














Praise for Céline Keating’s fiction


Play for Me is a serious, moving, and utterly delightful portrait of a woman wavering between the bonds of fidelity and the pull of desire. Céline Keating knows as much about the world of folk/rock music as she does about the workings of the heart.


—Hilma Wolitzer, author of The Doctor’s Daughter and An Available Man


What draws people to music and musicians? The answer speaks to the transformative power of music and art—that which makes the difference between mere existence and a life fully savored. In Play for Me, Céline Keating has woven together the story of a late-life journey to explore one’s authentic self. For her character Lily, music and beauty as redemptive forces prevail, despite heart-wrenching ups and downs. You need not be a music aficionado to be riveted by this eloquent tale.


—Alan Fark, editor of minor7th.com


In Céline Keating’s auspicious debut, Layla, the political and the emotional collide as one generation’s raison d’être—the radical politics of the ’60s—becomes their offspring’s burden. What results is a wrenching look at the human costs of activism and the resiliency of love.


—Helen Schulman, author of A Day at the Beach and This Beautiful Life


Céline Keating’s first novel, Layla, takes a vivid and rueful look backward from the viewpoint of the daughter of a ’60s activist couple. Layla’s ambivalence toward her parents and their idealism is evoked in beautiful prose and telling details. The novel brings to life the complexity of family dynamics, with all its conflicts, dangers, and rewards. The reader travels with Layla as she searches to understand her past and present and comes out of the journey wiser.


—Nahid Rachlin, author of the memoir Persian Girls and the novels Foreigner and Jumping Over Fire


Céline Keating’s deftly plotted novel takes readers on a gripping journey along the underground railroad of post-’60s radicalism. I fully empathized with Layla and her search for a father lost in history. Every adult has to reinterpret the story of her childhood. Keating beautifully demonstrates the courage it takes for each of us to face that bittersweet truth.


—Larry Dark, director of The Story Prize


In Layla, Celine Keating has produced a fast-moving story of family secrets, political intrigue, and a young woman’s coming of age. Layla is a rare combination of a novel that is both suspenseful and insightful, narrated by a character who is charming, intelligent, appealing, and most importantly, honest. Her search for the truth about her father and for meaning in her own life is a gripping tale and a memorable read.


—Con Lehane, author of Death at the Old Hotel


As the Great American Nostalgia Machine works to convert the idealism and anger and, yes, the naiveté of the ’60s into a cartoon of funny hair and flowery shirts, Céline Keating’s novel, Layla, provides a strong antidote by sending her eponymous heroine on the road in quest of the realities of her parents’ past. Keating keeps the pace fast and the suspense high as Layla’s discoveries add up, bringing real change into her own young life. You’ll want to ride with her every mile of the way!


—Robert Hershon, editor of Hanging Loose Press, author of Calls from the Outside World


Céline Keating’s debut novel, Layla, is a triumph of political literature. With mastery, Keating has fashioned a thrilling and moving tale of a young woman forced to discover the secret history of her family. Set in contemporary time, Layla reaches back into the tumultuous 1960s. It’s the perfect novel for anyone in search of a serious, compelling read, as informative as it is impossible to put down.


—Marnie Mueller, author of Green Fires, The Climate of the Country, and My Mother’s Island


I love Layla. I will give this novel, a precious gift, to my friends whose psyches were shaped by the idealism, hope, and chaos of the ’60s. As a student of that period, I will also beg younger friends to read this emotional page-turner. Layla’s coming to terms with her parents’ dangerous activism is heart-wrenching due to Keating’s delightfully drawn characters. This novel also serves as a compelling lesson in our values and how drastically they’ve changed. It serves as a better history than any essay or screed.


—Susan Braudy, author of Family Circle: The Boudins and the Aristocracy of the Left
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“I Am in Need of Music”
Elizabeth Bishop


I am in need of music that would flow
Over my fretful, feeling fingertips





One



Lily watched her son walk away, the loose, jaunty shamble of him, the brave uptilt of his head, and felt just as she had when she abandoned him to kindergarten what seemed such a short time ago. He turned to wave, auburn hair bright in the sun, and then was gone, vanished, as if he had walked through a portal into another dimension.


