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The Lost Melody
by Joanna Davidson Politano

Concert pianist Vivienne Mourdant’s life is interrupted
when she assumes responsibility for a patient at
Hurstwell Asylum--a woman the asylum claims never
existed. The woman’s portrait is shockingly familiar,
compelling Vivienne to discover what happened to the
figure she remembers from childhood dreams.
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Dear reader, 
I heard music in my mind nearly every time I sat down to write this book. Classical
mostly, and often a piano solo. Certain characters evoked specific songs. Every
setting had a very distinct melody as well. It helped me visualize everything with such
clarity, and it was fun to write that way. Music delights me. It always impacts me.

And throughout this book project, I began to see the way music is at the foundation of
this entire created world. The deeper I dug in my research, into mental health, into
humanity in general, I saw order and sense and rhythm in everything. Beats and
patterns, just like music.
I first saw this connection in my tiny son.

I had longed for this baby—he was my sixth pregnancy but third living child, and I
can’t tell you how beautiful the sight of his first heartbeat was in those early days. I
had begun the dreaming phase for A Lost Melody around that time, with a heroine
who hears rhythm and music everywhere, so it struck me that the very first sign of life
in this one-inch little human was an internal rhythm. A steady beat. 

We are born with it. It’s innate. This rhythm is at the core of us from the very start,
and no matter how broken or defeated other parts of our body are, if we are alive,
that rhythm is going. And it drives everything. 

Once the beloved, longed-for third child made his appearance late
last year, I saw this connection continue in a child that turned
out to be musically minded from the start. The second he heard 
music in those early months, it was like he woke up and knew 
what to do. Bounce and sway, flap his arms, shake his head...
and always in perfect alignment with the song. And he did this
every single time there was music. Language was taught, even 
eating was a skill, but responding to music, well, that was instinctive. 
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I laid him on the living room floor in his fussiest moments and played for him on my
Steinway upright grand. He’d pause to listen and sink into the sound, the vibrations on
his back, and it resonated with him. It refocused him. It was the cure-all for those
difficult evening hours when babies are always fussiest. 
He’s ten months old now and this delightful child of mine sings, dances, and claps to
every scrap of music he hears. It blows my mind. Sing to him, and he’ll stop in his
tracks and stare up at you. Play him a song, and he’ll join in. He can’t ever resist a
beat of any kind. 

He is more responsive to music than most. Maybe because my entire pregnancy with
him was filled with working on this book. I started drafting in the early days of
morning sickness and played with the final chapters until the day I went into labor,
basically. Music permeated the atmosphere while he was knitted together, shaped my
mood, polished the cadence of my writing. I listened to a lot of it while writing.

Yet we’re all born with it—born with an internal rhythm that beats in our chest and the
desire to align with it. How often have you felt the irresistible pull of music? Joined a
passing rhythm without even thinking about it?

In those moments, we get a distinct view of the God of order and sense, of creativity
and art and beauty, of the rhythm that resounds throughout the earth he created and
the way he tied everything together. It’s brilliant, really. Simple as a steady beat, but
lovely as a full-bodied melody. 

I hope, dear reader, that you feel the cadence of God through every word of this book,
see him and feel him in the pulsing world and all its symphonies, as I did when I
wrote. But more than that, I hope you are awakened to the evidence of him 
in all creation—including you. The steady beat of your heart is no 
accident. God is here. He’s behind the design of this world. 
Of you. Of your entire life, and all of nature. And the presence
of God means the presence of hope.

Joanna



Do you have a musical background?
I’ve played the piano since I was very small, classical music mostly, and now I
often sit and play hymns by ear. They’re the songs so ingrained in me that I can
pull them from memory as a way to relax. I play for my family, and my
daughter dances. My baby loves to sit and soak it all in. My husband, who
plays no instruments and has no musical leanings, invested in a great big
Steinway grand when we were only dating and hauled it to his apartment—
fortunately we ended up married and that beautiful instrument is the
centerpiece of our living room and a joy to our family.

