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	For the grandparents who taught us the songs, and for the kids who play them back.

	
CHAPTER 1

	The 3:14 to Riverbend

	The train window tasted like pennies. I’d had my forehead against it for an hour, watching the corn go past. Mile after mile after mile of it. Green, then gold, then green. At some point you quit caring how you look on a train. There was one other person in my car. An old man in a Cardinals cap, almost-singing to himself.

	I had a Chopin étude in my earbuds, the showy one, the one I only played alone with the practice-room door shut. Every note clean and exactly where it belonged. I kept my eyes on the corn and tried to be anywhere else.

	That was my serious half. The classical half. My other half was the trio. Me on piano, Aaliyah on clarinet, Cory on bass. The three of us crammed into her basement, running the same jazz standards until we had them cold. Back in the spring we’d auditioned for Interlochen, the music camp up in Michigan, and all three of us got in. We screamed about it in Aaliyah’s kitchen until her mother begged us to quit. The plan was to spend the whole summer up there together, building toward the showcase at the end. It was going to be the best thing that ever happened to me.

	Instead, here I was on a train going the other way. My grandfather was “having a hard time,” and the family had taken a vote and elected me to go fix it. Nobody had invited me to the vote, which seemed like a real flaw in the system. Mom had work she couldn’t move, and Dad was on tour, so it came down to me. The expendable one.

	I’d met Roland maybe a dozen times I could actually remember. A tall, quiet man who smelled like valve oil and called me Juni-bug. The rest of the year he was handwriting on the back of a birthday card. Some old guy with a trumpet. I’d spent two hundred miles trying not to think the one thought that kept circling back. None of this was fair, I didn’t want to go, and somebody else should have had to do it.

	Three hours, to a town I’d only ever seen at Christmas.

	My phone lit up in my lap. Aaliyah: rehearsal tonight without you feels illegal. Then a row of crying faces, more than anybody needs. I turned the phone face-down on my leg. It didn’t help. I could still hear the rehearsal going on without me. Cory counting us in too fast, the way he always did. The empty space on the bench where I was supposed to be.

	“Next stop, Riverbend.” The conductor’s voice came through the speaker more static than voice. Then the brakes caught, metal on metal on metal, and the whole car shivered in a slow, steady beat. Chh. Chh. Chh. It was the sound of brushes on a snare drum. My grandfather used to make me listen for that soft sweep in his old records. That’s the broom, Juni-bug, he’d say, leaning close to the speaker. That’s the man keeping time so everybody else gets to fly.

	The man in the Cardinals cap tapped one finger on his knee, almost-singing again.

	“Chattanooga Choo Choo,” I said, before I decided to.

	He looked over at me. “That’s the one. Been stuck in my head since Carbondale. You a Glenn Miller fan?”

	“My grandpa plays it. On trumpet.” I said plays, not played, and I left it that way, even though I wasn’t sure anymore that it was true. Mom had been strange about the whole thing that morning, dropping me off. A lot of only two weeks. A lot of good for everybody. Not a lot of looking at me.

	“Good tune for traveling,” the man said, and went back to his finger.

	Riverbend was about the size I expected, which is to say one step up from nothing. Six people stood on the platform, all of them wilting. The heat came up off the concrete in wavy lines and turned everybody into a smear. I looked for my grandfather. I found Mrs. Willoughby instead.

	I knew her from the Christmas cards. The same white hair, the same face like she’d just remembered a joke and hadn’t decided whether to tell it yet. She was holding a square of cardboard that said JUNI MONROE in marker that had given up halfway through the O. There were six of us getting off the train. I still don’t know who else she thought might get confused.

	“There she is.” She folded me into a hug, and her grip was stronger than a small old woman’s should be. “Lord, you got tall. Or I got short. Probably both.”

	“Where’s Grandpa?”

	A flicker went across her face, quick, and then it was gone. “Home. Getting everything just so for you. You know how he is.”

	I didn’t, actually. I knew Christmas-Grandpa and birthday-phone-call Grandpa. Whatever version of him needed a neighbor to fetch his granddaughter from the train, I’d never met.

	We loaded into her Buick, which was older than my mom and about twice as loud. The air conditioner rattled and pushed warm air around and gave up. My legs stuck to the seat the moment I sat down.

	“Your mama called Tuesday,” Mrs. Willoughby said, pulling out of the lot. “We got it all arranged. I’m two doors down, so I look in mornings and evenings. More if there’s a reason.” She glanced at me sideways. “He’s been excited. Keeps saying he’s going to teach you ‘Stardust.’”

	“He taught me that when I was eight.”

	“Well.” She kept her eyes on the road. “He’s excited to teach it to you again.”

	We drove the three blocks that called themselves downtown. A hardware store. A diner. Two storefront windows with nothing behind them. The water tower read RIVERBE D, because the N had fallen off and nobody had put it back. The sun didn’t feel like regular sun. It felt personal.

	“AC at his place comes and goes,” she said. “Mostly goes. You’ll live. I raised three kids in this heat with a box fan and a bad attitude.”

