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For Andrew, Ashlyn, Isabella and Lauren, who have pretty good taste in music.

Music is like a snowflake. Every note is unique. Some smooth, jagged, but—like snowflakes—they merge to form something more beautiful and infinite than the parts. She floats on the music. She soars on the music. There is a light above, and she heads for it, and the light is the music, and the music is the light—
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Chapter One
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The piano player at Grace Tabernacle Baptist plays in a nice, low, churning style. The other choir members lay back and let her take the lead. Her bright hair reminds Margaret Deener of the brightly colored clothes so popular with the dancers on Soul Train. The styles have become slightly more subdued in the late seventies, and she secretly misses the flashier colors. The pianist is nearly seventy years old, and she’s shepherding a guitarist and a bass player—whippersnappers in their fifties—through a respectful but upbeat version of “Amazing Grace.”

The congregation sings along, especially Margaret’s two little girls standing with her and her husband, John, near the middle of the church. The church roof soars overhead, and the girls’ voices soar with it. This is their favorite song. One starts to sing loud, and the other tries to outdo her, only to be topped again. Their father frowns down at them, urging restraint with his eyes. The girls have pretty voices that swirl and twirl like cords in a rope, a rope rising to heaven.

Others in the congregation make out where the sound is coming from. The sound is much better than the drone around it, a faceted diamond in a field of rough stones. Heads turn, some with frowns at the volume, some with smiles for the harmony. Their mother pokes at them with a knee, but they don’t quit. This is their favorite song, and they are coming to their favorite part.

Once the song is finished, and the congregants leave, the girls get stopped by congregation members several times on the way out, walking between their mother and father.

“Margaret, you certainly are raising two little songbirds there,” says Mrs. Anderson.

“It was one of the prettiest things I have heard,” says Mrs. Evers. “John, why can’t you sing like that?” Mrs. Evers, tiny and wizened, isn’t too wizened to flirt.

Their father grimaces. No one stops them to complain, everyone is too polite for that. Most people don’t say anything. The girls can tell their father is upset by how he grasps their arms and shoulders and moves them along steadily. He smolders in the driver’s seat on the way home, and their mother makes nervous small talk, pointing to things they’ve seen a hundred times. They stare at the low houses of Percival, which seem to hide away under the trees. The foothills of the Ozarks are a child’s blue scrawl on the horizon. The girls hold hands, certain punishment is on the way. 

“If dad slows the car down, we can jump out and run away to the mountains,” Barb whispers.

“We can be mountain women,” Bet agrees, nodding vigorously. 

“We can eat, like, nuts and berries to survive, like that old guy on TV,” Barb says, getting into the fantasy now.

“You girls shush,” their mother says, indicating it’s not a suggestion.

They approach their own house, a two-story white box in an older subdivision, sheltered under regal oaks that tower above it and its neighbors. The girls exit the car and wait for their father to unlock the front door. They run upstairs to take off their stiff, starchy dresses and put on play clothes. 

“Let’s go climb the tree,” Bet says.

“Let’s just get out of the house,” Barb replies.

When they close the door, their mother is behind them, her voice shaky with unspent emotion. “Girls, I do not appreciate it when you act up in church.”

“Mama,” the girls say together. 

The tension breaks, and tears stream down their cheeks. Their mother’s chin quivers.

“It was not right to sing the way you did. That wasn’t praise. That was showing out.”

“But, Mama,” the older one says. “Was it any good?”

Their mother looks down at them, one at a time. “Yes,” she says. “It was very good.”

“God wanted us to sing,” Barb says. “It was to praise.”

“Maybe,” their mother says. “Maybe.” She gives them a little smile, and their tears begin to dry. “Just don’t sing quite so loud tonight.”

She shuts the door. Their father doesn’t come in, but they can hear him talking down the hall. The door is not thick enough to keep out his voice.

“Margaret, where did those girls learn to sing like that?”

“I don’t know, John. It was loud. But wasn’t it pretty?”

“Little girls don’t sing like that. Have you been giving them lessons?”

“No,” their mother says.

“Margaret, have you been giving those girls singing lessons?”

“No, John. I have not.”

With ears to the door, the girls learn their mother can tell a lie. Or at least not tell the whole truth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The piano lessons are a gift. A secret gift.

Margaret Deener watches her daughters in the rearview mirror. She can’t believe how much they’ve grown in the last year. 

“Where are we going, girls?” she asks. 

“To the store, mama,” they say in unison.

