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It takes strength to remember, it takes another kind of strength to forget, it takes a hero to do both.


— James Baldwin


I’d give you anything I’ve got for a little peace of mind.


— John Lennon
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(# of years remembered)




– Jesus (1,980)


– Joan of Arc (582)


– John F. Kennedy (50)


– John Lennon (33)
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Come Together




1


Dad forgot me.


I’m waiting with my guitar on the hard steps and there’s an ant by my sneaker. She’s just a tiny thing, but I’d rather be that, a tiny thing that no one notices, than a real girl who everyone sees but isn’t worth remembering.


Miss Caroline is waiting with me. The man in the car is ready to take her home, but she can’t leave until I do. “I’ll try your father again.”


She only has to press her phone once because she’s already called Dad and left him a message. After a quiet minute she pulls the phone away from her ear and makes her voice extra-sweet. “Don’t worry, Joan. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”


She’s acting so nice, which only embarrasses me more. The one good part about this whole thing is that today was my last Young Performers class and as soon as Dad picks me up, I’ll never have to face Miss Caroline again.


“What time is it?” I say.


“Almost five,” Miss Caroline says.


Class ended at 4:30. Dad and I are usually in the car by 4:40. “I’m sorry.”


“Forget about it, Joan.”


But I can’t forget about it. That’s the whole problem. I can’t forget anything.


This isn’t just about Dad not coming to pick me up today. It’s about Dad and me seeing a red bird in a tree in 2011 and then me asking him if he remembers the other red bird we saw two years before that on Wednesday, April 29, 2009. He has to think about it for a while and then he says, “Yes,” but the way he says it, I know he doesn’t remember the other red bird at all and I don’t feel as close to him as I want to feel.


And it’s about Mom saying, “It never fails,” and me doing a quick count of all the times she’s said “It never fails” in the past six months (twenty-seven). Then I ask Mom to guess what the number is and I give her a hint that the number is less than fifty but more than ten, but instead of playing my game, Mom says, “What do you want from me, Joan?” and walks away.


And it’s about people telling stories about things that have happened to all of us and them making faces when I mention how they got a certain part of the story wrong. Then Dad has to explain to me that for most people, memories are like fairy tales, which means they’re simpler and funnier and happier and more exciting than how life really is. I don’t understand how people can pretend something happened differently than it actually did, but Dad says they don’t even realize they’re pretending.


Miss Caroline walks down the steps to speak to the man in the car. They talk quietly and then the man turns off his engine, which is good for the environment, and leans his seat all the way back like Grandpa does when it’s nap time.


Miss Caroline comes up the steps and says, “What are you drawing?”


I shut my journal. “Nothing.” I don’t mind if my future husband shows everyone my drawings after I die, like Yoko did for John, but right now my drawings are private.


John Lennon is Dad’s favorite musician and mine too. Dad wanted my first name to be Lennon but Mom vetoed that, which is something a wife can do, says Mom. So Dad put Lennon in the middle and that makes me Joan Lennon Sully. The middle is a good spot for important names. John Lennon’s middle name was Winston, after Winston Churchill, who is a person that everyone remembers.


People have all kinds of reasons for why they don’t remember. They blame it on their batteries dying, or their ears not hearing right, or just being too busy, or too old, or too tired. But really it’s because they don’t have enough room inside their boxes.


When I was turning five, Mom bought me a box for all my art. She was fed up with me leaving my drawings and projects around the house. She told me to choose which pieces were most important because there wasn’t enough room in the box to keep everything. That’s how it is with people’s brains. There’s only enough room for the most important memories and the rest gets thrown away. When I’m the thing that gets thrown away, because I’m not important enough, it’s hard not to get the blues like John Lennon on The White Album when he sings, I’m lonely and I wanna die. Especially when I would never throw anyone else away, because my brain never runs out of room. I just want it to be fair.


I wish I could always be important and never forgotten like John Lennon and Winston Churchill, but I know I can’t. I learned a few years ago that I’m not safe in anyone’s box, not even my own grandmother’s.


Saturday, February 13, 2010: Grandma’s new home.


“Grandma, it’s me, Joan.”


She looks confused. “I’m Joan.”


“I know, Grandma. I’m Joan too. I got my name from you.”


Dad pulls me aside. “She’s just tired, honey.”


“She doesn’t remember me.”


“Yes, she does. Of course she does. She just . . .”


“Grandma. It’s me.”


She tries. She really tries. But I’m not there.


Grandma Joan had to throw me out of her brainbox so she could have enough room for the lyrics to all her favorite songs. She remembered those until the day she died (Saturday, October 8, 2011).


I’ve tried to help people remember by leaving them notes and giving them hints. I even paid attention to the news when it said blueberries make brains stronger and I asked Mom to buy a huge carton and I made my family eat them all, but it was just a waste of time. If Grandma Joan was able to forget me, that means anyone can. Even Dad.


“What time is it now?” I ask, strumming my guitar.


“Five after five.”


A car is coming fast, but it passes by. I play a minor chord because I’m not in the mood for a happy sound.


