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CHAPTER 1

MY FATHER’S MOST FAMOUS SONG goes, You’re not drowning if your eyes are closed.

That’s not how I see it. But as Makeup Lady dabs shadow onto my lids, I hold my breath for as long as I can handle, until the burning in my lungs blots out the chaos around me, and the only sounds are ocean ones. Roar of walkie-talkie static. Photographer’s assistants squawking like gulls.

Makeup Lady switches to my other eye and says relax. Relax, sweetie—no need to be nervous.

“Not when you have such striking eyes.”

“Thanks.” I shiver.

“They’re your father’s.”

My eyes flash open, and I see everything at once: gawkers and Makeup Lady’s too-red mouth and the whitewashed set behind her. Last of all, I see myself, in the mirror. I blink and my eyelashes rustle. Not mine—I felt her press them on. Tragic purple bruises my lids. I’ve never had this much makeup inflicted on me in my life, but beneath it, my eyes are as uninspiring as ever. Watery blue. I glance from Makeup Lady to the mirror, unconvinced.

“Most people think I look like my mom.” My mouth is black, practically necrotic. I squish my lips together. Wearing lipstick makes me immediately want to chew it off.

“Oh.” She laughs. “No. You resemble Mack.”

A jolt goes through me.

Mack.

Like she knew him.

“He was very talented,” she says quietly.

I nod.

She disappears.

A girl with a gravity-defying blond ponytail hustles in to replace her, clipboard clasped to her chest. “Koda?” she chirps. “We’re ready for you, hon.”

Great. Fantastic. Lovely, as Mom would say.

Ponytail leads me onto set. Even the stool they want me to sit on is white. Photographer stands several feet away, viciously adjusting the settings on his camera. He’s dressed completely in black. Long and skinny, like a knife, and something about the gleam of his bald head beneath the lights suggests he must be famous, probably the best photographer ROCK has to offer. “Um. Excuse me?” I wait. Photographer thrusts his camera at an assistant, who immediately passes him another, identical one. “Hi, um, do you want me to… do I sit?” Our lawyer, Mr. Todd, strides by, blah-blahing into his phone. I practically lunge for him. “Is that Mom?” I ask, but he doesn’t hear me either. Okay. I eye the stool.

Mom promised that makeup, the photo shoot, this whole ordeal, would be easy.

She’d know if I should sit.

Ponytail whispers to Photographer, and his head jerks up. “There she is!” he exclaims. I’ve been here since noon—three whole hours—and it’s like he’s just noticed me. “Happy birthday, darling!”

Definitely famous. And French. All those swallowed vowels. “Thanks.” My birthday isn’t for months. April 1. Ha ha. But we’re doing the photo shoot in December because ROCK’s editor-in-chief deemed it would be so. Probably this has to do with running a monthly publication—interviews must be conducted, articles written, pics shot and Photoshopped a gazillion weeks in advance, especially when the feature story is as momentous as this one. It’s not every day a dead rock god’s only kid turns eighteen.

An impatient flap from Photographer—sit—and I ease onto the stool, feeling faint. The shirt Wardrobe buttoned me into is only soft on the outside. Inside, it’s a web of frayed stitches, scratchy tight. The pants too. Leather. Hair tickles my nose, but it took Stylist so long to set the curls that I’m afraid to move. Clearly he expected me to show up with something he could work with, instead of the same sad haircut I’ve had since I was four.

Sweat pools in my butt crack. The pants are that hot. I grind my palms into my thighs as Photographer snaps what must be test shots, aiming his camera at my face, the wall, my face. “Hmm.” He grimaces. Seemingly in pain, if not blinded. Like the set, I am astonishingly white. Did nobody think this through?

Okay, okay. Right. Mom and I talked about this, and we agreed that inspiration is all about summoning the right mental images. Looking the part. As Photographer advances, hunched behind his camera, I pull my shoulders back. Take a deep breath that is the opposite of drowning.

The set has gone completely silent. Just him and my swim pose and the steady ping of his camera’s touch display. Finally, he lifts the camera to his eye. “You are having a big New York birthday?” he asks.

My chest sizzles. Heartburn. Amazing it waited this long. “Maybe. I mean…” It’s like talking to the dentist when his hand’s halfway in your mouth. Am I even supposed to answer? I give it my best. Slowly. Letting my lungs expand. “I want to, but my friends aren’t exactly down with leaving LA in the middle of—”

“Don’t tense,” he scolds. “Give us a pout, eh?”

