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Introduction to Free Sample 
 

Stories are an inevitable byproduct of the life of a musician. We accumulate some interesting 
stories because of the life we lead. If you are a musician, I can almost see you nodding your head. If 
you are not a musician, ask one. They will tell you the same thing. 

This book is a collection of short stories about and for musicians.  

I have included three stories for you in this sample. Other stories that are in the full version of 
the book include reworkings or reinterpretations of stories modern or centuries old, others came out 
of my imagination. You will find children’s fables, alternative literary genres, mystical stories, science 
fiction, historical anecdotes, humor, the joyful and the tragic. Some stories are tied in with each other.  
The Violist, Three Young Men, The Politics of the Ancestors, The Cynical Pianist, and A Billion 
Tomorrows feature five very different stories that have a common element of a fictitious order of 
musicians, and the initiatory experiences they go through to become masters of their art. An American 
Drama, books 1, 2, & 3, features three characters who are intimately connected and narrate their 
uniquely American stories.  

Some of the stories are semi-autobiographical or have autobiographical elements woven into a 
fictitious story. Similarly, some of the opinions expressed in these stories are mine. Others are not. 
But I’m not going to tell you which is which. That’s my little secret. And as you read this, you will 
doubtless notice evidence that I am a Muslim (maybe even a Sufi; who knows?). I’m not proselytizing, 
but I’m not apologizing for it either. It’s sometimes impossible to tell my stories without this point of 
reference.  

Everything you read in this book is true, even if it didn’t happen. 

Thank you for downloading this sample. Enjoy! 

Dawoud Kringle  



Chops. 
Be careful who you challenge.  

One night, a jam session began at a jazz club.  

Musicians of all levels and all stations of popularity attended this jam session. Some of them were 
older, seasoned musicians whose reputations and skills were established.  

On this night, two respected elders in the jazz community, pianist Ben Westman and flugelhorn 
player Rodney Powers, were there. 

However, most of the musicians that frequented this jam were young ones just trying to learn 
something, sharpen their chops, enjoy themselves, and hone their reputations. But occasionally, there 
were arrogant egomaniacs who just had to start some crap.  

 

The jam session started. The musicians explored the nuances of the jazz standards that were being 
played. For the first three songs, Ben played piano. Then he sat out to let someone else have a chance 
to play. 

After a while, Rodney and a saxophone player were joined by a woman on piano, a bassist, and a 
drummer. Someone called In Walked Bud. 

 

It’s important to understand that Rodney didn’t play flashy. His style was very different from 
everyone else’s. His were slow measured melodies that explored the beauty of each note. This was 
how he played, and the people on the scene accepted it.  

The saxophonist who played with him, on the other hand, was nothing but flash. He had a chip 
on his shoulder the size of a college textbook. 

The contrast between Rodney and the hotshot became more and more pronounced. The young 
saxophonist was, in fact, almost offended by the way Rodney played. He felt that he should teach the 
elder musician a lesson.  

On and on it went. The saxophonist blew his brains out with an aggressive display of chops. He 
plowed through every piece of knowledge and skill he possessed, quoting Bird, Trane, Rollins, and 
even some free jazz things (being a bit of a bebop purist, he used those things sparingly). Every note 
he played was shoved down Rodney’s throat, as if to say, “Is that all you got, old man?” 

For a while, Rodney ignored him and continued to play the way he usually did. He even played 
long held notes over Giant Steps! 

But as they played Salt Peanuts, he decided he’d had enough.  



At the moment when the saxophonist improvised an impressive lick, Rodney stepped in and 
harmonized the exact same lick a diatonic third above what the young man played. As the saxophonist 
looked at him with complete surprise, Rodney started to completely annihilate him with an 
overwhelming display of bebop soloing. In that moment, his display of chops alone was vastly superior 
to what the saxophonist had been boastfully displaying.  

But at the same time, it never lost the beauty and originality of how he usually played and opened 
up the inner sublimity of everything the music they call jazz could possibly be. Rodney didn’t merely 
quote the vast catalog of bebop’s musical vocabulary; he used it to create poetry. Rodney canceled 
everything the saxophonist had played and showed him how it was really done.  

