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PART I




EMMA

NEW YORK CITY, 1995

When Judie Zingerman and Dave Cantor sat down at the kitchen table and told their children they were splitting up, Emma didn’t cry—even though her parents’ news made the back of her throat sting and tears collect behind her face.

In a family of performers, you had to fight for the stage. So she decided to counter them with an announcement of her own.

It didn’t help that all afternoon she had been in her childhood bedroom with her mother’s old acoustic guitar, trying to write a song even half as good as one of her parents’—and failing. And it didn’t help that when Judie called them together that evening by playing three notes on a triangle, Emma found it all tedious: the round glass table supporting eight forearms, four tumblers of sherry. An uneaten apple pie in the center of their family circle, forlorn, four plates stacked beside it.

“Separation. Separate tracks. That’s how Judie puts it—when she talks about it, it makes sense,” said Dave, his ring finger scratching his mustache. “I want to live near the Dharma Center. Your mother has the teaching job in Brooklyn.”

The tabletop under Emma’s hands was moist with sweat. During so many family arguments, she had stared at her palm under the glass and followed its veins like maps out into a future where she shone, alone. Judie promised that they’d still do Thanksgiving in New Hampshire. Dave said, “Dammit, Judie, if I’m getting one thing from this, it’s to avoid that infernal drive.”

“Glad that’s settled,” said Emma’s brother, Leon, his tone (and eyes) dry.

Emma succumbed to a hiccuping laugh and squirted sherry from her nose. Judie handed her a paper towel; Emma thanked her.

“Don’t worry, Emma-bear,” said Judie, her hand on Emma’s. “Providence isn’t far.”

“You mean Portland,” said Emma, withdrawing her hand, unable to resist letting a smirk settle on her lips as she twisted the knife.

“What do you mean?” Judie’s eyes trained on her daughter, her smile fixed and bright, almost like Aunt Sylvia after her facelift.

Emma noticed their old chandelier, one of its four bulbs blown out. Her parents, one of music’s “most enduring” couples (according to The New York Times), had decided to no longer endure. They should feel some pain in exchange: their daughter, an Ivy League acceptance and all, had elected instead to spend her foreseeable future with a ska band in the Pacific Northwest.

Judie had done one absurd thing after another in life: Quit music after Leon was born, despite being a genius songwriter. Refused to support Emma’s singing career. Taken a part-time job at Windermere’s Theater Department. And now, abandoned Emma’s father. She had written some of the century’s most beloved songs instead of going to college but obsessively demanded that Emma take a different path. She hadn’t earned obedience.

“I don’t understand,” said Judie. “Do you have a record deal?”

“A headlining set?” asked Dave.

“Does Mae have a producing gig?” asked Leon.

“No, no, and no. I’m opening for the same dudes. They got booked on a big tour next year, is all, and Mae and I are going with.”

“But Emma, your academic excellence,” said her mother. “That paper on Middlemarch . . . your writing prizes.”

When Emma first said that she was deferring Brown for a year, Dave had thrown his hands into the air and said, “Well, she’ll be a legal adult.” But Judie kept haunting Emma’s bedroom with stricken eyes. Judie had notoriously pleading eyes. “Don’t do what I did,” she’d begged. “Don’t throw it all away.”

Emma was throwing it all away.

Besides, the Middlemarch paper her mom kept harping on had won first prize in a contest for a group of four progressive New York City schools, not the state, not even the city. In its pages she had argued, with rhetorical heat, that Dorothea Brooke’s choice to marry for love instead of pursuing her own greatness was a Tragedy, capital T.

Emma would be no Dorothea.
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Her mother, still lecturing her as though she were twelve: “You just tell those boys you changed your mind. They’ll find another singer.”

Emma, groaning, saying she’d promised them she’d go to Oregon.

Her mother saying what about her promises to Brown, to her family?

“They might be locked in combat for a while, Dad,” said Leon as he cut himself and Dave each a slice of pie. They began to eat.

Emma explained to Judie that the undergrad assistant to the Office of Admissions, Jade, hadn’t taken Emma’s news badly, had even promised to talk to someone she knew at the Office of Student Life about Emma playing a show at Brown next year.

