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For my grandparents (I miss you) 

For Elliott Smith

And for anyone and everyone impacted by cancer




Side One

Jesus Wears a Blonde Wig

August, 1997–September, 1997




Track Zero

Let There Be Decision







I yank on my winter coat and step out into the bitter December cold, trudging through calf-deep snow toward the treehouse. The rope ladder sways and creaks as I climb. I haven’t been up here since the leaves turned to scarlet, then to brown, then to so much fallen dust.

Sitting down on the love seat, I click on the camp lantern, hoping the batteries still work. Let there be light.

With my breath blooming in the frozen air, I slip my headphones over the thick wool blanket of my beanie, then click on Elliott Smith’s Either/Or. Let there be sound.

Finally, I pull the two envelopes out of my coat pocket and set them on the table. Bright white and blandly official, their blank faces are utterly indistinguishable, like creepy robotic twins from a Philip K. Dick story. Let there be decision.

Eeny, meeny, miny—

Thump. The treehouse trembles with sudden sound. A heavy, dull thud. I rip my headphones off and stop the tape. Is it midnight already?

But there’s no sister sound to follow the first, which means it can’t be the fireworks yet.

“Hello?” I ask stupidly, trying to make sense of the noise. I try to re-settle on the task at hand—no biggie, just figuring out what I’m going to do with the rest of my life—but I can’t focus now because, seriously, what the hell was that? Curiosity has me first down the rope ladder, then back into the heavy snow. I catch a whiff of woodsmoke from the fire Dad was still stoking when I came outside, even though he looked terrible and way past tired, and Mom was already snoring on the couch.

I look up at the side of the treehouse, not sure what I’m expecting to see. Then I see it, not up but down. An inky black swell.

It’s a small raven, still and silent, atop the crystal white blanket. Holding up the lantern to get a better look, I can see that one of its wings is twisted unnaturally down like someone whose pen drifted off the page. The bird’s neck is similarly off its axis.

I look up at the treehouse again, then back down at the smashed raven.

Taking off my mitten, I hover my hand over the raven’s body, which emits a barely perceptible, but already diminishing warmth. I watch the bird until my ribs rattle with the cold, but the raven’s chest reveals no movement. Not even a final tremble.

Now feeling really good and freaked out, and even further away from figuring out my life, I go back up to the treehouse and wait for my heart to slow down. The envelopes are still there on the coffee table, staring at me, daring me to open one and choose already.

What do YOU want?

Thump. 

Not again, I think, picturing a flock of ravens storming out of the woods and going full kamikaze against the treehouse, then dropping to the frozen Earth.

But this sound is different. Concussive and reverberating. Followed by another, and another, an unsteady drum beat out there somewhere, the sound giving no hint of the dazzling sprays of light that I can’t see, but can imagine so clearly.

“Happy fucking New Year,” I say to nobody, then give the envelopes a final look before I lay back on the loveseat and listen to the fireworks, wondering what I’m going to do.




• • •





Press the rewind button. Right there. Stop.




Track One

A Sea of Smirking, Squinting Raineys







“She’s here again,” Walden says, ducking back into the dressing room.

“She is?” I ask, sitting up (cue the clammy hands, cue the tense belly). “Are you sure?”

“She’s the only person here over twenty-five. Except for Poser.”

I steal a look at my makeup. Double-thick black mascara, smoky gray eyeshadow, deep purple lipstick. I give my hair a quick tousle until it’s fuck-you messy.

“Who are you talking about?” asks River, my best friend and guitar player. Sunk deep into a purple La-Z-Boy that must hold a thousand layers of stinky punk rock sweat, he’s lazily plucking strings on his white Gibson semi-hollow body.

“Rainey’s weirdo geezer groupie,” Walden says, examining the set list, which he’s re-written five times already. He scratches the willowy fuzz on his cheeks he calls a beard.

“Whatever,” I say, thinking she’s hardly a geezer. “Besides,” I add, nodding at River, “pretty boy is the one with the groupies.”

“Hey, yeah,” Walden says, turning to River. “That reminds me. Tonight, during ‘Ordinary Girl,’ do more of that thing you did in the video. The chicks love it.” Walden dramatically flips his hair from right to left, then smushes his lips out into a faux-sexy pout.

“I didn’t even mean to do that!” River grins.

“Please,” I say. “You totally meant to do that.”

“Wait, what groupie?” River asks. “I’ve lost count.”

“She’s not a groupie,” I say, picturing the woman with the right cheek beauty mark and the pixie cut that’s been to our last three—now four—shows. “I think she’s another journalist.”