My nose prickles. Oh no. No. I can’t cry. Not now. I’ll ruin the makeup. Everybody will be so mad. Quickly, I glance away, tilting my face to rock the tears back. Mom’s trick, but it doesn’t work. God, if only she could’ve come. If only she could’ve been here, instead of whatever it is she’s doing at the office.

“Go on,” says Photographer. “Show us what made your father famous.”

How? My father’s face was 90 percent dimple. I don’t have dimples. Just fat lips—Mom swears they’re not, but they are—and too much forehead and, worst of all, these ugly, blocky cheeks. I am the lowest possible form of my father. A bootleg copy. My lip quivers.

Click!

“There!” Photographer murmurs. “A little bird could perch on that lip.”

Was that a compliment? Can’t tell. Too stunned by the flash. The camera clicks. Click click click!

He retreats to study his efforts on a laptop. I stare at the floor.

Photographer comes stalking back. “What is your favorite memory of your father?”

“Um.”

Somebody reaches to fluff my hair.

Does he not… can he seriously not know? “I—I… I don’t have any. He died when I was a month old.”

He snorts, like this is entirely beside the point. “Yes, but you have seen things? Read things? Your father was absolutely unknown when I photographed him, and yet his magnetism was undeniable. ROCK’s best-selling cover to date. I need you to channel those images, Koda Rose. Become him. Embody the essence that was Mack Grady. So.” He taps his camera. “Smile. You can do this? You know your father’s smile?”

Everybody knows my father’s smile. See above: dimples. And maybe I don’t know the exact pictures Photographer’s referring to, but if he showed me an example…

Somehow, I doubt that’s an option. I look up again, avoiding Photographer’s glinting stare.

“Go on,” he coaxes.

I smooth on what feels like a smile—a Mack smile—and I guess I do it right, because my mouth is so stiff it sticks that way until Photographer announces, “Okay, we are done smiling, Koda Rose. Let’s look serious. No, serious—how is it possible to have those eyes and not know how to use them?” Click! “The key is to not be pretty.” Click! Click! “Plenty of girls are pretty. It is not so hard to do, and fans’ expectations for this feature are astronomical. You must—”

In photos my father is pretty. Not much older than me.

“—look worthy.”

“Worthy?” What? My back tightens, this urge to defend myself—well, I am his kid, whether you think I deserve to be or not. But my mouth only flops.

Three days since we moved from LA, and nobody has ever spoken to me like this.

Photographer yanks the camera from his eye, motioning frantically for intervention. Ponytail. She lights a cigarette and drops it between my fingers.

“Oh,” I say. “I don’t—did my mom agree to this?”

Exasperated, Photographer explains that I don’t have to smoke it. I’m just supposed to let the smoke snake around me because my father smoked, it’ll be like this echo thing, utterly brilliant—he stops. Ponytail manipulates my fingers, showing me how to hold the cigarette without getting ash all over myself. Then she steps back, and somebody goes, “Shh!” Through my eyelashes I watch as two mouths, many mouths, drop open.

Slowly, Photographer says, “Move your head.”

I move it. This cigarette reeks.

“No! Less!”

I move it less.

“That’s it,” he mutters. “That’s it!” Spasms. “There he is. I knew you had him in you!” Click! “Yes!” Click! “Brilliant brilliant brilliant. A little more, darling—” I let the cigarette dangle, like the Mack in pictures I have seen, and—“There! Yes! Beau-ti-ful! Extraor-dinary! Blue eyes, and auburn hair, you fucking ex-qui-site china doll…”

By the time it’s over, I kind of wish I did smoke, and that Mom could’ve let me in on a few more tips. Also maybe that I could look the tiniest bit more like my father, so I wouldn’t have to turn my head to remind people I’m his.






CHAPTER 2

I BLOW THROUGH AN ENTIRE roll of Tums waiting for Mom to get out of her meeting. Photographer’s fault. After wrap he buried me in questions about my father, like what I admire most about him, how very nice it might be if he were, of course, alive? My mouth hurt so much from smiling I couldn’t answer. Somebody suggested I might be allergic to the lipstick. Poison Ivy, the color was called. Hilarious.

“Want to throw that away?”

I jump. The Magazine’s receptionist clacks away on a computer, her face lit ghostly blue by the screen.