“Oh, sweetheart,” her husband said. Around them families bunched, kissing and parting in kaleidoscopic movement. Stephen touched her sleeve. She looked into his impish eyes and saw he felt none of her pain. In that moment she resented what she had always loved: his good cheer, his emotional maturity, his security in himself. Men!


But her son, walking into his future, was a man now, too.


“Ready to eat?” Stephen clasped her hand.


What was there to say? A son leaving home, starting college, a mother grieving—a cliché. But it was her cliché. And what she felt was not so much bereft and sad and teary, though it was all that. What she felt was drained and ugly, as if she’d been turned instantly into an old woman—sagging breasts, spindly legs, crooked back—well, it would all happen soon enough, wouldn’t it?


Still. It was a storybook campus with beautiful, dove-gray stone buildings around a key lime–green quad. Colby would get a good liberal education here; he would be happy. But he would no longer sit with her at the kitchen table after school, unloading books and papers from his knapsack, as he told her about his day.


Stephen swung her hand back and forth as if to cajole her into better spirits. “That sophomore at orientation mentioned a restaurant.”


Lily’s stomach felt as if she had consumed the contents of her sock drawer.


“It will pass,” Stephen said, in that way he had, sometimes, of reading her mind.


They jostled through people crisscrossing like random molecules, behind a couple in matching khaki slacks, blue fleece pullovers, jaunty cotton hats, the kind of couple she and Stephen—independent, strong—knew they would never be. But right now she wished they were more entwined, alike. Right now she hated feeling so alone.


“My life is empty,” she said as they reached their car.


Stephen stopped short and guffawed.


“I’m serious.” She didn’t look at him as she unlocked the door and slid behind the wheel.


“You’re always complaining you’re too busy.”


Her mind scrolled through images: her office, meetings of the block association, lunches. She shook her head.


“You’ll feel better in a few days.”


They pulled up to a timber-frame building with fading purple trim that must once have been a private residence. A hostess, who didn’t make eye contact, seated them far from the bar, where body-pierced youths were making phenomenal amounts of noise. Would Colby come home at Thanksgiving with rings in his eyebrows and hair spiked like a rooster?


“In fact, you’ll feel better in a matter of minutes.”


He was not taking her seriously. In a matter of minutes, she was going to go from teary to cranky, and if this kept up, she’d be picking a fight in the car. She’d make a wrong turn, and they’d be lost in the Bronx, just like in Bonfire of the Vanities, yelling at each other. In fact, if she weren’t careful, they’d be filing for divorce by morning.


“They have croque-monsieurs,” he said and folded his arms. Case closed.


He knew her too well.
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Lily woke feeling leaden, pressed down, like a chicken in an under-a-brick recipe. She had been dreaming of Colby. They were in Riverside Park, walking alongside the river, his hand in hers as small and warm as a bun. She heaved herself out of bed, her nightshirt clinging to her skin. The air was hot for late August. Stephen was gone, the bathroom still steamy from his shower. He’d made the coffee and scribbled a note on a Post-it propped against her cup.


She poured a cup and sat at the kitchen table. Moments alone in the apartment had always been precious, because at any moment Colby or Stephen would burst in. Interruption had been her way of life: broken thoughts, incompleted tasks. Now the murmuring and shuffling of a pigeon outside, on top of the air conditioner, the clicking of the refrigerator, seemed unnaturally loud. Her chest tightened, and she fumbled instinctively in her robe for her inhaler before her brain told her this wasn’t asthma. These last few months she had focused so much on Colby that she hadn’t realized her life was being irrevocably altered, too.


Better get moving before she collapsed into a puddle altogether.


Outside, the heat was a wet cloth covering her face, the subway platform suffocating. At least the office would be air-conditioned.


Lily had worked for MKT Productions ever since Colby was in day care. The MKT stood for Mike, Kevin, and Tom, the original owners, although only Tom was still involved. Soon everything would be totally digital, and MKT would make the transition to the new technologies, but for now they stored, edited, repaired, created, and shot footage on video. They were a small operation, which had its good and its bad sides. On the bad side, there were only eleven of them, which meant that there was a high probability at any given time that someone was getting on someone else’s nerves. On the good side, everyone got to do a little of everything, from the scut work to the creative. After seventeen years, Lily was no longer challenged by making institutional videos, but she didn’t consider leaving. She had long before given up the thought of looking for exciting work. In fact, she thought now, squished in the subway car, clutching her purse to her chest, she had long ago given up even wanting exciting work.