“Now, you know it’s not right to lie, right? This is just a story we’re telling so you can get some piano lessons.”

“We know it’s not right to lie, Mama,” Barb says. “We’ll just tell daddy we went to the store.”

After the incident in church, Margaret suspended the singing lessons and opted for piano lessons instead. There was only one piano at the church and that job was already taken, so she considered it a safe compromise. Margaret Deener is friends with Velma Ludvigsen, who offered an excellent rate on the piano. Barb and Bet had asked for guitar lessons, but Margaret was practical.

“The school has a piano they can use for practice,” Mrs. Ludvigsen said. “People who don’t need to know about the lessons won’t have to know.”

Margaret drops them off in front of the school and waves a furtive goodbye, although no one is watching. 

***
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Mrs. Ludvigsen waves them in, gives them both an awkward half-hug and ushers Barb to the piano. She gets to go first, one of the benefits of being the eldest. Bet grabs a dogeared Cricket magazine from a small table and relaxes on an overstuffed chair in the hallway. She looks down the hall. Large, glass doors open up to the back yard where the Ludvigsen dogs roughhouse on the grass. Bet appreciates the secret lessons but would also like to go play with the dogs. Smooth piano music flows through the door.

“Very nice,” Mrs. Ludvigsen says. “But please play the song that’s right here before you. “What you’re playing is not ‘Turkey in the Straw.’”

“It’s better than ‘Turkey in the Straw,’” Barb insists.

And it is, Bet agrees, not being a fan of that particular tune.

“But we’re not here to play something better than that song,” Mrs. Ludvigsen taps slowly on the sheet music. “We’re here to learn how to read music and play it. If you just come in here and make things up, you’re not learning. You already know how to do that.”

Bet approaches the piano as a mathematical problem. A certain key, when pressed, emits a specific sound. It is only a matter of keeping track of which key emits what and playing them in that order. To Barb, the piano is a trackless jungle in which to roam.

Mrs. Ludvigsen sighs and gives up.

“Okay, Bet, your turn. How are we today?”

Mrs. Ludvigsen, tall and fit, is the only woman to jog through the roundabouts and cul-de-sacs in her neighborhood. She’s older and just chops off her hair to show she is done with artifice.

“Your sister has favored us with a new composition again,” she says. 

Barb plops down on the chair and picks up the Cricket magazine. She doesn’t look at the dogs at all.

Mrs. Ludvigsen gives Bet a very polite smile. “Let’s see if you learned the song.”

Bet accompanies her into the piano room, puts her sheet music on the stand and arranges herself on the stool. She plays “Turkey in the Straw.” She is slow and halting at first but then picks up the pace and finishes with a flourish.

“Very nice,” Mrs. Ludvigsen says. “But your timing is a little off. That’s a hard thing to get right.”

Barb has good timing, Bet thinks. 

Mrs. Ludvigsen pushes the metronome’s metal arm to begin its robotic cadence. Bet starts the song again, poking the keys with her tiny fingers. The metronome ticks and ticks, relentless, and she realizes she’s out of time with it. She glares at it, but it won’t stop, won’t deviate from its relentless rhythm. She misses a note, then another.

She starts shaking with frustration. She can’t read the notes because she’s crying. She would really like to be out in the yard with the dogs.

“Oh, honey,” Mrs. Ludvigsen says. “Don’t cry. It’s not worth crying about.”

“But I can’t do it,” Bet says. “She can do it, and I can’t.”

“That’s not quite true,” Mrs. Ludvigsen says. She leans in close and whispers, “she can play. But she can’t play like you can. You can read music. You can play anything that’s written down. She can only play what’s in her head.”

“But what’s in her head is good.”

“Ah,” Mrs. Ludvigsen says, tapping the music, “but what’s written down is better.”
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Chapter Three
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Bet is slightly impressed. But only slightly. Stan Swinea is a talented kisser. Even at sixteen, Bet knows enough to recognize that he doesn’t slobber on her face like a dog licking a bone. He’s slow, smooth, kissing her like he wants to know her. They break only to breathe. Bet sucks in air. While they share breath, he looks into her eyes. His are icy blue and slightly bloodshot eyes.

“Hang on, let me flip the tape,” he says, his voice husky. 

Sixteen songs of love, from The Police to Howard Jones. They’ve already heard it twice, and they’ll hear it again.

