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Can we ever trust our point of view



When what seemed real is far from true?

~ from “Looking Glass” by The Sean Hightower Band
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Chapter 1
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April 11, 2008, 9:35 p.m.

“Your time has come, Merissa,” he told her, his words uncoiling snakelike in venomous intention. “I have no further use for you.”

“No!” she screamed, her desperate plea rendered to a garbled wail from the cheekbone-to-cheekbone gray duct tape covering her mouth. “No!”

Looking at him standing in the doorway, gun in his hand, the juxtaposition of events culminating in this moment ripped through her consciousness with the unrelenting speed of an assault rifle...

***
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HE’D CALLED FROM HIS car, explaining that he wanted to give her a gift “to show his appreciation for what she did for him.”

“I just bought it,” he told her, “and I think you’re really going to like it.”

With her makeup already off and lounging in Sean’s sweats and her slippers, Merissa’s plan centered around a glass of wine and finishing her book, but the thoughtfulness of his gift softened her resistance.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to,” he said.

“How far away are you?”

“Twenty minutes, max.”

“All right, but it’s Friday night, and it’s been a crazy week at work, so no shop talk, okay?”

“I promise. The only thing I’ll say is I’m sorry you got upset with me. You were right and I learned a lesson.”

“It’s over with,” she replied. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Hey, one more thing. If you don’t mind, I want to show you a magic trick I just learned. It’s a good one.”

“Bring it on,” she said, laughing.

“Is Sean there?” he asked. “I want him to see it, too.”

“No,” she answered. “He performs at a club on Friday nights.”

“That’s right, I forgot. You told me that before.”

When she opened the door, his first comment pertained to her new hairstyle.

“Wow, look at you,” he said. “You’ve got short hair now.”

She had no reason to be anything but unsuspecting when he walked in carrying the wrapped, box-shaped gift. Reaching into the inside pocket of his jacket, he removed a deck of cards.

“First the trick, then the gift,” he told her.

Directing her to sit at the table in the front room, he asked her to examine the cards before shuffling them several times.

“Take any card you wish, but don’t let me see it.”

Selecting the Jack of Hearts, she followed his request to insert the card back into the deck wherever she desired. “Now,” he said, “shuffle them as often as you want.”

She did as instructed before returning the cards to him. Placing the deck face up on the table, he spread them around to allow the visibility of every card except for one, which remained face down.

“Is that your card?” he asked.

Merissa squinted and shook her head in disbelief after turning over the Jack of Hearts. “That’s a good one,” she told him.

“I’ve got one more to show you,” he said, placing the cards on the table, “but I’ll need two sheets of blank paper and something to write with. In the meantime, may I use your bathroom?”

Merissa entered the kitchen but dashed back to the table when she heard the bathroom door close.

“This will be my little disappearing trick,” she said, chuckling to herself. “To reappear as you leave.”

Grasping the Jack of Hearts from the top, she placed it in her pocket before hurrying into the kitchen to retrieve the requested items. When he returned, she watched as he printed the word hello on one of the sheets of paper.

“Now on this one,” he said, handing her the other sheet, “write the word goodbye in your regular handwriting.”

The instant she finished, before she even had the chance to look up, the violent motion of a clamping hand slammed over her mouth with the simultaneous placement of the gun against her cheekbone.

“If you scream, I’ll kill you.” His voice was a muted shout. “Do you understand me?”

Merissa couldn’t think at first, too shocked and terrified to respond.

“Answer me!”

Eyes shut tight, she nodded her head.

“Now lead me to your bedroom.”

Merissa didn’t know how long her ordeal lasted, but after he lifted his body off, she retained hope the worst was over. He continued focusing his attention on her as he dressed, presenting an expression she couldn’t decipher while straightening his collar and slipping on his jacket. Retrieving the thick roll of tape from the floor, he secured her ankles together, preventing any chance at movement.

“Can’t have you kicking the door closed while I’m gone,” he said, removing a glove from his pocket.

He walked out, leaving Merissa praying for his immediate departure. She listened for the opening of the front door but instead heard the sound of the sliding door leading to her balcony, followed by a jangling of keys.

“Go away!” she wailed.

Devastation shrouded her senses as he reappeared in the doorway with his gun in one hand and, in the other, the two pieces of paper with the words hello and goodbye.

“Your time has come, Merissa. I have no further use for you.”

“No! No!”

“I have no choice, do I?” he told her, closing the door. “After all, now that I’ve had you, you’re no good to me anymore.”

He placed the sheet that said hello above one side of the headboard, using another strip of the tape. He attached the one that read goodbye on the other side. Merissa screamed in raw, stifled helplessness, begging with her eyes for mercy. He took a deep breath and gazed at her with an expression that seemed almost waxen.

“Don’t you see, Merissa? Now that I’ve had you, no other man ever can. Not like my spread-legged mother.”