Except I don’t really think that. I think she’s the answer to the question. The one everyone keeps asking me: Rainey, when are you going to get signed?

“God, I wish they’d just leave me alone,” River says, pitching his voice up. “Don’t they know I’m going through a silent, emo phase right now!”

I give River a big sarcastic air kiss, which he gives right back. He sets down his guitar, then comes over and sits down next to me, opens an imaginary notebook, and clicks an imaginary pen.

“Tell me, Miss Cobb,” he says, slipping into a syrupy British accent, “where do you get your song ideas. Our readers are dying to know.”

I twirl my hair and chew a wad of fake gum. “I don’t know, they just sort of come to me.”

“Freak,” River says, putting his face inches from mine, then tousling my perfectly-mussed hair. He knows how hard I work at making it look like I don’t care.

“Stop it!”

“But the chicks love it,” River whispers and I push him away.

“Will you two please get your heads in the game,” says Walden.

Paul Posen, the owner of Club 182, who we call Poser, pokes his head in.

“You guys planning on starting anytime this century? Generation X is getting restless out there. Oh, and Evan said to tell you the nest is already empty, whatever the hell that means.”

“It means we’re out of CDs,” River says. “Again.”

“I told you,” Walden says, looking over at me.

“I know, I know.”

We’re now through our fifth order of The Treehouse Tapes, my debut album that Walden and I recorded and released last summer. At the time, I thought we’d be lucky to get through the first five hundred, but they just keep selling. And selling. So do the stickers and T-shirts that Evan, my other best friend, and manager, sits out there and sells every show. He convinced me it was a good idea to put my face on the shirt, but now that I’m assaulted by a sea of smirking, squinting Raineys at every show, I can see that it was a mistake of galactic proportions.

Note to self: If you have mixed feelings about your face, maybe don’t put it on a T-shirt.

After Poser leaves, I reach into my makeup bag and palm my black film canister.

“Be right back.”

“Where are you going?” Walden asks.

“Bathroom,” I say.

“You went ten minutes ago. Are you nervous or something?”

“I don’t get nervous. It’s girl stuff. You want to come and make sure?”

“Gross,” he says.

In the hallway, I’m slapped by a wave of thick and steamy late August heat. Anticipatory, pre-show chatter hums from the sell-out crowd, kids giddy and wired, ready to rage away the last days of summer break. Skirting past a couple of girls at the sinks, keeping my head down, I slip into the middle bathroom stall, the one with my heart is a thousand years old, I am not like other people carved into the inside of the door. It’s the only one I ever use. My lucky stall. Yes, I have a lucky stall. Sue me, I spend a lot of time at Club 182.

I sit down and put my head in my hands. My heart is racing.

It’s true what I said to my brother. I don’t get nervous. Not when it comes to music.

Not until she started showing up.

I wait until I hear the two girls leave, then pry the gray cap off the film canister and shoot down the vodka inside, hot against my throat and then warm in my belly.

Show time.




• • •




In my memory, I’m four. Maybe five. Legs dangling off the piano bench, air thick with cigarette and pot smoke and the smell of grilled hot dogs and spilled beer, surrounded by my parents’ musician friends, this tiny little me at the center of their grown-up universe.

Even at that age, my freaky musical memory already had over a hundred songs locked inside of it, and my famous parents loved to keep me up late and show me off to please the masses. They’d call out requests—showtunes, blues, Motown—or put random songs on the turntable for me to play back perfectly, down to the last note, after a single hearing.

It was their eyes I remember the most. That strange surrender, as if I’d cast some kind of spell. When people ask me how I got so comfortable on stage, I’m always four or five sitting at that piano bench, legs dangling, learning how to let all those eyes look.

But in a lifetime of being looked at, no one has ever looked at me quite like her before. And it’s messing with me. Causing a tectonic rearrangement, a minor earthquake deep in the ocean of my nervous system.

Out there in the darkness, she’s leaned against the bar in her usual spot. Ripped jeans. Ramones T-shirt. Massive hoop earrings. Jet black pixie cut. She looks like an older version of most of the kids in here. Except that she’s always alone. No drink. No pretzels. No plus one. Just those dark eyes doing their slow-motion, back-and-forth dissection of the girl standing center stage.

As I play, everyone in the crowd pushes slowly forward, but not her. She seems to soak up all of it without needing to be a part of it. Like how the Terminator is there but not there, if the Terminator was a cool-seeming woman in her late twenties. And kind of hot.

After our hour-long, fourteen-song set, I slink to the merch table and autograph CD sleeves and T-shirts with a Sharpie. I pose for pictures with kids who never say hi to me at school. I sign my name on some girl’s bare abdomen. I let a college guy cut a small lock of my red hair.

