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            Your insightful feedback, creative ideas, and loving support made this book so much better.

            Then again, you make everything so much better.
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            NOW

         
         I don’t have a black dress.

         
         I never needed one until two years ago, when Grandma Rachel died.

         
         I didn’t have a black dress then either, but my sister, Sara, lent me one she’d outgrown.

         
         Now I’ve outgrown it, too.

         
         Grandma Rachel’s funeral was the first time I saw my dad cry. And the first time I saw a rabbi other than him lead the service.

         
         Today will be the second.

         
         “Becky?” a voice asks quietly at my bedroom door. “Can I come in?”

         
         We meet halfway and she wraps her arms around me. “I am so sorry—” Her voice breaks and we hold on to each other. “Is there
            anything I can do?”
         

         
         I pull out of her embrace. “I don’t know what to wear.”

         
         I lead her to the closet filled with clothes in the bright colors I love: cheerful pinks, pretty purples, electric blues, and sunny yellows. She gently sorts through the happy colors that feel so wrong today. 

         
         “How about this?” She pulls out a black-and-white sweater and a black skirt.

         
         I shake my head. “That’s my concert outfit.” But even as I say it—even as important as music is to me—suddenly it doesn’t
            matter.
         

         
         Nothing does.

         
         “Whatever.” I toss the skirt and sweater onto my bed, then close my eyes and try to shut everything out. Try to pretend everything
            is fine and nothing bad has happened and everyone I love is okay.
         

         
         But we’re not okay.

         
         And I don’t see how we ever will be again.
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Before

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         My hand was on the doorknob, ready to go, but the rest of me wasn’t so sure.

         
         It seemed simple enough: leave my room, head up the hall and down the stairs—avoiding the third one from the bottom, since
            it creaked—then straight to the living room.
         

         
         It was the next part I had trouble with. Specifically, the how-much-trouble-I’d-be-in-if-I-got-caught part. So I stood at
            my door, torn between convincing myself to stay put . . . or just doing it already before I lost my nerve.
         

         
         After all, what was the worst that could happen? I got grounded?

         
         For life . . . ?

         
         I went to prison? Then again, could parents arrest their own twelve-year-old daughter? Was that a thing? Even if it was—and
            even if they did—Sara would bail me out. She always did.
         

         
         Knowing she would be there for me, no matter what, I opened my door.

         
         I crept down the stairs, silent and stealthy, then tiptoed into the living room like a spy on a top secret mission in the
            middle of the night.
         

         
         And there it was, right where I expected, sitting innocently on the table by the lamp. I took a deep breath, reached for it,
            and—
         

         
         “Becky!”

         
         I was so startled I knocked it onto the floor and everything spilled out. But there was no time to worry about that because
            now I had much bigger problems.
         

         
         I turned around and saw my seventeen-year-old sister standing there. Even in the darkness I could make out her face, and it
            did not look happy.
         

         
         “What in the world are you doing up?” Sara asked, hands on her hips. “It’s after midnight!”

         
         When in trouble—which I now most definitely was—sometimes it helped to answer a question with a question. “What are you doing up?”
         

         
         “I heard someone on the stairs,” she said. “I came down to see if we were being robbed.”

         
         “Of course not!” Not exactly.

         
         She aimed her cell phone flashlight at Mom’s spilled purse, revealing Chapstick, a mini calendar, three pens, lip gloss, a
            little pack of tissues . . . and the reason I came down here in the first place.
         

         
         Sara frowned in my direction. “So, what are you doing?”

         
         “Um . . .” When in trouble, it also helped to change the subject. As I gathered the spilled contents, I tried to do just that.
            “Wow. Look at all this stuff. . . . No wonder her purse weighs a ton!”
         

         
         Sara kneeled next to me and helped put it all back. “Don’t change the subject.”

         
         “Whaddaya mean?” I asked as innocently as I could.

         
         The only thing left was the wallet. We reached for it at the same time. I got there first and held on tight.

         
         She waited for me to return it to the purse.

         
         I didn’t.

         
         I couldn’t.

         
         “Becky . . . ?”

         
         “Um . . . I kind of need to borrow this—just for a few minutes. . . .”

         
         “Why?”

         
         I sighed. “Promise you won’t tell Mom and Dad?” Especially Dad. He definitely wouldn’t approve of me taking Mom’s wallet,
            since he was a—
         

         
         She held out her hand and waited. I gave her the wallet. She dropped it into the purse, zipped it up, and turned to me. “Up.
            Stairs.” Uh-oh. Sara only talked in one-word sentences if she was mad.
         

         
         When in trouble, another strategy was to delay the inevitable as long as possible. “Could I get a drink first?”