Miss Caroline looks up at the clouds in the sunny sky and says, “It’s been so long since we’ve had rain.”


“Actually, it rained on June twentieth, which was a Thursday, and that was less than three weeks ago.”


“Is that right?”


“Yes, it is.”


She seems impressed. “Did you always have such an amazing memory?”


“No,” I say. “I got it when I fell on my head in Home Depot.”


Miss Caroline laughs, but I’m telling the truth. My friend Wyatt knows all about comic books and the Internet and he told me that falling on my head in Home Depot is what gave me my highly superior autobiographical memory and falling on my head again in Home Depot would make me lose it. That’s why I haven’t gone back to that store after all these years.


I was only two when it happened (I’m ten now). Dad stood me up in the back of the orange shopping cart and he wasn’t watching me and I leaned over the edge and fell. My head slammed onto the concrete and Dad yelled out, not like he yells at other drivers but like he yells when he doesn’t use an oven mitt and his hand touches the top of the toaster. He lifted me off the concrete and rushed me out of the store.


But I don’t tell any of this to Miss Caroline because she’s too busy looking at her clipboard. Her finger is sliding down the page to where it says emergency contact.


“Who’s Jack Sully?” she says.


“My grandpa.”


She pushes her lips out like she’s being forced to kiss an ugly man.


“I can walk home,” I say. “I don’t live far away.”


“I can’t let you do that, Joan.”


She calls Grandpa and leaves him a message. She’s already called Mom. “Has this ever happened before, where you can’t get in touch with anyone?” Miss Caroline asks.


“No,” I say and it’s true. Sometimes people can’t believe that I can go through all my memories so quickly, but it’s not like trying to find the one pen that works in Mom’s junk drawer. It’s more like turning on a light, and the switch is always right under my finger.


“Here’s what we’ll do,” Miss Caroline says. “At five twenty, we’ll call everyone one more time. If we still can’t get in touch with them, we’ll see if we can get some help.”


“What kind of help?”


“Maybe someone can drop by your house.”


“Who? Your friend?”


“No,” Miss Caroline says. “But let’s not jump the gun just yet.”


I wonder who she’s talking about and why she wants to keep the person a secret and then I think about the words emergency and help and gun and I know who Miss Caroline wants to call. I keep my eyes on the street because I’m worried that if I look over at Miss Caroline a tear might accidentally slip out.


I can probably make a run for it because I pretty much know my way around Jersey City, but even if I did make it home I don’t have house keys. I look around for that tiny ant but she’s gone. I hope she made it back to her family.


I hear a rumble like light thunder and I look up to the sky, but the sun is still shining. The rumble gets louder and closer and it’s coming from an engine. The engine is inside a big white van that appears up the street. It honks its horn and stops right in front of us. Sully & Sons is written on its side and I’m expecting Grandpa to step out of it, but it’s Dad. He tells us there was an accident on the turnpike and his phone died. “I’m really sorry,” Dad says. “Thank you so much for staying with her.”


“It’s totally fine,” Miss Caroline says, but it’s not even a little bit fine. What was Dad doing on the turnpike anyway? He was supposed to be home, working in his studio.


Dad helps me into the passenger seat and belts me up. There are no seats in the back of the van, which is why Dad is letting me sit up front. It makes me think of when I sat in the front of Dad’s old van four summers ago and watched him fill it up with all his drum equipment. I asked him if I could go with him to Boston and he said, “Maybe when you’re older.” I’m older now but he sold his van last year and he doesn’t really play shows anymore.


“Why are you driving Grandpa’s van?”


“I was helping him out today.” The way Dad says it, it’s like he isn’t too sure about the words he wants to use. Songwriters like Dad and me are very careful with our words.


The back of the van is full of tools, which makes me think of Home Depot, which makes me think of the one way I can lose my gift or condition or disease or whatever you want to call it. If I can’t get other people to remember better, maybe I can force myself to remember worse.


“I don’t want to go home,” I say.


“Okay,” Dad says, trying to be cheery. “Where would you like to go?”


Maybe it’s finally time to go back to Home Depot. I could climb to a high spot and dive down so my head would hit the concrete. It would hurt a lot, but only for a little while. Afterward I’d finally know what everyone means when they say I don’t recall and I’d always have an excuse for why I didn’t do something I said I was going to do, like pick my daughter up on time from Young Performers class.


But I don’t really want to go to Home Depot. I just want to feel better. Maybe I’d be okay if it were just small forgetting, like when people miss my half-birthday or they don’t remember to put suntan lotion on the tops of my ears or they forget that my least favorite saying is Forget about it. But it hurts too bad when the thing people keep forgetting is me.


We’re at a red light and Dad is trying to get my attention by waving his hand in front of my face. Instead of looking at him, I grab the newspaper that’s lying on the floor of the van and pretend to read it.


“I saved that for you,” Dad says.


The newspaper is folded back to show a certain page. “What’s my name, Dad?”


“What are you talking about?”


“My name. What is it?”


He answers very slowly. “Your name is Joan.”


“Sure, you say that today. But who knows about tomorrow.”