“Your wrapper,” she explains.

The Tums wrapper. I shredded it. “Um… okay. Thanks.”

She holds a small wire trash can out like some kind of sacred offering. I take three creaking steps toward her—The Magazine might be to fashion what Kleenex is to tissues, but its New York offices are depressingly ancient—then hover there, scraping Tums confetti off my palm. “Sorry,” I mumble. For her part, Receptionist doesn’t seem to mind having me all up in her space. My vision’s still strobing from the flash, but as she scoots the trash can back under her desk, I risk further examination. She’s older than me, but not by much. Scraggly dark hair, a ring through her eyebrow. She catches me looking and smiles.

I creak back to my chair and hook my feet around its spindly legs. Receptionist resumes typing. A steady clackity-clack.

“Thanks,” I say again.

I never know what to do when cute girls smile at me.

To distract myself, I study the deserted reception area for the thousandth time since our driver dropped me off. It’s not only ancient but soulless, the creamy white walls and chrome-accented furniture giving me serious competition for “Least Rock ’n’ Roll.” The oblong coffee table is way too nice to put my feet on, slathered in months-old magazines—back issues, and sister publications put out by the same company. I sift them around, hoping for something science-y, but they’re what you’d expect. Modern Luxury. Philanthropy Today. I’m about to give up, check my phone again, when a ragged R poking out from the pile stops me. My pulse leaps.

Last month’s ROCK. Not generally my thing. But—after checking to make sure Mom’s not coming—I pull the magazine quickly into my lap. On the cover, a girl with an Afro strums her guitar, exponentially cooler than me. Thumbing past her, through pages splattered with more names and faces I’ve never heard of, it’s hard not to imagine Receptionist tucking my issue here after April. My own face unrecognizable, Photoshopped smooth.

I set the magazine down, my gaze creeping toward the door.

4:24, my phone says.

Mom’s meeting was supposed to end forty-two minutes ago.

I slip my phone back into my pocket and switch chairs to be closer to the window. Inexplicably, it’s cracked open, and city sounds drift up with the chilly air. Blaring sirens and horns that I’m positive, after three days in New York, I will never get used to. At home it’s different. Our new apartment, I mean—not Beverly Hills home. The apartment’s so high up you can’t hear anything except your own breathing, and blood slithering around your veins with the skyscraper’s swaying. Mom claims that’s just my imagination, but countless Google searches I’ve conducted in her absence this week proved otherwise. Tall buildings shift to accommodate high winds. It’s weird how she doesn’t feel it.

Not that this matters now. We live on the Upper East Side, but The Magazine’s offices are way across the city, and there are only six floors, not eighty-five, between the street and me. 4:31, and the sky’s already ashy, Eleventh Avenue strung with headlights like even shitty, smelly New York cares it’s practically Christmas. My phone buzzes with a text from Mom: Almost done! XOXO! Thank God. OK! I reply. Please hurry! <33333 I could tell our driver—John? James? The Magazine’s provided so many over the years I don’t bother learning names anymore—judged me for wanting to come here after the photo shoot. But where was I supposed to go? Home? Alone? I guess I could’ve showered.

I drop my nose to my shoulder. Sniff test. Mom has a thing about cigarettes.

“Sure you don’t want a drink?” Receptionist asks.

My head jerks up. She saw that? She saw me smelling myself?

“We have coffee,” she adds hopefully. “A wide selection of teas.”

“No thanks.” Neither is on my list of heartburn-proof foods. I cool my forehead against the glass, eyes trained on the door. I don’t know what Mom is doing in there. I don’t particularly care. I can’t even pick her voice out from the vague mumblings that occasionally rise, then subside again, little jolts of hope. No. Doors stay shut for a reason. They open when Mom says.

Meanwhile, Receptionist keeps typing, sneaking me glances I pretend not to notice. “Well,” she goes on, like I’ve disappointed her somehow, “I saw you reading ROCK just now. You probably get this all the time, but—you’re going to be on the cover next year, right? In the spring? And I want to tell you we’re so freaking excited. Like, thank you.”

I smile and fold my hands, fighting the urge to say, You’re welcome. Everybody knows that dumb magazine jumpstarted my father’s entire career. Combine that with the even dumber photos of me that got posted just before we moved, and we didn’t—Mom says—have much of a choice.

But—“We?” I say.

She blinks. “Quixote fans.”