The people in the audience couldn’t believe it. They loved it, but Rodney never played like this. 
Where did it come from? What just happened? 

Shocked and overwhelmed, the young saxophonist stopped playing. He backpedaled off the stage, 
pretending that his reed broke.  

 

Later, Rodney sat down next to Ben. They exchanged glances. Both men knew exactly what 
happened.  

After a moment, Ben said “Now Rodney, that wasn’t very nice. You shouldn’t have done that.”  

A few beats later, the two elder jazz musicians laughed their heads off.   



Kamaludeen and the Djinn. 
A tragic love story. 

Part 1 
Once Upon a Time. 

 

Many centuries ago, a large house stood in the city next to Cape Malabata. The west side of the house 
looked out on the sea; its east side faced the nearby port city. It was a very old house built by a pirate 
named Janzoon Rahim. His great-grandson lived in the house. His name was Kamaludeen ibn Fahad. 
He was the greatest musician in the world.  

 

In his youth, Kamaludeen devoted every hour and every effort to learning music and traveled the 
world to do so. He was obsessive in his pursuit of musical knowledge and ability and would gladly 
suffer any hardship to attain mastery of music in all its forms. 

Kamaludeen's oud and voice were legendary. He was celebrated by the Muslim world throughout 
Andalusia, Syria, Persia, Arabia, the Maghrib and Ifiqiya. The people of India, and the kingdoms that 
succeeded the rule of Charlemagne in Europe knew of him and respected him. Even some people 
among the Sahelian Kingdoms of Africa, the Ten Kingdoms of China after the fall of the Tang 
Dynasty, and the Vikings and Rus of the north knew of his music and spoke of it in reverential tones.  

Most of the time the fear and respect he commanded from other musicians eclipsed their jealousy 
and envy. This was due to the effect his music had on those who heard it. The maqams he played had 
the power to make people feel anything he wished. His music tamed animals, moved the wind, caused 
rain to fall, and made the water dance under the light of the moon. His music could even cure illnesses 
of the body and spirit. No one could hope to have the power his music gave him.  

He had students, but he chose them carefully and would not waste time on mediocre talent, even 
if he was showered with money to do so. 

One of his students came in an unusual way. A professional musician named Khalid ibn Asad 
Abdal-Nasr was envious of Kamaludeen and decided to do something to tarnish his image. He 
attended a concert Kamaludeen was giving. Kamaludeen tuned his oud and set it down to speak to 
some people. Ibn Asad furtively snuck up to Kamaludeen’s oud and randomly altered the tuning of 
the strings, making it impossible to play correctly. Moments later, Kamaludeen returned, picked up 
his oud, sat on the stage, and began to play in maqam Nahawand. The music was perfect! The taqsim 
was sublime. Every single note was like a precious gem in a perfectly crafted bezel. Ibn Asad sat in the 
audience amazed beyond belief that Kamaludeen could perform such a miracle. After the concert, ibn 
Asad approached Kamaludeen and confessed what he had done. Kamaludeen said “I know what you 



did. I saw you. But by Allah, I would never have given you the satisfaction of seeing me re-tune my 
oud.” Ibn Asad fell to his knees and begged Kamaludeen to take him as a student.  

Such was the mastery Kamaludeen possessed.  

Kamaludeen was also skilled at the difficult art of attracting audiences and money. He enjoyed a 
prosperous lifestyle and wanted for nothing. 

Being handsome and intelligent, rich and famous, many women desired him. Muslim, Christian, 
Jew, pagan, pauper, and the daughters of the rich and powerful fell deeply in love with him. But while 
he would occasionally indulge himself in the pleasure of a woman’s company, he ultimately rejected 
them. Above all, it was music he loved. He loved his oud, the companionship of the few musicians 
whose skills were great enough to allow them to perform with him, and the glorious concerts which 
were later to be celebrated in conversation and poetry. He loved it with so deep a passion that he 
could not stay away from making music. He spoke to his music as men speak to their wives in 
moments of passion.  

 

Part 2 
A Mad Love A8air. 

 

On the day of Eid al Fitr, Kamaludeen isolated himself in his house. He contemplated the music he 
made on his oud. "The best sermon of the wisest imam" thought Kamaludeen "could never equal the 
beauty of this sound. What prayer, be it ever so perfect, could equal these sweet melodies? What 
earthly power can equal the rhythm that drives this music?"  