Dad breathes out like he’s really tired. “Joan, I’m sorry I was late. I don’t know what else you want me to say.”


I look down in my lap and spot something in the newspaper that Dad saved for me. There are tons of little boxes on the page and inside one of the boxes are five words in big capital letters:




THE NEXT GREAT SONGWRITER CONTEST




I read all the information in the box and I start to get a brand-new idea.


“Tell me where I’m going, Joan. I need an answer.”


Grandma forgot a lot of things at the end, including me, but not music. Just like Dad will sometimes forget to buy almond milk at the store even when it’s on his shopping list, but he will always hum along to every single note of the guitar solo in Michael Jackson’s “Beat It,” even if he hasn’t heard the song in years. The best part about music is that it keeps playing. When Dad forgets about someone like Michael Jackson for a while, he’ll hear one of his songs and all of a sudden he’ll remember how much he likes him. That’s because songs are like reminders.


“I can’t drive around in circles, Joan.”


“Go home, Dad.”


“I thought you didn’t want to.”


“I changed my mind.”


Dad mumbles something as he spins the wheel and the big white van spins with it. My head is spinning too, like the top of a helicopter, and I’m lifting over all the bad feelings, because I might have just found a way to make sure that Dad and Mom and Grandpa and Miss Caroline and everyone else in the world never forget me.
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There’s this idea of the phantom limb. A man who’s lost his arm still feels the arm and behaves as if the arm is intact. What I have, then, is a phantom love.


We lived together for four years. Two years in Sydney’s West Hollywood apartment and two years here, in our house in Los Feliz. He died one month ago and ever since, I’ve lived alone. But I don’t feel alone. Everywhere I turn are reminders, some three-dimensional, others invisible, all of them speaking and taking up space.


For instance, this chair I’m in now has plenty to say. We found it at the Rose Bowl. It’s a nineteenth-century antique, English, with lion’s-paw feet and a floral design. Syd had an eye for this type of stuff, could discern the prize from the junk.


I remember when we first brought it home. I can hear myself now, complaining about how uncomfortable the chair is. I hear Sydney laughing, explaining that it’s not supposed to be comfortable. It’s a visual piece, he’s telling me. Please, Mr. Winters, if you must sit, sit on the couch. And yet he himself would sit in the chair. He loved this chair.


But I can’t say I love it, not anymore. Not when the voice I hear isn’t even Sydney’s but some distant and muted approximation of the way he sounded.


I stand up and drag the heavy chair through the house, through the kitchen, and into the backyard. I lay the chair on its side, raise my boot over the top leg, and stomp down. The broken limb dangles from chewy fibers, the amputation not complete until I’ve twisted a dozen times and yanked the thing off. I detach the other three legs in the same fashion.


I uncover the fire pit and form a tepee with the legs. The rusted lighter near the grill still has juice, but its blue flame won’t stick to the antique logs. I could quit now. Or I could go get some kindling.


In the straw box under our bed, I find notes, photos, envelopes. We really were sentimental saps, the pair of us. We kept everything: the crude portraits we drew of each other while giddy on molly; my shoelace headband from our first hike in Griffith Park (my hair was long when we started dating); the paper airplane I made with Swissair on one wing, Take Me with You on the other; and, from one of our marathon dinners in the canyon, a matchbook.


While I’m here, I strip the bed. His scent lingers, real or phantom, I don’t know. I toss the linens on top of the memory box and carry the whole lot through the bends of our bungalow.


I dump it all in the pit and wave the lighter again. A crackle as the flame takes and spreads. I watch the mass heat up and grow, feeling a sense of accomplishment.


It takes many trips, but I rid the house of all reminders:


The rug where I found his body.


His phone.


Forest painting from nobody artist.


Linen curtains, chosen by Syd, hung by me.


Wireless speakers from one of his clients.


New Age guides to success and enlightenment.


Issues of Food & Wine, Forbes, Esquire that had been neatly stacked on Danish modern coffee table.


Danish modern coffee table.


Earbuds, mine, but we shared them once in the theater before previews began; we each took an ear and enjoyed half-stereo Passion Pit.


Pictures in frames, both laptops, clothes, favorite tea mug, ski poles, Ping-Pong balls, unused parenting books, mail, postcards, birthday cards, business cards, sympathy cards, it’s-the-holiday-look-at-our-children cards.


All these items lie scattered on the overgrown grass, waiting their turn in the fire. There won’t be room until the pile melts down. At the moment, nothing much is happening.


I grab Sydney’s tennis racket, jab at the heap. I poke and prod, breaking up the cluster, letting air squeeze into the gaps. Something sizzles, and the rubble finally ignites.


Even this, staring into the fire, is a memory. We were out here with our cocktails, resting our feet on the low brick wall. We had just bought the house and out of this new feeling of adulthood came a list of plans: more traveling, rings, even talk of a baby.


A spark leaps from the pit into the cuff of my pants. Syd bought them for me during one of our last shopping runs. I untie my boots, slide the chinos down, and sail them across the western sky. They land atop the summit like a fallen flag.