Bet wears a blouse and a summer sweater. Stan wears a Yellow Jackets shirt, which Bet slides off his hairless, muscular chest. Now it’s her turn. Stan’s hand moves under her sweater, sliding it off like an orange peel. Then there’s pressure at her waist, and his hand slips beneath her blouse. In a single, smooth motion, his fingers slip over her ribs and across goosebump skin. His hand slides over her bra, lingering. She kisses his neck and nibbles his earlobe. His hand wends up her spine to unhook her bra.

She slides her blouse and bra over her head. They rub bare chests together and then Stan’s mouth descends on her breasts like a starving child. Bet sucks in air and cups  the back of his head, moving him closer to her heart.

She stands and unzips her jeans. Stan shoves them to the floor, and her panties follow. They move faster. Stan unzips his jeans and shucks them off, taking his underwear with them. The cool air between Bet’s legs is replaced by Stan’s finger. She holds on to his muscular arms as he pushes his middle finger inside her. Her own fingers find his erection. She drops to her knees, hard enough to make her wince, and takes him into her mouth. She’s aware there’s still music playing, but she doesn’t listen. He tastes like a salty sponge. Stan’s hands rest on each side of the back of her head.

He jerks. “Ouch. You’re biting.”

She doesn’t know how to move her teeth out of the way, but she gets her tongue more involved. Stan’s breathing grows ever more ragged. He lets out a little cry, and suddenly her mouth is flooded with hot salt water. She pulls away, and another blast hits her cheek. Bet falls back on her naked butt with a thump and hot drip rolls down her stomach. She swallows.

“I’m so sorry,” Stan says. “I couldn’t help it.”

“It’s okay. Could you get me a Coke?”

She drinks half the Coke before she can swallow again without being sick. They lie on his bed and kiss. After about fifteen minutes, she feels he’s ready again. She’s ready, too, as a preliminary expedition from his finger discovers. She pushes her hips against the finger, enjoying the pressure as he moves it as deep as it will go. He stretches above her, arching his back like a cat. She reaches down to help him, guiding him.

She winces and gives a little grunt of pain, then smiles. At first, it hurts more than it feels good, and then the order reverses. His movement is awkward, and their hips bump as she tries to move with him. Her hands tingle as she moves her fingertips over his back, occasionally digging in her nails. Her fingers urge him to continue. With a groan, Stan pushes inside her as far as he can go and stops. She feels a burst of wet warmth. Bet clutches his back with one hand and his butt in another. Stan only twitches. He kisses her sweaty forehead.

“How was it for you?” he whispers.

“Good,” she whispers back, and it’s true. But it could have been better.

They lie there for a while, tired, motionless, scared. Bet looks at her watch, which sits atop her pile of clothes. It’s time to go home.

Fifteen minutes later, Bet parks her battered Camaro beside the driveway and gets inside the door to her home. Her parents are watching TV in the living room. Her mother turns her face toward the door and smiles when she sees Bet. Her father’s favorite show is on, a cop show set in New York. 

“There was a ballgame on. It delayed my show,” her father says. “You could have stayed out another thirty minutes.”

Bet stares at him in amazement.

“I’m kidding,” he says, deadpan.

Bet sniffles and stalks upstairs.

“What did I say?” her father asks her mother. “Should I go after her?”

“No, that sounded like a minor boyfriend sniffle. She’ll be all right. Barb’s back there, anyway.”

Bet passes Barb’s open door. Barb’s in bed, the covers up to her neck. Bet doesn’t feel like being sociable, but Barb cries out for help.

“Bet! Bet! Can you get me some orange juice? I’m out.”

A hand appears from under the covers and shakes a small glass smeared with pulp.

“All right. Give me a second.”

She gets the juice glass and heads downstairs to the kitchen.

“See?” Margaret whispers to John. “In the fridge already.”

Bet carries the juice back to Barb, who slurps it down, holding the glass with both hands like a child. She finishes with a loud swallow.

“Would you please, please, get me some more juice? I feel like a desert.”

“More? What am I, your slave?”

“Aren’t you crabby tonight. Please?”

Bet brings back the whole carton of juice, pours Barb a glass, and sits on the edge of the bed. 

“Barb, can I ask you something?” 

Barb sucks down more orange pulp. “Sure.”

“Did you enjoy it when you first had sex?”

Barb spews orange juice across the floor.

“Don’t do that,” Bet says, annoyed. “I just brought you that juice.”

“I’m just—I just—I don’t know what to say.”

“What do you mean?”

“Bet—I’ve never had sex. I’m a virgin. Why do you ask?”

Bet turns as red as one of the dots used to mark chords in Barb’s old guitar songbook.

“Nothing. No reason.”

