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			If Only is dedicated to anyone who has ever passed a house and wondered: What if...

		

	
		
			STORY PLANT BOOKS BY JUDITH ARNOLD

			Love in Bloom’s 

			Blooming All Over

			Full Bloom

		

	
		
			The Road Not Taken

			By Robert Frost

			Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

			And sorry I could not travel both

			And be one traveler, long I stood

			And looked down one as far as I could

			To where it bent in the undergrowth;

			Then took the other, as just as fair,

			And having perhaps the better claim,

			Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

			Though as for that the passing there

			Had worn them really about the same,

			And both that morning equally lay

			In leaves no step had trodden black.

			Oh, I kept the first for another day!

			Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

			I doubted if I should ever come back.

			I shall be telling this with a sigh

			Somewhere ages and ages hence:

			Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

			I took the one less traveled by,

			And that has made all the difference.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			If Only We’d Bought This House…

			Ruth Singer knew chaos theory. Or, at the very least, she knew chaos. Chaos was her life. Chaos was her world. Chaos was her middle name.

			As she understood it, what chaos theory boiled down to was: if a butterfly in Botswana flapped its wings, it could cause a tornado in Arkansas. Her father had educated her on this concept when she’d been a child. It had left her wondering what Botswana’s butterflies had against trailer parks in rural America, since that seemed to be where tornadoes touched down with tragic frequency. But she hadn’t questioned her father. For one thing, arguing with her parents, especially while they were enjoying their daily cocktail hour—which, in her mother’s case, usually lasted about four hours—was futile. For another, her father had been a mechanical engineer, so she’d assumed he was an expert when it came to butterfly wings and funnel clouds.

			She was a long way from her childhood. In fact, she was within shouting distance of her seventieth birthday, an age which had seemed positively ancient to her when she’d been young enough to believe that her father knew what he was talking about when he’d lectured her on butterflies and chaos. 

			These days, sixty-eight years old didn’t seem old at all. Would an old person take regular five-mile walks for exercise? Ruth did; therefore, she couldn’t possibly be old.

			To keep chaos at bay, she took her walks in any weather that didn’t require her to wear waders or mukluks. Now that she was retired, she could walk every day, and she walked a different route each morning so she wouldn’t grow bored. Her Wednesday route led her past the Victorian she and Barry had almost purchased thirty-two years ago, when they’d moved to Brentwood. Every Wednesday when she passed the house, with its gray scalloped shingles, its wine-red gingerbread trim, its steeply sloping roof and its circular turret on the second floor, she contemplated how different her life would be if they’d bought this house instead of the neatly rectangular colonial on Jefferson Road.

			One decision—that house, not this house—had changed everything, the way the quiver of a butterfly’s wings could cause a tornado half a world away.

			She’d loved the Victorian when they’d toured it. She’d loved the oddly shaped rooms, especially the round turret room, which she would have claimed as her own private retreat, a hideaway filled with overstuffed chairs and books and a “Do Not Enter” sign on the door so the kids wouldn’t bother her when she was secluded inside. She’d loved the window seats in the living room and the wainscoting in the dining room and the brick fireplace in the den. The house radiated charm the way the July sun radiated heat. Which had been Barry’s primary complaint. 

			“It doesn’t have central air,” he’d complained.

			“You really don’t need air conditioning in Massachusetts,” Patti, their excessively chipper real estate agent had assured them.

			“I need air conditioning,” Barry had insisted. Years later, he would brag to Ruth about his wisdom and foresight in anticipating global warming. Thanks to climate change, everyone needed air conditioning in Massachusetts now.

			“We can put in some window units,” Ruth had said.

			“Window units aren’t the same as central air. And the garage isn’t attached. You want an unattached garage? Every time it rains, you’ll get soaked racing from the garage to the house. Every time it snows, you’ll get buried. Or you’ll slip on the ice and crack your head open.”

			“We could build a breezeway,” Ruth had suggested. She’d had no idea just how difficult building a breezeway might be, but the door from the garage lined up pretty well with the door to the mudroom off the kitchen.

			“You want to buy this house and then redo the whole thing? Doubling the cost? That’s crazy.”

			Maybe it would have been crazy. But she would have had that round turret room. And she and Barry wouldn’t have wound up buying their colonial—new construction, attached garage, central air—across the street from the Jarvises. 

			Everything would have been different if Maddie had never met Kyle Jarvis. 

			_

			If only we’d bought this house instead… 

			A sweet little girl named Janet lives in the house across the street. No, not Janet. People don’t name their daughters Janet anymore. But a simple, solid name, not a trendy name, not a cool name, because this little girl isn’t trendy and cool.

			This girl—Nancy? Mary? Anne—yes, Anne! Anne is Maddie’s age, and they’ve been best friends from the day we moved in. Anne is smart and studious and just mischievous enough to hold Maddie’s interest. I love watching them when they’re together, completing each other’s sentences, swapping T-shirts and friendship bracelets, competing to see whose life is more worthy of complaint—who has more chores, who receives smaller allowances, whose mothers are more oppressive. (Anne’s mother—Marcia, yes, that’s her name—Marcia and I compare notes on the conversations we overhear. We regularly get together for glasses of wine or iced tea and laugh at our fierce, histrionic, adorable daughters.)

			Anne and Maddie sit together every day on the school bus. This is a known thing; other children sit near them and talk to them, but the only time the bus seat next to Maddie is available is when Anne has to miss school with strep throat or an ear infection. When the girls get home from school, they walk together from the bus stop on the corner, stand in the street talking for a few minutes, and then enter their respective houses to do their homework and practice their musical instruments. Maddie plays the piano, Anne the violin. 

			Over time, they start playing duets together, always at our house because it’s a lot easier to carry a violin across the street than to push a piano across the street. I sit in the turret room above the living room, where the piano is located, and listen as they play together, earnestly, intensely, beautifully. 

			When they’re done playing, I emerge from my cozy round hideaway, descend the stairs, and prepare a plate of sliced apples, or crackers with peanut butter, and the girls carry their snack out to the porch, where they nibble and talk, solving the problems of the world or, at least, the problems of Brentwood Middle School.