Are the patients based on real stories?
Some aspects are very loosely inspired by real people, but all the patients are
my own creations. I read case studies and journals and everything authentic I
could get my hands on and strove to honor those people in the presentation of
comparable experiences. I have had personal involvement (family members)
in bipolar disorder, dementia, and Parkinson’s, and my deep love for these
people, my longing for them to be seen and heard, poured out into the
characters and their stories as well. The more I researched, actually, the more a
whole host of characters came to life on their own and had stories to tell.
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What was the writing process like?
It should have been an easy book to write. It’s one I felt very deeply from
minute one, and the music in Vivienne’s subconscious, the background of her
life, resonated with the musician in me so much. Yet I found myself wrestling
with the tangled mess of scenes and ideas, strongly disliking certain elements
—such as the asylum setting. I didn’t want to spend a year there, digging into
hearts and stories and dark corners of gloom, just as Vivienne didn’t want to
be at Hurstwell. She didn’t like her circumstances, and sometimes I didn’t like
mine either, as the writer. Surprisingly, as the light and music began to crack
through Vivienne’s darkness, it did for me too. 

Life has a rhythm at its very core—as does every human. Becoming more and
more aware of that, seeing the order and design that points to its Creator, was
fascinating. I didn’t always love the manuscript, but the research and
dreaming process, the writing of it, were plenty thrilling and I’m grateful I was
able to experience them. 

My notes consisted of about three times the length of the book and a lot of
research and work went into it. I ended up rewriting many times, with help from
various people, and the story’s strengths surfaced. The text grew smoother. The
editors at Revell had a lot of patience working through the many details in this
story, fixing numerous little details and errors in a complex story, and 
I think I spent more time editing, fixing and rewriting than drafting!
Now that it’s done, all I want to do is go lay on a grassy hill and
 listen to piano music. Or perhaps play some myself.
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6.A season you felt utterly trapped by life circumstances
was_________________. What was your response to it? Did it bring
freedom? What do you think God was doing with that season?

7.What do you think became of some of the characters after the end of the
book?

8.Did you see pieces of yourself or someone you love in one of the characters?
How so? 

9.Who did you think Rosamond was while reading the book? Why?

10. The character, staff or patient, might take the longest to heal from
everything that plagued him or her is_________. How might that character
find true healing?

11. The scene or event in the book that struck me the most in a personal way—
positive or negative—was______________.

12. Vivienne’s heart gravitated toward both Richard, her friend, and Dr. Turner.
She really should marry____________. Why is that?

13. What part do you think the Creator intended music to play in our lives?
What about rhythm and order? In the book, we saw music as a positive
influence. Yet it might be a negative influence
when__________________.

14. The song you find yourself humming or replaying in your head long after
they’re over is_____________. What impact does this song have on you?
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15. If you were running Hurstwell, the first thing you’d have changed
was____________. What else might you have done differently? How would
you have approached the various patients there, and helped them with their
struggles?

16. What are some of the most substantial changes to the way we treat mental
health today? What frustrates you most about the way Victorians approached
it?

17. Have you ever been aware of God’s presence the way Vivienne did as a
child? If so, what was it like?
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Asylums:
We tend to think of Victorian asylums as creepy, terrifying places, and of course for some
they are intriguing. Mysterious and terrible all at once. We’ve all heard of the wrongly
imprisoned, mistreated, and malnourished patients, but the reality was that the English
asylum system was undergoing a major shift for the better in this period. Several laws
came about that drastically improved life for asylum patients, including establishing a
governing body, the Lunacy Commission, that regularly policed the institutions and
enforced the laws. They were understaffed and overworked, but they did make a lot of
headway.