“Oh my god. You had sex.”

She says it a little too loud. Barb, still holding the glass, brings the covers up to her mouth to muffle her words.

“You had sex! With Stan Swinea!”

Bet nods. She feels like smiling and crying at the same time.

“I can’t believe it! You have to tell me all about it.”

Be shrugs. “I thought you already knew.”

Their mother appears in the doorway. Barb freezes. Bet sucks in her breath.

“My two little angels,” she says. 

Barb relaxes her face and rolls her eyes, and Bet lets out a loud exhale. 

“Bet, you better let Barb get some rest.” Their mother nods at her. “Barb, why don’t you take some more Nyquil? It’s been a while since you had any.”

“My mother, the drug pusher.”

“Medicine pusher. There’s a difference.”

“We’ll talk later,” Barb says, and her eyes show she means it.

Bet heads to her room and gets ready for bed, moving as if in a dream. She is terrified that she has headed into the realm of sex before her sister. She wonders if she has doomed her soul to Hell forever. For a second there, when she came home and saw her mother and father, and they saw her, their innocent daughter, she wanted to go back, back to the time before she had sex. She wonders if she has caught a disease, and her mind conjures the oozing pus and gaping sores that will no doubt be her fate. She wonders why she had sex at all. She wonders when she will do it again.

After a couple of hours, she sneaks down the hall to Barb’s room. Barb is asleep on her back, snoring gently. Bet steals some of her Nyquil, drinking directly from the bottle to avoid germs on the cup. It’s cherry flavored.
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Chapter Four
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The school gymnasium is sheer chaos at halftime. The band is playing, vibrating the metal bleachers. Bet slouches in her seat up in the nosebleed section. 

“Go Yellow Jackets!” the cheerleaders shout, dancing and waving pom-poms. “Defang the Wolverines!”

The dull roar of dozens of conversations almost drowns out both the band and the cheerleaders. The band calls it quits, then sits down on the front bleachers and doffs their sweaty hats. The cheerleaders jump and shout their exhortations.

Four students, three boys and a girl—Bet’s sister, Barb—drag amplifiers, a microphone stand, bass guitar and two electric guitars to the center court from the home dressing room. Bet debates leaving. She looks to her left, then the right. The bleachers are packed full. Leaving would certainly draw attention to herself. Could her sister see her from the court where she and the boys were setting up? One of the boys plugs in, emitting a squeal of feedback that gets the crowd’s attention. One of the boys, tall and scrawny, taps the mike. The cheerleaders cede the court, kicking legs and scissoring arms as they go.

“Are you ready to rock?” the kid says into the microphone.

A rock band at halftime is unusual, so many in the crowd pay some attention, although they don’t stop talking. The band launches into the Cars’ “My Best Friend’s Girl.” The singer, Rob, even looks a bit like a young Ric Ocasek but with a better haircut. 

Janice Reagan leans close to Bet and says loud enough to be heard over the music, “Isn’t that your sister?” 

“Yes,” Bet says, embarrassed. The band isn’t good, and they’re playing in front of Stan and everybody. 

“Do you think Stan looks like he’s limping?” Bet asks in an effort to shift the conversation from her sister to her boyfriend. “Man, the Wolverines are killing us. Stan’s going to be in a pissy mood for sure.”

“Why isn’t she singing?” Janice asks. “She has a pretty voice. I’ve heard it.”

“Because it’s Rob’s band, and Rob is the singer.”

“Rob is a dork, though.”

It is irrefutable. Rob is a dork.

“You have a pretty voice too,” Janice says. “You sound just like Belinda Carlisle, but better.”

Bet shrugs. “Thanks. I do think Stan is limping. I wonder if he’s hurt, and that’s why he’s not making many points.”

“I don’t know. I hope not. Rick is having a good night, though. Sort of. He would be if we were winning.”

Janice has gone out with Jeremy from the tennis team, but no one except the tennis team and their mothers care about the tennis team. Rick, the team captain, stands tall and golden. 

Janice is dreaming if she thinks Rick even knows she’s alive, Bet thinks.

“They’re going to do another song,” Janice says. “I hope Barb sings.”

“This is an original song,” Rob says into the microphone. “I hope you like it.” He adds, almost as an afterthought, “We’re the Yellow Derringers,” 

“She’s not going to sing,” Bet says.

Rob starts wailing over the amplifiers, cranked up to drown out the ambient noise.

Janice listens for a few seconds. “This is really bad. Your sister should be singing.”

“Or they should at least be playing the Cars again.”