“Jade in admissions is like, a major, major fan,” Emma said. Unmentioned: the girl had said her mother was a major fan of Judie’s group with Aunt Sylvia, the Singer Sisters.

But who needed to know that detail?

Certainly not her mother, who didn’t perform anymore—her mother, whose face was surely crumpling with sadness, then blazing with rage, then crumpling again as disappointment in her wayward child won out over all other emotions.

“What are you trying to prove, Emma?” asked the blazing-crumpling face.

With parents and a brother who were all musical geniuses, Emma felt the answer to that question was too obvious for her mother to miss.

Still, she tried to explain. Tour vans took her from one sedate, cloistered campus to another. “I like my life better than that,” she said.

Judie insisted her daughter was scared. Of what? Of being normal, said Judie with a snort. “Onstage, anyone can pretend that they’re special.”

The little girl in Emma wanted to scream that she was special ! Instead, she sneered.

Judie put her head in her weathered hands, with new calluses from her teaching-with-a-guitar life. Emma could just see her mother smiling tenderly at some fourteen-year-olds in Emma’s old classrooms, sounding out chords and lyrics, gently discussing harmony and projecting, and breathing, and all the while shining her Judie light on them, her marvelous Judie light, bestowed so rarely but so coveted by all. Once, a hippie had come right into their apartment without invitation, simply to breathe in Judie’s aura.

“You need a fallback plan when this doesn’t work,” said Judie, now.

“It will work.”

“That’s what people like us always say.”

“Mom, I’m not like you. I’m not going to flame out, play housewife, and end up being a teacher at my kids’ old school, and I’m sure as hell not leaving my husband in his dotage because I don’t want to take care of him!”

Three intakes of breath from around the table.

“For Christ’s sake,” said Dave at the very same time that Leon said:

“Dad has a new lady friend, dummy. From the ashram.”

“Oh,” said Emma, flaming. “Please tell me she’s over forty.”

“Forty-three,” said Dave defensively.

Judie’s head had remained in her arms from the moment Emma said the word “housewife,” an occasional shoulder heave breaking her stillness.

“You lied, Emma,” she said now. “You said you would defer a year, but you never were planning on going to Brown next year. You let me hold on to this dream. I carried it around!”

Emma hadn’t lied—she just hadn’t decided.

“What I want to know,” Emma asked, “is why Mom wants a separation instead of just hitting Dad with ye old Judie Zingerman silent treatment?”

“What a nasty comment,” Judie snapped. Her sherry glass shook. “I guess I earned it—the way I carped at my dad.”
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Once Judie grew taciturn and weepy, Dave always shooed the kids out of the house, saying, “Your mother needs her rest.”

Somehow, even now, they obeyed; they scraped chairs back, donned their black peacoats, shoved hands into sleeves and pockets, with Emma’s sighs punctuating the process. At the door, Judie handed her daughter a tube of lipstick—“not the drugstore kind”—and told Leon to say hi to the bouncer at Small’s and see if the new bassist had any chops.

“Emma, bring home a quart of milk if you remember,” she said.

“Okay, Mom.”

“Do either of you wear any color but black?” asked Judie as the door closed behind them.
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The mild winter night opened its arms. They grabbed beers and went to Small’s, a tiny jazz club whose long line to enter made for the ideal place to stand and talk.

Leon rolled his eyes at the ink-black sky. “You’re hard on Mom,” he said. The rings from their six-packs dug into their virtuoso fingers.

Judie was hard on her. Emma favored Dave, fumbling, well-meaning Dave. And Leon—more distant from Dave (who never wanted to offend his gay son but was puzzled by him)—claimed Judie as his personal tragic heroine.

“Maybe Mom will finally make a record,” he said. “I could produce!”

“She’d let you,” said Emma. “They actually support your music.”

“They believe music insulates me from the gay bashing and whatnot,” said Leon. “And they think it exposes you, wee sis.”

“That doesn’t make it fair,” said Emma, who always liked to have the last word.
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At the front of the line, the bouncer winked at them. “Long time, Cantors,” he said. “How are Judie and Dave?”

“Baffling,” said Leon.

“Positively enigmatic,” said Emma.

He laughed and let them in.

