‘dug’ - hip and cool on
the outside but a fermenting corpse of unfulfilled
dreams on the inside?

But more importantly. Was Efron everything
Auralye wanted to see in a man? Her teenage crush
that made her eyes light up when his name was merely
suggested? Or was he just one of the many media
representations telling young women what they should
expect? Young, healthy. Muscular.

I dried my face, ran my fingers through my hair,
and turning away from the much younger image I
remembered, I made my way to the kitchen with just
the towel wrapped around my waist and began making
a cup of coffee.
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Perhaps she was more mature than that. Could I
believe that the rounded curves of her breasts and hips
said as much? I felt blood begin to excite an erection
as the image of her blonde hair touching the skin that
hid behind the crevice of her school shirt swamped my
thoughts. The towel started feeling a lot tighter.

Auralye had practically skipped to her first
trumpet lesson though, eyes wide, somewhat expectant
of a teenage crush coming true. Maybe she was just like
all those other overzealous teenage girls expressing
uncontrolled and extremely ridiculous love for their
teenage heartthrobs, building up expectations of
anyone who carried the same name.

Zac...

Parker. A kid with so much potential, only to be
ruined by partying in the same drug culture as his rock
musician friends. Stupid.

I sighed.

The erection deflated.

Five notes stared at me. What am I supposed to do
with you?

Love us.

Tell me how I'm supposed to do that.

The fluffy fur of Charlotte brushed against my legs.
I picked her up, burying my nose in her neck as she
snuggled down into my lap letting me give her a long
rubbing under her chin. “Oh Charlotte, you’re so
refined.”

I turned back to the brightly lit score on the laptop
screen. My right hand reached out to add more notes
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with calculated thoughtlessness, but Charlotte caught
wind of my movement and shot a paw out to stop me.

Was this the sign I was looking for?

Her head turned towards the screen demanding to
know what my chin rubbing hand was now doing that
could be of more importance. Rising up to a sitting
position, she sniffed around the keyboard where my
fingers were and then placed her two front paws down
all over the keys in an attempt to sniff the screen as it
generated random notes across the score.

Fuck 1t, 1 thought. Charlotte’s feline instincts might
actually achieve more than I've achieved in years.

Notes, bar lines, quarter-tone symbols; creations
from a past far behind me withered like memories that
were of no use anymore. The string quartet completely
failing to remember what harmony was, turning melody
into a ramble of notes that meant nothing.

It was pointless. Why even bother?

Have a whiskey instead.

Thanks. Don’t mind if I do!

The cat leapt for solid ground as I leapt for the
liquor cabinet.
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Chapter 6

Petra Fields was a stern woman. From her demanding
eyes and tightly bunned sandy hair, to her nrigid
shoulders and posture, she didn’t care much for
humour and was one of the most unlikely art teachers
you could find. I had seen her stand in front of her
younger students with arms crossed and a stare that
could set fire to the very pencils the students drew
with. It was these tactics that invited so many of the
same students to throw Nazi salutes behind her back.
Yet her senior students yielded results higher than
most of the second-rate gateway classes that were
typically designed for ‘no-brainer students’ to get the
best results in. And it was this high success rate that
had the rest of us optional subject teachers wondering
how she did it.

Not that T had a low success rate. I had nearly as
many NCEA passes, just less senior students singing
my praises. The junior students might have hated her,
but the seniors were praising her like she was a Saint.

Maybe that was her tactic - be mean so that the
ones who actually had talent would forge on regardless.
The old-school style.

“I hope you don’t feel like I was dumping the two
girls on you.” Her eyes looked genuinely sympathetic.

Which surprised me. It was a side of Petra I had
only glimpsed occasionally, considering the majority of
time her demeanour resembled the same one from the
teacher meetings where she was almost the only
colleague who stood up and made Henderson
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accountable for all the seemingly stupid statements he
made.

“Nah, nah it’s fine Petra. I only had three boys, so
it’s nice to get some females in that class. Don’t know
what they’ll be like, though Auralye has started taking
trumpet lessons on Tuesdays which she has been very
enthusiastic about, so I guess there’s something there. I
mean, at least ="

“Don’t expect anything from Jessica. She came to
us from Shelly High halfway through last year. I had
her in Art briefly then as well. I spoke to some of her
past teachers. As she’s gotten older, she’s gotten lazier.
Boys are nothing but a distraction for her.”

I shrugged my shoulders. It was hard to think of
how boys couldn’t be a distraction for straight girls at
their age. “Right. I'll keep that in mind.”