			They discuss the books they’ve read. They complain about their teachers. They polish each other’s nails and debate which boys in their classes are the cutest. 

			Years pass, but their friendship only grows stronger and sturdier. In high school, they double-date. They retreat to one or the other’s bedroom so Marcia and I can no longer eavesdrop on their conversations—but that’s all right. They’re entitled to their privacy, and Marcia and I are entitled to our glasses of wine. 

			When they’re eighteen, Maddie and Anne double-date to the senior prom, posing with their courteous, clean-cut prom dates, first on Anne’s smaller porch and then on our larger one, while Chuck and Marcia and Barry and I snap photos of them. Several other prom couples join them, but Maddie and Anne are clearly the queens of the group, the prettiest, the savviest, the most confident and least giggly. They have a lot to celebrate on prom night. They’ve both gotten into their first-choice colleges—Oberlin for Maddie, Middlebury for Anne. Next year will be the first time since we bought this house that they’ll be apart, but—lucky for them—they’ve got email and phones and they’ll stay in constant touch, even as they expand their horizons and welcome more friends into their lives. 

			They do well in college. They graduate. They land challenging, well-paying jobs in Boston and share an apartment like the one Barry and I had in Brighton, only without the cockroaches. They date wonderful men, and when it’s time to settle down, they’re bridesmaids in each other’s weddings. Chuck and Marcia attend Maddie’s wedding, of course, and Barry and I attend Anne’s. We talk about how each young woman is like an extra daughter to us, the twins we share. 

			They settle in the Boston suburbs, not in Brentwood but just a couple of towns away, and give birth to magnificent children. Anne’s children call Maddie “Auntie Maddie,” and Maddie’s children call Anne “Auntie Annie.”

			Barry and I contemplate downsizing, selling the Victorian and moving into a condo community for active seniors. Except that we don’t feel like seniors, and I don’t feel like giving up the turret room. And we spent all that money to build the breezeway between the garage and the mudroom, and the daffodils we planted have multiplied through the years so they create a solid row of yellow, like a stripe of bright sunshine underlining the porch. 

			All our children loved this house. Barry started loving it once we retrofitted it with central air conditioning, and he’s loved it ever since. Buying it was the right thing to do. It was the perfect launching pad for all three of our children. Especially Maddie.

			So we stay. Marcia and I sit on the porch the way Maddie and Anne used to, nibbling on cheese and fresh strawberries and sipping our wine, swapping memories instead of bracelets. Our friendship is as solid as that of our daughters. I will not leave this lovely house. It suits me too well. And it never really feels empty, with our children and their children visiting all the time. The grandchildren love the turret room, but they’re only allowed to visit. It’s my room. I can close the door whenever I like.

			And I do.

			_

			But Ruth and Barry had bought the colonial on Jefferson Road. 

			It was a nice enough house, she supposed. Comfortable. Thoughtfully laid out, with no surprises, no unexpected alcoves, no quirky little nooks. No window seats or round rooms. Well insulated. Well applianced. Well air-conditioned. All in all, a very practical, sensible house, its design the antithesis of chaos.

			She couldn’t complain. Barry had insisted that they move to Brentwood because she was running the music education program in Brentwood’s three primary schools. She had been so touched that he wanted her to have an easy commute. Only later did she realize that her easy commute benefitted him as much as her. “You’ll be there to greet the kids when they get home from school,” he’d pointed out. “You’ll be close by if they have an emergency.”

			They had emergencies. Children always did. A gym-class injury, a stomach bug, a wardrobe crisis. Ruth could handle whatever catastrophe befell her children, because her job kept her in town, only minutes from the emergency’s ground zero, able to find someone to cover for her so she could race to the rescue with a forgotten homework assignment or a misplaced lunch bag. She recalled the time Noah, then in second grade, had fallen into a mud puddle at recess—by accident, he’d sworn, though she didn’t believe him—and his teacher had contacted Ruth and asked her to bring Noah a clean shirt, because he couldn’t spend the next two hours in a wet, stained garment. Apparently, second graders could not absorb their arithmetic and penmanship lessons if they were dressed in something wet and stained.

			At least she’d never had to run any of her children to the emergency room during school hours. She’d taken Noah to the ER when he’d broken his ring finger playing basketball in the Saturday morning league, and Jill one evening when she’d developed a suspicious cough that had turned out to be a mild case of pneumonia. And Maddie the summer she’d gotten bitten by a brown recluse spider which had, in fact, not been a brown recluse spider, or for that matter, any kind of spider. Ruth had researched brown recluse spiders after she and Maddie had gotten home from the ER, and she’d learned that they didn’t live in Massachusetts. But Maddie had insisted her bite was from a brown recluse spider because Kyle Jarvis had told her it was. He’d scared the hell out of her, and she’d relished having the hell scared out of her by him. Kyle’s melodramatic flare had found the perfect audience in Maddie, especially when she was not just the audience but the star.

			As it turned out, Maddie’s affliction had been a black-fly bite, itchy but requiring little more than calamine lotion and a dose of Benadryl. And for that, Ruth had had to rush Maddie to the ER.

			If she and Barry had bought that Victorian house, Anne, the sweet little girl in the Cape across the street, would never have alarmed Maddie by claiming that her bite had come from a venomous spider. Anne would have supplied the calamine lotion herself, and then suggested that they distract themselves by biking down to the playground near the Community Center and seeing who could kick the highest on the swings.

			_

			Sometimes when Ruth walked, she listened to an audiobook or a podcast. Sometimes she stewed about an article from the morning newspaper and wrote a letter to the editor in her mind. Today she spent at least forty-five minutes of her hour-long walk ruminating on how her life would have been different if she and Barry had bought the Victorian. Less chaotic? No. There were enough butterflies in the world to create chaos regardless of where she chose to live. But she might have been more patient, more tolerant of the chaos. She might have been a better mother. 