Inside, the bass player’s spindly, deft hands made Emma think about sex, a kite line that got tangled in the thought of her parents splitting up. Her parents splitting up! Any magazine article about a divorce would feature one of the two famous photos of Judie and Dave, either the one on the flowered blanket, Emma as a fat baby cuddling up to her mother’s cleavage, or the daisy-haired one from their wedding in New Hampshire.

The articles would begin, “After over twenty years of marriage, one of folk-rock’s most enduring couples is calling it quits. . . .”

Leon slipped off to the bathroom to snort a few lines. Emma picked at a fingernail, whose metallic-black nail polish had chipped into an island. When Leon came back, he’d be restless. He’d cajole her up to the new family apartment uptown, bought for Leon and Emma with their grandparents’ estate, so they could “jam” all night. She opened another beer and chugged the whole thing before it even hissed and settled.

Her brother slid into his seat.

“Hey, sis,” he hissed on cue, his eyes newly bright. “Uptown for a jam sesh?”
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She jammed, she jammed hard. But at three a.m., sloshing with beer and hair perfumed with smoke, Emma arrived back in her childhood bedroom, thinking she ought to move her stuff uptown with Leon already, only to yelp with shock at a dark mass in her bed.

Soft lamplight revealed Judie, curled up in the twin bed’s corner, her form almost submerged under a wool blanket. Her beloved Brown course catalog was cradled in one arm, Emma’s Middlemarch paper with the stick-on medal peeling at the corners lay open beside her.

“Mom, you obsessive snoop,” muttered Emma, scooping up the square shoebox that had once held her Doc Martens and now held her sundry papers. The Zingerman women always had a shoebox under the bed.

Judie’s face was in the pillow, her slippers still on her feet. Emma moved the blanket away from her mother’s nose, yanked a clean T-shirt and underwear from her dresser, and took the box over to Leon’s room.

But before she even crossed the threshold, snores reminded her that Dave had been sleeping there for weeks. Maybe more.

Only one place left to go. On the floor of her parents’ unused bedroom, she opened the box, if only to avoid dwelling on what she had seen, like it was an image of violence. Her mother, a disheveled heap on her bed. It poisoned her, this weakness in Judie, this cloying need for Emma to take a respectable path. Every cell in Emma's body rebelled, yearned to create something strong enough to lift her out of this game of musical bedrooms, of enmeshed disappointments, of dancing around Judie’s feelings but hurting them anyway, so that every step felt like the Little Mermaid walking on swords.

Wide-awake now, she rifled through the box, her hands animated: letters from camp, postcards, an old three-ring planner decorated in stickers, and collages of photos from bars and open mics. She smiled and tossed each item aside until she came upon an envelope with a hand-drawn lily on the cover. She remembered this envelope: she had found it on the kitchen table a decade ago, after that old hippie came to visit unannounced.

Emma read the words inside the letter. Flower had sent these words to them, to her. Emma’s heart began to thud, and she realized that what was flowing into her was a song.



1985

Emma was eight and home alone, and she opened the door when the bell rang. She had expected Judie—a brisk forehead kiss, a hand combing her curls, bags slung onto the counter. Instead, a stranger swept into the foyer.

“Where is Judie?” the tall woman with a coiled blond braid asked.

Seeing Emma’s surprised face, she softened. “I know her. You’re her spitting image.”

Emma explained that her mother had gone to do an errand (her father was touring with his band, her brother was at their aunt’s house). The stranger’s name was Flower. She called the lobby fancy, bragged that she’d slipped in behind a lady with ten dogs, and leaned down close.

“So, you’re one of the murderers who killed her genius,” said Flower. “I had to tell Judie what ‘Route 95’ means, I had to tell her right away.”

Emma wanted to ask why, if Flower knew Judie so well, she couldn’t call her on the phone. She offered Flower a drink.

“My mom lets me fix drinks when my dad’s away,” she explained. “He’s sober.”

Flower called Emma a minx. They moved to the table at the kitchen window where family “discussions” took place.

Flower chose gin, pouring it into her glass and draining it. Clink, it went down. Glug: more gin. Aunt Sylvia drank a lot, but Flower seemed thirsty.