The players come back onto the floor, waving and looking happy, although they face near-certain defeat. A couple of them try to dance to the strange, slow song until they give up and wave to the crowd again. Stan bobs his head a little, looks at Barb, and laughs. 

“Oh my god.” Bet slumps on the aluminum bleacher like she’s about to melt into a puddle beneath it.

Barb doesn’t notice how bad things are going. She plays on, nodding in time to the somewhat jerky beat, doing her best. The song shudders to an end. A few polite claps are audible among the din of the ongoing conversations. 

“At least they’re not getting booed,” Janice says.

Bet nods. “They should be.”
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Chapter Five
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“Mom, I want to ask you something.” Barb fills out her college application at the kitchen table while her mother empties the dishwasher and cleans the counters.

“Okay. What?”

“I wonder if there’s a mistake here.” Barb stares at her birth certificate. The number 3 is typed in the space for the number of previous children.

“Where?”

“Here. I knew that you and dad had a little boy before me, and he was born dead. But this says three.”

Her mother doesn’t look at the paper.

“It’s no mistake. We had the little boy, and then we had twin girls. They only lived a little while.”

Barb stares at her mother, who doesn’t meet her eyes. “Oh, Mom. You must have been...just crushed.”

“It was very sad. They were so sweet. I’ve told you about them before.”

“I don’t remember.” Barb imagines her mother and father, trying to have children for years, feeling joy and hope and then despair. Twice. And then trying again.

“You must have wanted children very much.”

“We did, dear.” She rests a hand on Barb’s shoulder for a second. But she’s busy and resumes stacking plates. “You.”

The number 3, typed in black ink on white paper, bespeaks a certain steel. Her mother is tough, Barb realizes. She wonders if she is as tough as her mother. She and Bet have called themselves the Delicious Twins for years. Her mother hates the words.
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Chapter Six
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“Twins. I still can’t believe it.” John Deener says.

His daughters, Susan and Sarah, wriggle in their tiny cribs, arms and legs flailing at the world, eyes tight shut. He puts his own fingers on the glass. Of course, they can’t see him, but he feels a connection. Margaret’s difficult pregnancy after the death of David, their little boy, worried them. Margaret spent half the day in labor. But the proof of the value of perseverance waves its chubby, wrinkled arms and legs and announces its own life. In duplicate.

His younger brother, Ted, older brother, Reggie, and sister, Pat, stand behind John, their reflections all tall, skinny, and proud. John is grateful, but they’re ghosts in its reflection. The future is ahead, just beyond that glass, just out of reach. 

Two nurses and a doctor, Dr. Derban, come in, all in white with white masks. They flit from child to child and spend extra time above the wriggling, wailing twins. Another doctor and more nurses come in to continue the rounds, but Dr. Derban is gone with John’s twin daughters. They wheel Susan and Sarah away, to a room deeper in the bowels of the hospital.

Derban comes out a few minutes later. He stands before the Deener family in the hallway, his eyes as baggy and red and tired as theirs.

“Where did you take the girls?” John asks. “Is something wrong?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Dr. Derban says. “They seemed to be having a little trouble breathing.”

“But they’re all right, right?”

“They seem to be, John. Just some trouble breathing. We’re checking that out now.”

Dr. Derban delivered David. David never had trouble breathing because he never got a chance to breathe. That was two years ago, but Derban remembers.

“It’s not as bad as David, John,” he says. “Just relax. Wait a little while, and I’ll come tell you more. Now, I better get back in there.”

“Yes, please, go ahead,” John says. “Thank you.”

John stands with his family in the middle of the hallway. Pat puts a small hand on his shoulder, guiding him to the chairs. They slump into uncomfortable seats.

“If you guys need to go home, go ahead,” John says. “I’ll stay until I find out how things are.”

“We’ll stay with you,” Ted says. “I can go in a little late tomorrow.”

“So can I,” Reggie says. 

It’s not true for either of them. Reggie runs the family farm, and Ted is a mechanic at the Stan Johnson car dealership, and both needs early starts even if they’re sick. 

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” he says. 

It’s a long time before Dr. Derban comes out again. John stands to shake his hand. Dr. Derban meets John’s eyes but won’t speak until John is seated again on one of the metal chairs. He keeps a hand on John’s shoulder. A sense of Déjà vu passes through John so violently that he shudders.

“John,” Derban says, then and now. “John, I have some bad—awful—news.”