Oh yeah. Them. I turn back to the window. Stare at my face etched on the dark glass. Really, it’s only a reflection. Electrons. Light waves. I can see Receptionist, too, now blatantly staring at me, as wide-eyed and slobbery as Makeup Lady and Photographer were hours ago. Weird. If she’s gawking at me, a nobody, she’d never survive LA. There, celebrities are like those black gnats you find bouncing around after a drought. They get caught in windshields, your teeth, but only tourists freak out about them.

Receptionist gets up, exiting through a door to the left of her desk that I guess must lead to a bathroom. I sit with my hands on my knees, pretending I can’t hear her peeing while I practice the look Mom’s early admirers dubbed devastatingly casual. The effort pulls my eyes to the window again. Tentatively, I trace a finger along my forehead.

You must—

My jaw.

—look worthy.

Idiot. The whole point of the ROCK feature is to prove I’m nothing like my father. Setting it up was stressful enough, but Mom will flip anew if my pictures bear even the slightest resemblance to him—she’ll demand we shoot the whole thing over. And Mom could do that. She wasn’t reassigned to this resuscitation task force at The Magazine’s struggling New York offices for nothing. She was famous too once. She has power. And if Photographer really was so amazing, wouldn’t he have reconciled himself to this basic fact?

Still, since Mom seems like she might be a while, I take my phone out and google Mack Grady ROCK. Might as well find the pics Photographer kept screaming about.

Images pop up of a glossy cover dated October 2001. I recognize it immediately. Anybody would. The caption, WHY QUIXOTE WILL REVOLUTIONIZE ROCK ’N’ ROLL, floats above my father and his bandmates, filthy and too cool with their torn velvet shirts and dripping hair. My father is in the middle, obviously, arms flung out and limp like Jesus, one draped around the bassist, Ted, and another around the tomboyish little guitarist. His ex, Sadie. Drummer Vinnie looms behind everybody. Typical.

I flip through several variations of this picture, wondering what it is I’m supposed to feel. The article reveals nothing. Only the same phrases I’ve always associated with my father: voice of a generation… a brilliant man with a gorgeous mind… and then, on the twentieth-anniversary reprint: left us most unfortunately. Like he caught the wrong bus or something.

Receptionist reappears, wiping her hands on a paper towel, and I instinctively lower my phone to my lap. Once she’s distracted, I unlock it again. Zoom in on my father’s tangled black hair. The dimple. Makeup Lady was wrong. His eyes were nothing like mine. Layers of gray.

On impulse I scoot closer to the window. They brushed my hair out after wrap, but it’s still sticky, chemical-smelling. I pull it back over my shoulders, watching my eyes the entire time. It’s weird, staring into yourself like this. Almost like I expect something big to happen. For my father to swim up to me.

Out in the hall, an elevator dings. Stilettos strike hardwood. “No no, that’s so kind, but it’s right here, isn’t it? I’m sure I remember…”

I tear myself from the window just in time to hug Mom in front of Receptionist and the magazines and the poor elevator attendant who barely escapes getting trampled. “Koda!” Even Mom seems surprised by my greeting. She cups my cheeks, laughing, and I hug her again. Can’t help it. A three-hour meeting, and her hands still feel like the cool side of the pillow.

“I thought your meeting was here!” I say, muffled by the swells of her giant white coat. It’s fake. I’d never let her buy real seal.

“Oh no, honey, the designer we’re showcasing has a studio downtown, so we thought it’d be best to—it wouldn’t have been a problem if it weren’t for the traffic! We got stuck coming back. Gridlocked! I swear, if it wasn’t thirty degrees out, I’d think we were still in LA.” Taking my face back in her hands, she pries me from her shoulder, gives me one of her searching looks. Are you okay? Today went fine? And even though it’s enough to make me break down right here, I hold still—fine—letting my eyes flicker back whatever they need for her to believe it. Somebody clears their throat. Receptionist. I turn to see her standing stiffly in the doorway.

“May I have your coat, Mariah? Everybody’s waiting.”

Mom bites her lip. Besides the red hair, and vaguely Midwestern accent, punctuality is her most distinguishing feature. “Oh,” she says, “oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize we still have to—don’t worry about the coat. Should I go right in?” She steps forward. Receptionist doesn’t budge. My mind’s fritzing—still have to what?—but I turn to Mom anyway, so we can share that dumb look we share when people are too much.