At that moment, he laid out his threadbare prayer rug that was passed down from father to son 
for a hundred years, and made a supplication. "Oh Allah, most Beneficent and Merciful, the generous 
Provider of all things. Had I one desire for You to grant, it would be that this music was a woman so 
that I may marry her." 

 

Some weeks later, a violent storm gathered over the sea. It swept over the plains, mountains, and 
the city. Seagulls cried out in fright and flew away. Flocks of sheep ran frantically to their enclosures. 
Shopkeepers locked their stores. People sought shelter, and prayed to Allah to save them from the 
storm. 

The tempest lasted a day and a night. 

Finally, the sea ceased roaring like a thousand lions, the wind stopped threatening anything weaker 
than a mountain, and the lightning ripped no more through the dark clouds like broken pieces of the 



sun hurled against the ceiling of the sky. People emerged from their hiding places dazed like one 
awakening after a night of wine, hashish, and opium.  

Kamaludeen emerged with them, and took a walk to inspect the damage from the storm. On the 
narrow street, in the doorway of his favorite musical instrument builder's shop, he saw a woman lying 
on the ground. He approached closer, wondering if she was still alive. 

Her hair was the color of gold like the European Christians, but her skin was dark like the desert 
Arabs. Her beautiful face was unlike any Kamaludeen ever saw; and he’d seen them all in his travels. 
Her body, barely hidden by her garment, held the promise of a thousand delights. Her feet looked like 
they had never walked on the hard earth. He wondered if she was an houri from the gardens of 
paradise that Allah promised to the faithful.  

The woman opened her eyes. They were the color of amethysts shining like jewels in the 
hieroglyphics of an ancient dream. At that moment, Kamaludeen realized she was a female djinn. Her 
abnormal beauty cast an irresistible spell on him, and he fell madly in love with her. He lifted her up, 
took her in his arms, and carried her home. 

Her name must not be spoken or written.  

 

His love for her consumed him. Before Kamaludeen knew it, he stopped performing in public 
and would only play his oud for his beloved. He neglected his musician acquaintances, ignored his 
business associates, and dismissed all his students. He forgot about his money, his audiences, and even 
his prayers to Allah. All he could think about was this woman from the race of djinns. He loved her 
more than anything on earth, more than his life and his salvation.  

And she loved him in the manner that an a’ashiq or a si’la, those djinns who fall in love with 
humans, do. It was an obsessive, jealous, and fiery love that smoldered like coals in a furnace. Despite 
being accustomed to years of solitude, when she was with a lover, she focused on him with the 
sharpness of a razor. 

She shared her life story with him. She was, by human standards, old. She told him secrets about 
the realm of the djinns of which humans, mercifully, know nothing. He was surprised to learn that 
some djinns are terribly afraid of humans.  

They enjoyed intimacies that would drive most men mad, the details of which I dare not write. 

Exposure to her djinn nature affected Kamaludeen deeply. His music was no longer of this world. 
He had crossed a point of no return and stood in both worlds while being part of neither. It was too 
late for him. He could no longer heed the warning that many things about the two worlds are not 
interchangeable.  

 



Part 3 
The End. 

 

During the equinox, Kamaludeen went to the roof of his house and played his oud for his djinn lover. 
She began to sing. Soon the music rose to a fevered pitch. Sounds he never heard emerged from his 
instrument and from her voice. The music became unearthly and bombarded his senses. He could feel 
it, see it, and even smell and taste it. He became frightened and wanted to stop and run away. 

"The music is going to smash our minds!" said Kamaludeen to his beloved as he continued to 
play. "We must stop and flee to the mountains where it is quiet!" 

"Why do you fear this music?" sang the djinn whose name I dare not repeat. She smiled at him 
"Don't you love music above all things? Aren't you constantly praising her beauty and her power? 
Beautiful son of Adaam, I came to your world and into your arms to reward you for the love you bear 
her.”  

Suddenly, she became terribly sad. Tears fell from her eyes. “And now the source of music calls 
me back. Farewell, my beloved Kamaludeen, you shall never see me again." 