Was this what age did to you, she wondered—age, and having children? Stephen was a planner for New York City—a servant of the public, he laughingly called himself—feminist enough to do his share, but he was at the mercy of the mayor and the city council and a dozen others, while her job gave her much more flexibility. She had been the one to pick up Colby from school, help with homework. She thought a job that didn’t demand too much was a job made in heaven.


She emerged from the subway and stopped short, shielding her eyes from the piercing sunlight. Was it only motherhood that had caused her to go from seeking challenges to avoiding them? Stephen was a parent, yet he thrived in the midst of chaos and uncertainty. She, somewhere along a line she could no longer remember, had become a creature of order, even stasis.


MKT’s office was on Fifty-fourth Street between Broadway and Eighth in a building that housed a music school, an actors’ studio, a costume shop, and, on the second floor, a gym. Gorgeous young people were always applying a moistened finger to their eyebrows or flexing their muscles at the security mirror inside the elevator. Lily had time to notice: She was convinced it was the slowest elevator in all of Manhattan—when it was in service at all.


Upstairs, she tossed her purse in a desk drawer. It pleased her that MKT was a small operation in a small building in the old Manhattan, the Manhattan of the garment district and seedy Times Square, before everything got glossy and sleek. The transparent partitions separating the workstations were so scarred and covered with pictures, they might as well have been cement, for all the visibility they allowed.


The office filled quickly, and against the familiar chatter of voices and ringing phones she updated the status of the videos she had in various stages of production and slid the finished ones into their slots in the temperature-controlled storeroom: HMOs for You and Me; A Day in the Life of a Longshoreman in Brooklyn, 1955. The routine parts of the work always made her feel she was accomplishing something while she let her mind wander to important things—which class Colby would be in right this very minute, for instance. She glanced at her phone. Nothing. Should she text him? “Have a great first day!” she typed quickly. Her fingers hovered over the phone for a moment, and then she hit CANCEL. Back at her desk, she turned to one of the films she’d been putting off finishing, a twenty-minute short on the founder of a biscuit company, commissioned by his adoring wife. Lily popped it into her computer: shots of the factory, archival footage of the original 1934 building. Yawn. The wife would love it.


Close to lunchtime, an artificial chrysanthemum slowly rose over the partition between Lily’s cubicle and the next and did a little jig.


“Two minutes,” Lily called out.


Diana, her closest friend at the company, peeked around the partition. She had been on assignment and was dressed in her client clothes—which differed from her regular clothes in the addition of a loose-fitting jacket. Diana’s answer to middle-aged weight gain was to get brighter and bolder—today, a burnt-orange top worn over flowing floral pants—while Lily took the conventional path of dressing exclusively in black.


They stopped in the bathroom before heading out, their faces registering identical grimaces as they faced the mirror. Diana slashed at her mouth with a lurid red lipstick. Lily ran her brush through her wavy gray hair, but it sprang right back out.


They headed down the street to their favorite pub-restaurant. Lily walked on Diana’s right because Diana drifted left and they’d be banging elbows otherwise.


“I spent all weekend doing homework with Maggie.” Diana dumped her oversize leather bag on the seat between them. “I couldn’t wait to come in to work.”


“Oh, that makes me nostalgic.” Lily opened her menu.


“What, no romantic interlude after you dropped Colby off?”


Diana’s round blue eyes lifted to hers. Lily hesitated. Should she unburden herself? Trouble her friend with her depression? Be a total bore?


“It was awful.” She stirred her coffee madly. “I didn’t expect to feel so—”


“Bereft?”


“Dead.”


They stared at each other. Diana recovered first. “You poor thing. I can’t wait until Maggie finishes high school. But of course you feel sad. Everyone does.”


Lily shook her head. “This is worse. This is deeper.”


Diana furrowed her brow. Lily knew she was trying to signal concern while she pondered how to be of comfort. Around them diners were settling in, rustling chairs, clinking silver against glasses, opening menus. Someone sneezed; a waiter dropped a spoon. A small pitcher of water jiggling with lemon slices arrived at their table.