As his gun hovered above her head, the cold-blooded, detached tone of his voice sent her mind reeling toward the realization of experiencing her final moments. A sudden, overpowering calm blanketed her senses as the unmistakable vision of her mother appeared—maybe in her mind, maybe in the room...she couldn’t tell...smiling at her daughter and beckoning her.

“I’ll make this quick and painless, Merissa,” he whispered, “but no one must hear.”

He rolled her over, sat on the side of her body, and leaned forward to place a pillow over her head with his hand remaining on top. The ringing of her telephone didn’t register under the weighted blackness, nor did the end of his gun nudged under the pillow against the right side of her forehead, as his concluding words crooned the chorus of the familiar Beatles’ refrain, signified by the title of those two indicative words on the wall.
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Chapter 2
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April 11, 2008, 8:43 p.m. ~ 52 minutes earlier:

Sean Hightower, whiskers-graying, hair-thinning candidate for a “Whatever Happened To?” television feature, peered out from behind his microphone and memories to make an announcement.

“I wrote a new song,” he said, “and I’d like to sing it for you now.”

A booming voice bellowed from the back of the room. “‘Looking Glass,’ Sean! Let’s hear it!” A smattering of people from other tables responded with applause. Somebody whistled. That same voice hollered again. “‘Looking Glass’!”

Sean lowered his head and took a slow, deep breath. A hard cough followed before he rolled the tip of his tongue along the inside of his upper lip, downward stroked his goatee, and addressed the request.

“I’ll sing it soon,” he said, raising his hand in acknowledgment. “But like I was saying, this is a song I just wrote. A little autobiographical, I guess. It’s called ‘Rearview Years.’”

Staring for several moments at his left hand poised and ready on the guitar neck, he felt transfixed in a momentary sense of elation at debuting what he perceived to be his latest, and greatest, song—a musical masterpiece serving as an announcement that Sean Hightower still has what it takes. Strumming the opening chords, he started to sing.

“Like many before he sang a dreamer’s words


Of hope and peace and trust and change

A determined soul with songs to be heard

A beating heart for the home on the range.”



Sean couldn’t help but notice the number of people talking among themselves or texting on their cell phones. His excitement over the unveiling of a song he’d completed that morning vanished like the numerous puffs of cigarette smoke he exhaled each day.

“Now the voice in his head seems to echo defeat


And the man he was has disappeared

His unfinished story they say is complete

A consequence...”



Two men and a woman rose from different tables and headed for the bar.


“of his...”



Irritated, the unmistakable scent of garlic from a passing server drifted toward him as he struggled to finish the line.


“rearview...years.”



At the song’s completion, Sean stared into the darkened depths of his guitar hole, wounded and weakened by the sting of indifference from the crowd. His exasperation worsened as tepid, glad-that’s-over-with handclapping followed. Fighting back the urge to smash his guitar on the ground in a reenactment of an old Who concert, he sprang from his chair.

“I’m outta here,” he grumbled.

“Come on, Sean,” someone shouted, sounding like the same voice from before. “Play ‘Looking Glass’!”

‘Looking Glass,’ Sean thought to himself, reflecting on his 1985 hit. A blessing then, a nightmare now.

“‘Looking Glass,’ man!”

“That same idiot again,” he muttered. “Enough!”

Sean turned toward the man.

“Shut up, asshole! I ain’t singin’ it.”

Dropping his guitar, Sean hurried from the stage by means of the slightly arthritic gait he now dealt with and headed toward Rocco’s office.

“Hey, fuck you, Sean!” the man yelled back. “Who do you think you are, Springsteen or somethin’? You’re a fucking has-been, man!”

Sean tried disregarding the painful stab of those shard-of-glass remarks but couldn’t ignore the jabbing to the nerve endings of his pride. He entered Rocco’s office, slammed the door, and stood staring misty-eyed at the fuzzy gray carpet under his feet, waiting out the storm of frustration. After another few moments, he grabbed a cup from the water cooler, crumpled into the desk chair, and reached into his jacket pocket for the pack of cigarettes. Fumbling at first for one of the last three remaining smokes, he found his hands shaking as he attempted to light it, not so much because of what had transpired on stage, but because of the truth in the man’s comments. Nobody cared about Sean Hightower anymore.

The long, painful descent from that magical year in 1985 as Tom Petty’s opening act saw him performing twenty-three years later as nothing more than a dustbin memory at gigs like Rocco’s Bar and Grill.

A third of his cigarette later, Rocco shouldered his way through the door carrying Sean’s guitar in one hand and the case in the other.

Throwing the case on the floor, he backhanded the door closed before lifting the guitar high in the air, staring wild-eyed at his ex-bandmate. “I ought to break this fucking thing over your goddamn head,” he growled. “Calling one of my customers an asshole? Are you kidding me? Not only did I have to comp his dinner and drinks because of you, but his wife and two friends, dammit!” His jaw tightening, he glared at Sean. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“The guy was an obnoxious prick,” he said, firing off a quick puff. “Didn’t you hear him? He kept shouting at me to play ‘Looking Glass.’”