         
         “My. Room. Now.”

         
         Yep. Definitely mad.

         
         She waited for me to climb the stairs, following so closely she would’ve bumped into me if I stopped. We padded down the hall
            and into her room.
         

         
         She closed her door behind us, then stared at me like I was a criminal or something. Which I kind of was. Or would have been
            if she hadn’t stopped me. “Start. Talking.”
         

         
         “Jon’s leaving for college in two days.”

         
         “What? No one told me!”

         
         I rolled my eyes.

         
         Sara continued. “Is that why Mom went to the kosher market twice this week, then spent all day cooking for tomorrow night’s
            dinner? Or why Benji took all afternoon trying to decide which stuffed animal to put in Jon’s suitcase so he won’t be lonely?”
         

         
         Benji. Our little brother. The sweetest six-year-old in Maryland. Possibly the entire East Coast. Stuffed animals, special
            dinners . . . All of us just trying to do something nice for our big brother—including me.
         

         
         “Sara, he’ll be away for months! All alone in L.A.!” Except for all the people in his dorm. And his classmates at USC film
            school.
         

         
         The point was he wouldn’t be here. With us.
         

         
         Sara crossed her arms. “That still doesn’t explain why you need Mom’s wallet.”

         
         “To get him a going-away present! I found the perfect thing—things—online. And they’ll get here in one day, so he’ll have them in time.” I paused, hoping she would understand and maybe not be mad. Especially not mad enough to tell . . . 

         
         Sara sighed. “What did you find?”

         
         “Forty-eight packs of those mint cookies he loves! And a hundred and twenty of those chai tea bags he has every day.”

         
         “That was nice of you, but—”

         
         “The thing is, it costs over seventy dollars between them, and—”

         
         “Seventy dollars?!”

         
         “And forty-three cents.”

         
         “Becky! You can’t just take Mom’s credit card and—”

         
         “I was going to pay her back! Honest! As soon as I get my Hanukkah gelt. And a little birthday money. Also, maybe if I get
            some for my bat mitzvah . . .”
         

         
         My bat mitzvah.

         
         It was more than five months away: January 28, to be exact. Whether I was ready or not.

         
         And I most definitely was not.

         
         Luckily, I already knew the prayers from a lifetime of attending services. The trouble was, I also knew how beautifully Sara
            had chanted them at her bat mitzvah, and how funny and well received Jon’s speech had been at his bar mitzvah. And I knew
            I could never measure up.
         

         
         So even though five months sounded like a long time, it really wasn’t.

         
         “Do you know how much trouble you’d be in once her credit card bill shows up?” Sara asked, her thick, dark curls—the ones we all got from Mom—bounced around as she shook her head. 

         
         “Her what?”

         
         “This is worse than taking those ‘open house’ balloons from next door for Benji’s birthday party last year.”

         
         “I was only borrowing them! I was going to give them back. . . .”

         
         “It’s even worse than that time you—”

         
         “Okay,” I said. “I get it. I shouldn’t have done it. Although, technically, I didn’t.”
         

         
         “Only because I stopped you,” Sara said. “Look. I know you mean well. You always do. But sometimes . . .” She shook her head
            again, only she was smiling this time, which meant she wasn’t mad at me anymore.
         

         
         I let out a long breath and felt my shoulders relax. Everything would be okay.

         
         “What am I gonna do with you?” Sara asked, though I was pretty sure she didn’t expect an answer. “You’re turning into a juvenile
            delinquent—and you’re not even a teenager yet!”
         

         
         “Five more months.” Plus one week. And three days.

         
         She rolled her eyes, then handed me her phone. “Show me the links. Maybe we can figure something out.”

         
         She sat down on her bed and I joined her, feeling like partners in crime. But one thing was still worrying me. “You won’t
            tell Mom and Dad, will you?”
         

         
         Her hazel eyes stared into my blue ones. “Do you promise not to do anything like this ever again?”

         
         “I promise.”

         
         “Okay then.” She smiled again. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

         
          

         The night before Jon left, everything was the same . . . and different. The six of us sat down to dinner, as usual. But instead
            of something quick and easy like pasta or meat loaf, Mom went all out with turkey and stuffing and—
         

         
         “Is it Thanksgiving?” Benji asked as he scooped gooey marshmallow into his mouth and left the sweet potato on his plate.

         
         “We’re not even halfway through August yet!” I said.

         
         “Think of it as an early Thanksgiving,” Mom said, “in case Jon doesn’t make it back for the real one this year.”

         
         As delicious as the food was, I kind of lost my appetite after that. How could Jon not be home for Thanksgiving?