	The house was the same yellow I remembered, just faded. Its porch sagged in the middle, and out front the mailbox was still shaped like a trumpet. In the driveway sat a Ford that hadn’t moved in months. Long enough that a spider had strung something hopeful between the mirror and the door.

	“He doesn’t drive anymore,” Mrs. Willoughby said, before I could ask. She set the words down carefully, like they might break. “We get around fine. Bikes, mostly. You’ll see.”

	The front door opened before we reached it.

	My grandfather stood in the doorway, tall and thin as the horn he used to play. He’d put on a button-down shirt that somebody had ironed with more hope than skill. When he saw me, he smiled, and just like that the whole long train ride was worth it.

	“Juni-bug. You made it.”

	He looked all right, only thinner than at Christmas, and grayer. But his eyes found me and held on, and he knew me, and for one whole second I thought maybe Mom had worried over nothing.

	Then he turned to Mrs. Willoughby, and his forehead folded up.

	“I’m sorry, ma’am.” Polite. Careful. A stranger’s voice. “I don’t think we’ve met. Are you here about lessons?”

	The porch went quiet. Somewhere a cicada sawed away, the only thing in Riverbend with any energy to spare.

	Mrs. Willoughby didn’t miss a step. “Just dropping your granddaughter off, Mr. Monroe. Frances. From down the street.” She set my suitcase by the door like it was the most ordinary afternoon in the world.

	“Of course,” he said. And I watched him not remember her, the way you watch somebody reach for a word that isn’t where they left it. “Of course. Well. Come in, both of you. It’s hotter than a trumpet bell out here.”

	Mrs. Willoughby caught my eye on her way back to the car. Back at eight, she said without saying it, and there was something in her face that wasn’t quite a smile.

	Inside, the house smelled like lemon polish and, under all of it, like him. I hadn’t known I missed that smell until it was back in my nose. But there were new things, too. Little yellow squares of paper stuck to the walls and the cabinet doors, a small instruction on each one in careful black letters. KEYS BY DOOR. TURN OFF STOVE. One on the hall mirror, in a shakier hand than the rest, that just said YOU LIVE HERE. On the kitchen counter sat a plastic box with a lid for every day of the week, the pills lined up inside.

	In the living room the record player stood open, the way you leave a piano open when you mean to come right back to it. The couch and both chairs had been pushed against the walls. In the middle of the floor was a clear patch, worn paler than the rest, the kind a rug leaves behind. Except there was no rug. Just a space. A space about the size of two people standing close.

	The mantel was crowded with framed photographs, and I went over to look. There was my grandfather, young. I knew him by the way he held the trumpet, like it weighed nothing. Beside him in almost every frame stood a woman with a wide, knowing smile, her hair swept up off her brown shoulders. My grandmother. Estelle. In the wedding picture he was fair and freckling in the sun. She was dark and beautiful and sure of herself. The two of them were grinning like they’d gotten away with something. I had her cheekbones, I was pretty sure, and his long hands. My own face landed somewhere in the middle, which was about where I’d always landed.

	“Hi, Grandma,” I said, low, so he wouldn’t catch me talking to a photograph. Four years, and I still wasn’t used to the past tense on her.

	“You must be tired,” my grandfather said. He was watching me like I might disappear if he blinked too long. “From the train.”

	“A little.”

	“We’ll fix that with music.” He said it like a doctor writing a prescription. Down the hall, a clock struck the hour, slow and deep. The last note hung in the air a long time before it let go.

	He tilted his head toward it, and something in him settled.

	“Hear that?” he said. “That’s an E-flat. Everything’s music, Juni-bug, if you know how to listen.”

	And standing there in that hot yellow house, with my suitcase at my feet, I heard it too.

	
CHAPTER 2

	Lemon Pledge and Sticky Notes

	He carried my suitcase up the stairs before I could stop him, one hand tight on the banister. At the top he paused, like he wasn’t sure which door was mine. The guest room had clean sheets and a window over the back garden. Tomato plants leaned on their cages. Something with tall yellow flowers had taken over one corner. By the time I’d put my clothes in two drawers, he was gone again.

	“Grandpa?”

	Nothing. The ceiling fan ticked. From downstairs came a small mechanical sound I couldn’t place.

	I found him at the record player, staring down at an album like it might tell him something. The turntable was already spinning, empty.

	“Can’t find the needle arm,” he said, not looking up. “Estelle must have moved it when she cleaned.”

	It was right there in its rest, exactly where it goes. I lifted it for him. He slid a record out of its sleeve, holding it by the edges, and set it down.

	“’Stardust,’” he said. “Found this pressing at an estate sale. Eighty-eight. No, eighty-seven. The year the Cardinals went to the Series.”

	I dropped the needle in the groove. A record makes a sound before the music starts, a soft crackle, a few seconds of static. Then the piano came in, slow and easy, not in any hurry.

	Grandpa closed his eyes. His right hand rose, fingers spread. When the melody came in, his whole body changed. His shoulders dropped, his jaw went soft. Ten years came off him, maybe twenty. He looked like the man in the photos on the mantel, the one with the trumpet.