“No! Don't leave me!" Kamaludeen cried out. He began sobbing and weeping. "Don't leave me! 
Without you my life is worthless!" 

"The only thing that gives value to life," answered the beautiful djinn, "is the fear of Allah, and 
to honor Him.”  

Then she said "Has Bani Adaam forgotten that the Unique One commanded my people to bow 
to you? It amazes us, but I suppose you are so forgetful because so much is hidden from you. You are 
always straining at the walls of your prisons. Nobody hates barriers more than you, and nobody makes 
more of them where none are needed. 

"You are such contradictions," she added with a chuckle that could never have come from a flesh 
and blood being. “So beautiful and so ugly. So alluring, and so frightening. Your hearts are filled with 
such beauty and nobility side by side with the most unspeakable horrors. The words that describe you 
best are ‘almost’ and ’maybe.’ It is a miracle you don't collapse in pieces! You are all on the edge of a 
precipice that you sense but can't identify. It frightens you, but you rush toward it blindly. It's no 
wonder you attract us. No matter if we love you or hate you, you are fascinating. We cannot ignore 
you.” 

She turned her back on him and began drifting toward a doorway no words can describe. “Now 
I must leave you, my beloved. I dare not disobey the Voice that calls me back.” Turning to look at 
him, with a smile she added “But you may follow me if you wish." 



With that, this daughter of the scorching winds departed, and Kamaludeen followed her into the 
unfathomable depths of music itself.  

 

Part 4 
After the End. 

 

In the days and weeks that followed, a student of Kamaludeen became worried that he'd not been 
seen. He went into Kamaludeen's house to look for him. Neither he nor any of Kamaludeen's family 
or acquaintances knew of the female djinn. He found Kamaludeen's oud on the roof of his house, but 
Kamaludeen was nowhere to be found. His people were worried and searched everywhere for him.  

But their efforts were futile. Nobody ever saw him again, and everyone he knew went to their 
graves not knowing what became of him.  

As time went on his fame faded. His wealth was distributed or lost forever. The house his ancestor 
built and where he lived fell into disrepair and was demolished. The oud that had once made music 
beautiful beyond imagination rotted to dust. His music faded from the memories of men like the finest 
perfume spilled on the ground a century ago.  

His name is only spoken in the story you are reading. 

Kamaludeen sleeps with his beloved in the unseen regions from which the maqams emerge. He 
will not wake until the day when the mountains will be like clouds of dust, the earth will be a 
disappearing shadow of a shadow, all secrets will be revealed, humanity will be judged for their actions, 
and the heavens and the earth will be rolled up like a scroll. 

For Allah has power over all things.  

  



The Mad Poet and The Witness. 
The story of two lovers, and the world that failed them. 

Weird things can happen at jam sessions and open mics.  

 

It was a cold, miserable rainy night. I was restless and didn’t want to stay inside, despite the bad 
weather. 

There was a jam session / open mic not far from where I live in Brooklyn that I liked to go to. 
Not many people knew about it, but those who did were loyal supporters. It was both like and unlike 
most jam sessions and open mics. Talented musicians, poets and rappers went there to share their 
works. Even the beginners and amateurs were noticeably talented. And there wasn’t the usual elitism 
that permeated such places. We respected each other. We honored and learned from the more skilled 
and experienced elders and uplifted the younger ones who sought to develop their skills. Nobody was 
ostracized due to style or genre. In the end, we brought out the best in each other. It was one of those 
rare forms of democracy that actually works. 

Of course, once in a great while, someone comes along who brings bad vibes. It was rare, but it 
happened. We reacted to them by starving them of the energy they fed on. They never return.  

Once in a while, someone came along who left us completely gobsmacked, even by the high 
standards we were used to. This would be one of those nights. 

 

I took my Squire fretless 5 string J-Bass, and a few stomp boxes and got on the L train. When I 
got out at my stop (and no, I’m not going to tell you what stop. It doesn’t matter anyway), my $5.00 
umbrella with the two broken spokes fought against the horrible weather. It mostly failed in its 
purpose to keep me dry.  

The venue was mercifully warm when I stepped inside. My friends and I greeted each other. I 
noticed a few new faces.  