There was also a shift toward what was called “moral treatment” (fresh air, rural setting,
honest work and a peaceful existence) in most asylums across England. Even while
asylums in America and other nations continued as places of confinement and even
mistreatment, alienists (asylum physicians) in England had long realized these methods
didn’t work and they had grown in their understanding of patient care. 

Frederick Kill Harford:
Yes, this character was real! When I started poking around into the origins of music
therapy, wondering if that angle would be at all possible in a Victorian-era novel, I ran
across this brilliant man and his efforts. He spent most of his life as a clergyman, also
writing hymns and poetry. Later in life he became convinced of the impact music had on
hospital patients, and often brought musicians in to play for them. He tried to establish a
system of playing live music over the phone system, but that was hard to navigate.
Besides, most medical staff were not entirely on board with this new method and refused
to waste their time holding a telephone up to a roomful of people.

His theory was that there were two types of music—lively music that stimulated the
senses, and calm music that soothed—and each person needed one or the other. He
made it his goal to figure out which was required for as many patients as possible.
Music, he claimed, dulled pain and thus was capable of transforming a patient’s
treatment experience. It also stimulated others out of mental fog or melancholia.
He wasn’t too far from the truth. 

Toward the end of his life he established a guild of musicians to carry out his methods,
and he moved his work into asylums as well. 
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Music therapy:
I’ve always been intrigued by this concept, as one who deeply loves music and feels its
impact. However, music as therapy does not mean offering a “bubble bath” for the
senses, but actively engaging a patient with a goal of inviting their participation. 

Music and rhythm has a unique ability to reach people. In my research, I’ve watched
nonverbal, highly inaccessible children respond to music—to a beat—and interact with
the outside world for the first time. I’ve witnessed patients suffering from dementia seem
to “wake up” when familiar music played, and suddenly they made eye contact. They
talked and said things that made sense. Music was like a fishing line that reached in and
pulled out long-lost memories associated with certain music when nothing else had been
able to reach them. 
The trick with music therapy, however, is that you have to engage very personally with the
patient. You have to know what music “moves” them, which will align with the rhythm
that’s naturally inside them, the exact song or rhythm they simply cannot resist. 

Somehow, music rides through different channels in our brains, reaches different areas,
so it can access what mere spoken words cannot. What other treatments fail to
accomplish. It has to do with letting our guard down because music is meant to be
enjoyed. It has no agenda, no expectation of us.
A music therapist, I discovered, must be highly skilled not only as a musician, but in
perception and intuition. The therapist must be able to read people, to dig deeper and
get to know them, to take the time and have the patience to find the right rhythm or
melody for each person. 

If this intrigues you, check out the many videos available online—and try not to tear up
as you watch. It’s incredible.
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Playlist:
These are the songs that served as background music to the scene noted, or
were referenced in a certain chapter. Enjoy the music of The Lost Melody!

Opening: Symphonie Fantastique, fourth movement
Chapter 5: Bach Cello Solo Suite #1 in G Major
Chapter 8: Rhapsody on a Dream, Opus No. 6
Chapter 13: Bach Cello Solo Suite #2 in D Minor
Chapter 16: Bach Cello Solo Suite #4 in E Flat Major
Chapter 20: Chopin’s Fantasie-Impromptu in C Sharp Minor, Op. 66
Chapter 23: Schubert’s Opus 90, Impromptu in A Flat
Mozart Adiago, Piano Sonata 17 in B-flat Major
Chapter 24: Bach Cello Solo Suite #3 in C Major
Chopin - Nocturne in C Sharp Minor (No. 20)
Chapter 32: All Through the Night, Welsh Lullaby, by Edward Jones
Chapter 38: Beethoven’s moonlight sonata
Conclusion: Le Carnaval des animaux XIII: Le Cygne (The Swan)

Characters: 
Dr. Turner: Bach Cello Solo Suite #1 in G Major
Marcel Beauchene: Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody #2 in C Sharp Minor
Vivienne: Chopin nocturne, Schubert’s Opus 90, Impromptu in A Flat
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