I look around, wondering if she’ll be the next in line. But by the time the crowd has thinned to Evan, Walden’s girlfriend Bethany, and a handful of stragglers, by the time the house lights are up and I’m loading amps and drum parts out the back door of Club 182 and into the Cobb Family’s rusty, trusty RV, which I lovingly call Howard the Duck, She Terminator is gone.

Walden, nodding at my ripped fishnets and the fingernail streaks and grip bruises on my arms, says, “You don’t have to keep doing that, you know. One of these days you’re going to get really hurt.”

Bethany, draped off Walden like an appendage, says, “Don’t listen to him. He’s just being a good big brother. I think it’s badass. I’ve never seen a girl crowd surf like you do.”

“Don’t encourage her,” Walden says, but he says it sweet and then they’re kissing. And, well, gross. I’m still not used to seeing my brother with his lips smashed against somebody else’s, let alone those of Bethany, this chatty community college girl who works with me at Cuppa Josephine, where I’ve been slinging lattes and cappuccinos three days a week all summer to earn some extra money, which I mostly blow on CDs and clothes.

When I introduced the two of them, I didn’t think much of it. Even when Walden started hanging out at the shop more, pretending to read Rimbaud while he nursed a bottomless cuppa but actually studied Bethany’s dark bangs and hazel eyes, I still didn’t think anything would happen. Walden’s never had a real girlfriend. Then, six weeks ago, he took her to the movies to see Contact and they’ve been pretty much joined at the lips since then.

“Rainey, you got a second?” Poser asks, perched in the back door. I follow him down the dark hallway to his office, which is splatter painted with band posters and empty two-liters of Diet Coke. Poser, who has the sobriety symbol tattooed on his left forearm, sucks the stuff down like water.

Back in his early twenties, Poser was in this band called Willow Lake Road that was briefly signed to Columbia before getting dropped after their charismatic lead singer drowned in Lake Champlain on the Fourth of July. Their debut album was only a month from release, but the label found a contract loophole and the album never saw the light of day. After he emerged from a five-year alcohol bender and went to therapy, Poser opened Club 182, the all-ages night club in downtown Burlington, Vermont where I’ve been playing for the past two years.

Poser regularly pulls me into his office after shows to dispense his brand of take-it-from-someone-who’s-been-there wisdom, which is why I’m ready for another lecture about the dangers of crowd surfing. Or how it’s time to find a manager who’s not my best friend.

Instead, though, Poser takes a business card out of his pocket and hands it to me.




Cassie Plimpton, Talent Scout

Shore Records

212-878-9821 (w) / 212-655-2543 (h)




My whole body buzzes. Shore is one of biggest record labels in the country.

“From our mystery woman,” he says.

On the back, in tidy script, she’s written:

Everybody wants you. But what do YOU want? PS, you totally rock. -Cass

A warmth floods my chest. My cheeks flush. “Is this real? Because if you’re just messing with me.”

“It’s as real as it comes. This is how it starts.”

I read the cryptic message again.

“You should tell Walden,” he says.

“Yeah right. He’ll freak. You know how he is about labels.”

“Have you thought about it?” he asks, swigging from a two-liter. “What you want?”

I shrug, feeling embarrassed at how much I have thought about it. About how sometimes I can’t sleep because I want my musical dreams so badly. About how every time someone asks me the question I’ve been getting at least once a week for the past year—Rainey, when are you going to get signed?—I’ve dreamed of saying: Any day now.

But barely any of the people who ask me that know what I did to my family two years ago. How I blew up my family’s band so I could stop being homeschooled and try to be a normal kid for the first time in my strange, meandering existence. Something I seem to be failing at miserably. They don’t know how it’s more than a little bit crazy that I want to get right back on a train I fought so hard, and broke my mother’s heart, just to get off in the first place.

“Look, I know I’ve been telling you this pretty much since the day I met you, but be careful, Rainey. I mean it. Watch your back. They only care about one thing.”

“Artistic integrity?” I ask.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Did she say anything about me?”

Poser chuckles. “There’s that gigantic ego you’re so good at hiding,” he says.

“Shut up.”




Track Two

Welcome to My Minimalist Phase







I don’t want to wake Mom, but her head is tipped back so far against the sofa cushions, I know she’s in for a serious case of Tin-Man neck if I don’t get her to bed.