         
         Once dinner was over, Dad left for one of his weekly meetings; Mom went off to do a last load of laundry for Jon’s suitcase;
            and I went upstairs to be alone for a while—or, rather, alone with my flute.
         

         
         My flute always cheered me up and calmed me down. It was always there for me, like a best friend. And since my human best
            friend, Nipa, was still in India visiting her extended family, the flute would have to do.
         

         
         Sara called it my secret weapon. Jon called it my superpower. Sometimes it really did feel that way. Anytime I felt inferior around my genius big brother or super-talented sister (which was basically every day), my flute made me feel special, too. 

         
         I warmed up with a few scales—all in minor keys, to match my melancholy mood. Then I played “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,”
            “Let It Be,” and Pachelbel’s Canon in D, just to mix it up. Besides, school was starting soon, and I wanted every flute solo
            my band teacher, Ms. T, had to offer.
         

         
         Pachelbel done, it was time for my favorite sad song of all, Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah.” I was a few measures in when my
            bedroom door opened and a very familiar voice said, “Uh-oh. Someone’s feeling sorry for herself.”
         

         
         “Nipa!” I put down my flute and raced to the door, where my best friend stood with a grin as wide as mine felt. We hugged
            like we’d been apart six years, not six weeks. “I thought you weren’t coming back for three more days!”
         

         
         “I wanted to surprise you.”

         
         “It worked!” I laughed. “How was India? How are your grandparents? How was your cousin’s wedding? What did you eat?” I love
            Indian food.
         

         
         I plopped down on my bed. “Tell me everything!”

         
         Nipa sighed and sat down next to me. “I feel terrible that you didn’t miss me at all,” she joked.

         
         “Nope. Not one teeny bit.” I grinned again. “Now tell me everything!”

         
         “Jaipur is a-mazing! They call it the Pink City, because a lot of the buildings are pink—it’s really pretty. If you like pink.”
         

         
         “Which we do.”

         
         She nodded. “We did some really fun things, and I kept wishing you were there with me.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “There are all these old palaces, and this place that has kulfi—it’s like frozen custard, with pistachios or mango or saffron. . . .”

         
         “Yum! Why didn’t you bring me some?” I joked.

         
         “What I really wanted was to go on this safari and ride a hot air balloon—but it was the rainy season, so they were both closed.”

         
         “Why didn’t your cousin get married some other time of year?”

         
         “Because Kabir got accepted to graduate school in the fall, in Texas, remember? He and his wife wanted to get married first.
            She has a really big family, and there’s no way they all could’ve come to the United States.”
         

         
         “Gotcha. So . . . ? How was the wedding? I need details—and pictures!”

         
         Nipa pulled out her phone and started at the airport. She’d just gotten on the plane when Benji raced into my room. “It’s
            Monopoly time!”
         

         
         “Thanks. I’ll be down in a minute.”

         
         He raced out again, probably summoning Sara next.

         
         Nipa looked at me. “Since when do you like Monopoly?”

         
         “Since Jon’s leaving tomorrow.”

         
         We both stopped smiling. “Oh. I thought that was next week!” Nipa said. “I would’ve waited. . . .”

         
         “No. It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here.”

         
         Nipa smiled the way she always did when she had a surprise. “You’ll be even gladder when you see what I brought you.” She
            handed me a small box I hadn’t even noticed.
         

         
         I opened it and found a dozen purple metallic bangles studded with gold glitter. “I love them so much!” I took them out and
            put them on right away, six on each arm, tilting them in the light and admiring how much they sparkled. Then I gave her a
            tight side hug. “Thank you!”
         

         
         “I got myself some turquoise and crimson ones, so we can mix and match if you like.”

         
         “Yes! For the first day of seventh grade!”

         
         “Brilliant!” Nipa grinned. “Two weeks from today!”

         
         Two weeks felt like years from now; Jon was leaving in a few hours.

         
         As usual, Nipa read my mind. “Hey—it’ll be okay. Want me to come over tomorrow night to cheer you up?”

         
         “Duh.” 

         
         A few minutes later, her mom came to pick her up. I gave Nipa a hug and waved as she rode away, then I headed to the living
            room.
         

         
         It was time for Monopoly.

         
          

         Spoiler alert: I am not a big Monopoly fan. It goes on forever, but then again, that meant more time with Jon.

         
         Part of me wanted to spend all night with him; part of me wanted to go to my room, close the door, and just be sad. It felt like half of him was still at home and half of him was already in California. And all of me was going to miss him. 

         
         I decided to focus on what I did like about Monopoly, which was knowing exactly how things would play out.
         