“You need something to distract you. A trip! Let’s plan something!”


Too late, Lily recalled why she tried not to complain to Diana. Diana loved to take problems in hand and shake them loose, like dust from a mop. Diana loved to travel, and Lily liked to stay put. When Diana brought brochures and travel books to tempt her, Lily saw beyond the beautiful vistas and mouthwatering food to the dirty bed linens and the missed trains and the sense of being totally lost and needing a policeman to help her find her mommy. Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut?


“Maybe you’re right.” She’d think of a way out later.


“Yes, definitely I’m right. We’ll plan something.”


Upon the arrival of their salads, Lily changed the topic. “What project are you working on?” She vigorously distributed the blue cheese, apples, and pecans into the chopped lettuce. She loved loved loved this salad. How pathetic my life is, she thought, forking a load into her mouth. The salty pecans exploded against the apples’ tartness.


“Training seminar on sexual harassment.”


Lily dug her fork deep into her bowl. The company would call a meeting, and they’d brainstorm about the video. There were only so many possibilities, given their limited budgets and the boundaries the clients set. She lifted her fork and stopped. Was this true of her life, too? Had she sealed herself into just a teensy-tiny existence in which to maneuver? Her elbow knocked her glass; water sloshed over her salad.


A soggy salad was not to be borne. Giving it up was unthinkable. Painstakingly, she began soaking up the water with her napkin, blotting lettuce leaves.
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A soggy soul wasn’t to be borne either, but sopping that up proved more difficult. Lily even found herself tearing up at Hallmark-card commercials.


Maybe it was only that her forty-ninth birthday was upon her. Stephen left a big box in the living room wrapped in shiny blue paper. Espresso machine? Juicer? Had she mouthed off something stupid about wanting to go on a liquid diet?


“Go on, open it.” Stephen placed it in her lap. His sandy-colored eyebrows were lifted; the sprinkling of freckles across his cheeks seemed to dance.


The thick paper resisted her effort; she dug her nails in and ripped. A cardboard box with a picture of a camera was revealed. She sat back, mystified.


“A digital video cam!” Stephen removed the camera from the box. “It’s not top-of-the-line, but for what you’d use it for, I thought this was just about perfect.”


“Wow, this is incredible!” Why would he think she’d want a camera when she could borrow one anytime?


“You haven’t been able to do anything artistic all these years. I think you’ve been a little bit bored. Unchallenged.”


Lily knew that anyone with a real creative drive would have managed to find time.


“Now’s your chance, with Colby gone.”


“Thank you! I really don’t know what to say. I’m just a bit stunned.”


“I knew you’d be overwhelmed!” He pulled out the manual. “Let me show you a few things.”


Lily had been a film student in college, but that was because it had been such a cool major. She hadn’t truly been serious, had she? She couldn’t remember the last time she had even thought about making her own films. Only someone serious deserved a camera this expensive. She should tell him they should return it.


“Lily?” His voice had a plea in it; his face had lost some of its animation. “I don’t mean to pressure you to be arty. You can just have fun.”


She moved the camera out of the way and wrapped her arms around him. “It’s an amazing gift. It’s so incredibly thoughtful of you.” She wouldn’t suggest they return it after all.


So here she was, two weeks later, lugging the camera along with her suitcase, going to visit Colby while Stephen stayed home and worked on a grant proposal. She assumed Stephen had instigated the invitation from Colby by letting on that she’d been depressed since he’d left home. The train ride was pleasant, the Hudson playing peekaboo out the window, small towns and suburbs whizzing by, and Colby at the end, reaching for her suitcase, giving her a hug, making her cry, already looking more mature than when he’d left only three weeks before. He even tolerated it when she smoothed a curl from his forehead.


“There’s this cool bookstore-café where I thought we’d have lunch. I borrowed a friend’s car.” He loped ahead to a beat-up Volvo; the inside stank of sweat and corn chips. They drove to an area she hadn’t seen before, past boarded-up storefronts and along a thread of river lined with spunky trees. In the bookstore, filled with chic, intense young people, lunch was a shared platter of hummus and vegetables and pita and olives and a slice of scrumptious spinach pie. Even the coffee was good.


Afterward, they walked around campus, and Colby pointed to where he had classes. “Mom, you wouldn’t believe how challenging and interesting the courses are. And get this—when the weather’s good, we do classes outside!”