One of the new faces was a man in his late 30s, early 40s. He was a tall, lean Middle Easterner 
with a powerful energy about him who moved like a martial artist. He had no instrument, and I 
assumed he was a singer, rapper, or poet. He was with a woman I correctly assumed was his wife. Like 
him, she had an intense energy. I found out later that he was Iranian, and she was Israeli. What a 
combination! 

He went by the name Hamza the Mad Poet. His wife called herself Rivka the Witness.  

 



The host was a big happy Italian named Vito the Cannoli (nobody knew why he had that 
nickname, and nobody wanted to know).  

After the musicians signed in, Vito grabbed the mic “Yo yo yo! How y’all doing?” We shouted 
random comments about the weather. “Thanks a lot for coming out here on this miserable night. Let’s 
get this thing started, alright? For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Vito the Cannoli. I’m 
your host. I’m going to call names of musicians, poets, and whatever else you’re bringing to the table, 
and you come up, and do your thing. Then I’ll call the next group, until everyone has a chance to play. 
If we go through everyone before the end of the night, you might get another chance to play. There 
are rules, people. Everyone is respectful of everyone else. There are no limits on styles or genres; we 
don’t care if you play jazz, heavy metal, hip hop, country, polkas, whatever. All are welcome. It’s up 
to you to find the common ground between yourselves. No hate speech and no dissing the people 
here. And don’t play too long. No hour-long solos or I. Will. Stop. The. Song! Capiche? Okay, let’s 
toss this thing against the wall and see if it sticks.” 

There were not many people there that night, and everyone getting at least one chance to play 
would not be a problem. Vito the Cannoli looked at his list and called a drummer and I to the stage. 
We were the only drummer and bass player there that night, so I figured we weren’t going anywhere 
anytime soon. He also called up a rapper and guitarist.  

The guitarist was a rock musician. She was very good. I could tell she’d had some classical training. 
The rapper, a regular, was a poetic and dramatic genius. He could do entire operas, acting out several 
characters. And he was the only rapper I ever knew of who could whisper, and you would not only 
hear and understand him, but be enthralled by what he said.  

When we finished, Vito the Cannoli called the second group. He replaced the rapper and called 
a saxophonist and keyboardist. We decided on a blues in Bb. The keyboardist was a young Japanese 
woman with really good jazz piano chops. The saxophonist, a tall Iranian man in his late 60s with a 
topknot, was truly outstanding. 

The next combination replaced the saxophonist and keyboardist with a woman with an acoustic 
guitar. She played an original while the drummer and I took a break. She was still quite remarkable, 
kind of like a potential Joni Mitchell. Her voice and lyrics were very good. She only needed time and 
work to develop the talent that was already there. 

She was followed by a Native American man who was a regular. He recited poetry in Cherokee 
and Lakota. Even though we couldn’t understand what he was saying, we always felt its true meaning. 

When he finished, the only ones who hadn’t performed were a violinist, and Hamza the Mad 
Poet. 

They came up to the stage and greeted us. The violinist was a pretty Indian woman named 
Shravya. She had a 5-string electric violin she ran through a delay pedal. She tuned and warmed up for 



a few seconds. It was obvious that she had classical training and proved to be an excellent improviser. 
Hamza stood by the mic. 

 

Before I continue, I must comment a little more on Rivka the Witness. She rarely spoke and 
didn’t mingle much. But she was clearly an intelligent and formidable woman. There was an air of 
irresistible power and intensity about her. One instinctively knew that one would take a liberty with 
her at their own peril. Everything about her indicated she was psychologically incapable of 
obsequiousness. And her nickname / title was perfect for her because you got the feeling that nothing 
escaped her notice and she remembered everything.  

It was also obvious she and Hamza belonged together. I have never seen two people more well 
suited to each other. Hamza treated her with a fascinated enveloping, and she softened her intensity, 
opening herself to him with absolute trust. Their love was not ostentatiously demonstrated; it was an 
energetic force of nature. It drew them together as one and created a barrier between them and the 
rest of the world that could not be breached without their permission. 

 

We asked them what they wanted to do. Hamza told us to play whatever we wanted; he would 
do vocals over it.  