			In the fifteen minutes of her walk thinking about something other than the house, she contemplated how to spend the rest of her day. This was the first autumn of her retirement, and she still hadn’t found her groove. She was beginning to suspect that retirement didn’t have a groove. It did give her the time to take her five-mile walks every day, instead of just on weekends and holidays or in the evenings during Daylight Savings Time, when the sky remained light after dinnertime. This, in turn, meant she could walk past the Victorian every Wednesday, and think about how much better a mother she would have been if she’d raised her children there.

			Entering her own house, she was briefly startled to find Rainie in the den, watching a streaming episode of a TV series about a prison in which approximately fifty percent of the dialogue consisted of the word fuck. Ruth wasn’t a prude. She knew the word. She herself used it on occasion. But she believed dialogue in movies and television shows ought to be more inventive. Figuring out ways to use fuck as a noun, a verb, an adjective, and an interjection was inventive to a point, but really, the show’s writers could have done better. Rainie was only fourteen. She didn’t need to hear all that swearing.

			“I forgot you were home,” Ruth said, peering through the doorway between the kitchen and the den. 

			“Teachers’ enrichment day,” Rainie said. Even though the early November morning was not particularly hot, she wore a short-sleeved cotton T-shirt and athletic shorts, her long, thin legs protruding from the hems of the shorts. Her toenails were painted black and her hair featured several pink streaks. 

			“Teachers’ enrichment day.” Ruth sighed. “That’s as close as teachers ever get to being rich.” She was thirsty from her walk, but she’d be damned if she drank any water before she stood on the scale. She always weighed herself when she arrived home from her walk—naked, after peeing and before stepping into the shower. If she drank water before she climbed onto the scale, she might weigh an ounce or two more. Her scale registered only pounds, not ounces, but if by going thirsty for an extra few minutes she could coax the needle a fraction of an inch further to the left, she would happily forgo hydration. Ruth’s mother had often told her that getting fat was the worst tragedy that could befall a woman. Ruth knew that wasn’t true, but it was hard to tune out a mother’s nagging, even if that nagging reached Ruth from beyond the grave. Years after her mother’s death, Ruth still monitored every fluctuation on the bathroom scale.

			Before she could head for the stairs, Rainie sprang off the sofa in the den and entered the kitchen. “Grammy? Can we talk?”

			“Of course. But first, I want to say that show you were watching relied way too much on curse words. I hope you noticed the weakness of the writing.”

			Rainie laughed. “Oh, I’m so shocked! All those dirty words! I’m gonna have a heart attack!” She clapped her hands over her ears.

			Ruth rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying, there are better written shows on TV. Even better written shows set in prisons. And anyway, it’s a nice day. You shouldn’t spend it inside, watching bad TV.”

			“I’m getting together with Kelsey and Nina later today. We’re doing something. We haven’t decided what.” Rainie swung open the refrigerator door, pulled out a bag of green grapes, and popped one into her mouth.

			Ruth was really thirsty. She wanted to drink some water, and she wouldn’t do that before stripping and standing on the scale, which wouldn’t happen until Rainie had gotten whatever was on her chest off it. “You said you wanted to talk,” Ruth prompted her, hoping she didn’t sound as impatient as she felt.

			“Oh, right.” Rainie took a moment to refresh her memory. She chewed a grape, swallowed it, and plucked another grape from its stem. “After Mom marries Warren, I want to stay here.”

			Ruth opened her mouth and then shut it. Then opened it again. “Why?”

			“I like it here. Warren is boring. He’s, like, ugh. Besides, you’re my grandma. You’ve got better food in your refrigerator.” She popped the grape she’d been holding into her mouth.

			Chaos, Ruth thought, taking a deep breath before she said the wrong thing—not that she had any idea what the wrong thing was. Or, for that matter, the right thing. Rainie was old enough to know what she wanted, old enough to have an opinion about her mother’s upcoming marriage to Warren Schneier. Rainie and Maddie had lived with Ruth and Barry since Rainie was just a few months old, and Ruth had been more of a mother to Rainie than Maddie had been.

			Ruth didn’t spoil her grandchildren. She didn’t wear a frilly blue apron and bake chocolate chip cookies for them. She had never let Rainie leave her toys all over the floor, or throw tantrums, or get everything she asked for the instant she asked for it. Ruth was a stricter mother to Rainie than Maddie was. 

			But then, Maddie was Maddie. She careened through life, swinging from impulse to impulse. Maddie was brilliant and talented and…chaotic.

			Maddie had decided that her teenage daughter ought to be her maid of honor at her wedding to Warren. That alone indicated the quality of Maddie’s parenting. A woman should not ask her fourteen-year-old daughter to be the maid of honor in a wedding about which the daughter’s attitude was at best tepid and at worst hostile. Rainie could have been a bridesmaid, perhaps, but not the maid of honor. Not when Maddie was insisting on a full-blown, full-bore formal wedding with all the trappings, the maid of honor responsible for hosting a shower, a spa day, and a girls’ night out at a male strip club, none of which Ruth would permit Rainie to do. It had become a contentious issue between Ruth and Maddie. 

			Why Maddie hadn’t asked Jill to be her matron of honor, Ruth couldn’t guess. Jill was Maddie’s older sister, the perfect person to lead the squadron of bridesmaids Maddie had chosen. Maddie’s only explanation was, “I don’t want a matron of honor. I want a maid of honor.” And of course, the person of honor had to be a blood relative. Asking one of her unmarried bridesmaids to step into the leadership role would have insulted Jill beyond measure.

			Thank God for Noah. Compared to daughters, sons were easy. Chaotic, true, but chaotic more in a tornado way than in a permanent-emotional-scars way. Sons could demolish a toy or a car or a house without too much effort, but they could not demolish a family, not the way daughters could. Noah could be an usher, don a tuxedo, stand with the groom, and offer a humorous yet touching toast at the reception. He wouldn’t throw a hissy fit over the design of the bridesmaid’s dresses—really, Rainie was much too young for the strapless gowns Maddie had selected for her bridesmaids, and her bosom was much too small. Noah would look dashing as he escorted his wife Laura (who had more than enough bosom to hold up her strapless bridesmaid gown) down the aisle. He would not need a special session with a hairdresser and a cosmetologist before the wedding. He would do what he had to do, and be what he had to be.