         
         We gathered around “Mom’s mah-jongg table” in our usual seats (me across from Sara; Benji across from Jon). Like always, Sara
            distributed the colorful paper money, I organized the deeds, Jon shuffled the Community Chest and Chance cards, and Benji
            handed out the tokens. (Except for the dog, which he always kept for himself. So far that metal dog, and the gazillion stuffed
            animals in his room, were the closest he got to a real pet. But he never gave up hope.)
         

         
         As usual, he gave Sara the race car and smiled. “Don’t get caught on the speed cam this time!”

         
         Sara rolled her eyes good-naturedly; she really had gotten a ticket for speeding, so we all teased her about it. “It was one
            time.”
         

         
         Jon raised one eyebrow. “One time that we heard about . . .”

         
         Sara waved a gold five-hundred-dollar bill in his face. “Careful—I might forget to give you this. . . .”

         
         Jon grabbed it from her and they laughed.

         
         “Here, Becky . . .” Benji handed me the thimble.

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         We waited for him to give Jon the top hat, like always. But he hesitated, then gave him the dog token instead.

         
         Jon looked at Benji a few seconds, looking as surprised as I felt. Then he said, “Thanks, buddy. That’s really nice of you.”

         
         And that’s when I realized things were not going to play out the way they usually did.
         

         
         “You know what would be great right about now?” Jon asked. “A cup of chai.”

         
         I smiled at Sara and she smiled back. What was more fun than keeping a secret? Jon was going to love his gift.

         
         “Savor it while you can,” she told him.

         
         “I doubt they serve it in the dining hall,” I chimed in.

         
         Jon put his hand to his heart. “Benji, can you believe how cruel our sisters are?”

         
         Benji shook his head in a complete show of solidarity with his big brother.

         
         “Fine,” Sara said. “I guess you can have one last cup.”

         
         “I’ll help.” I followed her into the kitchen, where we’d stashed his going-away gift. Sara had bought it with her own credit
            card, and I’d promised to pay half (once I had the money).
         

         
         We quickly made chai for Jon and cocoa for the rest of us. Sara carried the tray with steaming mugs and I carried the wrapped
            gift.
         

         
         “What’s this?” Jon asked as I handed it to him.

         
         “It’s a going-away gift. From Sara and me.”

         
         “Open it!” Benji looked as excited as if it were his own present.

         
         Jon peeled off the paper and showed Benji the box. “A hundred and twenty bags? That’s enough to last the whole semester! Thanks,
            you guys.”
         

         
         “It was Becky’s idea,” Sara said.

         
         Jon smiled and so did I, and for a second it felt like we were back on track. But as soon as we started moving around the
            board, things got weird again. Jon kept passing up the chance to buy properties, and Sara went crazy buying everything.
         

         
         “Sara!” I shouted after she bought the most expensive property in the game. “What are you doing? You already have, like, a
            zillion properties. Plus, Boardwalk is four hundred dollars and”—I looked over at her very small pile of money—“You barely
            have any money left.”
         

         
         “Bec’s right,” Jon said. “What are you doing?”

         
         “Taking a chance,” she answered. “Isn’t that the point of the game? No risk, no reward.”

         
         Normally, this was one of the things I loved most about Sara. The fearless way she jumped right in without hesitation, never
            worrying about consequences.
         

         
         Unfortunately, our parents didn’t feel the same. “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Mom always says, ‘Look before you leap.’”

         
         “Moderation in all things,” Jon said in a deep voice. Our father was all about moderation. And rules. I guess that came with
            being a rabbi. He always had to follow the rules.
         

         
         Everywhere we went, people knew him. Nipa said he was like a movie star; unfortunately, he was nowhere near as glamorous.
            Or rich. And he constantly had to be careful what he did, what he said, even what he ate: the congregants were always watching.
         

         
         Trouble was, they were always watching the rest of us, too. . . .

         
         Benji took his turn, then handed me the dice. I rolled.

         
         “Uh-oh!” Benji cried. “Becky has to go to jail again.”

         
         It was the third time this game. I was starting to feel like I really had stolen Mom’s credit card. . . .

         
         I moved the thimble to jail, then watched Jon not buy another property, and Sara mortgage two so she could buy something else.
         

         
         “I feel sorry for your future boyfriend,” Jon said, rolling the dice. “After one month with you, he’ll be broke.”

         
         “But he’ll still be super cute,” she joked.

         
         “As long as he’s Jewish.” Dad had walked into the room without our even noticing. He smiled, but we all knew he was not joking.
         

         
         “Abba!” Sara was the only one who called Dad the Hebrew word for “father.” “That’s so old-fashioned! This isn’t Fiddler on the Roof! Times have changed.”
         

         
         “Not in our family,” he said. There was no trace of a smile on his face now.