“I would have been happy to keep Auralye, but
those two are pretty much inseparable now, and they
both wanted to leave so I wasn’t going to bother putting
up a fight. Jessica, I’ve had less success with than some
of the worst boys. Maybe I’m just better with boys. My
first five years of teaching was at a boys’ school.
Probably learnt my life-lasting teacher tricks then.”

“Well, so far she’s doing okay. I mean, she is
learning the guitar for her main instrument as well as
having a go at the drums.”

Matthew had been sitting across from us. “Good
old drums, eh? Got nothing else for the student to do,
get them hitting something.” He chuckled.

Petra folded her arms and sat back in the chair.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well y’ know, not exactly the piano is it?”
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“The drums,” Petra affirmed, “are also one of the
hardest instruments to play. The amount of
coordination required 1s incredible, with usually a
minimum of three different arm and leg movements
that require separate coordinating. But I wouldn’t
expect a mathematician to be able to add any of that

»

up.

“And vyet, ironically, it’s the dumbos who do so
well at 1t.”

Petra looked stunned. “Excuse me?”

“Hey, I'm sure she’ll do fine, eh Patrick? Music 1s
after all the dumping ground of the school. When the
kids can’t do anything else, where do you put ‘em?” He
clicked his fingers and with a wink pointed directly at
me.

With Petra taking up the reply from beside me, all
I had to do was make sure I drank my coffee before it
went cold.

“Neither Music nor any of the arts are a dumping
ground for your less capable students, Matthew, and
shouldn’t be treated as though they are. I applaud
Jessica for finally putting some effort into something.”

“I’'m not saying she shouldn’t be applauded, Petra.
Great. But, isn’t it the case that many great musicians
have been failures in other areas of schooling? I mean,
for the few months I was teaching her last year, she was
going nowhere fast, and from what I’ve heard from the
Year 11 Maths teacher so far this year, things are not
improving.”

“That doesn’t mean that every person who fails in
other areas of school is going to succeed in music.
Where is the logic in that? It's like dumping a music
failure into a Maths class and expecting them to do
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well. How many of your top level Maths students
would be successful, or are, successful in music?”

“But 1sn’t that the reason they’ve been dumped in
the music class in the first place - because they haven’t
done well anywhere else?”

“And what does that tell you about the teachers of
those classes? Perhaps we should dump all the
incapable musicians into your Maths classes, or the
English classes.”

I looked up from my coffee in time to see Angela
pass through the staffroom. She tipped her head
sideways allowing her dark hair to pass across her face
so she could easily avoid looking at me.

Most teachers would have shut up by now faced
with confronting Petra’s rising vocal tones, but Matthew
was stll baiting the line. “Hey we already have full
classes. It’s not like we have students choosing to do
our subjects.”

“Don’t use your own low success rate as an excuse
to dump on other people’s professions. Both Patrick
and I have higher NCEA pass rates than anyone in the
core subject line. And we’re the ones making successes
of your failures!”

It was moments like this that made me think of
how much I enjoyed drinking coffee.
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Chapter 7

Sunlight glanced through the windows lighting the main
classroom with warmth as Jessica and Raine sat in the
middle of the room trying to navigate their inept
teenage fingers across the guitar fretboards. Basic
entry-level chords that Year 7 and 8s were expected to
learn were causing these beginners just as much strife
at Year 11. At least they were less hung up about
whether they got any of it right or not. I couldn’t deny
that the girls entering the class had actually brought out
some humour and charm in the boys that had been
missing prior to their arrival. Boasting and shit-talking
turned into self-deprecation in an attempt at making
either one of the girls laugh. It was good to see these
kids not taking themselves so seriously these days. All
the years of acting tough in front of the opposite
gender seemed like a strange relic of the past:
Neanderthals without any intellectual integrity. Not that
the boys didn’t stull do it, but it was more likely to be at
each other’s expense rather than as a way of trying to
impress girls.

Raine, in particular, had changed his outlook the
most, making very practical attempts at learning an
mstrument instead of spending all his composition and
practical time at a computer either sampling or creating
beats.

Not that I minded. It was his thing, so he was
welcome to pursue it, but there was a point where 1
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always wanted my students to feel the power of an
actual instrument in their hands.

I remember McKennit saying once: “7The great
divide between orchestral music and modern pop/rock
happened because all of a sudden composers thought
they could be just like Berlioz and not have to learn
how to play an instrument it they knew enough theory.
But we all know where that idea went.” 1 had to
wonder 1f electronic music would finally drive down
the same cul-de-sac as classical music for the exact
same reasons.