In the kitchen, I fix myself a cocktail. Gin, Campari, sweet red vermouth: a Negroni, Syd’s drink of the moment. The fridge is empty, so I do without the orange rind. Reaching into the freezer for ice, I notice the bracelet on my wrist. It’s an ugly thing made of cheap leather. We purchased two of them — one for each of us — while on vacation in Mexico. Only this one remains.


I reach for the metal clasp, start to undo the circle, but stop myself. Nose pressed to the leather, eyes shut, I inhale, and there it is, the past, awakened. A flash of us in Mexico, Sydney’s gringo tan. I don’t visualize it as much as experience it a second time, the sensation of it, just for a few seconds. But it’s long enough. I decide to spare the bracelet for now.


I rinse a dirty fork and plunge it into the cherry-red mixture. While I’m stirring, I see it through the back window, what I’ve done. It’s glorious and way out of hand. Illuminating the night, a zigzagging fury spitting orange danger everywhere.


I run outside, giggling. Maybe terror or elation or madness, all of the above, but I’m laughing. I raise my glass in front of the blaze.


“Good-bye,” I say.


“I love you,” I say.


And then: “I’m sorry.”


Around me, the night buzzes. Voices through the fence, a figure in a neighbor’s window. Hot wind blows against my neck. I turn back to the fire, now spilling from the pit and climbing the post that supports the porch awning. I step away, finish the last of my drink, and watch all our memories rise in smoke and vanish in the night.
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The deadline for the Next Great Songwriter Contest is two weeks away and it’s perfect because school is over and now I can spend all my time writing. The winning song will stream on a very popular website that people from all over the world visit. That’s what the ad in the newspaper says.


To win the contest I’ll need a song that can make people want to dance or cry. Those are the two strongest feelings music can give you. When people dance they forget and when they cry they remember. I don’t know which is better for votes, dancing or crying, forgetting or remembering, so I’m starting with the dance song.


I’m down in Dad’s studio right now, wiggling my pick over my G chord like I’m shaking up a carton of OJ. I’m using a special guitar pick that has my name on it, which was a gift from my mom’s friend Sydney (Sunday, September 9, 2012).


I tap Dad’s shoulder and he slides his headphones off one ear.


“How does this sound?” I say, playing him my dance idea.


He doesn’t look excited. “I’m pretty sure that’s ‘I Want You to Want Me’ by Cheap Trick.”


The contest song has to be an original, which means I can’t send them something that was already written by another person. I don’t understand how Dad can remember the name of every single artist there ever was and which songs they sang but can’t remember which password he uses for which website.


Dad makes music for commercials and TV shows and movies, which is probably one of the best jobs anyone could ever have, especially because he gets to do it at home. We live in a building made for two families but instead of having two families, we have our family on the top half and Dad has his recording studio on the bottom half.


Dad’s studio is crowded with stuff, but not in a way that makes you crazy; in a way that makes you excited. Everywhere you turn there’s something to look at (posters, books, souvenirs) and ask about (“What does CBGB OMFUG mean?”). It’s packed with odd-looking instruments, like a Stylophone, which is a tiny synthesizer that you play with a pen, and a theremin, which makes a spooky ghost sound when you wave your hands over the top of it. Dad’s studio is a factory where songs get made and also a museum full of strange objects and also a secret hideout where no one bothers you and also a place where you can dream about what might happen with your life when you grow up.


I’d much rather be down here than upstairs in our own house, not just because the furniture is newer and the couch is more comfortable, but because I get to be with Dad. He teaches me about old music and lets me bang on the drums and trusts me to refill his coffee mug.


Also, he lets me play his guitars. Dad has a dozen guitars down here, but the one I’m playing right now is my favorite. It’s the Gibson J-160E, the same one John Lennon liked to use.






[image: image]










Everyone remembers John Lennon because his songs play in supermarkets and elevators and arenas and also in commercials and movies and on the radio and across the Internet. He’s remembered in England and in both Americas, and Dad says he’s even huge in Japan. Dad has his music on MP3 and CD and vinyl and cassette. All I have to do is write just one song as good as John Lennon did, a song that can keep playing forever and ever, always reminding people.


But I can’t do it alone. “Are you going to help me, Dad?”


“I can’t right now.”


He’s already got his headphones back on and his eyes are pointed at the computer. It looks like he’s mixing a song, which means he’s setting each instrument to the perfect level.


I’m flipping through my journal, looking at all the songs I’ve written over the past few months, and I’m wondering if there’s something in here I can use. My journal is like having a second copy of all my memories, just like Dad makes a backup of all the music he records. We do this so that if something bad happens we won’t lose our important stuff, which is what happened to Grandma Joan when she got sick.


She was a musician too. One of the last songs I ever heard her sing was an Elvis song (Don’t be cruel to a heart that’s true) and I was really wishing she’d do a better job of paying attention to the lyrics. When she forgot me, it felt like she was taking the end of a giant pencil and erasing me right as I stood there. It must be the best feeling in the world to be able to stop worrying about how much you mean to people. Once I win the Next Great Songwriter Contest, I’ll finally know how that feels.