Since we left the club, I’ve been buzzing with the weight of what Poser told me: that Cassie Plimpton—that Shore Records—is interested in me. That they want to talk to me about my music, my future. About signing me. I felt so light and giddy on the way home that Walden asked me what I was smiling at. Nothing, I told him, having already decided to keep the business card, and Cassie Plimpton, to myself. For now. Thanks to the way my parents got screwed over by Elektra Records earlier in their career, Walden is cynical about any and all things to do with major record labels, and I’m not ready to fend off his needles around my new balloon.

I click off the TV where Humphrey Bogart is wearing a trench coat and has a smart looking dame on his arm. Django, our geriatric mutt, eases himself off the couch and hobbles over to his dog bed on the far side of the room, plopping down like he’s been dropped.

I re-cork the half-empty bottle of red wine on the coffee table, then gently squeeze Mom’s shoulder until her bloodshot eyes flutter open. Her breath is an acrid musk of sleep and cheap merlot.

“How was it?” she asks.

For a second, I almost tell her about the business card, almost say I’m going to get signed and we can pay the hospital bills and we’ll never have to worry about money ever again.

But I already made a promise. College. Then music. And signing a record deal is pretty much the opposite of going to college.

“It was good,” I say.

“Jesus, Rainey,” she says, sliding her fingertips over the scrapes on my forearms.

“It’s because they don’t want to drop me,” I say, my voice muffled and froggy from the show. “Nobody’s trying to hurt me.”

“Maybe you should tell them that.” She lets me help her to standing. “I’ve done my fair share of stupid things to get attention, but—”

“It’s not about attention,” I say, my voice, and my blood, rising slightly. But I don’t want to fight, and I’m definitely not in the mood to explain to her, again, the admittedly confusing ethics of mosh pits and crowd surfing. So, I just mumble, “Forget it.”

Mom waits a beat, then says, “Walden?”

“Driving Bethany home. He said he’s going to stay over there. Dad?”

“Guess. Peek in on him before you go to bed, will you?”

“Sure.”

“Oh, and can you take him up tomorrow morning for treatment?” she asks.

“Again?”

“Melissa’s baby is still sick and I have to open the store,” she says matter-of-factly.

“I have to work too.”

“What time?”

“Noon.”

“I’ll be there by then.”

“Okay,” I say, already dreading another trip to the hospital. I hate the way it smells.

She kisses me on the cheek, then walks right past her suitcase and guitar, both still packed from when she got back from tour almost a week ago, and vanishes into the darkness of her bedroom. The toilet flushes; the bed creaks.

I still haven’t gotten used to seeing Mom leave and come back from tour by herself. Every time I see gear and bags piling up by the door, my lizard brain tells me to pack my duffel bag, pick out the longest books I can find, and get ready for restless overnight rides in Howard the Duck’s creaky bunks as the highway hums beneath me.

But the Cobb Family Band doesn’t exist anymore and things are different now.

Mom’s debut solo record, simply titled Tracy Cobb, came out six months ago. I think it’s some of her best music ever. But the sales haven’t been great, and from what I’ve overheard listening to Mom and Dad bicker about money, this tour, like the last one, and the one before that, was pretty much a wash financially. Which is why Mom is back part time at TJ Maxx and the mortgage notices and overdue medical bills are still piled up on the kitchen counter.

If I sign with Shore, I can get enough money to help. But I made a promise. College. Then music.

While I suck on a Ricola, I microwave some water and drop in a chamomile tea bag and stare into the back yard. The studio lights are still on, a trio of yellow rectangles that draw a misshapen face in the darkness. While the tea steeps and cools, I munch a stale chocolate chip cookie, dipping it in the tea to soften it up. My throat is scraped raw from singing, and a low hum of post-show adrenaline still buzzes in my bones. But it’s nice to be alone.

I step barefoot into the backyard. The temperature has come down, but the air is still thick with late summer humidity and insomniac mosquitoes. The dewy grass tickles my toes. When I walk into Paradise Avenue, the recording studio my dad slowly built out of what used to be our two-car garage, I find him passed out on the couch with his arm draped across his face as if trying to block out the sun. On the coffee table there’s a hunk of wood my dad has started carving into something, its eventual form not yet clear, though it will likely find life as a bird. For the past couple years, since Dad’s stage fright got so bad he had to stop touring, he’s sold his woodwork for a few bucks here and there. Birds. Bookcases. Beaming suns and crescent moons. Pretty much whatever you can dream up he can conjure from a slab of wood. The table is littered with sawdust and curly wood shavings. I sit down and put my arm on his shoulder.

“Trace,” Dad says, his eyes opening to slits. His face is all cliffs and sharp edges. His thick auburn hair is reduced to chemo peach fuzz. Before he can say another word, his breath catches on a violent wave of coughs, which bend and rattle his wiry frame. “I’m okay. I’m...sleep...here.”