			There was chaos, and there was chaos. Sons were chaotic.

			Daughters were…chaotic.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Seated at her piano hours later, Ruth savored her solitude. Rainie had departed to do something with her friends, Barry and Maddie were at work, and so far, at least, Ruth had resisted all attempts to introduce a dog into the household. She loved dogs. The family had had a dog when her children were growing up. But dogs invariably added a layer of chaos to their surroundings. And Ruth was so tired of taking care of other creatures, so utterly tired of being a mommy. The very thought of having to clean up someone else’s poop made her want to smash the piano keys with her fists. True, dogs could be trained to use the back yard more easily than children could be trained to use the potty—Ruth should know; she’d trained her own three babies and Rainie, too, because Maddie had been too busy to take responsibility for that—but even after dogs were trained, you still had to deal with their shit. You couldn’t just leave it lying on the ground. Brentwood was an enlightened town. People cleaned up after their pets.

			All the other humans were out of the house right now, and no dogs—or cats, or gerbils, or goldfish—were underfoot, not that a goldfish would ever be underfoot. At this precious moment, Ruth was responsible for no one but herself.

			She really hoped Rainie would move in with Maddie and Warren when they got married. Ruth loved her granddaughter, but she was done raising children. Done, done, done. She’d been done the day Maddie had stormed down the front walk with a stuffed duffel slung over her shoulder, and climbed into Kyle Jarvis’s Jeep. To this day, Ruth wasn’t exactly sure whether Maddie had flipped her the bird before settling into the passenger seat and letting Kyle drive her away. Not that it mattered what Maddie had expressed with her hands. Her attitude had flipped Ruth the bird. Her facial expression had launched a nuclear f-bomb Ruth’s way.

			And Ruth had said to herself, That’s it. I’m done.

			She’d been done until Maddie reappeared at the front door a little more than a year later, her duffel a lot dirtier and a squalling infant in her arms. “This is Rainbow,” Maddie had said.

			Rainbow. Who named a baby Rainbow? Who, with the last name Singer, would do such a thing to a child? Rainbow Singer sounded like a cloying anime cartoon character, one of those wide-eyed creatures that spun off an expensive line of toys, dolls, and games which preschoolers pleaded for in shrill, whiny voices.

			Whatever, as Rainie would say. Maddie had come home and brought a baby with her, and Ruth had discovered that she was not done raising children, after all.

			She wanted to be done now. She wanted Rainie to live with Maddie and Warren, to form a family with them. Rainie could visit her grandparents whenever she wanted, but after she visited, she could leave, and Ruth could regain the solitude she craved, the peace. The tranquility. The order.

			She stared at the piano keys, recalling how, as a child, she’d thought of them as teeth. They weren’t real ivory, of course—she’d hate to have a dead elephant under her fingers even more than a live dog under her feet—but their faded cream color reminded her of her own teeth, and even more of her parents’ teeth, which decades of coffee, tea, and wine had dimmed. She had been six years old when she’d begun piano lessons, and she had tearily insisted that the keyboard was a row of teeth, poised to bite.

			“The pedals keep it from biting,” her father had assured her. 

			That claim had made no sense, but he was an engineer, so she’d believed him. She had been greatly relieved when she’d finally grown tall enough to reach the pedals. She’d developed a bad habit of pumping the sustain pedal constantly throughout each piece she played, until her teacher, a prune-faced widow named Mrs. Demming, had placed a brick-sized block of wood beneath the pedals so they couldn’t be depressed. Mrs. Demming had employed a full array of tricks to train Ruth. She would hold a square of cardboard above Ruth’s hands to force her to keep her eyes on the sheet music and not on the keys. She would balance a pencil across Ruth’s knuckles to force her to keep the backs of her hands level as she played. She would throw a fit whenever Ruth’s fingernails extended a millimeter beyond the tips of her fingers. “Tap, tap, tap,” she’d caw. “This is a piano, not a bongo drum. Why do I hear tapping?”

			Mrs. Demming had been a bitch, but Ruth had learned how to play the piano.

			She was an adequate pianist. She could sight-read. She could play sweeping arpeggios in any key without hitting any clunkers. She could maintain a steady tempo. She could play while standing, and strike the right notes while making eye contact with her students above the top of the console piano with which each primary school music room in Brentwood was furnished. She could simultaneously play the piano and conduct the singers lined up on the risers in a rousing chorus of “We Are the World” or “Hakuna Matata,” directing the singers with one hand while the other pounded out the accompaniment.

			She wasn’t a virtuoso like Maddie—or like Maddie could have been, if she’d stuck with it—but she didn’t have to be a virtuoso. She played the piano well enough to teach primary school students how to make music. At one time, she’d played well enough to be the keyboardist in a band. That was how she’d mastered the skill of playing while standing. True rock stars never sat when they performed.

			If Rainie convinced her mother to let her remain with Ruth and Barry, how could Ruth preserve the solitude she needed to play like a rock star? She still remembered that awful year during the pandemic, when they’d all been trapped in the house together, twenty-four-seven. Barry had turned the den into a home office, Rainie had attended classes through her computer, Maddie had been temporarily furloughed—you couldn’t scrape tartar off teeth remotely—and Ruth had been reassigned to supplement the classroom teachers, using face-to-face software to instruct young scholars on basic math and reading because, after all, there were no concerts to rehearse for, no school plays to direct, no instruments to distribute and demonstrate when her students attended school remotely. But now everyone was back where they were supposed to be, except for Ruth herself, since she was retired.

			Retirement was wonderful. She loved having the house to herself. Loved being able to set aside her Bach and Chopin and Debussy sheet music and bang out rock music instead. Carole King. Billy Joel. Elton John. Alicia Keys. And Ruth Singer originals, songs she’d written fifty years ago for the band. 