Rocco rubbed a hand across his mouth and stared at Sean, his eyes opening wide. “That’s because people like him come to hear songs they already know, you stupid ass! The Eagles, Creedence Clearwater, Bob Seger, Paul Simon, Bob Dylan—those guys, get it? And whether you like it or not, they also want to hear you sing our hit.”

Sean remained silent, exhaling his smoke with the same force as if he were blowing out candles.

“I don’t get it,” Rocco said, his voice quieting. “You played ‘Looking Glass’ every damn time you performed here before. Why should tonight be any different?”

“Because tonight...” Sean paused, nibbling on his lip. “Tonight wasn’t just going to be the debut of my new song, it was going to be the debut of the new me. All I’m asking is for a chance to show everyone I’m not a one-hit wonder, but all they care about is ‘Looking Glass.’ It’s like those TV actors who play one character for so long they aren’t given an opportunity to try something new.” His eyes narrowed. “I’m trapped, Rocco, and it’s eating me up inside.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” Rocco said, “but you still need to embrace that song as a special part of you. Don’t you think Paul Simon’s burned out from playing ‘The Sound of Silence’? Or The Eagles, when they play ‘Hotel California’? Sean Hightower should do what they do. Put a new spin on it. Change the chording and the rhythm. Keep it fresh.”

Sean couldn’t help but ease into a smile, his bright green eyes still boyish even through the extended crinkles spreading like branching rivers. “I love you, Rocco,” he said. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard my name mentioned in the same breath as Paul Simon and The Eagles.”

Rocco’s brown eyes narrowed, enhancing the thick black eyebrows that resembled raven’s wings on an angular glide. His nostrils flared, subtle fleshy expansions possessing a life of their own at the bottom of his long, slender nose. His wavy hair, dark as night and shoulder length in his days with the band, now displayed peek-a-boo scattering of gray in a brushed-back, gelled sort of way that, to Sean, symbolized the slickness of the modern era.

“I’m just trying to make a point,” Rocco said, resuming his harsh tone. “You haven’t changed since we toured. Everything had to be your way or the highway back then, too.”

“It was my band, dammit,” Sean replied. “‘The Sean Hightower Band,’ remember?”

“We stuck it out with you through some lean times, man,” Rocco answered, his eyes never wavering from Sean’s. “We deserved more respect.”

Sean leaned back in the chair and looked at Rocco, enjoying an extended drag from the cigarette. “Well, we broke up, right? You didn’t have to put up with me anymore.”

“You wanted to go solo anyway,” Rocco said. “The label was sold and you figured your time had come to break away and sign with the big boys.”

Sean shrugged and nodded. “Guilty as charged,” he replied.

“At least you admit it,” Rocco said. “I was pissed off. We all were. But that was a long time ago. I’ve let those old feelings pass, but you haven’t changed. You still have trouble thinking of anyone but yourself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Rocco glared at Sean. “It may have been your band back then, but this is my place now, and I’ve got a business to run. If you don’t play by my rules and do what I expect, don’t plan on singing here again.” Jutting his chin toward Sean, he added, “And what did I tell you about smoking in here, man? It stinks up my office!”

“What are you talking about, ‘don’t plan on singing here again’?” Sean asked, sitting up and dropping his cigarette into the cup. “You’re not serious, are you?”

“The hell I’m not! These aren’t the carefree band days anymore, my friend. I’ve got big-time responsibilities now. Employees to pay, insurance costs. A son in college next year.” Rocco turned his hands palm-side up, his long, thin, bass-playing fingers gesturing toward the walls. “And did I mention the mortgage on this place? The one I pay each month to the Bank of the Lord and Master? If your bullshit turns enough people away, I’ll lose money. You better believe I’m serious.”

Sean grabbed some M&M’s from a candy dish and rose from his chair. “Shit!” he muttered, grimacing and clutching his right hip.

“What happened?” Rocco asked.

Sean shook his head, remaining silent for several moments. “Fifty years old last month and my doctor says I have arthritis.” Rolling his eyes, he laughed to himself. “Can you fucking believe it?”

Rocco furrowed his thick black eyebrows. “I thought arthritis was for old people.”

“I guess some of us age faster than others, dude.” Returning to an erect position, he exhaled a stream of air audibly from his nostrils. “I had a physical today and you’ll be happy to know he told me to quit smoking.” Sean chuckled. “Like that’s gonna happen. I’m just glad he renewed my sleeping pill prescription. If it’s not the shooting pains keeping me up, it’s that I think too goddamn much.”

“Great,” Rocco replied, “another addiction to go with your fucking nicotine bullshit.”

Sean waved his hand, as if shooing away a fly. “Nah, it’s not like you think. I only take ’em two, three times a week.” He rubbed his tongue across his mouth to create saliva as a sour dryness invaded the back of his throat. Reaching at first for another cigarette in his jacket pocket, he glanced at Rocco before turning his attention to the candy bowl. “Life’s a bitch,” he muttered, popping the round, multicolored shells into his mouth.