His face—like his father’s, normally pale beneath his freckles—was flushed. He had always been shy, but he had found his niche, she thought. One day some perceptive girl would fall madly in love with him. With him, at least, she had not stinted; she’d done a job she could be proud of.


He shoved her gently onto a bench and handed her a card. “Happy birthday!”


She opened the card, and a ticket fell out. “What’s this?”


“My surprise. Tonight, this very night, James Taylor is playing—the school is honoring him. There’s another band opening.”


Lily had played James Taylor songs for Colby as far back as the cradle. He liked sharing music with her, even through adolescence, when he introduced her to progressive folk singers like Rani Arbo and Dar Williams. Lily thought his taste was unusual for a boy his age, but he told her that this was what the “alt” types were into.


At her motel, just a few blocks from campus, she found herself humming “Carolina in My Mind” as she showered, remembering singing it and strumming her guitar as she pushed Colby’s baby carrier with her foot. She’d had an OK voice once; she’d sung in her high school choir and been a backup singer in a local pop band. But when she became pregnant, her voice grew hoarse and wheezy. “Your body is going through changes,” her obstetrician explained. “After you give birth, it might reverse itself, but right now you have asthma.”


Asthma? From pregnancy? But the asthma never went away. The medication affected her vocal chords, and she was left with a limited range. It was a range that James Taylor’s songs fell into, so she sang to Colby and rocked away. She joked that she had lost a voice and gained a son. It was a trade she never regretted.


When was the last time she’d gone to a rock concert? she wondered, as she walked through campus to meet Colby. Ten years earlier? Twenty? There had been a time when concerts were the high point of her life—when had that changed? She hardly listened to the radio anymore.


The auditorium was packed, loud, buzzing, working up a head of steam. Lily was suddenly aware of how much older she was than most of the audience. Not that anyone noticed or cared; she was clearly invisible. Still, she wished she had packed something dressier than her black pullover and pants, or at least brought some funky jewelry. The boys all looked so young, so … raw, somehow. She could almost smell the testosterone. And the girls—so pretty, so confident in their bodies. Or at least confident about showing so much. Why was it that when she was their age, slender and pretty herself, she hadn’t felt that way? She slid lower in her seat.


“Hey, Mom, this is my roommate, Ian.”


Tall and thin, Ian bobbed over her like a top-heavy sunflower. “Having fun?”


“Oh, yes,” she said.


“It’s so cool you could come.” Ian seemed to genuinely mean it. In Lily’s day, she wouldn’t have been caught dead being seen with her parents.


The lights dimmed, and the MC came out. Lily settled back into her seat. “Here’s up-and-coming folk rocker Blaise Raleigh, all the way from Colorado. Please put your hands together and give it up for Blaise!”


Onto the stage strode a small, wiry woman with spiky white-blond hair, dressed in tight leather pants and a loose, gauzy silver shirt. Her black guitar was slung low across her body, a large, ornate accessory, the strap studded with shiny, jewel-like baubles. Following her out was a slump-shouldered male guitarist with a long ponytail and a worn, raw face that looked dug out of the mountains of Appalachia. He wore a plaid flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows, revealing muscular forearms.


Without a word to the audience, Blaise said, “One, two, three,” and they broke into an up-tempo rockabilly number. Blaise’s voice was low and warm, with a ragged edge—like honey coarsened with salt, Lily thought, the rough, hand-harvested kind. The guitarist’s voice was not as arresting but had an appealing soft quality that blended beautifully, providing just enough contrast.


Lily wiggled happily in her seat.


“Thank you, thank you all so much,” Blaise said. She had a smoky speaking voice, with a trace of the Midwest. She ran her hand through her hair, spiking it more, then moved her capo one fret up the guitar neck. She came across as supremely assured, sexy. How did it feel to have the confidence to perform before such a huge audience? Lily wondered. “I’d like to introduce you to my guitarist, Jackson Johnson. Given what they named him, it seems his parents were hoping he’d end up being president, but, lucky for me, JJ had other ideas. See if you don’t agree he’s worthy of carrying the same initials as JJ Cale. We’re going to do a love song for you now, one I just wrote, so we’re a little nervous. Be nice.”