“Do you ever wonder about a secret message in your mother’s songs?” Flower asked.

“Her songs for me are the best,” Emma said. “One is called ‘Saucy Cat.’ My brother and me sing on it. I know seven chords.”

Emma didn’t mention that Dave had sat down and taught her those chords, not Judie.

Flower shook out her braid; her hair unfurled like Rapunzel’s. She glided from room to room until she reached the den, with its thick Moroccan rug, its couches where Emma and Leon were not welcome to horse around.

Her hands lingered on Emma’s most cherished photo, framed in silver: Dave and Judie in New Hampshire, holding up their wedding bands as they kissed in front of the town hall.

Emma grabbed the picture, held it to her chest. “Don’t touch that!” she said, protecting the daisy chains in their hair, the ceiling of white clouds, the romance in their eyes. The picture had been propped up near the one platinum record (for “Sweet Camellia Wine,” the song the family knew as “Dave’s Hit”).

“Eternal,” said Flower, prying Emma’s hand away to stare. “But . . . the end for Judie. I traveled here to tell her that.”

“I thought you traveled here to say that ‘Route 95’ was the best.” Emma wished that Flower would leave, or her mother would come home, or at least they’d go back to the kitchen.

“Are you actually her friend?” Emma whispered.

“Your mother—she’s a prophet.”

At first Emma had pegged Flower as young like her teacher, Ms. Bell, but from up close she wasn’t young or pretty.

“Tell me, sweetheart, why did she leave you here alone?” asked Flower, her face inches away, her gin breath hot. She put her glass down, hard, on the glossy coffee table. “You look just like her, really. Maybe I should take you back to Michigan with me as proof.”

“Hey,” Emma said. “You’re supposed to use a coaster on that table.” And that’s when she started to cry.



PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND, 1996

It began the way so many mornings on tour did: with the clang of hammers on a stage, the shuffle of a few fans arriving for sound check, and the low chatter of Emma and Mae themselves as they plotted to become more famous than Emma’s parents.

At only ten a.m., dozens of kids in jeans and black fleeces had claimed spots on the dew-drenched lawn. And as they lit up their cigarettes and sneak-a-tokes, Emma marveled. These kids might have been her classmates. But instead, they were her audience, killing time waiting for her to take the stage.

Okay, they were waiting for the main acts, but the early birds were here to catch the whole show, and the whole show started with Emma.

Today, she and Mae were sound-checking at Brown’s legendarily debauched Spring Weekend, where they’d open for ska act Less Than Jake and noise rock group Dinosaur Jr.

A simple setup: Emma on guitar, Mae on drums. They’d toss in some harmonies, the kind her mom and her aunt had been known for in the sixties and seventies. Maybe the Singer Sisters themselves would be in the audience. No, they wouldn’t. Recently, Emma had been craning fruitlessly to find her mother at every show. The road crew massaged her neck a lot.

As far as Emma was concerned—and she had some authority as the daughter of two semi-famous musicians and the niece of a third—becoming a bona fide rock star required three elements. The look, the presence, and yes, the songs, the sock-you-in-the-gut, break-your-heart kinds of songs Judie Zingerman had scribbled with ease, even at Emma’s age.

On two of the three, Emma felt solid. She kept her curly black hair short, which her friends said looked “hot” and “androgynous.” Check. In performances, she snarled while strumming the guitar with one foot forward, a power stance she hoped would become her trademark. Her steel-toe boots kicked beer cans back into the crowd with the soaring arc of a soccer star and elicited screams of delight. Check, check.

But as for the third element, well, students reviewing her shows in college papers called Emma’s songwriting “simplistic.” Not going to cut it, if she hoped to be a star. Her brother, Leon, who those same writers said showed Judie’s “raw talent,” wrote compositions that burst at the seams with rich melodies and strange, ethereal accents.

Emma needed a change in fortune. Her dad had gone full crunchy and left town, her mom was teaching theater classes, her brother was always traveling. She had been fueled by bluster and rage recently, not the confidence that had launched her out on this tour. If this coming summer of gigs didn’t lead to something bigger, a “breakout,” she sensed, she would be a loser. Judie would be proved right, and Emma would fail and slink home, hat in hand.