I played a B; the lowest note on my bass. The drummer started a groove, and I came up with a 
bass line in B Lydian (why I chose that is a mystery). Shravya’s raga training appeared, and sweet 
melodies flowed from her violin. I noticed she never played the tonic or the fifth when the melody 
ascended, only when it descended. The ascending A# pentatonic minor against the B Lydian somehow 
created a mood of romantic longing colored with optimism. I altered my bass line to match this.  

For some minutes, Hamza listened as if in a trance. Then he began to sing. 

I’m glad the performance was recorded, because Hamza the Mad Poet was the greatest singer I 
ever heard.  

He was mixing Middle Eastern music with western music and chromatic jazz lines. And his 
improvised lyrics blended with his melodic improvisations in a way I never heard anyone do before. 
The timbre of his voice was rich and powerful and had a resonance that put other singers to shame. 

We found out later that the lyrics and poetry he performed that night were completely improvised. 
You will read these words but trust me; you had to have been there.  

 

Face down on my magic carpet 

Clinging for dear life 



Realities of this world  

Cut like a knife 

 

It fades like incense smoke  

Blinded by what I know 

Watching the universe  

Rolled up like a scroll  

 

They say they’re woke, but 

Fall asleep again and again  

Trapped in a machine 

With a beast wielding a pen 

 

It’s all foreseen 

All we are is clear 

Our life is written upon our eyes 

The Essence is near. 

 

O Lover, I dimly see 

a glimpse yet to be begotten 

Is not creation a process? 

What have I forgotten? 

  

I walk the path 

Of dying leaves and sprouting seeds 

And a brain boiled by 

Too much reality  



  

A light burst from my brow 

To infinity it spanned 

And I ate my own heart 

from my Lover's Hand 

 

Treacherous heart  

flees from the One 

What have we done? 

What have we done? 

Betrayed by everything I see 

Betrayed by everything I do 

Betrayed by every want and need 

Betrayed by everyone but You 

 

He stopped singing for a while. His performance seemed to release something in us. We all found 
ourselves playing like we never played before. A deeper essence of the music was opened to us, and 
carried us in an irresistible momentum. Shravya’s violin made idyllic peregrinations and virtuoso 
statements. The drummer displayed something akin to mathematical genius while never losing the 
groove. My solo surprised me. I found myself playing things I never imagined myself capable of. Jaco’s 
ghost nodded in approval.  

Hamza stood and listened, then beckoned for the saxophonist and pianist to come up and join 
us. They blended into the music and played beautifully. The saxophonist was particularly inspired.  

After a while, Hamza began singing again. It was impossible to tell if he was singing, chanting, 
rapping, or reciting. Throughout, he utilized Tuvan Throat Singing techniques to create his own 
harmonies. It was no cheap gimmick. It was essential. I never heard anything like it. Some of the lyrics 
were in what I assumed was Farsi or Arabic (maybe Hebrew? I don’t know). But the English words 
were astonishing.  

 

Infinity is laughing at us. 



And after its amusement is expelled, 

a sigh, a wave of compassion for the clay pot 

that carries a burden it cannot understand. 

Look! 

Do you see the baggy contraption of flesh and blood, 

Laughing, weeping, enraged at the dark shadows it thinks is the whole of the real. 

Coveting pleasures and honors as fortified as incense smoke, 

And treasures as valuable as a dead rat? 

Do you recognize it? 

It is you and me! 

I search for the Signs, 

And then give up:  

I cannot place Revelations under a microscope,  

Nor dissect miracles.  

when I only need to be present.  

I kept silent, and a brief vision opened. 

Dare I describe it? 

Reality distilled itself into perfumed medicine, 

And administered itself in tiny drops. 

The crisis of healing is overwhelming! 

My prayer rug is soaked with tears! 

Signs I see through dim and soiled sight 

Reading a Book that was never written, 

That frightens me to my core, 

And leaves me clean and joyful, 

All this time, You are silent behind seventy thousand veils! 

You made me and You wounded me! 



Am I condemned to wait, suffocating in this desert of shadows and forgetfulness? 

Am I doomed to wander the wastes crying the Name of my Lover, 

While starlight insults my pain? 

My sadness and longing prove that the rose can be pricked by its own thorns. 

While questions and insinuations torment me a thousand times more than  

the curves and perfume of a woman: 

O Unique One! 