The guitarist drew his pick in a diagonal line across the strings from treble to bass in a shimmer of notes, and Blaise began to sing. The song was lovely and plaintive. At the bridge, the guitarist sailed into an extended solo. Lily’s spine stiffened. The guy was really good. She leaned forward. Amazingly good. She watched the play of fingers over the fret board, the seemingly effortless run of glittering notes up and down.


The performers ignored the lingering applause and charged into an R & B number. Again at the bridge the guitarist took off, but this time with a flourish of fast picking that went on through more variations than Lily would have thought possible to sustain. The crowd burst into such extended applause, they clapped over the beginning of the next stanza.


This guy wasn’t just good, Lily thought, he was extraordinary. She didn’t know if she’d ever seen or heard anyone better.


Their last song was a slow ballad. Lily fixed her gaze on the guitarist’s hands: such supple movement, no motion wasted, every note as clear and sharp as a diamond. At the end of the song he pressed his pick into a string, bending it down and making it quiver like a drop of water before it falls, then released it.


It shot like an arrow straight to her heart.


Later, that was what she remembered. A sizzle of electricity shot through her body, and she was seared. One split second, and she would never be the same again.


Shaken, she stumbled from the concert hall, a mole surfacing into the light, and made her way to the ladies’ room. She stood a moment with her eyes closed, leaning against the cool tile, until she came back to herself. In the mirror she looked flushed, so she splashed water on her face. Slowly she headed back to the auditorium to the merchandise table, where CDs were available for sale, and sorted through for Blaise Raleigh’s most recent release. She looked up to see Jackson Johnson headed toward the door, pulling a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. Her heart started to pound. She dropped the CD back onto the table and went after him.


He was just outside the door, lighting up. “Oh, hi!” she said, feigning surprise. “I really enjoyed your music.” Close up, he was older than she had thought, possibly forty, but he had a tentative, gangly look about him, like an adolescent who didn’t yet know what to do with his body. His eyes, slightly hooded, held a kind of sad, lost look. Or maybe it was the shape of the eyebrows, sloping down at the corners, that lent his face such appealing wistfulness, contrasting with its dug-out-of-the-earth aspect that made her aware of the bones under the skin, of something elemental.


“Thanks.” He took a puff, offered her the pack. Camels.


“You should give those up.”


“Yeah, I know,” he said, sounding sheepish. He looked away, then lifted his chin, revealing a thick, muscular neck, and took a deep, lusty drag. “I’ve been meaning to.”


“No time like the present,” she said. What was the matter with her? It was that lost look that emboldened her.


He stared at her for a long moment, as if really seeing her. Her heart thrummed in a peculiar way. She noticed his eyes were hazel, green with flecks of gold.


He leaned in closer, holding her gaze, and pressed the pack of Camels into her hand.


“OK.”


“OK what?”


“I quit.” He yanked the cigarette from his mouth and stomped it with a black cowboy boot. “Thanks.” He did a little bow, then began to walk away.


“Wait.” She clutched the pack, not sure what to do with it. “Wait! Do you have any CDs—of your own playing?”


He turned back to her. “Yeah, one, but”—he shrugged—”I forgot to bring copies.”


“Can I get it on Amazon?”


He threw his head back, laughing. “You’re kidding, right? I just sell it at gigs.”


The lights flickered on and off to signal that intermission was over.


“You’re so good, you really should have your CD out there,” Lily said, following him back inside.


“Blaise has a website; it’s available there. Thanks again for your interest.”


She watched him walk away in an unhurried, slouchy glide. The house lights flickered again. Reluctantly, she headed to her seat. She started to toss the Camels into a garbage can, then stuffed them into her purse. She spotted Colby chatting with two glossy-haired young women a few rows away. One stood and stretched, revealing a taut, tanned midsection. Suddenly Lily wanted—wanted so badly her bones ached—to be young like that again.


James Taylor’s set seemed tame compared with the excitement of JJ’s playing. Afterward, she and Colby headed outside into the warm fall air. There was a musty smell of fallen leaves, decay, a hint of woodsmoke from a nearby fire. She hugged Colby, felt the knobs of his spine through his thin cotton shirt. “What a fantastic birthday gift.”