         
         “So, just to clarify,” Jon said, “Sara could date a ninety-year-old serial killer as long as he was Jewish?”

         
         “Only if he came from a good family.” Dad winked at him.

         
         Sara shook her head. “I am done with all of you.”

         
         And suddenly I was, too. It was too sad sitting there, knowing it was our last night with Jon until Thanksgiving—or longer.
            He’d never been away so long, or so far, before. My fingers itched to get back to “Hallelujah.”
         

         
         I faked a yawn. “I’m kind of sleepy.” I turned to my siblings. “You guys can split my properties or whatever.” I got up, said a quick goodnight, and headed upstairs. 

         
         A few minutes later I was in bed, staring at the twinkly stars above me. Jon had put them there a few years ago because I
            was afraid of the dark. The thought of him caring enough to come up with that idea, then climb a ladder to stick dozens of
            glow-in-the-dark pieces of plastic on my ceiling made my heart ache.
         

         
         I hadn’t even told him how much I’d miss him, or wished him luck, or anything. I was thinking about going back downstairs
            when my door opened. “You don’t look ‘kind of sleepy’ to me.” Sara closed the door behind her and came in. “Move over, Becster.”
         

         
         She snuggled in and wrapped an arm around me. “I’m gonna miss him, too.”

         
         “So why are you up here with me when you can be down there with him?”

         
         “Mom’s putting Benji to bed, and I figured Dad might want some time alone with his firstborn—you know, share some of that
            rabbinic wisdom. Remind Jon not to eat ham sandwiches or shrimp cocktails . . .”
         

         
         She could always make me smile. “I’m glad you’re here,” I told her.

         
         “I’ll always be here for you.” She squeezed my shoulder. “I promise.”

         
         I smiled in the darkness. When Sara made a promise, she kept it.
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         The week before Jon left, I kept thinking things like, this will be the last time we go out for pizza together. Or, this is
            the last time we’ll hang out and watch funny videos on YouTube. Or even, this is the last time we’ll play Monopoly ’til he
            comes back home.
         

         
         But once he actually left, Nipa and Sara kept me so busy, I barely had time to miss him at all, and the last two weeks of
            summer flew by. Sara convinced Mom that I needed some new outfits for school, so we spent more than a few hours at different
            malls and boutiques.
         

         
         And Nipa and I lounged around the neighborhood swimming pool, made tons of homemade ice pops, and binged our favorite TV shows. And like every year, the night before school we got together to figure out our first-day-of-school outfits. It’s a good thing we’re about the same size; as usual, we liked each other’s clothes more than our own. I borrowed her stretchy teal leggings and purple waffle-knit T-shirt, and Nipa took my skinny jeans and red smock top. Plus, we each took four turquoise bangles, four crimson, and four purple. 

         
         We were as ready as anyone could be for the first day of seventh grade.

         
          

         After a quick breakfast, I took a last gulp of orange juice, brought my plate to the sink, and got a goodbye kiss from Mom.
            I leaned over and gave Benji a hug, careful not to choke him while he ate his sugary cereal. “Have fun in first grade.”
         

         
         “You have fun, too!” He grinned, revealing a mouthful of colorful mush.

         
         I didn’t exactly love school, but it would be “fun” to see who was in my classes, get first impressions of my teachers, and
            of course hang out with Nipa at lunch.
         

         
         I grabbed my backpack and flute case, headed out, and walked three blocks to school. It was strange seeing so many kids swarming
            around in front of the two-story brown brick building after seeing an empty parking lot all summer. Some sat on the blue benches
            near the entrance; some went straight inside.
         

         
         “Becky!”

         
         I turned just as Nipa stepped off the bus with a backpack, a violin case, and a big smile. We met halfway and shared a hug
            even though we’d seen each other twelve hours earlier.
         

         
         “Seventh grade!” Her smile got even bigger. “Can you believe it? This time next year, we’ll practically be in high school!”

         
         We let the other students move around us. It was easy to tell the upper grades from the sixth graders. The older ones met
            up with friends and hung out in front of the building, like we were doing; the new kids rushed through the massive double
            doors, class schedules clenched in their hands, looking terrified. I guess Nipa and I looked that way last year.
         

         
         “Guess we’d better head in, too,” I said.

         
         Nipa nodded. “See you at lunch!”

         
         “Not if I see you first!”

         
         If we did see each other before lunch, it would be pure chance. We already knew we didn’t have any classes together: Nipa
            had French while I had Spanish; Nipa had orchestra and I had band; I’d signed up for honors English; she’d signed up for honors
            everything else.
         