“Dad,” I say. “It’s me.”

His eyes open a little wider.

“Rain Man,” he says with a sweet little half smile.

“C’mon. Let’s get you inside.”

But he’s already asleep again.

Using a pair of scissors from the control desk drawer, I snip last week’s plastic hospital bracelet off his wrist. He always forgets to cut them off. There’s a faded green and white blanket balled up beneath Dad’s feet, and I gently slide it out and drape it over him, then stuff the bracelet into my skirt pocket.

Against the studio wall sits a messy cluster of boxes. The neck of my first ukulele, recognizable by its lacquered red finish, draws me over. I pick it up and laugh at my name clumsily painted on the back in white nail polish. I tune it up and quietly pluck a few notes.

Another of the boxes is packed with Luce and Tracy Cobb show posters dating back to 1973. Carnegie Hall. The Ryman Auditorium. The Flynn Theater. Red Rocks. The Fillmore West. There are piles of newspaper clippings and set lists. An envelope bursting with yellowing receipts. Old AAA road maps offering to decode entire swaths of the country between their silky covers: The Midwest. The Pacific Northwest. New England.

Last time I saw these boxes, they were dying a slow, dusty death in our basement so it’s strange to see them all piled here in the studio. I look over at Dad, still snoring softly on the couch. What are you up to?

Another of the boxes is stuffed with a million Polaroids. Dad and Mom backstage. Slurping champagne. Goofing on somebody’s tour bus. Walden and I asleep in our bunks in Howard the Duck. There’s pictures of Eric Clapton and Neil Young. Toots Hibbert. Mavis Staples. There’s one of me and Willie Nelson that always makes me smile. I can’t be any more than three and I’m balanced on Willie’s knee in an oversized T-shirt, one of Willie’s braids gripped firmly in my right fist. Willie is mid-laugh, a fat joint tucked between his lips.

I find another picture I’ve never seen before. I’m probably six or seven, wearing cut-off jean shorts, a ringer tee, and a pair of red cowboy boots. The picture captures me in motion, mid-air, knees bent, arms flexed, hovering above the rain puddle I’m about to stomp in. My teeth are gritted with the effort. I get this weird, sort of electric feeling looking at it, in awe of the fierce, flying girl in the picture, who I recognize but somehow doesn’t feel like me at all.

Taking the picture with me, I turn off the control room lights, then cross to the far side of our backyard and climb the rope ladder up to the treehouse. After clicking on the twin camp lanterns, I stick the puddle jumping picture to the wall with a thumb tack, then plop down on the loveseat and stare at Cassie Plimpton’s business card.

What do YOU want?

I put Dad’s hospital bracelet on the coffee table, then pull open the table’s only drawer and take out the other bracelets. First, I use the blade of my Swiss army knife to dig a small hole into one end of the new bracelet, then, using a small length of fishing line, tie it to the six other bracelets I’ve already collected, each one with my dad’s name and arrival date written in various colors of ink. I loop the threaded bracelets around my waist, stopping when I run out of real estate, probably three bracelets short of a belt. When the belt is finished, or when the doctors pronounce him cancer-free, I’m giving it to Dad as a present.

Exchanging the bracelet belt for my journal, I flip to a fresh page, then crank the stainless-steel body of my grandfather’s pen until the tip slides out. I haven’t been making as many lists lately as I used to, but Cassie’s question has me thinking, and old habits die hard. At the top of the page, I scrawl:




Things I Want



	For my dad’s cancer to go away.

	To sign a huge record deal with Shore so I can pay off all my family’s hospital bills. And so I can be a famous musician.






My pen hovers, but I can’t think of anything else. Welcome to my minimalist phase.

The crickets chirp while I examine my arms some more, my pale limbs like art pieces. There’s one particularly long scrape running up the back of my left forearm. I could never say aloud why I go into the crowd. That I like that it hurts. That the pain helps me forget about how afraid I am that my dad is going to die. And about the promise I made.

“I’ve done my share of stupid things to get attention,” I sing softly, a melody drifting out of my brain like steam from a sewer grate, then hum the line on a loop, sending it up, down, and across the range of my voice.

“I’ve done my share of things to try and disappear,” I echo over the same melody.

My cherry red Telecaster is in a stand next to the loveseat and I pick it up and strum until I find the chords. A minor to C major, hammering on the F in the C shape with my pinky.

I scrawl the two lines down in my journal where the rest of my list should be.




Track Three

World Domination, I Assume







I know the routine well by now. Check in at the front desk. Bracelet for Dad. Visitor’s pass for me. Quick stop at the café. Regular for me, decaf for Dad. Then down the long hallway and through the high-ceilinged atrium with the massive fake maple trees to the bank of elevators with the polished steel doors and then up to the third floor. Quick stop at the bathroom, quick sip from the water fountain, and then into the treatment center.