“Isn’t this the greatest?” He spread his arms. Lily was thrilled to see him filled with the joy of being young and on his own for the first time, the whole world at his feet. So why were her eyes stinging?


As she followed him through the throng, voices wafting disembodied in the night, she felt unsettled, restless. They paused to watch a group of girls who were linking hands and flinging themselves around in an impromptu dance. Lily suddenly felt the urge to join in, to do something heedless and wild, to race through the dark as if on fire, feet barefoot on cool, slippery grass.


She wanted a second chance, a chance to do it all over. An extra life. A whole separate extra life. And she wanted it desperately. Greedily.





Two



On the train ride home the next afternoon, Lily felt overcome. There was an ache behind her breastbone where the notes of the guitar had pierced, as if they had done permanent damage, shifted her very DNA. Yet the feelings were also intoxicating, an intense itchy longing she was bursting to satisfy. This was all very strange. Was there a long-buried artistic urge inside her that she had somehow failed to notice? Was it that she wished she could have been a singer, could have been Blaise, with her low, sexy voice and thin, tanned arms? Would she want to be stomping around on a stage, wowing an audience? Or was it that she wished she’d studied music and were Jackson Johnson? She looked up with a frown from her magazine, which she was covering in doodles. The man opposite, sensing her intensity, gave a start. He resembled the Pillsbury Doughboy, his soft, round body demanding to be poked.


She turned to the window and the world rushing by—backward, as it happened. She had positioned herself to face away from where she was headed. Did this mean something? The concert had left her feeling even more off-kilter, her life as backward and blurry as the scenery. Had Colby’s leaving home made her susceptible to the psychic force of the music, the way a weakened tree is vulnerable to lightning? How could a life feel basically satisfying one day and then, so suddenly, unsatisfactory? Was there some kind of equation at work, she wondered, as houses and telephone poles and trees flew backward, a mathematical formula that demanded a new variable be added every so often to keep things fresh?


Satisfying life = constant + constant + x (where x = freshness variable)?


Lily sighed. What was her problem? Stephen obviously sensed she had one and believed that his camera would help her solve it. He thought she needed a creative outlet.


Thank goodness she had remembered it—or, rather, Colby had. She’d left the camera behind in his room, and they’d had to go back for it and then do a perfunctory clip so she had something to show Stephen.


Stephen. Smart as a whip, reliable, responsible. Everything a woman would want in a man. Everything she wanted, appreciated, was totally grateful for.


Why was she going on this way, as if she were arguing with someone? She had a wonderful, enviable life. There was nothing whatsoever wrong with her life.


She squirmed, did a few neck rolls. “Your mother,” Stephen had once said to Colby, “was a free spirit, so talented and artsy. I never thought I’d make her mine.”


“I wasn’t!” Those had been what passed as her wild days; she’d been a girl who stayed up late to party, walked barefoot on campus.


“She was,” Stephen continued to address his words to Colby. “She looked like one of Titian’s young girls, with the flowing curls and those sweet, soft cheeks.”


“It was only that I had long hair and carried a guitar and had a tattoo.” She had been imitating her favorite cousin, Renée, who had danced in the rain at Woodstock and carried protest signs at demonstrations. So what if all that was long over by the time she got to college?


“Where’s the tattoo?” Colby had asked.


“Never mind.” The stargazer lily was hidden just below her underwear line.


Even so, she liked that Stephen thought of her as creative. Of course she liked that. She just had so many enthusiasms when she was young; she tended to get excited by things. Stephen was drawn to that in her. But she knew down to her very core how ordinary she was. She lacked drive, and she lacked talent. But if there was one thing of which she was confident, it was that she could recognize real originality and talent when she saw it. She did not have it. That guitarist, though. He had it.


She felt a sharp stitch in her side and teared up. What in the world was the matter with her? She turned back to the backward scenery. They were in Yonkers now, hurtling toward the city, toward everything that had suddenly lost its appeal.


[image: images]


“So!” Diana popped around her cubicle, a cup of Starbucks in her hand and a squiggle of foam above her lip. “How was the big weekend? What was Colby’s surprise?”


“A concert.” Lily moved a stack of folders from a chair, and Diana plopped down.


“So, you were grooving with all the college kids. Was that weird?”


“Not as much as you’d think. Ever hear of Blaise Raleigh?”