Yet the clock hadn’t run out. She had it—the mojo, the vibe, the whatever that ran through their family. Not yet twenty, she had steady work, more than she needed. Sometimes, when she was playing solo at festivals, acts like Joan Osborne or the Indigo Girls brought her out onstage for a final sing-along and embraced her as one of them.

The late-morning sun began to burn the dew off the grass. Emma strummed her acoustic guitar and did vocal warm-ups while the sound technician turned his knobs up and down and asked Mae to play notes on Emma’s Stratocaster. Eyes closed, she let the damp New England breeze kiss her forehead. Sylvia and her mom were probably bickering on the deck right now, as mist hovered on the lake just a few hours north.

Her family wouldn’t come today, but her devotees would: the girls who loved her shows best, their dark lipstick making them into a sea of vampires. They crowded up front, in flared sailor jeans that skimmed their chunky boots. Strands of green, pink, or red hair fell over their faces, chokers circled their necks; they had nose piercings, eyebrow piercings, lip piercings.

They were primed for Emma, thanks to Alanis, thanks to Jewel. Emma was close to catching this wave. But pressure was mounting, too. Waves always receded; her family had taught her that.

She yodeled, chased the stiffness from her fingers. This gigging life murdered the body. Some musicians used drugs to push through long days. Emma used grit. Well, drugs sometimes. But mostly grit, which her father said she had “in spades.”

Grit was not the same as talent.

“Going to try ‘Flower’ today?” asked Mae. Mae, her drummer/manager/bestie, had ditched a cello for a drum kit at age thirteen and had goals of being a “feminist Korean version of Puff Daddy, but for rock.” (“So . . . not like Puffy at all,” Emma said. “Smart-ass,” Mae replied.)

Flower. If she played it and it flopped, nothing remained in her arsenal. No other secret compositions. On the other hand, “You nail it, you could go Top Forty,” Mae told her, as she so often did. “Have you heard the new Jewel single?”

Emma was alive and breathing, so she’d heard the song. It dug its claws in. Jewel had lived in a van in Alaska—no journalist forgot to mention that tidbit. The apocryphal tale made Emma’s childhood in a seven-room apartment in Greenwich Village look plush. Her dad’s affair, his sobriety, her mom’s youth as a revered folkie—none of their dramas could live up to Jewel’s origins.

“They’re all copying my mom,” she told Mae about Jewel and her ilk. “And yeah, I have been working on that tune . . . ,” she added, almost in a whisper. “I think it’s as good as like, a B-plus Dave Canticle song.”

“Well, that’s not bad! His songs were certainly better than his corny stage name. How’s Dave doing?”

“Dave is still sober, unlike everyone on this lawn,” Emma said, smiling. “His neighbor upstate raises goats.”

“Any more talk of the big D?”

“No divorce talk. Not much talk at all with either of them.”

What Emma didn’t say: with Judie, it still felt like walking on swords.
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When Judie did come home, that night of Flower’s visit, they rushed her—Emma with Flower at her tail. Emma’s wild arms had flung themselves around her mother’s waist, a gesture usually reserved for her father or her aunt.

“Judith Zingerman . . .” Flower dropped into an honest-to-goodness curtsy. “What an honor. My name is Flower Robinson, and I traveled two days to tell you that your music has been the most meaningful I have consumed as a woman in this messed-up world.”

“How did you sneak by downstairs?” asked Judie. She didn’t wait for answers, nor did she ask about Emma’s tear-streaked face.

“Wait . . . two days . . . for me?” Judie continued. “I used to hear from fans right and left. Now, Dave’s fans are another thing—we always catch them trying to figure out if it’s him, with the belly and the kids. Right, Em?”

She asked Emma to fix her a drink, then, saying she’d had a day.

“Flower drank your gin!” Emma shouted, but Judie held up her hand. This whole night was wrong, and Judie didn’t notice it, and Emma felt tiny and alone.

When Emma trotted back with the cocktail, her mother and Flower were huddled in the foyer. Judie signed a piece of paper, ushered Flower out, and double-locked the door.

“For God’s sake, Emma, ask who it is when someone knocks,” said Judie. “Forget the drink. I have a headache.”