	“Nineteen twenty-seven,” he said. “Hoagy Carmichael wrote it looking up at the stars. Played it for your grandmother on our third date.” His fingers pressed valve keys that weren’t there. “She said it sounded like dancing in slow motion.”

	The record played. He swayed a little, somewhere I couldn’t follow. Then his eyes opened.

	“Juni! When did you get here?”

	He’d forgotten I was there. He’d carried my suitcase up the stairs twenty minutes before, and now he’d forgotten. It was the first time, and it scared me more than I let on.

	“About an hour ago,” I said. “Mrs. Willoughby brought me. You carried my suitcase up.”

	“Of course.” His forehead creased. He looked down at his hands like they might tell him. “Of course I did.”

	Behind us, in the kitchen, the small mechanical sound was the coffee maker. I went and switched it off. The pot had cooked down to almost nothing, a black swallow at the bottom, burnt.

	The kitchen was its own kind of mess. Sticky notes everywhere. PILLS MORNING AND NIGHT on the microwave. JUNI COMES SATURDAY on the fridge. I had to look away from that one. On the counter was the same pill box, a lid for every day. One lid stood open, this morning’s pills still in it, untouched.

	“Grandpa? Did you take your pills today?”

	He came to the doorway, looking caught. “I was waiting for Estelle. She gives them to me with juice.”

	Mom hadn’t told me much. But Mrs. Willoughby had said one thing in the car that stuck. Redirect, don’t correct, she’d said. No sense arguing with him about where she is. So I didn’t bring up Grandma. I opened the fridge instead.

	“I’ll get the juice,” I said.

	There was orange juice near the back, one day past the date but close enough. I poured a small glass and shook the pills into my hand. Two white, one blue, one tiny yellow.

	“Breakfast of champions,” I said. It was a thing he used to say to me. He took them without a fight.

	While he drank, he noticed the note on the microwave. JUNI COMES SATURDAY. He read it twice. “That’s today. You’re here.”

	“I’m here, Grandpa.”

	We went back to the living room. The record had run out. The needle rode the empty center groove, tick, tick, tick. He didn’t seem to hear it. He sat down and patted the cushion next to him. I lifted the needle off and sat.

	That’s when I saw the ring.

	It sat in a little china dish on the side table, the kind painted with tiny blue flowers. The ring was silver, thin, worn smooth. He picked it up and turned it over like he’d never seen it.

	“Pretty,” he said. “Is this yours?”

	“I don’t think so.” I leaned in. There was something engraved inside the band, almost gone but not quite. A tiny treble clef, the size of a grain of rice. “I think it’s yours.”

	“Mine.” He slid it onto his right ring finger. It went on easy, into a little groove worn to fit it. “Huh. Feels familiar.” He held it up to the lamp. For a second he was close to something, reaching for it. Then it slid away from him, whatever it was.

	He took the ring off and set it back in the dish, careful.

	“Somebody I loved gave me that,” he said. “I can’t get the rest. But it’s important. I know that much.” He looked at it a moment longer. “Estelle’s always giving me things to hold onto. Says I’ll know when it’s time to pass them on.”

	I didn’t tell him Grandma had been gone four years. I looked at the ring in its dish and decided to keep an eye on it.

	The doorbell rang. Through the window, Mrs. Willoughby’s white hair caught the last of the light.

	“Eight o’clock,” she called through the screen. “Everything good in there?”

	It was, mostly. Pills taken, eventually. Stove off. Nobody hurt. When I let her in, her eyes went around the room, counting. She’d do that every time, I’d learn. Then she said the day had gone fine and she’d see us in the morning. She left a covered dish on the counter. It turned out to be a casserole I’d be eating for three days.

	After she left, Grandpa put on a different record. A woman’s voice came out of the speakers, low and warm. Ella Fitzgerald. I knew her from his records at Christmas.

	“Dance with me,” he said. He stood up and held out his hand. “Like I used to dance with…” He stopped. The name wasn’t there.

	“Grandma Estelle?”

	“Yes,” he said. “Estelle. She loved this one.”

	So we danced, slow and careful, on the bare patch in the middle of the room. The floor there was worn smooth. Maybe from a rug that wasn’t there anymore. Maybe from years of exactly this. He led. His feet knew what to do even when the rest of him didn’t. He smelled like Old Spice, put on that morning and mostly gone now. Under that, just him.

	“You’re a good dancer,” he said.

	“I get it from Mom.”

	“That’s right. Kate.” He turned me again. “How is Kate?”

	“She’s good. She sends her love.”

	The song ended and another came on, and we kept going. His voice cracked on the high notes but never missed the tune. Out past the screen door, the yard had gone dark. The first fireflies were coming up out of the grass, blinking on and off, no pattern to them I could find.

	He looked over my shoulder at them.

	“Stardust,” he said.

	I didn’t correct him. I kept dancing. His feet still knew the way. And the fireflies did look a little like that, scattered and lit up, going out and coming back. Some things you just let a person have.

	The pills could wait until tomorrow to be an argument. That night, we just danced.

	There was more of him in that house than the dancing and the photographs. Boxes I hadn’t opened. I just hadn’t gone looking yet.
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