Rocco performed a quick imitation of a violin player.

“A fact’s a fact, Rocco,” Sean shot back. “Getting older sucks. I’ve gone from a high school track star to a goddamn cripple. Hell, even my sex drive ain’t what it used to be, and you know how crazy I was back in the day. Most nights now I just smoke some weed with Merissa, down a couple of beers, and watch TV.”

“Did your doctor say anything else?” Rocco asked. “Other than having arthritis and lungs like a barbeque grill?”

With both middle fingers held high, Sean stared at his friend before dropping both his arms to the sides. “I’ll let you know in a week or two,” he told him. “Doc took off for a vacation back East.” He threw his chin upward as he turned to look at old band photos hanging on the wall.

“Those were the good old days, weren’t they, Rocco?” he said, smiling as he approached the pictures. “Man, look how skinny you were. Do you remember what we used to call you?”

Rocco nodded. “The Italian Scallion.”

Sean laughed, but his emotion felt bittersweet. He reflected on a younger and slimmer and, admittedly, more handsome Sean Hightower, before the paunch and jowl formations, when his dark blond, shaggy locks fell to his shoulders like a honeyed waterfall, thicker and longer than the thinning, gray-flecked shorter style of today. His unwrinkled face seemed so boyish and innocent compared to the older man with the noticeable lines in his forehead and deepening crow’s feet creeping further out from the corners of weakening eyelids starting their downward trek. Straightening his shoulders, he sucked in his stomach and stood upright, his six-foot, two-inch frame counteracting the slope-shouldered posture he walked with today.

“I was twenty-seven years old when ‘Looking Glass’ started kicking ass,” he said. “That’s the same age when Brian Jones, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin, and Kurt Cobain all died.” With a finger resting on his lips, he nodded his head a couple of times in a slow, meditative manner. “Weird, huh? And Pete Ham, too. Their lives ended when mine was supposed to be taking off.”

“Who’s Pete Ham?” Rocco asked.

“Lead singer and songwriter for Badfinger. The guy committed suicide three days before his twenty-eighth birthday.”

Sean’s eyes narrowed as he continued looking at the photograph. “Now they’ll live on forever in death, while I die a little every day from regret.” He tightened his lips and took a slow, deep breath. “Dreams die hard, damn it,” he muttered. “And those days were the best. It makes me understand suicide a little bit more, I think.”

“Oh, give me break.”

Rocco approached Sean, focusing on the photos. “Yeah, we had some exciting times, I’m not denying it,” he said. “But I like my life now, too.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t miss it,” Sean replied, his eyes remaining fixed on the photo of the group. “Other than making good music, the only responsibilities we had were getting sound checks straight and putting on a good show.” He turned to face Rocco. “What did you need to know about mortgage and insurance costs? Don’t you wish you could go back and do it again?”

“We reached our peak twenty-three years ago, Sean,” he answered, “and that’s a long time ago, so what’s the use in thinking like that?” Rocco pointed his finger to the photo of the band. “That was the 1980s.” Extending his hands out toward the room, he added, “This is 2008.”

Sean angled his head to the side, staring skeptically at his longtime friend. “And 2008’s a fucked-up time,” he grumbled. “It was an easier world back then, man. Life wasn’t as serious.”

“Life was always serious for people who took it seriously,” Rocco countered. “You and I were different people in those days.”

“It wasn’t just us,” Sean replied. His shoulders sagged as a smile of resignation crossed his face. “The world didn’t seem as difficult and hateful, you know?” Walking back toward Rocco’s desk, he removed the near-empty pack from his jacket pocket and slipped a cigarette into his mouth. “One more, Rocco,” he said, grabbing the lighter from the table and firing up before receiving a reply. Inhaling rather than puffing, Sean stared at the cigarette in his hand as the slow stream of smoke sifted from his nostrils. “You know something? When I look at the way life is today, it makes me very happy both my marriages ended before I had kids.”

“The world we grew up in was pretty rough, too,” Rocco told him. “You don’t remember the nuclear arms race? The Vietnam War? Civil rights demonstrations? The Iranian hostage bullshit? AIDS? C’mon, Sean, get real.”

Sean stared at another picture, showing Rocco and a couple of the roadies making funny faces. “I can’t remember the last time I had a good belly laugh,” he said, taking another drag before continuing. “Maybe I’d feel different if I wrote another hit song, but right now too much of my reality is nothin’ but a dark, bladder-shaped cloud pissing on my head.”

Rocco shook his head and looked away for a moment before staring back at Sean. “You are one depressing dude, man,” he said. “And will you please put out that fucking cancer stick?”

Sean strolled toward the desk, speed-sucking several more puffs before extinguishing the rest of the cigarette in the cup. “Can you blame me for my indulgences, Rocco? I haven’t done shit since ‘Looking Glass.’ Once upon a time I had a platform, and people listened to the things I wrote about. Now I feel like I’m fading away. It’s like the lines I wrote from a song called, ‘Mark,’ that almost seem omniscient now: ‘A passionate man in a populated world. Seeking his voice. A flag to unfurl. Facing the worry of just growing old. Without a mark for baring your soul.’”