No matter where you go in the hospital, it always smells the same. Antiseptic and a little bitter with a hint of lemon cleaner. A hospital is full of people, but it doesn’t smell like people.

Claire, one of the nurses who always seems to be here, greets us warmly, comments on the nice weather and the disappointing score of last night’s Red Sox game, and within a few minutes, has gotten my dad settled into a padded beige recliner and plugged a chemo pump into the medical port in his chest. The drugs always make him cold, so without asking she lays a thin white blanket over his lap. Brings him a ginger ale with no ice.

He’s nearly bald so even though it’s still summer he wears a thin skull cap.

“You mind if I close my eyes?” he asks because the drugs make him tired.

Sometimes the drugs make him sick and he wheels the cart into the bathroom looking like a man making the slowest getaway ever staged. Sometimes I hear him throwing up and I feel powerless because I don’t know how to help him.

They measure cancer in stages, one through four. Basically, the higher the number, the closer you are to death. When Dad first found out he had lung cancer, it was already Stage II. It’s now progressed to Stage III, which means that the cancer has spread. Recent scans show that the chemo and radiation are helping slow the spread, but they haven’t stopped it yet. Or shrunk the size of the tumors, one of which is the size of a small lime. A black lime lives in my dad’s chest.

“A week from now we’ll be in Boston,” Dad says.

“I know.”

“Boston University. Even the name sounds exciting, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Thinking about how we were sitting right here when I made my promise. College first. Then music. Dad says his biggest regret in life is that he didn’t think about planning for his future until it was too late. He doesn’t want me to make the same mistake.

I desperately want to tell him about Cassie Plimpton and the business card. About what I really want. About how I might be able to help with the hospital bills. About how the promise wasn’t really a promise. It was just something I said to make him happy. But how do you tell the truth to a man who might be dying?

“After we tour the campus, I’ll take you guys down to the Noname restaurant and we’ll eat the best fish chowder you’ve ever had. It’s this old place right on the docks. Makes you feel like you’re about to go out to sea.”

I smile. “That sounds amazing.”

I’m reading Bluebird by Kurt Vonnegut and I read aloud to him until he falls asleep, at which point I tell Claire that my mom will be there by noon, then kiss Dad’s forehead as softly as a whisper and barely make it back to the car before I start crying.




• • •




When Cassie Plimpton walks in the front door of Cuppa Josephine that afternoon, my body, at the sight of her, literally screams: Hide! I take a couple of nervous steps backward before realizing that, with Bethany in the stockroom, I’m the only other human standing there.

As Cassie walks toward me, heat rises and swarms my body. I feel slow-motion aware of everything: my beige Cuppa Josephine hat with the smiling coffee cup logo, my black apron stained by milk froth and cream cheese smears. The way the ceiling fan wafts loose strands of my hair into my periphery. It feels like I’m watching a nature documentary about myself.

Cassie Plimpton studies the menu, as if she’s just another customer.

“What’s good here?” she asks, slipping off her aviators and stuffing one of the arms down the middle of her white V-neck.

“Um, well,” I say, surveying the menu, as if I don’t have it memorized. “The maple lattes are made with real maple syrup.” Then, like a robot who can’t stop talking, I add that “A lot of people like the popovers, which are made by this lady Jan who calls herself the Popover Princess. That’s the name of her popover business.”

Oh my God, stop talking, Rainey.

“Sold,” she says, pulling out a Vans checkerboard wallet attached to her jeans by a silver chain. I make change from her twenty. She drops two bucks in the tip jar.

“I’m Cass, by the way.”

“Oh, hi. I’m Rainey.”

“Nice to meet you. I’ve been to a few of your shows, but it’s nice to actually meet you.”

I’m still holding up her cinnamon sugar popover with a piece of pastry paper.

“Do you want your popover heated? We can heat them up. Sometimes people like them heated up. But sometimes not. Some people eat them like this.”

Cassie’s eyes do a thing I’m used to seeing because it happens all the time. People see the version of me that performs, and to them that’s me, but then they meet the version of me that has to talk to other people in real life, which is somehow me too, only half as confident and twice as awkward. There’s genuine doubt in their eyes, as if I might actually be the twin of that other person.

“Surprise me,” she says, then takes a table by the window.

By the time the popover is heated and I’ve made the latte, Bethany is back, so I walk over to Cassie’s table with her things. She says I didn’t have to do that, but then jokes that since I came all this way, I might as well sit down for a minute. If I can. Which I can. So I do.

