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 For my dad, Louis Urban



How It Was Supposed to Be

I was supposed to play the piano.

The piano is a beautiful instrument.

Elegant.

Dignified.

People wear ball gowns and tuxedos to hear the piano.

With the piano, you could play Carnegie Hall. You could wear a tiara. You could come out on stage wearing gloves up to your elbows. You could pull them off, one finger at a time.

Everybody is quiet when you are about to play the piano. They don’t even breathe. They wait for the first notes.

 They wait.

They wait.

And then you lift your hands high above your head and slam them down on the keys and the first notes come crashing out and your fingers fly up and down and your foot—in its tiny slipper with rubies at the toe—your foot peeks out from under your gown to press lightly on the pedals.

A piano is glamorous. Sophisticated. Worldly.

It is a wonderful thing to play the piano.
 


 How It Is

I play the organ.

A wood-grained, vinyl-seated, wheeze-bag organ.

The Perfectone D-60.




 Vladimir Horowitz

The best pianist who ever lived was Vladimir Horowitz.

Well, maybe Mozart or Beethoven or one of those ancient guys was really the best, but nobody knows because they didn’t have CDs or television or anything back then. But once TV and recordings came around, the best guy for sure was Vladimir Horowitz.

I saw a show about Vladimir Horowitz one time.

I wanted to watch that old show on TV Land about the twins who are always switching names and clothes and playing tricks on their teachers and boyfriends, but my mom said, “Zoe, either you can watch PBS with me or you can go to bed.” And she had popcorn.

Vladimir Horowitz was born in Russia. His mom played piano. The show didn’t say what his dad did.

He was a prodigy, which means that even when he was a little kid he could play like a grown-up. When he was seventeen, he gave his first professional concert, and when he came to America a few years later, he played Carnegie Hall.

I’m ten. Almost eleven.

That means I have six years to get good.

 I told my mom that I wanted to be a prodigy, that I wanted to play Carnegie Hall. I told her I wanted to play the piano.

“Take it up with Domestic Affairs,” she said. That’s my mom’s way of saying, “Talk to your dad.”




 The Controller

My mom is a controller for the state of Michigan. She looks after all the money and makes sure she knows how every dime is spent and that nobody is cheating or stealing or buying stuff they’re not supposed to. I found all this out on Career Day last October. I didn’t know before.

On Career Day, the other moms and dads were things that kids had heard of. Like Mr. Nunzio, who is a baker and who brought us all little chocolate cupcakes with Nunzio’s Buns written in pink frosting. Or Joella’s mom, Mrs. Tinstella, who is a host of a radio program on WPOP. She had her microphone and pretended she was doing her program while she was talking to us—putting in commercials and introducing songs and taking requests—and then she gave us red-and-purple WPOP bumper stickers. For weeks afterward all the cool kids’ parents had WPOP bumper stickers on their cars, but we didn’t because my mom says bumper stickers fade and peel and then your car has a big gummy rectangle that attracts dirt and anyway it’s just a big advertisement for WPOP and they’re going to have to pay us if they want us to advertise for their noisy excuse for a radio station.

 When Mrs. Trimble introduced my mom and Mom started talking about being a controller and fiscal responsibility and keeping your ducks in a row, most of the kids looked really bored. Even Mrs. Trimble looked like she was going to need to head to the teachers’ lounge, which is where she goes when she has had it and desperately needs a cup of coffee and a Tylenol.

But then my mom started walking down each row and asking each kid’s name, and she’d say, “Lily. Nice to meet you, Lily. Here is a quarter. Buckley. Interesting name, Buckley. Here is a nickel.” She talked to each kid and gave them money and then went back up to the podium and kept on talking about how a controller has to know where every penny is and not get distracted by emotion or politics or home life or what’s on the radio. Which made Joella Tinstella turn around in her seat and stare all mean at me for about five minutes. Everyone else was watching Mom. Hoping she was going to hand out more money, probably.

“In any organization there are distractions. Personalities. Drama. It is a controller’s job to ignore these distractions and focus exclusively on the money,” said my mom.


 Then, with her eyes closed so we wouldn’t think she was cheating, my mom said, “Lily, quarter. Buckley, nickel. Colton, quarter. Ashley, dime.” She named every single kid in the class and said exactly which coin she gave them. “I got them all right, yes?” asked Mom and we all said yes and clapped. Mrs. Trimble said, “Thank you very much,” and started telling my mom how much we all enjoyed her talk. My mom interrupted her.

“Before I go,” Mom started. And my stomach started aching and my hands started sweating and I knew that every kid in my class was about to hate me.

“Before I go,” she repeated, “I’ll need you to pass those coins up to the front of your rows. Every penny counts. That is fiscal responsibility!” Mrs. Trimble made us all pass our coins up and Mom counted them at the end of each row, and when one quarter was missing in row three she said, “Wheeler. My quarter.” Wheeler Diggs pretended that he had already passed it up to the front and then faked like Sally Marvin dropped it on the floor and he had to crawl around under his desk before he handed it over.