I tap Dad again. “What if we record ten songs and we choose whichever one comes out the best? Because sometimes a song will sound good when you write it, but then it sounds totally different after you record it. What do you think? Maybe we can record one song every day and then after ten days we’ll still have extra time at the end to make one song absolutely perfect. Also, we need to find a great singer, like maybe Christina. Do you think she’d do it?”


I’m done speaking but maybe Dad doesn’t know it because he’s not looking at my mouth, he’s looking down at his lap and taking a long time to answer. “I’m not going to be here tomorrow.”


“That’s okay. We can start the next day.”


“Joan.”


I love hearing my name but sometimes it means trouble. “Yes?”


“Put down the guitar, please.”


Now I’m really nervous. Dad and me always like to play our instruments while we talk to each other, even though it annoys other people when we do it.


He leans over with his elbows on his knees and he faces the carpet and pulls at his hair. “I’ve been meaning to tell you.” He looks up and his eyes are soupy and his hair shoots into the air like a porcupine that’s lost his points on all sides but one. “I told you I was helping out Grandpa today. Well, I’m going to be helping him out every day from now on. I’ll be working with him full-time.”


“What about working here in your studio?”


He takes a deep breath, which is always bad news, and he says, “We’re closing the studio.”


Friday, April 1, 2011: Dad drops me at school and he hands me my lunch and he says, “We ran out of hummus, so I made you a mustard sandwich instead,” and my face gets hot, but then Dad smiles and says, “April Fool’s.”


But it’s not April. It’s July.


“I don’t understand.”


“I love being a musician,” Dad says. “You know that. Ever since I was your age, it’s all I’ve ever wanted to be. But making a business work is another thing. This new job will allow us to do a lot more. We can fix up the house upstairs and we can sign you up for more classes and before you know it, it’ll be time to send you off to college. Your mother won’t have to work so hard over the summers; she can relax. And guess what — she’s already planning a family vacation. When’s the last time we all got on a plane together?”


Dad gets on a plane every year when he goes to the South by Southwest festival in Texas, and last summer Mom took me to see a doctor in Arizona, but Dad couldn’t come because he was finishing up an important project, and just last month Mom and Dad flew alone to Los Angeles for Sydney’s funeral. But all three of us have never been on a plane together, not even once.


We were supposed to take a vacation last year, but that didn’t happen for some reason. I wasn’t upset about it like Mom was. Planes sound cool but they’re actually pretty boring once you’re in them. Not like a recording studio.


“What about my song?” I say. “You said you’d record it for me.”


“Of course. The plan is to rent out the space, but that’s not going to happen until September, earliest. I won’t start moving out until August. I’ve still got a few projects I’m working on. I’ll finish those up on nights and weekends. After that, I’m all yours.”


This studio used to be an empty apartment before Dad moved his equipment in and before he set up his red phone, the one he answers by saying, “You’ve reached Monkey Finger Productions. This is Ollie.” I look around at Dad’s amazing stuff and I wonder where it’s all going to go and I also wonder where I’m going to go when I want to write my songs or just hang out with Dad while he’s working.


“Hey,” he says, trying to stop my tears before they start. “Remember how you felt when you left Concordia and started at PS Eight? You thought you were going to hate it, but now you love it? It’ll be hard at first, but it’s for the best. I really think so. I really do.”


He pulls me in. I always like to hug Dad but tonight he’s crunching my bones and it’s giving me a scary feeling in my chest.


“Ollie!”


It’s Mom shouting through the speaker on the wall. Dad lets go of me and shows a smile, but it’s not a true one, I can tell.


“Ollie! Come quick!”


That’s when we realize that Mom isn’t calling just because she can’t figure out how to work the DVR.


Dad and I run up the stairs to our apartment, and Mom is in the living room, standing in front of the television with her arms crossed tight over her bedtime shirt. She clicks the remote and the volume gets louder. It looks like the news and I hate the news because there’s always a sad story about people crashing their cars or getting diseases or breaking their backs while skiing and the next day it’s some new story and you never hear about the first people ever again. I’m the only one who wonders what happened to those twins who were stuck together when they were born and got pulled apart. Are they okay now? And what about that rich guy who invented his own spaceship? Did he ever make it into space?


I usually try to walk out of the room if the news is on but the other night I was very interested because they were talking about a man who broke into SeaWorld in Orlando and he stole a walrus. He let the walrus swim into the ocean and then he tried to go back to get more animals but the police arrested him. Of course, the lady giving the news never mentioned the walrus again after that first night but I found a website where you can see where the walrus is swimming because SeaWorld stuck a sensor in his blubber.


Now the news lady is saying, “Gavin Winters plays Officer Beau Kendricks on the crime drama The Long Arm, whose second season, coincidentally, premieres tomorrow night.” Dad looks at Mom, and Mom looks at Dad, and I look at the television screen.