Cassie says she loved my show last night. I tell her thank you. She asks how I think it went, and something in my face must betray the fact that I didn’t think it was perfect.

“What?” she asks.

“Nothing. We have this new song,” I say. “I don’t think the arrangement is quite right.”

“Third from the end, right?”

I look up from my fingers, which I’ve been nervously rubbing against each other while I study patterns in the floor’s wood grain. She’s right. “Yeah,” I say, feeling impressed.

“I could tell. You were all holding back a little.”

She breaks off a piece of her popover.

“How long have you been crowd-surfing?” She gestures at the bruises and scrapes on my arms. Her eyes pivot to my choker, then to my nose ring. I can tell she’s sizing me up—my look, my choices—and that she’s a little bit skeptical.

I shrug as if I’m not sure, but that’s not true because I remember with searing detail the exact moment five months ago when I dropped my guitar during “Anger, Part III,” walked to the front of the stage, turned around, and let myself fall backward. How amazing it felt to have all those hands catch me, then hold me aloft and pass me around like I was floating. How my mind was blissfully empty.

I keep waiting for Cassie to live up to the slithery stereotype of record company people my brother and parents have always painted in my mind. But Cassie seems nice. She asks me what I do for fun.

“Books, movies,” I say. “Sometimes I go fishing with my dad.”

Talking to Cassie reminds me of talking to my aunt Becky, my mom’s younger sister, who’s always upbeat and cool and curious about my life. Because of who my parents are, I’ve been around music industry people my whole life. You get used to it. But knowing that Cassie Plimpton is here for me and me alone makes it different. It makes her different.

“I grew up in a small town too,” she says. “In Ohio. Except I worked at the local pharmacy instead of the local coffee shop. God, I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there. Now I kind of miss it.”

She asks me whether or not I have a boyfriend. I tell her no. I find myself curious about Cassie’s age and decide to take a chance.

“A lady never tells,” she says.

I open my mouth to apologize, but Cassie smiles.

“I’ve never been much of a lady. How old do you think I am?”

“Twenty...something.”

She smiles. “Good answer. I actually turned thirty-four last week.”

We talk about how my senior year is about to start. I tell her about being home schooled. What I miss about it and what I like better about going to public school.

“And after high school? World domination, I assume.”

I shrug. “My parents want me to go to college.”

“Really?” She sounds genuinely surprised.

I shrug again. One of my New Year’s resolutions when 1996 became 1997 was to shrug less, and I have failed utterly. I hereby resolve never to make another resolution again.

“Can you keep a secret?” she asks, motioning me forward, then whispers, “my parents wanted me to go to college too.”

I laugh.

“Then again, my parents aren’t Luce and Tracy Cobb. Is that what you want? College?”

“No. My parents say having a degree will be useful, later. A safety net, or whatever. But I love music.”

I ask her what she thinks. She looks out the window for a few seconds, then turns back and stares a hole right through me.

“I think anyone can go to college,” she says. “But that pretty much no one else in the entire world can do what you can do on that stage. That no one else will ever make a first album quite like The Treehouse Tapes. Or the second album we’re going to make together.” She sits back and smiles. “That’s what I think.”

Cassie’s words feel like a language that only I can understand, and I can’t help but smile. “What?” she asks, eating another tiny nugget off her popover.

“Nothing. Just. You’re different than I expected.”

“Good different? Bad different?”

“No, good. You’re, I don’t know, cooler?”

“I’ll take cooler,” she says. “Look, I won’t beat around the bush. I think you’re incredible and I want the next Rainey Cobb album to be on Shore Records. And to show you how serious we are about your future, I want to fly you to New York so we can hang out some more. Would you like that?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’d love it.”

“Good. Talk to your parents and let me know. I think for the moment, it’s probably easier if you talk to them about this instead of me.”

“And what about my band? My brother? And River? He’s the guitar player. Should I tell them so they can make plans, too, and stuff?”

Cassie turns and looks out the window. “Rainey, your band is amazing. You guys are so great together. The chemistry you have is fantastic. And I’m sure you feel really loyal to them.” She turns back to me and I know what she’s going to say before she says it. “But you’re the one we’re excited about. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I think so.” I think she means that if I want to sign with Shore, I’ll have to ditch my best friend and my brother to do it. I hate the thought of losing River, but he also has college plans and has never been that serious about a musical future. But the thought of leaving Walden behind after everything we’ve been through makes me want to puke.

Cassie waves at the air. “But let’s worry about that later. In the meantime, if you ever need anything, or just need a fake big sister to talk to, hit me up. You’ve got my number.”