			They’d met in high school. She had been one of the rehearsal pianists for the school’s glee club when Jimmy Grogan had approached her at her locker one afternoon and said, “So, me and some friends have this band and we need a keyboard player. You interested?”

			Jimmy Grogan had never spoken to her before. If pressed, she would have sworn he didn’t know who she was. He’d been one of those hybrid kids—freaky yet cool, with hair past his shoulders, an incipient mustache that didn’t quite gel, and a wardrobe featuring jeans with fraying hems and ridiculous embroidered vests that somehow looked good on him. Her high school had had tracked classes—A-track for the elite scholars, B-track for the majority of students, C-track for kids who had no chance in hell of attending college and were okay with that. Ruth had been A-track, Jimmy—she assumed—B-track. They might have been in the same driver education class, and glee club. That was about it.

			“I play piano,” she’d said. “Do you want a piano player?”

			“An organ.”

			“I don’t have an organ.”

			“We do.” 

			“So you want me to play your organ?” That had sounded kind of obscene to her, but she’d managed to keep a straight face.

			“And maybe sing back-up. Danny Fortuna is our lead singer. We’re thinking, like, the Doors. That kind of thing.”

			Ruth could play Doors music. It wasn’t that challenging. “Do I have to get stoned like the Doors?” she’d asked.

			Jimmy had laughed. She’d never heard him laugh before—then again, she’d never really heard him talk before either—but his laughter was effervescent. She pictured it bubbling up into the air like flavored seltzer. “That’s up to you,” he’d answered her question. “As long as you can play.”

			“What about a drummer?” She’d known other kids in her high school who had tried to form bands. Drummers were always hard to come by. For some reason, every aspiring rock star opted for a guitar, not a drum kit, probably because guitars were easier to transport, or else because their parents had said no to drums.

			“Nick Montoya is our drummer. We got Mike Radowski on bass, and me and Danny play guitar and sing. We need a keyboard player, though. Mike’s older brother was our keyboard player, but he graduated last spring and got his draft notice, so he enlisted. He gave Mike the keyboard when he left for basic.”

			And they were asking her to be their keyboardist. Ruth Pinchas, a nice Jewish girl, an A-track student who had never talked to any of these boys before. A girl surrounded by four slightly dangerous boys in a rock band.

			“Sure,” she’d said.

			Jimmy had torn a page out of his loose-leaf notebook, scribbled an address on it, and handed it to her. “We practice at Nick’s house, because he’s got the drums,” he’d said. “Mike stores his brother’s organ there. We practice Saturday mornings, ten o’clock.”

			“Okay.” Ruth would have to come up with a story to tell her parents. Ever since her bat mitzvah, they hadn’t fussed about her disinterest in Saturday morning services at the synagogue. To be sure, they’d been pretty lackadaisical about shabbat services themselves. Ruth and her older brother had attended Hebrew school at the temple regularly until they’d each turned thirteen, done their bit before the congregation, had their fancy receptions, and reaped their rewards—mostly savings bonds from aunts and uncles, and assorted birthday presents from their friends. Once those rituals had been accomplished, the Pinchas family’s participation at Temple Beth Elohim had amounted to paying membership dues and showing up for the High Holy Days.

			But would Ruth’s parents be upset if she said she was going to a band practice on Saturday morning with a bunch of boys they didn’t know? They’d probably be more upset about band practice than about her skipping services. In their minds, band practice equated to getting stoned.

			Like the Doors.

			Ruth would come up with an excuse. She’d bike to Nick’s house, wherever it was. Her parents wouldn’t have to know.

			_

			Nick’s house was on the other end of town, five miles away. Back then, bicycles weren’t equipped with twenty-one gears. Ruth’s bike had fat tires and a wire mesh basket bolted to the handlebar. She’d never gotten around to removing the pink streamers from the rubber handlebar grips. 

			Fortunately, that autumn Saturday morning was sunny, and a light jacket kept her warm. No helmet, of course—cyclists didn’t wear helmets in those days—and she didn’t bring any sheet music because she had no idea what the guys would want her to play, other than maybe “Light My Fire,” which, to Mrs. Demming’s dismay, Ruth could play by ear.

			After telling her parents she was biking to the library to do some research for a US history term paper, she tossed a spiral-bound notebook into the handlebar basket to make her story seem credible and coasted down the driveway of their split-level tract house. In case her parents were spying on her through a window, she waited until she’d steered around the corner before pulling the wrinkled loose-leaf paper Jimmy had given her out of her pocket and studying the directions she’d scribbled onto it. She had to bike through the center of town and into alien territory, a neighborhood of small houses, some in need of paint and repairs, some surrounded by weedy lawns and chain-link fences. Nick literally lived on the other side of the tracks—the commuter line ran through her town—and her bike bumped and jerked as she pedaled over the railroad crossing.

			She hadn’t discussed this outing with anyone, not even her best friend. Debbie would have squealed in delight and shock at the thought of Ruth hanging out on a Saturday morning with the likes of Nick Montoya, Mike Radowski, Jimmy Grogan, and especially Danny Fortuna, who actually looked a little like Jim Morrison. But Debbie, much as Ruth loved her, wasn’t the most discreet person in the world. She might let something slip in front of someone else, who’d mention it to someone else, and eventually it would get back to Ruth’s parents. Depending on where she was in her multi-hour cocktail hour, Ruth’s mother would either ground her for lying to her and spending a Saturday morning with four boys she didn’t know and thus didn’t approve of, or she’d erupt in a scream-fest with Ruth’s father, accusing him of being negligent and letting his daughter become a juvenile delinquent.

			Neither was true. Both her parents were adequate (her father more adequate than her mother) and Ruth was well behaved. If she felt it necessary to lie every now and then, she would lie.

			Eventually she found Nick’s house, a squat, shingled bungalow at the end of a short driveway. She bumped her bike over cracks in the driveway cement and parked it next to another bike that leaned against the side of the house. Even though it was private property, she locked her bike with a chain, just in case. This wasn’t her neighborhood; she had no idea how safe it was.