I’ve never met Gavin Winters, but I know him. I know him as my parents’ friend from college and also Dad’s old bandmate and also an actor on TV and also the boyfriend of Sydney, who used to come over to our house. But the way I’m seeing him right now doesn’t fit with any of those things. Tonight, on television, he looks like a man in his underwear standing very still in front of a giant fire.
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A bird sings a lilting melody, serene and eternal. With my eyes closed, half asleep, I’m briefly fooled as to where I am. Maybe everything is okay. Maybe it was all a dream.


I awake, officially, and realize I’m facedown on a naked mattress in my ransacked bedroom, the sun bursting in. Waking up is harsh on most days. Today it’s especially cruel.


I take a moment to recalibrate. The bird outside my window is still singing. Sydney is still gone. I’m still here. Our house is in a shambles and that’s my fault. My head is in a shambles and that’s also my fault; the firemen quelled the fire but had no dominion over my thirst for cocktails.


It’s more bad news in the living room. The room is a shock and so is what’s happening outside my front window. There are three vans parked at the end of my driveway. On the sidewalk a half dozen people train long lenses directly at me. They wouldn’t have such a clear view into my home if the curtains were drawn. Unfortunately, the curtains can’t be drawn. I torched them.


I grab some towels to drape over the glass and take a seat on the couch, the only place left to sit in the living room, not counting the floor. The change in décor is drastic, to say the least. But somehow it feels appropriate; Syd always wanted us to declutter.


At some point my phone rings. I can’t say how long I’ve been sitting here pondering the mess; long enough to be startled by the sudden interruption of sound.


It’s a friend calling and I’m not sure I should answer. I pull the towel aside and take another peek at the media stakeout along my property line. Feeling outnumbered, I answer the phone: “Paige.”


“You’re alive,” she says.


“Unfortunately.”


The line goes silent. Maybe my joke was too macabre. My sense of funny has gone to shit.


“Listen,” Paige says, “you know I love seeing you on TV, but I prefer that it not be on the nightly news.”


She tells me my neighbor captured my impromptu bonfire from his window. Apparently he was more committed to getting the shot than saving me from peril. I’d like to say this behavior is strictly an L.A. thing, but the filmmaking bug is now a pandemic.


The footage may exist, but the night still feels unreal. Ditto the night before and the one before that. The days since I lost Syd have been less of an adjustment. I’ve always had stretches without work or auditions, times where I’m still in pajamas until late afternoon. But at night and on weekends, Syd and I were together. Now those are the parts of the week I dread most.


“Are you okay?” she asks.


It’s the single most popular question posed to me in the past few weeks. “Yes, I’m fine.”


“Are you sure? What about the house?”


“It smells like an ashtray, but it’s still standing.”


Turns out Ping-Pong balls are highly flammable. Who knew? Only the porch roof took a hit. The trucks arrived before the fire had a chance to spread inside.


“What happened?” Paige says.


“I don’t know.”


“It looked like you were burning furniture.”


“Just a few items.”


“Gavin . . .”


She doesn’t say more. What can she say? What can I say? Whatever revelry or relief I felt last night was stamped out long before the flames were. By the time I heard the sirens, I had regained enough clarity to search frantically for the fire extinguisher I assumed we had but couldn’t recall ever seeing. I was already asking myself over and over: What have I done? What the fuck have I done?


Whatever I did, I accomplished nothing. I dragged everything outside but still couldn’t empty the place. My phantom love lives on.


“Where are you right now?” Paige asks.


“Home.”


“I don’t think you should stay there.”


“Where would I go?”


“Can’t you crash with someone for a while?”


There’s nowhere to run. I realize, now, that this phantom love of mine isn’t a separate entity. He’s more like a limb after all. He’s part of me.


“You could come here,” Paige says.


“New Jersey?”


“Yeah, New Jersey. What’s wrong with that? When’s the last time you visited?”


I was born there, raised there, spent two-thirds of my life there. But since leaving, I’ve been back only once and that was many years ago.


“Maybe you just need to get out of L.A. for a while. You’re done filming, right? You should take a trip.”


“Maybe I’ll climb Everest.”


“I’m serious. We have a whole separate apartment downstairs. You can come and go as you please.”


“Thanks, Paige. I appreciate it.”


“Don’t blow me off.”


“I’m not.”


“We miss you, Ollie and I both. We should’ve checked in on you sooner.”


She and her husband flew out for the funeral last month. Before that, I hadn’t seen my old college friends in years.


“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I appreciate you calling.”


I hear voices through the window. I had already forgotten they were out there, the paparazzi or whoever they are. Some are dressed in plain clothes, some appear camera-ready. All of them confirm the fact that the fire was real and not a figment of my imagination.


“Will you think about it?” Paige says.


“Yes.”


“Promise?”


I’m not sure I believe in promises anymore, but I promise anyway and we say our good-byes.


I almost didn’t answer Paige’s call, but I’m glad I did. It’s so easy to forget that not everyone I see and hear is a phantom. Though at times it feels like I’m experiencing an extended hallucination, this is indeed real life and there are still real people out there with whom I have actual ties.


Paige and Ollie are the ones who set me up with Syd. Paige was Sydney’s childhood friend. I was Ollie’s college roommate. That rarely works, the wife’s friend dating the husband’s friend. But this time it made sense. Syd and I met out here in California as New Jersey transplants. We saw each other as new but also familiar.