         
         We waved goodbye for now and headed to homeroom in opposite directions. I smiled at some familiar faces as I made my way down
            the crowded hall to my classroom and took a seat just as the bell rang. I was about to turn off my brand-new cell phone (Sara
            convinced Mom and Dad I needed one), when I saw a new text message from my sister:
         

         
         
            Do you hear the people sing?

         

         I smiled and knew exactly what it meant: Sara’s high school musical this year was going to be Les Misérables.
         

         
         Les Miz was one of our favorites. Sara must be thrilled. She’d be singing the songs a gazillion times between now and mid-November,
            when the show went on. There was no doubt in my mind she would get a starring role. She always did.
         

         
         My sister was pretty much amazing at everything, but musical theater was her One True Love. Everyone who had ever heard her sing or seen her perform knew it was only a question of time before she starred on Broadway. And I knew I would be in the front row, clapping and cheering my heart out for her. 

         
         I quickly texted a smiley face, then turned off my phone. I tried to focus on what the teacher was saying, but in my head,
            I was hearing the opening notes from Les Miz, and wondering which role Sara wanted and which one she would get. They were probably the same thing.
         

         
         My next two periods were nothing bad but nothing special, either. And then it was time for my favorite class and my favorite
            teacher: band with Ms. Tennyson, aka Ms. T. Nipa thought she looked like Beyoncé; I thought she was even prettier.
         

         
         Ms. T had thick black hair she wore in long box braids; light hazel eyes; and, according to my sister, “impeccable fashion
            sense.” Sara always said if there were a contest for best-dressed teacher, Ms. T would win hands down. She’d already been
            voted best teacher—twice. And she deserved it. Most teachers spent the first day of school talking (and talking); Ms. T spent
            it listening.
         

         
         I walked in and saw the piano off to the side, the drums way at the back, the music stands all set up and waiting for us. I did my best to walk, not run, straight to my place—at least, the place I sat last year: end of the first row, stage left. First chair, which meant any flute solos would be mine. And I wanted every one of them. 

         
         Since basically all of us had been in band with Ms. T last year, we knew what to expect from her—and what she expected from
            us. So, unlike my other classes, we all settled in and settled down pretty quickly.
         

         
         Ms. T watched with an approving smile as we got our instruments out without her even asking and waited for her instruction.

         
         “Welcome, musicians! In fact, I can say welcome back, because I had the pleasure of working with almost every one of you last year.” She paused and looked over at Ben, who was
            a decent trumpet player but also the class clown.
         

         
         “Well,” Ms. T said with a smile, “mostly a pleasure.”
         

         
         Ben laughed along with the rest of us. We all knew each other well by now: class clowns, show-offs, team players, soloists. . . .
            I was most definitely a soloist. At least, I hoped so.
         

         
         “Okay,” Ms. T said, “let’s warm up with some scales, starting with B-flat.”

         
         We went through three scales with only a few mistakes (mostly Ben and his fellow class clown, Daniel, who also played trumpet).
            I looked around the room, happiness flowing through me. And even though I knew not everyone loved band the way I did, it still
            felt like family.
         

         
         “Very nice,” Ms. T said, interrupting my thoughts. “Now let’s see if we’ve lost any ground over those long, lazy months of
            summer, or if anyone actually practiced once or twice.”
         

         
         I locked eyes with her and smiled; I had practiced, all right. Every. Single. Day. And I hoped it showed.

         
         “All right. Let’s turn to page seven in your exercise books.”

         
         Charlotte, the cute, chatty blond girl who played next to me, let out a sigh. “I am so sick of this one! It doesn’t even have
            a name.”
         

         
         “Sure it does.” I grinned. “Exercise number nine.”

         
         She groaned.

         
         I admit, it wasn’t the catchiest number, but it wasn’t trying to be. It was all about dynamics—soft and loud and in-between.
            We played it through twice, some of us better than others.
         

         
         “Ugh!” Charlotte sighed again. “I always mess up the fingering on that last measure.”

         
         “It’s tricky,” I said, even though it wasn’t for me.

         
         “You make it look easy,” she said.

         
         I shook my head. “Measure three should’ve been louder. It’s supposed to be forte.”

         
         “I think you’re the only one who noticed, or cared. Except for Ms. T.”

         
         Just then, Ms. T looked straight at me. “Nice job, Becky.”

         
         I tried to smile modestly, but I felt like taking a bow or doing a little happy dance. “Thanks, Ms. T.”

         
         “That reminds me.” Ms. T smiled. “As of January twenty-first, I will be Mrs. Davis.” She lifted her hand and showed us all a sparkly diamond ring.
         

         
         The boys in the class played it cool, but the girls were really excited—especially since Mr. Davis taught chorus and drama, and was almost as popular as Ms. T. 