			Tucking her notebook under her arm, she strolled up the front walk, sidestepping the grass that sprouted through the cracks in the pavement, and rang the doorbell. And waited. The street was too quiet. She wondered if people were peeking through their windows at her, thinking she looked out of place. She wondered if she’d gotten the date wrong, or the time, or the address. She wondered if this was some sort of elaborate practical joke, and there was no band, and Jimmy Grogan had lured her here to rape her.

			Then the door swung open and Nick Montoya, big and beefy, his black hair flopping into his face and his T-shirt emblazoned with the lips-and-tongue logo of the Rolling Stones, said, “Hey. Our keyboard player is here.”

			She followed him down a narrow flight of stairs to a basement that was half-finished. The floor was covered in indoor-outdoor carpeting, the walls painted a pallid green, the ceiling a maze of exposed pipes and ducts, with two rectangular fluorescent fixtures spreading a glaring light through the small room. Nick’s drum kit took up much of the floor space, the rest of which was cluttered with amps, cables, and a compact electric keyboard resting on hinged metal legs. 

			The other boys were already present, clad in scruffy jeans and baggy shirts. In her beige cotton-knit sweater and neatly ironed bellbottoms, Ruth was clearly overdressed. But then, they were boys. She’d spent a lot of time fretting over her outfit that morning. Ever since she had hit puberty, her mother had impressed upon her the importance of dressing nicely for boys.

			A faint blue haze hovered in the air, smoke from cigarettes, not marijuana. Ruth recognized the smell, and more significantly, she saw an ashtray heaped with cigarette butts balanced on top of an amp next to Nick’s drum kit. The sight stunned her. She had classmates who smoked, but they sneaked their cigarettes. They would never smoke at home, under the same roof as their parents.

			Maybe Nick’s parents smoked, too, and didn’t care that he did. Or maybe his parents weren’t home.

			If her parents knew she was in a house with four boys and no adult chaperones, they would freak out. She’d have to make sure they never knew.

			Jimmy stepped forward. “You all know Ruth Pinchas, right?” he asked. “She plays piano for the glee club at school.”

			“Do you sing?” Danny Fortuna asked.

			Her gaze lingered for an embarrassing moment on Danny’s dark eyes, his hollow cheeks, his kiss-shaped lips. “I can sing,” she said, turning away so she wouldn’t have to think about how good-looking he was.

			“So, here’s the organ,” Mike said, ushering her to the keyboard.

			Hugging her notebook to her chest, she stared at the instrument. It spanned only five octaves. Colorful buttons ran in a row above the keys. The keys didn’t look like teeth to her. Some were white, some gray, some black. 

			A wave of anxiety washed over her. “I’ve never played one of these things before,” she admitted.

			“It’s just like a piano, only electric,” Mike told her. He clicked a button, then pressed a key. A bright, buzzy middle-C emerged from one of the amps, and he shrugged as if to say, See? Just like a piano.

			“Is there a stool I could sit on?” She scanned the room, noting the milk crates stacked sideways along one wall to create shelves, which were filled with ragged folders of paper and LPs in tattered sleeves. A few posters featuring psychedelic designs were taped to the walls. An adjustable round stool stood amid the array of drums, but there was nothing to sit on near the keyboard.

			“You have to play standing up,” Mike said. “Can you do that?”

			“It’s not cool to play sitting down,” Jimmy elaborated. “You wanna look like Neil Sedaka or something?”

			“Or Liberace,” Nick added.

			“Jerry Lee Lewis had a piano bench,” Danny said.

			“Which was because he was at a piano,” Jimmy pointed out. “Plus, he was, like, acrobatic, bouncing around. I think he was standing when he played, most of the time.”

			“That guy in the Dave Clark Five,” Nick said. “He played standing up.” 

			“Ooh, the Dave Clark Five!” Danny twisted his voice to sound like a swooning prepubescent girl.

			“I can play standing up,” Ruth said, hoping she would be able to. She could hear Mrs. Demming nattering inside her skull: “Proper posture! Head up. Eyes forward. Feet on the floor, not on the pedals.” Well, I’ll have my feet on the floor, she silently assured her piano teacher.

			“So,” Mike said, pointing to various buttons. “This is the on-off switch. These other buttons are for different effects. I’m not sure which is which. You can figure that out.”

			Great. How was she supposed to figure the buttons out? Was everyone going to stand around doing nothing while she tried this button and that button? 

			“Okay,” she said, sounding braver than she felt. She would have to play standing up, on an instrument that looked more like an airplane cockpit than a piano—but at least it didn’t look like teeth. And damn it, she was not going to make a fool of herself in front of these boys, who hardly knew her. She was not going to be a wimpy, delicate A-track girl. She was not going to be Liberace. They wanted her to rock? Fine. She’d rock. 

			“Play something,” Danny said.

			She hesitated. It dawned on her that she hadn’t actually been invited to join the band. This was an audition. She would have to earn her place here.

			Her nerves kicked into overdrive, tensing the muscles in her throat. She swallowed a couple of times, then lowered her eyes to the keyboard—Mrs. Demming and her damned cardboard weren’t around, and anyway, Ruth didn’t want to look at the boys as she performed for them. She launched into “Light My Fire,” duplicating the keyboard solo that opened the song. She’d never seen sheet music for it, but she had a good ear, and the solo wasn’t complicated. 

			When she played “Light My Fire” at home, she always sang along. It helped her to keep the rhythm, to hear the counterpoint between the melody and the accompaniment. There was no microphone near the keyboard—thank God—but she sang anyway, softly, more to herself than to the boys, just to keep the melody rooted in her head. When she got to the long keyboard solo in the middle, she riffed a little, throwing in a few grace notes, a few trills. Nothing fancy, just her own touches. If the guys didn’t like it, they could kick her out of the band. She wasn’t really in the band, anyway. She was just in a basement, playing an electric organ, being evaluated.