But enough about that.


It’s time to see the backyard and assess the damage. I’m about to walk outside barefoot but I realize it’s too treacherous. After putting on my boots, I step over the downed porch roof and onto the patio. A ring of black-gray char surrounds the perimeter of the pit. Overall, though, it’s good news: three-quarters of what I hauled outside never reached the fire. Most of it remains intact, laid out on the grass and patio like for-sale items at a flea market.


It’s a surreal thing, greeting my interior life outdoors. Even more strange to see it all under a bright sun. The night had obscured the intimacy of what I was trying to burn. Now, in open daylight, it’s impossible to ignore my ties to these objects.


On the grass I find Syd’s duffel bag. I retrieved it last night from the back of our bedroom closet. When Syd passed, I stuffed a bunch of his belongings into the bag, just to get everything out of sight, and I haven’t opened it since. Until now. I kneel down and open it.


Most of the things, besides the framed photograph of his mother, which he kept on his nightstand, are toiletries and small personal items. There’s an electric toothbrush, a tube of Kiehl’s moisturizer, hair paste, his black horn-rimmed reading glasses, his wallet (still full of cash), and a few bottles of medications. There’s also his navy hoodie, the white strings bitten up and hardened. But it’s the item that’s sunk to the bottom of the bag that has my full attention. His electric shaver.


I open the soft black travel case and hold the razor in my hands, gripping the cold metal. The razor clicks on, its vibrations shooting up my arm. I turn it off and a rain of debris falls on my fingers. Tiny dark hairs.


I run my thumb over the serrated edge. A blackish residue clings to my skin. Like ash, something formerly human, formerly alive. I close my eyes and try to picture his chin, cheeks, face, that exact portion of him. I shouldn’t be doing it. It’s stupid and masochistic and indulgent. But what makes the act truly regrettable is that I can’t actually see his face, not entirely, not as clearly as I’m expecting. My imagination, not my memory, is doing most of the work.


But I wanted to forget, didn’t I? Last night, yes, I wanted to forget. Today, I’m not so sure. My memories of Sydney are finite. He and I will never build a new one. To burn what little remains in a burst of self-pity or despair or frustration feels now like a terrible mistake.


I’m not sure what to do next. There’s so much to clean up. It seems insurmountable.


I start with a simple task: Put the razor back in its case, the case back in the bag, zip the bag up. I wipe my hand on the grass and then on my shorts. The faint blackness remains. Some spit and a vigorous rub won’t remove it either. The stain keeps. Already, I’m exhausted.


Instead of rising to my feet, I stay in the overgrown grass, staring at the rear of the house. I picture myself walking back inside, having to exist within those walls, trapped there with my phantom love. Even worse, with all those eyes peering in, all the unwanted attention I’ve created.


Paige is right. I can’t stay here any longer.
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I use a fork to break apart an English muffin and throw one half of the muffin into the toaster. Mom is on her cell phone and she’s walking around the kitchen, holding a little pad.


The house phone rings and I lift it out of the holder, but Mom pulls it out of my hand. She looks at the number and makes the ringer go quiet.


I sit at the table and wait for the toaster to ding or for Mom to tell me why she’s so excited. Mom makes the first sound.


“Okay,” she says, ending her call. She plops her pad on the table and her butt on the seat. “That was my friend Melissa. She’s been everywhere. She thinks we should look into Costa Rica. It’s a short flight and they’ve got rain forests and beaches and zip-lining and a volcano. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”


“I can’t go to Costa Rica. I have to write my song.”


“No, cuckoo. This is for next spring. It’s perfect. You and I have the same week off in March and the wet season doesn’t start until April. I’ll start looking at flights right away. Maybe we can get a deal since we’re still far out.”


The toaster dings and Mom grabs my muffin for me. She takes out the butter and a knife and she spreads the butter on the muffin and brings it to me on a plate. Mom always tells me that she’s not my waitress but this morning it seems like she’s changed her mind.


“So this is really happening? Dad is closing the studio?”


“I know you’re upset. It’s upsetting for all of us.”


I’ve never seen Mom look so happy.


Actually, that’s not true. She looked this happy when she was trying to plan our vacation last year, and when our vacation didn’t happen she looked extremely unhappy. But it’s very true that this whole thing is upsetting me and Dad.


“He loves his studio,” I say. “Why would he close it?”


She opens her mouth to answer but the words don’t come out for a few seconds. “Because we can’t afford it anymore.”


Mom likes to make graphs on the computer and she likes to keep every receipt. She’ll get rid of the TV channels we don’t watch and she’ll tell the person on the phone that she’s going to cancel our service unless she gets a lower price. She always knows which toilet paper is the better deal, the package of eighteen regular rolls for $11.69 or the package of twelve double rolls at $9.39. So if Mom says we can’t afford the studio, I guess I have to believe her. But I don’t understand how we can’t afford the studio but we can afford a trip to Costa Rica, wherever that is.