Pat sucks in a breath. Reggie and Ted shift heavily in their chairs. John looks at the floor. The same floor he saw two years ago. His eyes go out of focus the same way they did then, blurring the black and white tiles into a gray puddle.

“John, they didn’t make it,” the doctor says. “It was their lungs. There was a problem with their lungs. I don’t think they developed properly. There was nothing we could do.”

“Did they—suffer?”

He shakes his head. “No, John, they didn’t suffer.”

John stares at the gray floor. Dr. Derban puts his hands on John’s shoulders, calling him back to the world. 

John looks up at Dr. Derban. “Doctor, do you think we’ll ever be able to have children?”

Derban shrugs, then seems to catch himself. “I believe so, John, I really do. The problem was different this time. It’s not symptomatic of anything. There’s nothing that can keep you from having children.”

Derban talks for a while longer, offering people John can talk to. At some point, Derban finishes and clasps a final caring hand on John’s shoulder before he walks off.

“Come on, John,” Pat says. “Let’s go home. Come back and stay with me and Mom and Dad.”

“No,” John says. “Margaret is still here. I’m going to stay with her. I want to be with her when she wakes up.”

Pat walks John to her room, and he collapses on a chair.

“I love you,” Pat says, and leaves the room. 

Ted and Reggie nod with solemn expressions and leave too.

John rests his head on the back of the chair and watches Margaret sleep. Her tousled brown hair wraps around her face and pillow. Her mouth is open, and she snores slightly. Her eyes move under her lids. She dreams of her daughters, watching them grow into little girls, go off to school, then move away to start lives and have families of their own. Their son is with them, first teasing his little sisters, then caring for them. He grows into a tall, strong man who carries the Deener name into eternity. 

John wishes she could sleep forever so he would not have to tell her the news.

He falls asleep. Someone comes in during the night, but John can’t rouse himself to look, and the person doesn’t wake him. When he opens his eyes again, Margaret is in bed, awake, a faint smile on her face.

He can’t smile back, and Margaret, although groggy, seems to notice, and frowns.

“John? Are they going to bring the girls in later?”

There is nothing to do but look at her. It sinks in, and she pushes her head back into the pillow.

“What happened?” She clamps her lips to stifle a sob that tries to escape behind the words.

“Something with their breathing. They lived a little while, but they stopped breathing.”

Margaret strokes her right arm. The movement almost looks like she is cuddling a baby. “I only saw them for a few minutes. I was hurting so bad—I shouldn’t have let them knock me out.”

“You couldn’t have saved them, Margaret. No one could save them.”

“I know that. But I could have been with them to the end.”

“Don’t do that to yourself, honey.” 

John reaches out, and she grabs his hand and holds on as if to keep from sinking. They look into each other’s red, watery eyes.

“What are we going to do now?” she asks.

“We’ll just do what we’ve always done. We’ll keep on going.”

“We’ll be alone,” Margaret says. “I didn’t think we’d be alone at this point.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” he offers a weak smile.

“No,” she says, failing to smile back. “It’s not.”

Two days later, they stand on a hillside at Edgewood Cemetery. Edgewood Cemetery is not at the edge of a wood but at the edge of a road. Cars move in the distance, life going on, not even slowing down.

It’s warm, and the wind is fierce. Brother Harlan from Grace Tabernacle Baptist clutches Margaret’s arm to steady her. He’s a big man with a big head of thick hair cut down to stubble. His booming voice used to raise the roof and bring a sweaty crowd to the edge of religious ecstasy, but he is old now, and the wind nearly takes his words.

“For men are not cast off by the Lord forever, the Lord tells us in Lamentations three, verses thirty-one to thirty-three,” he says. “Though he brings grief, he will show compassion, so great is his unfailing love. For he does not willingly bring affliction or grief to the children of men.”

But it comes, John thinks.

“Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted,” Brother Harlan says. In his own words, he adds, “I am here for you whenever you need me. You should also lean on your family.” He looks Margaret straight in the eyes, and then John. “Please don’t ever be afraid to ask for help. No one can get through such a tragedy alone.”

“Thank you,” John says.

The service is brief, reflecting the short lives commemorated by it. John’s family stands behind them, all in a row; his short, round father, tall mother, and equally tall siblings. They are not burying children. They bury plans, dreams, hopes. 

Susan and Sarah are buried next to David. They have lots of room. Their tiny coffins fill less than half the space allotted for eternity.
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Chapter Seven
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Barb lived her entire life on one side of the Missouri River, and now she’s crossing to the other. She pictures pioneers crossing it on rafts, or Mark Twain floating along it on his way to St. Louis. She’s crossing it in her green 1973 Volkswagen Super Beetle. The car is seventeen years old but runs like a dream. Her father made sure of that. 