         
         The bell rang, but luckily lunch was next, so I let the other kids talk to her first. “Congratulations,” I told her when we
            were finally alone. “I’m so happy for you!”
         

         
         Ms. T beamed. “Thank you, Becky. I’ve actually been thinking about you. . . .”

         
         “You have?”

         
         She nodded. “You were one of my strongest musicians last year, and I can already tell you definitely haven’t lost any ground. I want you to consider trying out for Junior All-County Honors Band this year. It’s for outstanding
            musicians in seventh through ninth grade, and I think you have an excellent chance.”
         

         
         “You do?”

         
         “I do. Auditions aren’t until November, so you have more than enough time to get ready if you’re interested.”

         
         “I am! Definitely!”

         
         She grinned. “I was hoping you would be. There are six rehearsals starting early January, and the concert is mid-February—”

         
         Before she could tell me more, Mr. Davis walked in. It was just as well, because I was too excited to hear any more details,
            let alone remember them. I congratulated him, too.
         

         
         “Thank you, Becky.” He beamed at me. “How’s that sister of yours?”

         
         “Fine, thanks. She still says you’re the best teacher she’s ever had.”

         
         “What about me?” Ms. T asked, pretending to look hurt.

         
         “Second best. For sure,” I said. And it was true. Sara loved anything and everything musical, but she was much better at singing
            than clarinet.
         

         
         “Well, you tell her we said hello.” Mr. Davis put his arm around Ms. T.

         
         I promised I would, then floated to the cafeteria in a big puffy cloud of happiness to find my best friend.

         
         Nipa and I had a tradition of trading food, although I definitely had the better deal. Since her family was vegetarian and
            mine was kosher, it was easy to share. Plus, Mrs. Sachdeva was an amazing cook. In exchange for her foil-wrapped samosas or
            spicy vegetable curry, I gave Nipa a bag of chips or a store-bought pack of snack cakes (neither of which Nipa’s mom ever
            bought, so we were both happy with the arrangement).
         

         
         By the time we’d caught each other up on our day so far, Nipa had demolished the bag of pretzels, but I’d barely touched the
            rice pudding she brought for me. It was studded with raisins and pistachios and was one of my favorite desserts ever, but
            I was too excited about All-County Band to eat.
         

         
         “That’s amazing!” she said. “You’re totally going to get in.”

         
         “You think so?” I smiled.

         
         “Of course!” She took a sip of lemonade. “When is the concert?”

         
         “I don’t know exactly. Sometime in February? Ms. T said the audition’s in November and rehearsals start in January.” I started wondering what the audition pieces were. Then I started wondering what we’d play at the concert. . . . 

         
         And then I noticed Nipa’s face was no longer smiling. In fact, it was doing the opposite.

         
         “What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing. It’s just . . . How will you have time for All-County and your bat mitzvah?”
         

         
         “Oh.” I hadn’t thought about that. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. . . .”

         
         “Look,” she continued, “I know you think Jon’s speech was the best ever—”

         
         “It was.”

         
         “And,” Nipa continued, “I know Sara sang perfectly—”

         
         “She did.”

         
         Nipa sighed and put on her serious face.

         
         I sat up a little straighter and did my best to tune out the lunchroom noise all around us and focus on her words; I knew
            they would be important.
         

         
         “Becky”—she leaned closer across the table—“The only way you can manage your bat mitzvah and All-County is if you stop comparing yourself to Jon and Sara. Otherwise, you’re going to put so much pressure on yourself
            that you’ll never do anything! Plus, your head might explode.”
         

         
         “I know.” And I did. I also knew how little progress I’d made on my bat mitzvah—the part I had to sing and the part I had
            to write. Plus I still had to figure out my mitzvah project.
         

         
         I knew how far I still had to go before I was ready . . . if I ever would be. “You’re right. I need to stop comparing myself to them and just focus on the work.” 

         
         And also All-County.

         
         I didn’t say that part aloud, but I sure thought it.

         
         It was all I could think about.
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         When I got home, I went straight upstairs to see Sara. We had so much to talk about: Les Miz, Ms. T and Mr. Davis, and, most of all, All-County!
         

         
         As I approached her door, I heard her singing Eponine’s showstopper “On My Own,” and it was clear which role she wanted. It
            was also clear she would get it. I stood in the hall and listened to her hit every note and waited until she finished, then
            knocked.
         

         
         “Enter if you dare,” she called out.

         
         “That,” I told her as I walked in, “was amazing.”

         
         She wrinkled her nose. “You think? Some parts were a little rough.”

         
         “No way. It was perfect.”