			Playing while standing up was weird. The keyboard seemed too far away, her elbows too straight. Mrs. Demming wouldn’t be able to balance a pencil across her knuckles. The keys felt too responsive against her fingertips, bouncing back up after she depressed them, as if they had springs underneath them. Playing this instrument was like typing on an electric typewriter when you were used to typing on a manual.

			The notes didn’t resonate the way a piano’s notes did. They didn’t echo. No felt-covered hammer was striking a string. The black keys played an octave lower than she expected, so she avoided them. The white keys produced toy-like sounds, tinkly and twinkly. She supposed she could change the tonal quality if she knew which of the buttons to push. But she didn’t, so she just kept going, plowing her way through the song on the gray keys.

			When she reached the end, mimicking the organ’s final solo with a flourish, she lifted her hands and glanced up. Singing had distracted her; staring at the keys had distracted her even more. She hadn’t quite forgotten that she was in an unfamiliar basement in an unfamiliar house, performing on an unfamiliar instrument for a group of unfamiliar boys, but she’d somehow closed off her mind enough to ignore her surroundings and her audience for a few minutes.

			Now she was keenly aware of them again—in part because they were all staring at her. No one said a word. 

			Their silence unnerved her. She must have flunked the test—something that, as an A-track student, she was not used to doing. They were going to tell her to take her notebook and ride her bike back home, and stick to the Bach three-part invention she was supposed to be mastering for her next lesson with Mrs. Demming.

			Nick pulled a Marlboro from a pack in the back pocket of his jeans and lit it. The smoke curling into the air irritated her nostrils. But drummers were hard to come by, so if he wanted a cigarette, she assumed the band had to let him have a cigarette. And it was his house, after all.

			Jimmy was the first to turn from her. He grinned at the other guys and said, “So? Do we have a keyboardist?”

			“She sings,” Danny said.

			“She’s good,” Nick said, “even if she’s a girl.”

			Ruth hadn’t realized her gender might be part of the equation. Being the only girl in an all-boy band—what did that signify? Would she have to wear sexy outfits when they performed? Would she want to wear sexy outfits?

			Hell, yeah. Unfortunately, she wasn’t the least bit sexy. She was of average height, kind of flat-chested and thick around the waist. Her hair was brown, her eyes were brown, her nose had a slight bump at the bridge, and she didn’t know a damned thing about how to use make-up effectively. Her Aunt Edith once told her that her mouth was her best feature, but Ruth didn’t think her mouth was anything special. Nothing about her was special.

			Not even her voice. She sang alto in the high school glee club when she wasn’t playing the piano. Her voice lacked the sweetness of a Joni Mitchell and the gutsiness of a Grace Slick. She could hold a pitch, but other than that… Nothing special. 

			However, if the guys in the band wanted her to sing, she would sing. If they wanted her to stand when she played, she would stand. If they wanted her to look sexy, she would figure out how to do that, too. She was in a band. An actual rock band. With a drummer.

			“So,” Jimmy said, “let’s play ‘Light My Fire.’”

			_

			The band’s name, she learned, was Trouble Ahead. They had tried out three other keyboard players before her—all boys—and none of them had passed muster. They’d tried playing without a keyboardist, but they didn’t like the sound. They had never played in public. They’d been planning to, but then Mike’s brother had gotten his draft notice and headed off to basic training, and they’d had to rethink things.

			Jimmy and Danny had written a few songs for the band. Musically, their songs were basic—three- or four-chord verses and a chorus. Their lyrics were all about getting laid, getting wasted, and getting in trouble. Danny had a terrific voice—a rock voice, unlike hers or even Jimmy’s—and he could deliver even a trite song well. She could bang out the chords on the keyboard, and add a few flourishes, and the songs didn’t sound too bad.

			“Original songs are better,” Jimmy insisted. “No one can compare you to how the song sounds on a record.”

			The first two Saturdays, Ruth focused on learning the songs Jimmy and Danny had composed (her spiral-bound notebook came in handy) and jamming with them on various rock classics and top-twenty songs. The second Saturday, she actually sang harmony with Danny on the chorus of a song he and Jimmy had written about getting wasted—she didn’t feel comfortable singing about getting laid; the lyrics about looking for a fast chick who wanted nothing more than fun just didn’t feel right rolling off her tongue—but she, Danny, and Jimmy managed to do three-part harmony in the chorus of a song about waking up hung over after a night of carousing.

			The third Saturday, rain gushed out of the sky as if the clouds were doing an impersonation of Niagara Falls. No way could she bike to Nick’s house. If her brother were home, she could have persuaded him to drive her to Nick’s, but he’d left for his first year at Tufts on Labor Day weekend and was undoubtedly busy looking for fast chicks and waking up hung over on campus right now.

			She would have to ask one of her parents to drive her. Over breakfast, she explained to them that she had to go to Nick’s house because they were working on a project together.

			“What sort of project?” her mother demanded to know. “Who is this boy? Nick Montoya? He’s in your classes? I’ve never heard his name before.”

			“It’s a music project,” Ruth said. “We’re in glee club together.”

			“What kind of project does glee club have? I never heard of such a thing.”

			“Glee club is a real class, Mom. We get grades and everything.” 

			Ruth’s mother scowled. “I never heard of this boy, Nick Montoya. Where does he live?”

			Jesus. The third degree. Her mother should have been a police officer, grilling suspects in an ugly little room with a two-way mirror on one wall. Instead, she was a stay-at-home housewife with too much time on her hands, time she spent trying to design her children’s lives, as if she were an interior decorator and they were empty rooms.

			“The southern end of town,” Ruth said. That sounded less ominous than the other side of the tracks.

			Her mother scowled again, her eyes narrowing, her brow pleating with creases. “A glee club project? You can do that here. We have a piano.”

			“He’s got other instruments at his house. A drum set. We need drums for this.”

			“You’re in a band?” her father guessed. He actually looked intrigued. “What kind of band?”

			“A rock band,” Ruth mumbled.

			“A rock band!” Her mother shook her head and heaved a sigh, as if Ruth had admitted to shooting her chemistry teacher. “Oh, my God. A rock band. What’s gotten into you?”