“It’s muddy.” Bet stares out the passenger side of the car. “This is the worst scenery I’ve ever seen. How much longer?”

“Not too far. Quit bitching. Just relax.”

Bet fiddles with the radio, but it developed an affinity for country. “Don’t they listen to anything good up here?”

“We’re driving right up the middle of the state. You know you won’t get anything good.”

“I wish you had gotten the tape player fixed,” Bet complains. 

“We’ll just have to sing.”

“Ha.”

“We used to sing,” Barb says. 

“Don’t remind me.”

“You’re so high school now, Bet.”

Bet rolls her eyes. “Thank you, oh student of higher learning.”

“You’re welcome. You’re going to miss me when I’m gone.”

“I’ll have the house all to myself.”

“Only if you kill Mom and Dad.”

Bet shifts her focus out the window as if considering it. 

The pile of junk in the back seat clogs most of Barb’s view in the rearview mirror. More of her precious belongings are crammed in the station wagon behind her. Her mother in the passenger side of the wagon gives a little wave. Bet rocks in her seat, bursting with boredom and energy that won’t get any better as the night goes on. They’ll stay in a motel in a double room and watch cable until their father falls asleep.

“So, what are you going to do now that I’m out of the way?” Barb asks. 

“Same old thing.”

“Going to keep seeing Stan?” Barb asks. 

“I don’t think so.”

“Have you started thinking about college?”

“Nope. Dad and Mom haven’t given me the college talk yet.”

“Matter of time.”

“I’m not going,” Bet says. 

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. I’m not going to give in, like you.”

When did she get so nasty? Barb wonders. Was I ever like that? Their mother hinted she would like to ride with Barb. Barb wishes she had let her. 

“I didn’t give in. Maybe I’ll learn something. And it beats going to work.”

Bet rolls her eyes. “You didn’t pick this place to learn anything. Journalism? Please. You picked that because it’s not hard.”

“I won’t argue.”

“And somebody told you because the place is between St. Louis and Kansas City, they get good music.”

“Oh, come on. If I wanted decent music, I’d go to Austin or something.”

Bet shakes her head. “It’s too hot there.”

And too expensive, with out-of-state tuition, Barb thinks. Her parents couldn’t help much, and Barb didn’t want to go broke just to learn something.

“So...what do you think the nightlife is like at the U of Mo?” Bet can’t hide her envy. Whatever it is, it will be superior to what Barb is leaving behind.

“I’m hoping to find out. Why don’t you come visit me? When school’s out. Maybe I’ll get a summer job and stick around, and you can stay with me.”

“Maybe. They’ve been looking up churches for you in Columbia, you know,” Bet says with an evil grin. “Apparently, there are quite a few. I’m sure they’ve found some good ones. You are expected to attend services three times a week.”

“My studies will no doubt interfere.”

“Your studies. Two words rarely found together. Are you really going to be a journalist? Or is that just something you told Mom and Dad?”

“I might be.” Barb imagines herself at a press conference. She sticks an invisible microphone under Bet’s nose. “Your house is on fire and your dog is dead. How do you feel?”

“I’m going to Disneyland,” Bet says. “I never liked that dog anyway.”

They laugh until the car swerves, and their father gives them a warning honk from behind.

“It sounds like a cover story to me, so you can be in a band,” Bet says. “Do you think you’ll be in a band?”

The Yellow Derringers broke up after their disastrous halftime debut. The Pencils played together three times and called it quits. The Fleshtone Crayons never even held a practice. 

“I don’t know. They’ve all been working out so well,” Barb says. 

“Yeah, but you brought your guitar.”

She does have that squirreled away on the floor of the Bug. Her father made her promise to leave it behind, but she hid it under a pile of bras and panties he would never examine. She could no more go away to college without her guitar than she could go without shampoo or tampons.

“That’s just for me,” she says more to herself than Bet. “I’ll see what I have time to do. The classes are supposed to be pretty tough, or at least the catalog says so.”

“Are you nervous?”

“Yeah, I am.” She’s leaving home. She has no idea what she’s going to do.

“I’m kind of nervous too.”

Barb glances at her. “You are?”

“I am. I mean, you’ve always been around. I’m not used to the house without you. It will seem kind of weird.”