         
         “Thanks, Becster. Maybe once it’s polished, I can use it for my college audition tapes. Either that or something from Wicked.”
         

         
         “Oh—like ‘For Good’? I love that one.”

         
         “Me, too. But I was thinking maybe something more upbeat and fun, like ‘Popular.’”

         
         “Ooh—that would be fun.”
         

         
         “Thanks. We’ll see. . . .” She plopped down on her bed. “Enough about me—for now.” She laughed. “So . . . how was your first
            day of seventh grade?”
         

         
         I flopped down next to her. “Band was amazing! Ms. T asked me to stay after class, and—”

         
         “How’s she doing?”

         
         “Fine. But guess what? She and Mr. Davis are engaged!”

         
         “What? I can’t believe it! My two favorite teachers are getting married! We’ve got to do something!”

         
         Oh boy. I’d never get to All-County now; Sara was “off and running,” as Dad liked to say.

         
         “I know!” She grinned. “Let’s throw a surprise bridal shower! We can do it in the band room!” Sara loved throwing parties.

         
         I nodded. “That sounds like fun!” Before she started jotting down ideas and making an invitation list, I kept talking. “Speaking
            of fun—Ms. T wants me to audition for All-County Band!”
         

         
         “Wait. What? That’s fantastic! Why didn’t you tell me that first?”

         
         “Ummm . . .”

         
         “Never mind. This is so exciting!” She pulled me in for a sideways hug.

         
         “Thanks. But I haven’t gotten in yet. It’s only an audition,” I said, trying not to sound as confident as I felt.

         
         “Uh-huh,” Sara said, knowing me too well. “It’s a no-brainer. You’ll practice, you’ll nail the audition, and you’ll get in,”
            Sara said with her usual confidence.
         

         
         “You make it sound so easy,” I told her. “What about school?”

         
         “Seriously? This is an incredible opportunity!”

         
         “I know, but . . . what about my bat mitzvah? Rehearsals are the same month. . . .” Plus, I hated practicing. My bat mitzvah
            tutor’s voice was so monotonous. Every time I listened to the MP3 file of Mr. Rubenstein chanting the Torah portion on my
            phone, it literally put me to sleep. 
         

         
         The section I was chanting was all about God asking for materials to make a portable sanctuary the Israelites could carry.
            It went into tons of detailed instructions, and it was my responsibility to talk about all of it as part of my speech. To
            be honest, I found it all pretty boring. I should’ve asked Dad for help a while ago; now I was embarrassed I’d waited so long.
         

         
         Sara put her hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eyes. “Hey. You’ve got this.”

         
         “What about Mom and Dad? Even if I don’t think it’s too much, they will.”

         
         “Timing is everything with them,” she said. “We’ll just have to wait for the right moment. It’ll all work out.”

         
         The way she said “we’ll” made me smile. Plus, those last four words were almost like a promise. And promises were important in our family. They weren’t given, or taken, lightly; Dad made that clear to each of us early on. I still remember the first time he taught me about promises. . . .
         

         
         I was even younger than Benji—maybe four or five. I thought Dad had promised to take me to a movie, and I was super excited
            because he hardly ever had any free time, let alone time to spend just with me. But, as usual, a congregant needed him for
            something, and he had to cancel.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Rebecca.” Dad was the only one who called me by my full name. “Mrs. Sherman is in the hospital,” he continued,
            “and I—”
         

         
         “You promised!” I probably crossed my arms and stomped my foot to show I was upset.

         
         “No.” He covered my tiny hand with his big one. “I wanted to take you to the movie, but I didn’t promise. A promise is sacred, like the truth.”
         

         
         I remember he took a piece of paper and my blue crayon and wrote two Hebrew letters. “This is aleph,” he said, “the first
            letter in the Hebrew alphabet. This”—he pointed to the second letter—“Is tav, the last letter. And this”—he wrote a third
            letter in between the others, “is mem, which is right in the middle of the alphabet.
         

         
         “When you put them together, they spell emet, which means ‘truth.’ Truth is the center of everything.” He smiled and kissed me, his thick beard tickling my cheek. “The
            truth is, I have to go now,” he said gently, “but I promise to take you to that movie as soon as I can.” 

         
         He did, too, the very next day.

         
         Ever since then, I’ve taken promises very seriously, whether the promise is for me or from me.
         

         
         Once Sara promised everything would work out, I believed it. I believed her.
         

         
         The two of us talked a little more, then I split the rest of my night into three sections: homework, bat mitzvah study, and
            flute (only one of which was fun). I loved that my sister and I were on parallel paths, both of us passionate about music,
            both of us chasing our dreams, like Mom always said we should.
         

         
         When she was in high school and college, Mom’s dream
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