Sean took the few steps back to the chair and eased himself into the seat. Placing his right elbow down on the table, he rested his chin on the open hand of his extended arm.

“I shot my wad five minutes into my career and now I sell cars for a living. Can’t get more exciting than that, huh, Rocco? Those movie companies are just begging for my life story.” Sean picked up a pen and started doodling lines and circles on a yellow notepad. “Is that what I’m supposed to believe about myself?” Tossing the pen aside, he closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Am I supposed to think there’s nothing wrong about being fifty and still dependent on my old man for money?” His head shook back and forth, a pendulum of self-incrimination. “Let’s tell it like it is, man. I’m not all that good at what I do. The only reason I’m still working at the dealership is because I’m the owner’s son.” A soft chuckle born from bitterness escaped his lips. “So much for self-esteem.”

“Selling cars hasn’t stopped you from writing songs, Sean,” Rocco responded. “If that’s what you want to do, keep doing it.”

“Yeah, but what good is it doing me?” he shot back. “I’m not just writing to jack myself off, Rocco. I want another hit!” Sean stared at the crushed tip of his cigarette inside the cup, sensitive in an appreciative way for the lingering aroma. “I want to record and tour again. Or maybe produce other acts and get my songs recorded that way.” Rubbing his fingers together, he added, “But that takes money, you know?”

Sean stared at the bowl of M&M’s, stroking his half-blond, half-gray goatee before reaching for another handful.

“Hey, save some for me, okay? That’s the last of them.”

Sean gobbled the round, hard shell chocolates as he rose from the chair. “I’m ready to go back out now,” he said, grabbing his guitar.

“No way,” Rocco replied, his tone leaving no room for debate. “Not after the scene you made.”

Rocco strolled to the wall mirror to adjust his buttoned-down black silk shirt and gray sports jacket before dabbing his hands on the sides of his gelled black mane. He gazed at Sean, looking at him from his reflection in the background. “Lesson learned, Sean. The money I’m doling out tonight for those free meals and drinks won’t be my loss, because you ain’t gettin’ paid. Go home to Merissa and be grateful that somebody still wants you around.”

Sean stared narrow-eyed toward the mirror for several moments before breaking into a big grin. “See this smile on my face, Rocco?” he asked. “It’s for two reasons. One is that I can’t believe how straitlaced and uptight you’ve become. Where’s that hang-loose, bass-playing party animal I once knew? Your transformation’s comical to me, man.”

“What’s the second reason?”

“What you said is true: I am grateful that Merissa still wants me around. I love that woman. She’s the only thing that keeps me sane.”

“You met her at work, right? At least something good came out of that.”

“The one and only thing,” he answered. “At first, I didn’t think I stood a chance. Merissa’s one of those feisty women who likes to give shit to men but not have it taken seriously, you know? She has poker nights at her place sometimes and invites guys from the dealership. When she asked me the first time, I figured I’d be another one of her boys to joke around with.”

“Whose father happened to own the dealership,” Rocco said.

Sean chuckled. “It’s not like that thought didn’t cross my mind,” he replied. “But she soon learned my old man’s the one with the money, not me. And I don’t want to go into the business. If that was all she was looking for, we wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

Rocco approached the desk. “You may not be happy selling cars,” he said, plucking Sean’s cup of disposed cigarettes, “but having a good woman outshines everything else.”

Sean watched Rocco head toward the bathroom with the cup.

“Merissa’s not just a good woman, but a good person, too,” he replied, sneaking another M&M into his mouth. “She does volunteer work at a place that helps kids from fucked-up homes. What I don’t like is when she offers her apartment for nighttime meetings. It cuts into our time together.”

Rocco flushed the cigarette remains down the toilet before exiting the bathroom holding a can of air freshener. Directing several mists in Sean’s direction, he sat on the edge of the desk and stared, his expression quizzical. “It cuts into your time together? Jesus, how can you be so damn selfish? Those meetings are for a good cause and they’re probably only once in a while anyway, so what’s the big deal?”

Shrugging, Sean offered no reply.

“Explain something to me,” Rocco said. “You tell me you love her and she keeps you sane. Why aren’t you living together?”

“You know where that would lead?” Sean asked, rolling his eyes. “Marriage.” Shaking his head, he added, “I’m zero for two already when it comes to that stuff. Maybe it’s fear of failure, but I don’t want to strike out, you know what I mean?”

Rocco grimaced. “Man, you sound more like a self-centered twenty-year-old than someone who’s fifty. Hey, here’s a novel idea: think of someone else for a change.”