My mom confuses people. Not on purpose—she’s just so beautiful, so obviously a former model, that orienting her existence with your own temporarily sucks up all your bandwidth. The definition of stunning. It doesn’t matter that her normally pristine skin has that pink, peeled look from scrubbing off her makeup in the car. Face on, hair down or not, she always looks the way she used to, the same Mariah Black who once sprawled across magazines and taxi tops. Receptionist is powerless.

Except Mom won’t meet my eye. And the smile she switches on for Receptionist isn’t her wispy model smile, but apologetic. Pleading. “I’m so sorry,” she repeats.

A pause, like Receptionist is debating this. Then she slides from the doorway. “Follow me.”

As we creak after her, I whisper, “What was that?” but Mom gives me a look so sharp I grab her fluffy faux sleeve. “Mom…”

And I remember how relentlessly attentive Receptionist was toward me as I sat captive in this ugly room. The poke of her curiosity while I flicked through magazines, watched traffic, compared to how she threw down Mom’s name. Not Welcome back, Mariah! or Ms. Black, the ferociously capable editor who will bring The Magazine back from the brink of irrelevance, but Mariah. Some girl who got knocked up and destroyed the band.

The door I’ve been watching this whole time squeaks open, revealing a conference table. Alien, expectant faces. “Forgive me,” Mom breathes, sweeping into the room. My palm registers a goodbye squeeze just firm enough for me to realize I won’t be swept in with her.

“But,” I stumble. “But I want—”

The door shuts in my face.



I’m not crying, but Receptionist brings me a cup of water anyway. I sip slowly, sitting as far as possible from the window.

Clacking away, Receptionist says, “Nobody’s allowed in brainstorming sessions but the editors. It’s like, a confidentiality thing.”

I glare down into the cup.

It’s not fair. I’ve needed Mom all day. She didn’t say anything about brainstorming while she was getting ready this morning. In fact, she said, It’s one meeting, Koda. One meeting and done. Why did I believe her?

The paper cup is getting soggy in my fist, the rim beginning to sag. Receptionist watches me run it across my sore lips.

Then she turns away and starts typing, practically shouting over the clacks of the keys. “What’s your favorite song of your dad’s, KR? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

It takes a sec—very few people call me KR, and they’re all assholes—but I refocus on her, accidentally sinking deeper into the couch. It’s long and crimson, like Makeup Lady’s mouth.

“Um.” I avert my eyes from Receptionist’s, their feverish glimmer. “To be honest, Quixote isn’t… they’re not really my thing?”

Abruptly, her clacking stops, and I default to staring at my fingernails. A move so foolproof that even teachers usually get the hint to call on somebody else.

Except there is nobody else to call on. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I add, “It’s just… the screaming? I like ‘Drown.’ ” This is true, but doesn’t seem to satisfy her. For a while, neither of us says anything. The only sound a muffled shhhh that I don’t immediately recognize as coming from the radiator.

It’s not like I haven’t tried to comprehend my father’s music. I’ve streamed their albums, stalked message boards. Educated myself on the two categories of Quixote songs so I’d know how to react whenever somebody brought them up, not that anybody who knows me ever bothers. First, the raw stuff. “Headbangers,” fans call them, though there aren’t many. “Drown,” Quixote’s biggest hit, would fit into this category, but it’s mellower, and given my father’s interview aversion, it’s the closest fans can get to understanding what they’ve dubbed Mack’s condition. Depression, I guess. Darkness folding like water over your head. Except the lyrics are incomprehensible, and as for the other category? Who knows. Fans call them “scrapbook songs.” Lyrics you might find pasted into diaries, carved like initials in a tree. And they are gentle. Tender even, but as hard as I’ve tried to lose myself in the murky chords and howling harmonies, guilt stops me every time. As far as Mom knows, I’ve only ever heard Quixote on the radio. When she couldn’t switch stations fast enough.

Then there’s the other feeling I get listening to their music. This feeling like—like my father’s called from someplace with zero cell service, and there’s shouting and static chaos, a message I can’t make out, even though it’s for me. And that feeling? It’s deeper than guilt. Deeper than anything. I don’t like it.

Eventually, Receptionist gives up on me, and I find myself staring at the ROCK cover on my phone again. It is pretty iconic. My father’s black hair, the spark in his flinty eyes. Like I don’t have more important crap to worry about than him. Unpacking. Altitude sickness. School—I start Monday. But I can’t get my father off the screen, the photo shoot out of my head. Could they Photoshop a dimple onto me?