“Country singer?”


“No, but she’s a little like Lucinda Williams. Her guitarist was amazing. Jackson Johnson.” Lily gushed on until Diana said, “Let’s Google them,” and stanched the flow.


Lily typed in Blaise’s name, and her website came up. They scrolled through the photo gallery, touring dates, bio. “Cool,” Diana said. “Well, better get to work. Oh, and I have some travel suggestions for you.”


Fuck, Lily thought. “Great,” she said.


She went back to Blaise’s site and scrolled through the press coverage until she found a mention of the guitarist. “An impassioned performer … nearly upstaged Ms. Raleigh … skill like this doesn’t come along often.” Lily basked in the praise, as if she had something to do with it.


Diana returned with a few brochures and caught Lily staring into space. “I sent you some links. It’s good we’re going soon. I see you’re not yourself.”


No, she wasn’t herself. Maybe the reactionaries were right and music was subversive. Maybe it could take a normal person and turn her into someone else, the way a tornado tosses buildings upside down and lands them far away.


She turned back to the computer screen. The photos showed Blaise at various festivals, mouth ecstatically open, head thrown back, hair catching the light. There were pictures of her as part of a five-person band, with a bass player, a keyboardist, a drummer, and Jackson Johnson on guitar. They called themselves the Rising Stars. Not too pretentious. From what Lily could tell, they’d been together as a group for about three years before breaking up. Artistic differences? Relationship quarrels?


She really should be getting back to work. A teetering stack of folders and flutters of Post-it notes reproached her. Instead she skimmed Blaise’s song lyrics and lots of info on her make of guitars and other gear. Then she found what she realized she’d been looking for: a large shot of JJ. He was scowling ferociously down at his guitar, his fingers a blur. Excitedly she clicked below his image and came to his home page, but it contained nothing except a one-paragraph bio with three typos, a couple of lousy photos, and a mention of his CD, JJ: Solo Guitar, which, when she clicked on it, brought her back to Blaise’s site and a PUT IN SHOPPING CART? icon. She clicked OK, but a message came up that the CD was not available. Two Rising Stars CDs were for sale, though, along with Blaise’s new one. Lily made sure that JJ was listed on all three both before ordering them.


She sighed and forced herself to start in on editing two scripts. As she worked, a sense of pleasing anticipation crept over her, like the scent of coffee wafting into her consciousness in the morning. What was it? she wondered, and then she remembered. The CDs. Maybe they were already being loaded onto a truck and charging down a highway at seventy-five miles per hour, straight to her apartment.


“You’re humming.” Diana was standing at Lily’s cubicle, bright paisley jacket draped over her arm. “That’s a good sign. Did you pick something?”


“Not yet.” She wanted to own up to the fact that she didn’t want to take a trip with Diana but caved to cowardice. “I’ll talk it over with Stephen tonight.”


“With the fall foliage and all, we should make reservations well in advance.”


“Got it.”


“Tomorrow,” Diana wiggled her fingers good-bye.


Was she really going to have to do this? Lily had a sudden thought and went back to Blaise’s site. She was touring for the next month in the northeast at small coffeehouse venues and colleges. Lily’s pulse quickened. She scrolled through Diana’s travel links, checked back against the website. Bingo. Providence, Rhode Island.


Before she logged off, she clicked back to JJ’s page and scrolled through again. A little button said CONTACT. She clicked, and it brought her to a window where she could leave a message.


Dear Mr. Jackson, she began. Too formal. Dear JJ, I met you two days ago at a concert (I’m the lady you gave your cigarettes to). I’d like to buy your CD—can you let me know how to purchase it? Thank you, Lily.


Her hand hovered over the mouse, ready to click. Should she sound more playful? She went back and inserted pushy before lady, and then hit SEND.


Outside it was warm for late September, with a rosy glow to the sky over New Jersey, across the river. Lily decided to walk. Living on Seventy-ninth Street was a godsend—close to Riverside and Central parks, the subway, and, best of all, the variety of food shops on Broadway. She stopped at Citarella’s for fish and Zabar’s for ham-and-cheese croissants. At the corner grocery she picked out a bouquet of purple and pink zinnias.
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“A serious, moving, and utterly delightful portrait of a woman wavering between the
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