“Thanks.” Barb keeps her eye on the cluster of cars approaching on the opposite side of the road. “So, what are you going to do? You’re halfway there. Two more years to go.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’ve thought about some different things.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

Bet shrugs. “I don’t know. Sales, maybe, just to get some money. I don’t really have any plans beyond that.”

“Time’s coming up, though.”

“Ugh. You sound like Dad.”

“Dad’s not always wrong.” Maybe she is growing up. Maybe she is losing her mind. “Hey, Bet—did you know that Mom and Dad had twins?”

“Yeah, us. The Delicious Twins.”

“No.” Barb shakes her head. “Before us. They had a little boy who was born dead. Then they had twins who died shortly after birth.”

“Really?” Bet frowns. “I remember hearing about the little boy. I don’t remember anything about actual twins.”

“I didn’t either. But it was on my birth certificate, and I asked mom about it, and she told me.”

“That must have been tough. I’m glad they kept trying. They got their practice run out of the way with you, and then they achieved perfection with me.”

Barb gives her a sidelong glance but decides not to rise to the challenge. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since. What if there’s like another universe, and in that one, they lived? What if they’re living the lives we should have had?”

Bet snorts. “You aren’t even at college yet, and you’re already on drugs?”

“I’m not on drugs. Yet. And don’t you be getting on any.”

“Like that’s possible on the mean streets of Percival.”

“Anyway, I was just thinking about it.” Barb glances at the car passing them on the left. “What if those twins formed a band, and their parents actually encouraged them?”

“That would be a better universe than ours, I guess. So, that’s what the twins would do in your perfect universe?”

“I guess so.”

“They wouldn’t work retail in Percival?” Bet asks. 

“They would. If that’s what they wanted to do.”

“What if they didn’t know what they wanted to do?”

“Then they’d be living in our universe, wouldn’t they?” Barb replies. 

They’re silent for a moment, then Bet says, “Mom did get us those piano lessons.” 

“Yeah,” Barb murmurs. “But why was Dad so against it?” 
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Chapter Eight
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St. Louis is an oven, especially backstage at Club Bandstand. On the way to the club, nineteen-year-old John Deener had noted the kids milling around on the street, sweat pouring off their heads. Old ladies sitting on stoops, uselessly fanning themselves. Dogs sitting in the shade of parked cars, too hot to chase the kids.

Dickie leans close to him and says in a high-pitched, excited voice, “I heard a guy from ‘American Bandstand’ is here tonight,” 

John waves his hand at the floor as if to smack down his words. “I heard that too. That’s not true. Some of the guys are just saying that to make us nervous.”

“I bet KATZ radio is here,” Dickie replies.

“Yeah, they probably are,” John agrees. 

They wait backstage for the show to start. John and Al hold their guitars upright and lean on the necks like old men with canes. Dickie leans on his standup bass, which towers above him. Hugh leans on the wall with his drumsticks casually tucked int his waistband.

“Welcome to Talent Night at Club Bandstand!” the announcer shouts from onstage. He’s dressed like a carnival barker.

“Man, there are some really good bands here,” Al says. “Dexter Peterson is over there with his group.”

Dickie nods in Dexter’s direction, but John doesn’t look, doesn’t take the bait. 

“They’ll probably get the recording contract,” Dickie whines.

John shakes his head. “I read the fine print. Decker Records says the winner will get a contract, but it doesn’t have any details. We’d probably just end up on the B-side of someone else’s single or a compilation record.”

“Do they say anything about paying us?” Hugh asks, and John shakes his head.

“I’ll still take it,” Al says.

Dickie nods, head bouncing like a bobblehead.  

“Me too,” Hugh says.

“Oh, me too,” John says. “A record and some airplay? That’s why we’re here.”

The dancers shuffle around the floor. Boys grin at the girls. The girls stare at the stage. Cops approach some kids who try to sneak in beer. A few people walk in, fanning themselves. 

A skinny kid who works at Club Bandstand walks up and hands John a run sheet for the evening. “Here you go, Percival members,” he says. “This is the order for the night. Three songs each. Be backstage in fifteen minutes. The door’s right around there.”

“Oh, man.” John scans the run sheet. “We’re up third.”

“Aw, shit,” Hugh says. “I was hoping we’d go later.”

“Me too,” Al says. “I’d like for the crowd to be loosened up a bit.”

John looks at his fellow bandmates. Dickie isn’t flashy but he’s solid and tall. The girls seem to like that. His black hair is combed in a swoop over his eyes. Hugh is the opposite of Dickie. He’s flashy but thin as a rail, and his brown hair looks like wheat in
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