 Later, after music class, Wheeler Diggs stopped me in the hall and looked all mean at me and I thought he was going to punch me in the stomach and I threw up and I missed my bus and my mom had to come back to school and take me home.




 On Paper

The first time I told my dad that I was supposed to play the piano, he harrumphed. The second time, he rubbed his chin. The third time, he said, “That’s a big commitment for a little person.” My dad knows about big commitments. He has twenty-six framed diplomas from Living Room University.

“I am destined to play Carnegie Hall,” I told him.

“Baby steps,” he said, pulling a flyer from the stack of junk mail on the counter. It was from the Eastside Senior Center, and in it was an ad for More with Les, a revolutionary method for learning the piano. Six weeks of lessons with Lester Rennet, Award-Winning Music Teacher and Trained Motivational Speaker! Specializing in Children and Seniors! No Instrument Required!

The senior center had one piano, and it was not grand. It was an almost-upright. It leaned to one side. I guessed it had been donated by a school because there were initials carved into its legs, and if you lifted the yellow scarf off the top, you could read all about a Mrs. Pushkin who smelled like fish. The bench was bowed from years of supporting senior citizen backsides.

 The More with Les students sat at folding tables. There were nine of us. Me and eight seniors, including Mr. Faber, who was ninety-two years old and slept through most of our lessons. He was not motivated by the More with Les philosophy.

“My philosophy is simple! My method revolutionary!” said Lester Rennet.

“Save it for the brochures,” grumbled Mr. Faber.

“This is your More with Les songbook.” The cover featured an out-of-focus photo of Lester Rennet surrounded by kids who appeared to be holding up homemade accordions. SIMPLE! it said. REVOLUTIONARY!

Mr. Rennet told us to turn to the back of the More with Les songbook. There we would find the revolution.

What I found was a piece of perforated cardboard folded over on itself a couple of times. There was a piano key design printed along the bottom edge.

“Voilà!” said Mr. Rennet.

Voilà?

“The More with Les paper keyboard!”

Paper keyboard.

The blurry kids on the songbook weren’t holding accordions at all.

Lester Rennet pulled his own paper keyboard from his briefcase and unfolded it. “As you can see,” he said, holding it up to the tired piano at the front of the room, “your More with Les paper keyboard is exactly to scale. It has black keys and white keys, just like a real piano—except, of course, that they make no sound when you touch them! The More with Les paper keyboard is the perfect practice instrument! No worrying about plunking out wrong notes in front of your friends! You can practice anywhere. At the kitchen table! At Bingo Night!” Mr. Rennet pointed at me. “You can practice in the school lunchroom!”


 Had Lester Rennet ever seen a school lunchroom? Did he understand that the lunchroom is a jungle, where sixth-grade beasts stalk the weak and the dorky? Unfolding a revolutionary paper keyboard would be like picking a scab in a pool of sharks—the scent of blood would cause a frenzy.

Lester Rennet continued. “Each week you will be assigned a piece from the songbook. I will play it for you here a la piano while you play along on your More with Les keyboard!” Then we’d go home and practice—the More with Les recommendation was twenty minutes a day—and at the following week’s class we would each take a turn in “performance” at the real piano, hearing for the first time the songs our fingers had trained for all week.
 
 “And now,” said Lester Rennet dramatically, flipping my More with Les songbook to its paper keyboard page, “let us begin!” And with that he tore out the magical paper keyboard that was supposed to be my ticket to Carnegie Hall. For the first and only time, the paper keyboard made a sound: rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrip.




 432

We have 432 rolls of toilet paper in our basement. Four hundred and thirty-two. This is enough to last until I’m out of high school, my mom says, provided we are conservative in our usage. She figured it out. Family of three—one of us gone almost all day every day at her office and one of us at Eastside Elementary five days a week—goes through about one roll of toilet paper a week. That means we will use fifty-two rolls in a year. 52 x 8 (the number of years until I go to college, as long as I don’t flunk a grade—not likely—or skip a grade—even less likely) = 416. That leaves sixteen extra rolls for emergencies.

We have 432 rolls of toilet paper because my dad went shopping by himself. Dad is not supposed to go shopping by himself, but sometimes he gets all worked up about how he should be able to go shopping like everybody else. And then he gets to the store and there are lots of people around and if it is noisy or there are flashing lights—like maybe a blue flashing light announcing an extraspecial, limited-time offer on toilet paper—my dad gets really jittery, and if somebody notices and tells him something like “This is a once-in-a-lifetime deal that will not last,” my dad will say, “I’ll take it,” and the people with the blue light will be very happy to help him. If he says he is going to take all of it, they will even offer to deliver it to the house. And all Dad’s jitters will fade and he will believe that he has done a very smart thing, making sure that his family has enough toilet paper to last for eight years.

 And then he will forget all about it.

Until the delivery truck comes to the house.




 The Perfectone D-60

My dad was supposed to buy me a piano.

But instead of going online or calling Rewind Used Music, he went to the mall and it was crowded and noisy and he was walking by the big fountain with the stone hippo in the middle and he heard this sound.