			“Hey, at least it isn’t a marching band,” her father joked. “Then she’d have to wear a bright green uniform and troop across the football field in a silly formation.” He downed the last of his coffee. “I’ll drive you, Ruthie. I need to get a fill-up, anyway. The gas stations are cheaper on that end of town.”

			During the drive, he decided to explain Zeno’s Paradox to her. “You understand we’re never going to get there,” he said cheerfully. “According to Zeno’s Paradox, you can never get where you’re going.”

			“Why?”

			“Before you can reach your destination, you have to travel half the distance to your destination. From there, you have to travel half the distance again. And half again. So you can approach your destination, but there’s always a half-distance you have to travel first.”

			Ruth thought about that for a minute. “What if our destination is twice as far as Nick’s house? Then traveling half the distance to our destination gets us to Nick’s house.”

			Her father glanced at her, beaming. “My brilliant daughter. You solved the paradox. You should be an engineer.”

			Fat chance. She was going to be a rock star.

			_

			She wrote her first song for the band over the school’s Christmas break. It wasn’t very good, but the guys treated it the way they treated her—with respect and vague detachment. “I don’t get what it’s about,” Jimmy had said hesitantly.

			“It’s about not letting people push you around,” she said. “Or take advantage of you.”

			“I mean, like, what? Guys putting the moves on you? Because if it’s a girl thing—” 

			“Not just girls. I didn’t mean it that way,” Ruth said, although she actually had. As the only girl in the band, and a back-up singer, she had to be subtle, indirect, obscure. She couldn’t come right out and write a song about guys forcing themselves on girls, even though that was what guys did. Her band mates, like every other boy she knew, undoubtedly forced themselves on girls, although none of them forced themselves on her. Probably because they didn’t see her as a girl. They saw her as their keyboard player. 

			“It’s like—” she peered at the lyrics she’d written out, along with chords for the guitarists “—You push me, I’ll push back. I’m strong, I’m tough, I’m not just a hack.” She wasn’t crazy about that line, but it rhymed and it summed up the song, which she’d titled “Hack.” “That could be about anyone.”

			“The wimp talking back to the bully,” Danny said helpfully.

			“Who cares what it’s about?” Nick’s words emerged on a stream of blue smoke as he puffed on a Marlboro. “Let’s just play it, see how it sounds. You take the lead for now, Ruth, so we know how the melody goes.”

			She sang it. They all decided it was okay. They’d play with it, add some guitar solos, and see what they could do to make it really rock. 

			They set a date for their first performance: April twentieth. A neighboring high school was sponsoring a Battle of the Bands, and they’d registered to participate. Now they were committed.

			Ruth would have to wear something…well, not quite sexy, but flashier than a cotton sweater and denim bellbottoms. She imagined Jimmy would wear one of his embroidered vests, and Nick would wear one of his Rolling Stones T-shirts. Mike would wear an army-khaki shirt—his brother had sent him one for Christmas. Danny… Who cared what he wore? His face was so beautiful, his clothing almost didn’t matter. If Ruth wasn’t in his band—and if he wasn’t way out of her league—she’d have a serious crush on him. Actually, she did have a serious crush on him, but it didn’t matter, because they were bandmates and she wasn’t going to mess up Trouble Ahead the way Yoko Ono had messed up the Beatles.

			Ruth doubted they would play her song during the Battle of the Bands. They would play “Light My Fire,” because they did it so well, and then two of the songs Jimmy and Danny had written. That would fill their allotted slot. Entering the competition cost fifteen dollars, but there was a one hundred fifty dollar prize. Ruth contributed some of her baby-sitting money to the entry fee, and the boys covered the rest. Guys always seemed to have more money than girls did.

			Ruth’s mother was appalled. “You’re supposed to be saving that money for college,” she’d scolded.

			“Like three dollars and twenty-five cents makes much difference,” Ruth said.

			“The boys want you in this stupid competition, let them pay.” Her mother was on her second martini when she said this. 

			Ruth didn’t think it was worth arguing. “Fine. I’ll let them pay,” she said, knowing full well she was going to kick in the three dollars and twenty-five cents she’d earned babysitting for the Kleins over the past two months. Her mother didn’t want her in Trouble Ahead. She didn’t want her playing in the Battle of the Bands. She didn’t want her borrowing a scarf from Debbie that had an Indian-print pattern and tying it into a headband to make her look a little more rock-and-roll-ish. Her mother didn’t want Ruth to do any of these things, but the quantity of vodka she consumed in her martinis gave Ruth an excuse to ignore her. All those pimento-stuffed green olives, too. She put two in each drink. They looked like sickly eyeballs that had fallen out of the face of a corpse and into her glass.

			Three weeks before the Battle of the Bands, things fell apart.

			Mike showed up late to Nick’s basement. He was never late—but he was late that Saturday, and when he arrived, he was pale, his eyes bloodshot, as if he’d spent the previous night living one of the band’s getting-wasted songs. “My brother’s dead,” he announced.

			The boy who’d played the keyboard Ruth now played. The boy who’d left the band because he’d gotten drafted. The boy who’d given Mike the army-fatigue shirt he loved to wear.

			For the first time since she’d joined the band, she hugged the boys. All of them. They gathered together in front of the drum kit, arms around one another, hugging tight while Mike cried softly. The hug lasted a good five minutes, and then Mike said, “Okay. Let’s play.”

			He couldn’t play, really. The bass lines all sounded off, out of sync with the drums, half a measure behind Ruth and the guitars. She tried to cover for him, having mastered the black bass keys on Mike’s brother’s keyboard, but the song sounded terrible. “We can skip the Battle of the Bands,” Jimmy said while Danny pulled a joint out of his shirt’s chest pocket, licked it, and lit it.

			They passed the joint around. Trying not to think about Danny’s saliva all over the joint—and then deciding she actually liked the fact that Danny’s saliva was all over it—Ruth took one hit, coughed mightily, and waved it off the next time it circled around to her. “I’m going to write a song for your brother,” she promised Mike. “What’s his name?”
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