“You make all that extra money tutoring,” I say. “Why can’t you just pay for the studio?”


“Because I don’t want to anymore.”


“What?”


“Forget it.”


“I can’t.”


“If you want to pay for the studio,” Mom says, “be my guest.” She points the butter knife at me but not in a mean way, in a teacher way, which is what she is. Even though it’s the summer she still teaches kids almost every day because she says her normal paycheck amounts to pennies and there are only so many books she can read on the couch before she starts to get antsy.


I’m pretty sure Mom would keep herself busy even if she were rich because she hates to sit around. She calls Dad a homebody, which I guess makes her an out-of-homebody, which is probably why she’s so excited to buy us all plane tickets.


“Try not to make a mess today,” Mom says. “We have company coming.”


“Who’s coming?”


“Our friend Gavin will be staying with us for a little while.”


“The same Gavin who was on the news the other night?”


“Yes. That Gavin.”


After we saw Gavin Winters on the TV, Mom told me to go to my bedroom and put my pajamas on, which meant that she and Dad needed to talk. When Mom came to my room later it looked like she had been crying. It was probably because she was thinking about her friend Sydney. She cried a lot right after he died, but she’s been pretty good lately, unless something reminds her.


“Why is Gavin coming here?”


“Because I invited him.”


“But why?”


“He’s going through a really rough time right now,” Mom says. “I thought it might be good for him to take a little trip.”


“You’re obsessed with trips.”


She drops the knife into the dishwasher. “Dad’s picking him up from the airport tonight after work.”


When Mom says work, I’m imagining Dad recording music downstairs, but by work, she means “doing construction with Grandpa.” I’m not ready to start changing what words mean in our house because the studio isn’t closed yet and it can’t close until I finish my song. Actually, maybe it’s not such a bad thing that Dad is doing his new kind of work because that means the studio for once is all mine.


I hurry up and eat my muffin because I want to write as much as I can before our guest arrives. Now it makes sense why the house smells like lemon and the kitchen tiles are shiny and all the things on the coffee table are lined up straight.


As I’m leaving my dirty plate on the table, I suddenly have a very important thought. “Is Gavin famous?”


Dad is always talking about the difference between being famous and being remembered, how the first is easy but it lasts only fifteen minutes and the second is hard but it lasts much longer. But before you get the second, you have to get the first, which means people have to know my name before they can remember it. If I can win the Next Great Songwriter Contest, people will finally know my name (the famous part) and then my song will keep reminding them never to forget it (the remembering part).


Mom is busy on the computer in the living room, probably trying to find the best deal on hotels in Costa Rica. “I don’t know if I’d call him famous,” she says. “He’s on TV. I guess he’s a little famous.”


A little famous is still a pretty good amount of famous. “What time will he be here?”


When the door to the studio opens and Dad and Gavin walk in, I’m sitting with my legs crossed and my boots on and my hair falling over my eyes. Even though my leg is asleep from sitting this way and my feet are sweaty from the heavy boots and I can’t see a thing through my hair, I don’t mind because I’ll bet you any amount of money I look amazing.


“Oh, hey, honey,” Dad says. “I didn’t see you there.”


I stand up and brush my hair to the side because I’ve already made a good impression and now I want to be able to see.


“Joan,” Dad says, getting me ready, “this is Gavin.” The reason Dad says it like that, stretching out this like it’s a longer word than it really is, is that Dad knows that it’s a little strange that I’m only meeting Gavin now for the first time when I’ve heard about him for so many years and I’ve already seen his face in pictures and on television.


Tuesday, March 18, 2008: Mom and I are watching American Idol and the commercials are starting, so I go to the kitchen for more veggie straws. Mom screams and I’m worried that there’s a spider, but then she says, “It’s Gavin!” I look at the TV and I see Gavin wearing a suit and driving around in a nice car in some commercial.


Dad is giving me a look with his eyebrows raised like those bridges that let the boats through. He knows that I’m always in two places at once: where my mind is and where my body is.


The real Gavin, the one in front of my body right now and not the one who was just in my mind, is wearing skinny pants, pointy shoes, a striped T-shirt, and a navy suit jacket. His hair is curled over like a big wave and he looks tired. He has a big pack on his back and he’s tall enough to reach the ceiling and his eyes are blue and bright. He looks like he could do something special.


He stares at me like he’s a camera. I never know what face to make when someone takes my picture so I just stand there and look dumb.


And then he bows like I’m a princess or something and he says, “Hello, Joan.”


He knows my name.


He looks around at the rack of guitars and the control desk and the upright piano and Dad’s drum set. He checks out all the colorful things on the walls and peeks through the square window into another small room where people can sing into a silver microphone (Dad says it’s an isolation booth, but I call it the Quiet Room).


“Beautiful,” Gavin says. “I guess this is the Coke side of life.” Gavin winks at Dad, but Dad gives him only a small smile back. The line that Gavin just said is from a Coca-Cola commercial that used Dad’s music, but I don’t want to think about all the cool commercials that used Dad’s music right now because it only reminds me about what’s going to happen to his studio.
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