A week passed. Flower sent her letter.


I call myself Flower because I am a flower, but my petals had curled up and dried—until I heard your songs.

In the 60s we had a vision about rainbows and light. I believed it, but the man I lived with didn’t see it the same, which is to say he saw himself as entitled to more of the rainbows than I could get, and he hurt me for it.

I saw in your words a great secret and I think I know it because so many women do—somewhere in the past, a terror. A melancholy that spoke to our being trapped, not by other people, but by our own choices. When I look at myself in the water, I will also see your face, and that of your girl.



After Judie scanned the letter, snorted, “Overwrought hippies,” and tossed it on the table, Emma swiped it. She was learning how to hide things. Judie was her teacher.
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As Emma tuned her guitar for the opening notes of “Flower,” three Brown students in pajama bottoms walked by the stage. Emma could appreciate the way college kids got cozy: on a stone bench in a corner of campus, in the library, in bed with each other. But she preferred them adoring her. At the choruses, they jumped, slamming their small, soft bodies against each other. “Chill out, I’m acoustic,” she joked. This display proved she was meant to have more: a backing band. A laser show. Dozens of amplifiers. Magazine covers. Still, she needed one thing: “A killer song,” as Leon told her. “Dig deep for one.”

And she had. She hummed a few chords to Mae. “I am a great flower,” she sang, barely above a whisper. She played the bridge on her guitar.

“Freaky,” said Mae, exactly the word Leon had used. “Release it, Emma!”

When “Flower” entered the world, finished, it could explode. But when to send it flying? Today, for these potheads? Next week? Next year? Emma longed to call her mother for advice, to hear Judie’s chuckle. But Judie had been weighing down their phone calls with long, uncomfortable pauses, as though waiting for Emma to relent. Emma didn’t know how to puncture the discomfort to tell her mother about her own creative urges and fears.

Emma pranced around backstage with her guitar, trying to inflate herself into significance. Maybe she could ditch the black cutoff shorts she’d been pairing with combat boots, try a floaty Victorian dress. But she’d keep the boots on, use them to march into the pipeline of crooning women flowing up, up, and onto the airwaves.

“Easy on the frets,” said the soundboard guy as Emma tried out a chord. “Why is every girl so angry now?”

“Get bent,” said Emma with a grin, cheerfully living up to the stereotype.

“Bitch,” he muttered, either humor or hatred in his tone. Before Emma could feel the sting, Mae hugged her, hard, the same fierce way Emma hugged Mae when people asked her where she was from (the answer was East Sixty-Fifth Street). They had an unspoken agreement: tight squeezes only. Girls who rocked didn’t cry in public.

As they tried out a few notes of her new song, a humming started in Emma’s chest, what her mother dubbed the moths. Judie meant it pejoratively, but Emma couldn’t live without it.

When sound check ended, Mae tapped her on the shoulder. “Got invited to play with this Spanish Korean music troupe. College life, man. Come?”

“I’m going to shop,” Emma said. “For a flowing dress, witchy and divine.”

Mae approved. “The Singer Sisters would like that.”

They would have, once upon a time. “The Singer Sisters are dead.” Emma laughed. “Long live the Singer Sisters.”
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Emma’s friends typically viewed childhood as innocent and adolescence an awakening. But for her it had reversed, because of her mom. Judie made an odd mom to little kids; she had no job, yet she didn’t do stuff like fix crustless sandwiches for lunch, tucked next to apple slices.

But Judie, the mom of teens who had pizza delivery numbers posted by the kitchen phone and a credit account at the deli, who had stories about seedy hotels in London and drinking too much whiskey before shows—that felt natural. Judie, not necessarily by design, treated her family like a wildflower garden.

Emma missed the mom of her early gigging era, a Judie of midnight popcorn and gossip, a mom who’d present her with a talisman of luck before a show or party: a silk scarf or sparkly earrings, even an embroidered jacket.

Later than she should have, Emma returned to campus, one vintage jeweled belt buckle tucked under her arm. As she charged toward the backstage area, she practically tripped over a woman on the narrow steps. Elegant and leggy, like her aunt Sylvia.