Track Four

Sad Bastards and Constant Tragedy







The Pena Twins have made me their project.

“You’re a freaking rock star,” says Rachel Pena at lunch on Monday, the first day of our senior year.

“A freaking rock star,” echoes her twin sister, Clara.

I met the twins at the very beginning of sophomore year. They were new to town. I was new to public school. Though I sometimes wonder if we’d have become friends without our newcomer status to bond us, they’ve been my daily lunchtime companions for two years now. And they always make me laugh.

“And it’s time to finally act like it in the dating department because senior rock stars can go out with whoever they damn well feel like,” Rachel says, jerking her head to the right as Clive Brewer, quarterback and king jock in residence at Green Valley High School, walks by. We watch as Clive occupies the last seat left at a table packed with buff guys and buffer girls. With bulging calves and glimmering white teeth, they all might as well have been manufactured in a lab.

“Not my type, you guys,” I say, revealing only the tiniest tip of the iceberg that is my complicated relationship to high school dating. Hidden well beneath the surface, way down there with the shipwrecks and the anglerfish—and all my letters to Juliet—is the rest of the story.

“Um, that ass is everyone’s type,” Clara whispers, and we all start giggling because, truly, as a specimen, the quarterback’s ass is fairly undeniable in its quality.

“Gross,” says Evan, sitting beside me, and as usual, a little closer than I’d like as he squeezes a mayo packet onto his chicken patty, the smell of it mixing with his normal bouquet of Old Spice and Clearasil. “I’m trying to savor my first mouthwatering deep fried chicken product of the year. Can we not talk about Clive Brewer’s butt?”

“You don’t have to sit here, bro,” Clara says.

“Yeah, bro, you don’t have to sit here.”

But there’s not much sting behind the twins’ words. When Evan first started eating lunch with us, there was a period of time where the Pena twins didn’t like Evan, and he didn’t much like them back. But for some reason, even though they’ve evolved into a begrudging level of mutual affection, they’ve never let the animosity routine drop. Honestly, it’s a little tiring, as if they’re sitcom characters who the show’s writers won’t let evolve.

“What’s with the winter clothes?” Clara asks, tugging at the full-length waffle shirt I’m wearing to cover the scrapes and bruises on my arms.

“You know I’m always cold,” I say. As the only girl in school who wears a nose ring and a choker, I already get enough weird looks and whispers without passing out free ammunition.

As usual, the Pena twins are scarfing French fries dipped in way too much salted ketchup, and though Clive Brewer’s butt isn’t my idea of quality conversation, it’s at least better than soccer, which is the only fall topic the twins seem to talk about.

As if they can read my mind, the conversation naturally segues into the soccer team’s home opener this coming Saturday against Green Valley’s biggest rival, Lincoln High. Apparently, last season, Clara almost got into a fight with one of Lincoln’s defenders after a no-call on a dirty play that sent Clara face planting into the grass. She wants revenge.

“You coming?” Rachel asks. “Get ready to watch us slay.”

“Slay,” Clara says. “I’m gonna destroy that chick. Like, dead. Plan the funeral. Write the eulogy. I’m very sorry for your loss Mr. and Mrs. so and so.”

“Oh, I can’t. Sorry. Family stuff,” I say, being deliberately vague.

But then Evan pipes in with “What family stuff?”

“You know,” I say, then gently knock my leg against his.

“Do I?”

“Yeah, I told you.” I knock his leg again.

“Don’t think so,” Evan says.

“It’s no big deal. I just. I have to go to Boston with my dad,” I reluctantly admit.

“Boston? What for?”

“I don’t know. There’s this thing at BU. He wants me to go with him.”

“Boston University?” Evan asks. Now he has the Pena twins’ attention, which is exactly what I didn’t want.

“Yeah,” I say, then bash his leg hard enough to knock him off balance and send his chicken patty flying, leaving a mayo smear across the tabletop.

“Oh right, right,” he says, gathering up his sandwich. “Boston. Family. Right. Got it. Sorry. Forgot.”

The twins both burst out laughing at his awkwardness.

“Oh my God, you are so weird,” Rachel says.

“Weird, squared,” Clara says.

Rachel leans forward conspiratorially. “I’m friends with Clive. Just say the word when you’re ready and I’ll make the intro.”

“Pass.”

“Eyes on the prize, Rainey,” she says, drawing an ass shape with her hands, sneaking another giggle out of me. “Eyes. On. The. Prize.”




• • •




“Sorry about that,” Evan says as we navigate the packed hallway on my way to AP English, just a couple of salmon swimming upstream. “But now my leg really hurts.”
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