Rocco looked at his watch and walked toward the door. Placing his hand on the knob, he fixed Sean with a defiant look as he opened the door a crack, allowing an immediate volume increase of the recorded music from the speakers in combination with the heightened voices from the tables. “Right now, I’m not sure I want you here next week,” he said. “But if I give you another chance and they ask for ‘Looking Glass,’ you better fucking play it.” Walking out, Rocco didn’t look back.

Left alone, Sean surveyed the photos on the wall again; framed memories from the days when that song had made them stars. Those days were sweet indeed. A hit record, making good money, the opening act for Tom Petty on a nationwide tour, interviews in every city, and, of course, the girls. Man, oh man, how awesome was that? From his unsettled thoughts echoed a hollow, sarcastic, chuckle. “How did it ever come to this?”

He’d been called an overnight sensation, ending 1985 with the fifth most-played single on Billboard’s Top 100. He’d earned enough money to move from his dull, one-room Hollywood apartment to a three-bedroom, twenty-three-hundred-square-foot home with a pool on the west side, a mere twenty-minute drive from the beach. As more hit records seemed a foregone conclusion, his future and a chance for a much bigger house, seemed secure. How was he to foresee a larger company with more established groups purchasing the one he recorded for by the summer of the following year? Not only did his band get dropped from the label, a short time later, they’d imploded from the increasing discord and broken up.

Sean acknowledged the accuracy of Rocco’s comments about him from those days after the split. He wanted to be the man, following in the successful singer-songwriter footsteps of superstars like Sting and Rod Stewart: artists who left a successful band to gain even greater fame and wealth on their own. But the time and money he’d spent writing and recording songs hoping for a career as a solo act had proved futile. Sean Hightower, one-time burgeoning rock star, never reveled in the glory of a chart-busting record again, and those lofty expectations of musical stardom had crashed like a lost meteorite in the unexceptional land of one-hit wonders.

Walking back toward the chair, he removed his final cigarette from the pack and fired up as Peter Gabriel’s “Steam” played outside the office. The irony of hearing a Gabriel song, another artist who’d left a successful band to achieve great success as a solo artist, brought a self-pitying shake of the head. Listening in reflective isolation, he squeezed the cigarette between his two fingers like a vice, snuffing out the burning tobacco, and creating two indentations on both sides of the paper. Forced to use the lighter again, he reflected on the disagreeable phone conversation with his mother that morning and wondered if the lingering effects had set the foundation for his hostility tonight. He inhaled, jaw hard and tight, recalling how his tranquil mood had regressed into a quick-strike battle zone.

***
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FINISHING HIS FIRST cup of coffee, Sean poured another before lighting a second cigarette and sliding the window open for some fresh air. The late winter temperature hovered somewhere in the high sixties and the white, scattered clouds enhanced the magnetic azure hue of the morning sky. Returning the coffee cup to his lips, he turned back toward the room as the phone rang. Reading the name on the caller ID, he hesitated before deciding that whatever the reason for his mother’s call, he’d rather deal with her now instead of later, especially if she planned to machine-gun him with her frustrating I-know-what’s-best-for-you attitude.

“How ya doin’, Mom?”

“I’m fine, honey,” she replied. “You know me, getting worried when too much time passes without hearing from my children. I always like to feel there’s things worth talking about.”

Through the tone of her voice, Sean already sensed an ulterior motive for her alleged innocent reply. A suspect undertone of concern accompanied her voice, a certain leading-to-something sound that made him regret answering the phone. After a slight delay, she asked, “So, how are things with you?”

“The usual, Mom,” he said. “Just taking life a day at a time.”

“A day at a time is fine,” she said, pausing, “as long as you don’t lose sight of your future.”

Sean closed his eyes and took a deep breath, waiting several moments to maintain his composure. “You don’t have to worry about me, Mom,” he told her. “I’ve always got my eyes on the prize.”

“What exactly is the prize, Sean?” she asked, her tone growing teeth.

He rolled his tongue around his mouth and then scratched his ear in an unconscious gesture, thinking about what to say. “Mom, I’m enjoying a peaceful morning on my day off, so don’t ruin it, okay? I don’t want to talk about this again.”

His mother stayed silent for several uncomfortable moments. “Listen, dear,” she said, her tone softening, “I didn’t call to ruin your morning. But you’re still only working three days a week, right? So don’t play that day-off card with me.”

Sean’s grip tightened as he glared at the phone in his hand.

“First of all, Mom,” he uttered between gritted teeth, “it’s more like four to five days now. But I also have a music career, remember? All it takes is one hit song and I’ll be back. As a matter of fact, I just finished one that might be the best thing I’ve ever written. It could be my comeback song.”

A perceptible sigh sounded from the receiver.

“What?” Sean asked. “What?”

“You don’t know how much it thrills your father to have you working at the dealership, to have one of his children following in his footsteps. You know that he...” His mother stopped in mid-sentence again.

This time Sean exhaled with an audible force. “Just say what you have to say, all right?”

Another long pause followed. Sean waited, impatient to hear his mother spit out what he already anticipated.