It was nice that he was learning guitar though, but
maybe his focus on what Jessica was doing would help
Raine move to the drums as well. Get a better idea of
how beats actually work.

Auralye was wandering around the classroom with
the trumpet attached to her lips, pushing air through
the valve to warm the tube up and squeaking out a few
notes here and there. She looked lost in her own world
as she periodically passed behind the two guitarists on
her rounds of sunlight watching. Jessica occasionally
turned an eye towards her, looking somewhat confused
at her friend’s wanderings, but eventually returned to
the task at hand allowing the trumpeter to do her own
thing.

But she wasn’t really lost. I had found her. A fairy
who flew from whatever previous school to be cradled
with care in my classroom. And there she was travelling
backwards and forwards across a carpet of music,
warming the world with her smiles and breaths as they
passed through the mouthpiece, down the lead pipe,
taking sharp turns around corners before heading
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down the home straight towards the bell end. Silence
flattered the air but rarely let go of it.

“How have the lessons been with Parker?”

She stopped before me, removing her moist lips
from the pipe. “Zack? Oh great thanks Mr. Almont.
He’s been pretty good at showing me how to do some
basic scales and then letting me go for it without
mterrupting me. Like, I like how there’s no pressure. I
mean, Miss Fields -”

“Ms.”

“Yeah, I know. She’s a great teacher and all, and 1
know the older students dig her, but she’s pretty
ruthless, eh?”

“I’'m not sure, Auralye.”

“Trust me Mr. Almont, nothing like how nice you
are.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “I guess you’ll have to tell
me just how ruthless she 1s sometime. Maybe 1 could
pick up some of her tricks.”

Her head arched sideways, blonde hair falling in
waves across her shoulders; a tentative pursing of the
lips seemed to scrutinise me. “Yeah,” she said with
extreme sarcasm. “That’d be great.”

We laughed together.

What a nice moment. “Well, better get back to
some more practice. You've got a solo and group
practical we have to put you through before the end of
second term, before we begin heading into
composition. And don’t forget that the Faster break is
coming up as well. I don’t want any of you getting
distracted from your work with an extra three days off
so close to the end of term.”
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The girl, the teenager, the young woman, wrapped
in pleats and calve high socks, moved away with little
sound being admitted from the trumpet. Was she still
too afraid to sound anything out in class?

Auralye travelled around the classroom one more
time but instead of passing directly behind Jessica, this
time stopped and put the trumpet end up clearly
behind Jessica’s head and blew out a top E-flat as loud
as she could. Jessica practically jumped out of her seat
emitting a loud scream while the guitar in her lap
tumbled forward and landed right across Raine’s
fingers trapping discordant notes against sound holes
before crashing to the ground with more clashing tones
rattling the strings. The girl took a hard swipe behind
her near missing her friend but striking up a fit of
laughter in both and chuckles and smiles from the
boys.

“You bitch. I'm so gonna kill you. Fuck I'll be deaf
for the rest of my life now.”

Jeremy put a hand across his mouth looking quite
shocked and then looked at me, somewhat expectantly.
But I hadn’t really noticed the swearing. I put on a
frown, because I expected that that’s what was expected
of me, though a frown was pretty hard to put on at this
point.

“Soz Almont. But you should totally tell this biatch
off.” The red head reached out another arm. “And give
her a good spanking as well.” The hand came down
hard on Auralye’s upper thigh just centimetres from
hitting the lower curves of her backside. “She totes
needs one.”

A wave of lust like an uncontrollable sigh passed
through me as Auralye yelped before jumping away
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and retreating to a corner to continue practising.
Jessica rearranged herself so that her friend was in sight
at all times from now on, not in the least bit trusting of
what she might do next. But the fairy with a trumpet
was no longer puffing out air without sound. This time
a slow scale of notes sounded with ease, and with a few
tweaks here and there from Auralye herself, were
almost morphing into their own tune: something
wistful, sweet, and simple, like Davis in one of his
gentler moods. The fingers tinkled on the valves like
stars dancing steps across a stage, cheeks ballooning
out like a supernova about to explode sound across the
room, the lips...

The lips stopped after the last octave, removed
themselves from the mouthpiece and her pink tongue
slowly but assuredly licked away the dryness before
returning inside the mouth.

But her eyes.

Those emerald beauties were staring straight at
me.
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In addition to being an author of two novels - I am the
Local Atheist and Auralyve on a Harp - Stubbs 1s also a
song writer, guitarist, and composer of works for full
orchestras and chamber ensembles, the most recent
composition being a cello suite in five movements.
Stubbs taught as a high school music teacher
throughout New Zealand between the years 2010 and
2016.
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