Who are You? 

Is Your silence more merciful than Truth? 

 

The audience was in a trance. Even Vito the Cannoli, who never let anyone play too long, was 
entranced.  

If you are a musician, you know that on rare occasions, something truly special and even 
miraculous happens in the music we play. This was one of those moments. Hamza the Mad Poet 
didn’t just visit these moments of transcendence; he lived in it permanently. He was not searching for 
anything. He found it long ago. He was probably born into it.  

I was sufficiently aware of my surroundings to notice that Rivka was recording the performance 
on some device and writing something in a leatherbound book.  

Later, someone told me that the rain stopped while we were playing and started again the exact 
moment we stopped. The sky was listening to us! 

 

When we finished, there was a moment of silence as pregnant as any moment of silence can be. 
Many faces were frozen in expressions of ecstatic astonishment. Even our breathing was one.  

Then somebody remembered that applause was the socially acceptable response, and the rest of 
the audience caught on.  

Our time to make music on this night ended. There was nothing more to say. Anything else would 
have destroyed the beauty that we created.  

No, that’s not true. We created nothing. We were the canvas upon which this fleeting masterpiece 
was painted. God or whatever you want to call “It” was the artist.  

 



As we prepared to leave, I approached Hamza and Rivka. They were gathering their modest 
belongings and were almost out the door. I told Hamza that I thought he was the greatest singer I 
ever heard.  

“Thank you,” he said, shyly and almost reluctantly. It was clear he was a modest man. I didn’t 
want to embarrass him. Others approached him with even more enthusiastic exclamations. He 
accepted it graciously, but his discomfort at the attention was not difficult to see.  

Unlike many at such gatherings, he did no networking. He claimed to have no social media 
presence, and didn’t want to give out his email. These two obviously chased an altogether different 
muse than the rest of us. Although we wanted to make more music with him, we reluctantly respected 
their wishes.  

Hamza and Rivka bade us farewell in their native languages (I don’t know what they said, but it 
sounded beautiful and sincere). After a single performance making them legends in our small 
community, they went out into the stormy night and disappeared into the darkness. 

We never saw them again.  

 

A few months later, while web-surfing one night, I came across a news article. It reported that a 
Norwegian white supremacist had murdered seven people in Oslo. Why? “To cleanse our blood and 
soil from foreign defilers.” or some such far-right national socialist bullshit. I heard that he was 
shocked when he was charged with committing an act of terrorism. This lunatic actually thought he 
was leading a revolution and was winning.  

My stomach knotted and the blood froze in my veins when I saw that among the victims were 
Hamza the Mad Poet and his wife Rivka the Witness.  

I yelled. I wanted to smash something. I wanted to punch a Nazi. This is the horrible world we 
live in! The most beautiful things are martyred, and replaced with worthless shit!  

It’s so unfair that the world didn’t preserve more of Hamza’s marvelous work (at least as far as I 
was aware. Web searches produced no results). His poetic qualities made him at least the equal of 
Shakespeare and Rumi. His vocal prowess could make Luciano Pavarotti or Freddie Mercury sound 
like braying donkeys in comparison. And Rivka. The small, powerful, intense keeper of these tiny 
jewels of music, poetry, and something I have no words for. They were a brief flicker of light in a dark 
world. Now they are gone forever.  

But in the big picture of eternity, who among us fares any better? Five hundred years from now, 
will anybody be here to tell the tale of me, Hamza, Rivka, or Vito the Cannoli? 

 



The duty of sharing the tragic news with our inner circle fell upon me. The next week I showed 
up at the jam session and asked if I could perform solo. There were no objections.  

Everyone was in shock when I announced what had happened. Those who had been there were 
saddened and outraged. Those who only heard about the music that happened that night felt cheated 
out of something that rightfully belonged to them. It was a good thing our inner circle keeps copies 
of the recordings and photos of the jam session that rainy night. They are among our most valued 
treasures.  

Then I played an improvisation dedicated to Hamza and Rivka. I had nothing better to offer. 
When I finished, there was no applause. It would have seemed disrespectful to respond with anything 
more than a moment of silence.  

 

I refused to play another note that night. I didn’t dare.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