“Well,” she said, “you know your father isn’t getting any younger—but neither are you, honey. Don’t you think it’s best to finally forget the music and commit to learning the business full-time? What happens if your new song doesn’t make it? Then what? It’s such a cruel business, Sean. Why not move on and make a fresh start of things? You could be so good at the car business.”

“How do you know, Mom?” he replied, his voice rising a notch. “You’ve never seen me sell a car. For all you know, I suck at it. How the hell do you know if I’m any good at it?”

“Because I believe in you, Sean. I think you’ve got a great future in the car business. But you’re fifty years old now, and you can’t keep chasing that music dream forever. You’ve given it long enough, don’t you think? At least you can say you had a hit record once upon a time. How many people can make that claim?”

“Maybe I can also take out my Little League trophies, Mom. I mean, as long as we’re talking past achievements, right? I’ll put them right there on my office desk to let everyone see the kind of big shot they’re dealing with.”

Another breathy sigh sounded from his mother.

“Look, Sean,” she said, “your father wants to give you the opportunity to take over the dealerships one day, to teach you everything you’ll need to know. It’s the kind of thing most people only dream about. And it could all be yours.”

Sean remained motionless, lips pursed as he fixated on the welcoming distraction of the little neighbor girl sitting at her front yard lemonade stand.

He envisioned his mother’s rosy scenario and compared it to the way he viewed himself, unsure whether to laugh or cry. 

Sean Hightower, short-time rock star and longtime failure, running his daddy’s car dealerships. Sean Hightower, the independent one of the family, full of expectations and promise, turning into a dependent, pathetic adult unable to make it on his own.

“I really don’t want to talk about this anymore,” he said, his voice cracking. “I have to go.”

“Your father knows you’re hurting, sweetheart,” she told him, her words rushing out. “Emotionally and financially. He knows music was always your dream, always your passion, but you’ve got to face reality. He only wants what’s best for you.”

“What’s best for me?” Sean shouted. “Don’t you think I should get a say in what’s best for me, Mom? It’s my own goddamn life!”

“Please don’t yell at me. I only meant...”

“You only meant that I’m a fucking failure, Mom. That I’m a fifty-year-old man who doesn’t know how to do anything else!”

“Listen to me, honey,” she said. “Your brother and sister have good jobs and are doing well now. But your father helped them through dry times and he wants to do the same for you.”

“As long as I’m the boss’s son, take advantage of it, right, Mom? Right?”

“Well...yes. What’s wrong with that? You just can’t keep pursuing the same dead-end dream for the rest of your life. You need to turn the page.”

Sean closed his eyes, working his lower teeth against his upper lip. The time had come to hang up the phone, fetch his pot and pipe, and head out on the USS Marijuana as it navigated its way through his bloodstream, escorting him to the trouble-free land of I-Don’t-Give-A-Shit.

***
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AS THE INTERMINGLING sounds of music and muffled voices continued from the other room, Sean reflected on the reversal of fortune between himself and his two siblings. When “Looking Glass” started gaining airplay, David still toiled insane hours interning at a law office downtown, striving to win the hearts and minds of the suits reigning above him. And Rebecca waited on tables in New York, struggling to get something going as an aspiring fashion designer.

“Those tables sure turned, didn’t they?” he whispered to himself. Rebecca had persevered through the early rejections and now kicked ass, making big bucks working for Broadway and television shows. David not only had won those hearts and minds but in time they’d made him a partner in the firm. Three kids and a twelve-year marriage later, he’d made his parents proud, just like Rebecca. And the third sibling? The independent one? The one who’d darted from the starting gate ahead of the other two? “Life’s a bitch,” he mumbled.

Puffing his way toward the end of his last cigarette, Sean stared at the old band photos again, lost in the time-machine memories of better days. Looking for a place to dispose of his ashes, he removed the cap from the air freshener, turned it upside down, and flicked the remains there before unfolding himself from the chair in a slow, cautious manner. Retrieving his guitar, he placed it in the case and headed for the parking lot—but not before snatching the rest of the M&M’s.
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Chapter 3
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Apart from their sibling relationship and living in Los Angeles, Sean and his brother David possessed little in common. David’s personality resided on the conservative side of the behavioral fence, acting more like a third parent than a brother and confidante. That was why Sean disagreed with, or, at best, ignored, most of David’s advice on things, especially adverse opinions about his lifestyle. With David’s own life revolving around work, wife, kids, and more work, the brothers rarely conversed, and outside of family gatherings, didn’t socialize either. So when Sean arrived at his car and called home before starting the engine to check his voice mail, the sound of David’s voice surprised him.

“Hi, Sean,” the message started, “David here. Don’t know when you’ll get this message, but it’s almost nine o’clock now and I just left the office. Call me on my cell up until about ten or so. I’ve got some very interesting news for you. I’ll be in meetings all day tomorrow, so hopefully you’ll call me tonight. Talk to you later.”