This boompa-chucka, boompa-chucka sound.

And his toes started tapping and his hips started wiggling. The man at the store that sells Perfectone D-60s saw my dancing dad and waved him over.

Dad told me everything that happened after that. But he didn’t need to. I could have figured it out for myself.

“You look like a man who knows fine music,” Mr. Perfectone said to my dad. Boompa-chucka, boompa-chucka. “Do you play?”

My dad laughed. He was supposed to say, “My daughter is about to have a concert at Carnegie Hall. I just need to buy her a piano so she can start her lessons.” But Dad was mesmerized by the boompa-chucka-boomp. 

“Go ahead,” said Mr. Perfectone, slithering around behind my boompa-chucka dad. “Press a key.” Chucka-boomp.

 Dad pressed a key. A Cuban nightclub act sprang out. That’s what my dad said. A single key and he could hear bongos and trumpets and guitars.

Mr. Perfectone flipped a switch. “Again,” he whispered in my dad’s ear. Dad was bold. He touched two keys. An entire orchestra tumbled out of the speakers. “Not bad, Mozart,” Mr. Perfectone said, sliding a sales slip and a pen from his sleeve.

Two weeks later, instead of an elegant piano slick as black ice, two hairy guys dropped off a wood-grained behemoth.

Now, the Perfectone D-60 is mine.




 !!!!!

The Perfectone D-60 comes with a helpful brochure. It says so right on the cover: This helpful brochure explains the exciting features of YOUR Perfectone D-60!

On the inside of the brochure the Perfectone D-60 people list all the exciting features which, even though they use lots of exclamation points, really aren’t all that exciting.


	Two (2!) keyboards, ergonomically stacked to put high and low octaves in easy reach!

	Twenty-four (24!) rhythm styles, from polka to samba to march, and eleven (11!) tempos. Or choose metronome!

	Ultra-Gold speaker covers, now in fashion weaves!

	Luxuriously realistic walnut veneer!

	Thirty-six (36!) orchestralike sounds (flute, oboe, marimba, violin, tuba, bassoon, piano, and more!)



I turn on the Perfectone D-60 and flip the switch for piano. I press a key. I press two keys. I am not excited.

 I am the opposite of excited.

Never trust an exclamation point.




 Maestro

My piano teacher was supposed to be a sweet, rumpled old man. I would call him Maestro and he would call me his perfect, precious star. My parents would bring me to his elegant home and he would serve us tea and I would play for him.

“A prodigy,” he would say. He would discourage me from practicing too much and spoiling the spontaneity of my play.

He would take us all to parties and introduce me as the next Horowitz. I would nod to my admirers, who would not shake my hand for fear of injuring my gifted fingers.

Soon, Maestro would come to think of me as the granddaughter he never had. He would get Mom to buy me a fancy gown to wear at my concerts and have somebody do my hair so it would look all shiny and thick instead of flat, boring mud-pie brown. And then one night, just as I am about to walk onstage, he would hand me a velvet box and in it would be a diamond tiara and I would put it on and he would weep for joy.
 


 Mabelline Person

The Perfectone D-60 comes with six months of free lessons from Mabelline Person.

The first thing you learn about Mabelline Person is that you don’t say “Mabelline Person,” like it is spelled, you say “Mabelline Per-saaahn.” And the second thing is that she likes ginger ale and she expects that you will have one—preferably Vernors, in a glass, with ice—waiting for her when she arrives at your house. And the third thing is that you are never, ever, ever, supposed to set that glass of ginger ale on the Perfectone D-60.

“A-iiiiiiiiiiiiiii!” screeches Mabelline Person, grabbing the ginger ale from my hands before I can set it on the Perfectone D-60’s luxuriously realistic walnut veneer. “You must have more respect for
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 Are You Ready to Rumba?
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 The Perfectone Songbook












 Another Way the Organ Is Not Like the Piano
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 I Don’t Need No Stinking Badges
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 If at First You Don’t Succeed





















 


 And That’s When I Decide
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 Key Change





 


 What I Do


	Get up.

	Eat breakfast.

	Go to school.

	Do school stuff.

	Come home from school.

	Practice “Forever in Blue Jeans.”

	Eat dinner.

	Do homework.

	Practice “Forever in Blue Jeans.”

	Go to bed.

	Repeat and repeat and repeat.
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 How My Lesson Goes
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 My Boyfriend










 Where’s Wheeler?






 


 Dialogue
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 What Dad Says















 


 What I Say
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 Four Dreams and a Phone Call











































 Vladimir Horowitz Makes Mistakes


















 The Birch Valley Hotel and Conference Center










































 Miss Person to the Rescue
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 How It Works










































 What It Is Like at Carnegie Hall
















 What It Is Like at a Perform-O-Rama








	three (3!) keyboards

	twenty-four (24!) pedals

	one hundred and six (106!) orchestralike sounds

	thirty-nine (39!) toe-tapping rhythms.

	Plus!! a real cherry bench and warm cherry veneer, which make it an elegant addition to any home decor!
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 And When I’m Done
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 The Formula for Success
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