This stranger, oblivious, blocked Emma’s path, her wrist swirling a lemonade. “Excuse me!” said Emma. The woman hoisted herself up with effort, and as she did her silver jewelry caught the late-morning sun—hoops in her ears, a thick bangle on her wrist, and a chain with a crystal pendant disappearing into the scoop of her shirt. She wore loose slacks and an earth-brown blazer and had thick-rimmed glasses. Her sandy hair was as short as Emma’s own. She looked up at Emma and her dark eyes widened in recognition.

“Sorry!” the stranger said, waving fingers positively stacked with rings. A musician couldn’t adorn her hands that way and still play. The woman leaned back as if to take Emma in from head to toe: appraisingly—almost intimately.

“Emma Cantor. It is you.” The woman’s accent rolled like the hills of Scotland, or Ireland, or maybe Wales.

“You a fan?” Emma’s cheeks glowed and her heart skipped.

“Yes! But I know you. Though it’s a decade, isn’t it—”

Emma scratched her head. A bunch of her new “fans” these days were actually old friends from the Washington Square Park playground, or camp, or once, even, an abortive Hebrew school attempt. But none of them were Irish.

“—since the lake house?”

“Oh. My. Freaking. God,” said Emma, her voice squeaking. It was Rose, her Irish au pair. A slightly fuller face, more lines, shorter hair, but her old nanny was unaltered otherwise. “Poor Rose, chased away by my speedboat devilry?”

A flame tongue of embarrassment hit Emma as they bantered. Couldn’t Rose have waited until after the show to remind Emma of that shameful summer, the way Emma had tried to drive away her jumpy babysitter, so out of place she couldn’t even swim?

Emma tried to access the deep breathing Dave taught her to do before a show: two long breaths in, filling the belly, the lungs—then four out.

No use. She smelled lake water and spicy pines. The gnawing of that summer—of that era. Her mother’s trip to Ireland, the summer of Rose, Rose disappearing to California, the intense family recording sessions for Chant and Sing interspersed with grudges and recriminations between mother, father, aunt—and then later that year, Flower at their door.

The phantom pain of these memories, of being a child in a clan of singers, where feelings stayed unseen if they couldn’t rise to musical magnificence.

About the speedboat incident, Rose had mostly felt sorry for Emma, she now said, young and needing attention. She murmured about connecting to Emma’s music. Mae wiggled into sight, shaking her hips, trying to get Emma to laugh—and hurry up.

“I’ve gotta go play,” Emma said. And that should have been it: an awkward reunion, a show. But Rose had begun praising Emma’s music, and Emma adored praise. So she tossed out a “Beer afterwards?” as she began to walk toward the stage entrance, preparing to brandish her plastic backstage pass.

Rose trailed her, the way she followed Sylvia and Judie around that summer long ago, like a dog. “Sure! Well, soda.” She pointed to her stomach, where a mound could just be discerned beneath the well-tailored blouse.

Emma hadn’t noticed. She forced a smile—pregnancy struck her as boring, gross. But Rose had unnerved her. “Stick around,” Emma said. “You might hear something special.”

After leaping the stairs two at a time, Emma found Mae backstage with a bottle of Coke. They sipped, squatted, and stretched. They were on in twenty. An astounding thundercloud of smoke now hovered above the audience.

Halfway through her breathing exercises, a pool of steely resolve began to radiate within Emma. Dig into childhood, Leon said. Dig deep. That summer, her mother and Sylvia patiently stood waist-deep in the freezing lake, teaching Rose to swim.

Why did the Singer Sisters take so much care with someone they barely knew, instead of teaching Emma to play guitar like her brother? Why, when Flower showed up, did Judie happily receive her flattery instead of checking on Emma? Why, oh why, was Judie acting so frosty at Emma for skipping college when she had done the same thing?

Emma heard hoots from the students assembled on the lawn. She breathed in the skunky undergraduate pot. That perfect breeze from earlier encored, cooling her hot skin. She licked the soda off her lips, closed her eyes, debating whether to play the song. That night long ago, Flower called Judie a prophet and “Route 95” the song of the century.

Emma shook her head, now flooded with her mother’s most famous lyrics: begin to begin.

“Okay, Mom, I will,” she whispered, and stepped out onstage.
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