Sean’s phone showed the time as nine forty-one, so after opening another pack of cigarettes retrieved from his glove compartment, he followed David’s instructions and called his number, more for the curiosity factor than any expectation of “interesting news.”

“I almost gave up on you,” David said, disregarding the opening pleasantries of “Hello, Sean,” or “How ya doin’, Sean.”

Sean took a rapid puff, shaking his head at David’s typical off-putting manner as the smoke meandered out his car window. “What’s up, David?” he asked, impatient already. “Claire pregnant again?”

“Hell no!” David laughed. “This is all about you, bro. And it’s real good news.”

Gazing through his windshield at the lights on the street, he chuckled at the idea of his brother possessing the ability as the bearer of anything Sean deemed “real good.”

“You have real good news that’s all about me?” he asked, playing along. “I’m sorry, I thought I was talking to my brother, David. I must have dialed the wrong number.”

“Listen to me, you cynical bastard. What if I told you that by pure, dumb luck, you have a chance to make some pretty good money again?”

Sean narrowed his brow, wondering what the hell his brother meant.

“All right,” he replied, sitting up. “I’m listening.”

“We’re representing a new client,” he said. “It’s a Canadian corporation with a subsidiary that makes a cleaning product called Wally’s Window Wipes. They want to break into the American market and run a six-month advertising blitz this summer. They’ll target the demographic that watches the afternoon soaps and talk shows—you know, mothers in their thirties and forties with the kids and dirty dishes and messy homes. You with me so far?”

Sean’s bafflement grew, knowing he had as much in common with stay-at-home mothers as an Osbourne had with an Osmond. “Is the next part where I come in?”

A momentary pause preceded David’s exuberance. “Ready for this?” he exclaimed. “They want to use ‘Looking Glass’ as their song to market the product! Can you believe it, Sean? Is that the break you’ve been looking for or what?”

“What?” Sean shouted.

David continued talking, the enthusiasm in his voice underscoring every word. “When the big shots in the firm found out the Hightower who wrote the song is my own damn brother, they couldn’t fucking believe it! I’m so happy for you, bro. Who knows where this could lead? A renewed popularity of the song and subsequent airplay again, right? And maybe this time somebody may actually record a cover version instead of killing himself!”

David’s last remark sealed Sean’s eyes into tight pockets of painful reminiscence as he bit his lower lip and tilted his head upward, recalling the moment he’d discovered his chance at musical resurrection had crashed and burned. In August of 1993 he’d met Kurt Cobain, co-founder of Nirvana, a group whose previous album, Nevermind, had sold millions worldwide and produced a couple of major hits, “Smells Like Teen Spirit” and “Come As You Are.” One night, with drunken enthusiasm at a downtown L.A. bar, Cobain had talked about the following month’s release of their next album, In Utero, but spoke in greater length about his love for “Looking Glass,” and how the whole band wanted to record it for their next record, praising the lyrics as a “no-bullshit look at life,” and describing unique instrumental dynamics to make the song “a Nirvana tribute to the original.” Sean had viewed this as analogous to the recipient of insider trading, privy to an inevitable cash bonanza few people knew about; the financial stepping stone he needed to get back in the game.

A daunting legal problem, however, stood in his way.

Bypassing the 1976 Copyright Act seemed an impossible hurdle, stipulating as it did that a songwriter must wait thirty-five years to reacquire the rights, something Sean had given away as a provision for signing his record contract. But the same week he’d met Cobain, thanks to the fortuitous cocaine arrest of the daughter of the record executive with whom he’d signed that contract, some beautiful quid pro quo maneuvering occurred through the partner of his father’s lawyer, and within a whirlwind two weeks, as part of the agreement for getting the case dropped, Sean regained sole ownership of “Looking Glass.” From a roadblock to a rebirth, the middle finger of fate had been transformed into an apparent victory sign.

Or so he’d thought.

After the release of In Utero, another Nirvana album destined to sell many millions, Kurt Cobain died from an apparent suicide in April of 1994. In Utero turned out to be the band’s last studio album, causing the dreams of Sean’s career revival to shatter into pathetic pieces of what-could-have-been.

“I know things haven’t gone your way for a while,” David said, “so it’s about time you caught a fucking break. I sure as hell know you could use the money.”

Sean felt a burning sensation pulsating from the back of his eyes and in utter frustration started pounding his fist against the dashboard. Pain and anger bubbled inside him as he witnessed the last shredded vestiges of his professional reputation ridiculed and minimized.

“No!” he shouted. “No! No! No!” His hands twisted into a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. “I won’t do it, David! No way will I ever let that happen!”

A long moment of silence followed on the other end.

“What the hell is your problem, Sean?” David asked, his shock obvious by his tone. “I thought you’d be ecstatic about this. Don’t you realize how much money you stand to make?”

“Goddammit, David! ‘Looking Glass’ is a song about confusion and disillusionment as we grow up. Don’t you understand how I feel? I’ll be going from someone who actually wrote a song of substance into some brainless asshole writing about a window cleaner!”
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