When Receptionist skulks over to collect my cup, I pretend I’m texting.

Mom finishes brainstorming within the hour, coat tossed over her shoulder in a stab at nonchalance. While she lingers at Receptionist’s desk, patiently reciting the details of tomorrow’s schedule that we both know Receptionist should’ve confirmed earlier, I give one coat sleeve an experimental hoist. Its weight surprises me every time.

I forget about my own coat until we’re almost on the elevator. “Oops,” I say as Receptionist emerges from the waiting room with it. “Thank you.” Mom’s mouth pulses. Even her non-smiles are smiles, but mine’s the real deal: a peace offering. Receptionist’s eyebrow ring is so cool.

She thrusts the coat at me. “Everybody likes ‘Drown.’ ”



Driver takes so long bringing our car around, my toes practically shatter in my boots. He starts to get out, but Mom waves him off, jerks the door open. I slide into the car’s stuffy backseat.

Mom climbs in next to me and doesn’t say a word. Not even to Driver, so he can turn the heat down. She stares straight ahead, folded into herself.

Once we’re moving, she says, “That was unbelievable.”

I don’t answer. My forehead is pressed to the window, attention locked on the shops we creep past. Café, designer optician, Thai restaurant, another café. The night swarms with New Yorkers hefting shopping bags, wreathed in their own breath. As we inch toward the intersection where street meets avenue, a dog cocks its leg to pee on a bicycle. Pigeons peck at a pile of barf.

“… shouldn’t have uttered a word to you,” Mom’s saying. “I don’t care if she was being friendly, making conversation. That’s not her job. Back home, nobody would have…”

Pizza place. Organic health food store. A cat boutique with kitty mannequins draped in crystal-encrusted collars. GENUINE SWAROVSKI, brags the handwritten sign.

Of course everybody likes “Drown.” There’s clapping. Isn’t that the point?

Mom yanked me onto the elevator like she was afraid I might start belting facts. Really wowing Receptionist with my Quixote IQ. Which is—what? Two albums. I do know that. I know that when Quixote’s debut, Sheer Folly, dropped in ’97, something in my father did too. The second came out two years later, his voice on half the tracks and that Sadie chick’s scraping through the others. They had to release it unfinished.

I know that Mom and I were halfway across the country, in North Dakota, when my father died by suicide. Mom said she heard the news on TV.

Gentle pressure on my knee. “Honey.”

I turn to see Mom gnawing the cuticles of her free hand, shadows under her eyes from the city’s lights. “You promise the photo shoot went okay? Nobody bothered you, or said anything out of line like that?”

This is my chance to confess everything. Makeup Lady, the cigarette, Photographer harassing me to act like him. Smile like him. Fifteen minutes ago, that was all I wanted. Now the truth jams in my throat.

Mom’s been negotiating this feature deal for weeks. Eight, to be precise, ever since those pics the paparazzi—pazzos, she calls them—snapped of my friends and me swigging smoothies out of unmarked cups hit the gossip sites. IN DADDY’S FOOTSTEPS, one caption read. Like I’m this big party girl. Anyway, I didn’t really care about the photos. A new tide of celebrity meltdowns and birth announcements was all it took to wash them away, but Mom saw them differently for some reason. Mom panicked. Absolutely freaked, like I’ve never seen. She said if we didn’t take control of my so-called narrative now, prove to the world that I am not Mack Grady, I’ll be screwed. Paparazzi chum for the rest of my life.

So I’m not mad at Mom for setting this up. Not exactly. I just wish she’d prepared me for the fact that people—randos, absolute strangers—might actually care about me here. Like maybe the feeding frenzy has already started.

Then again, the band was based in New York from the beginning. I guess I was just supposed to know.

I’m sure today was a fluke. A random exception to my otherwise lifelong anonymity, fed by excitement surrounding a ROCK feature that won’t be out for months. Scientifically speaking, Receptionist and the others would be labeled anomalies—a deviation from the rule. In reality, they’re New Yorkers with nothing better to do.

Mom’s hand is still on my knee. I squeeze and she squeezes back, the shadows gone now that we’re moving faster. “The photo shoot went fine,” I say. “Promise.” She smooths sticky hair back from my face.

Definitely anomalous. No use thinking of today as otherwise when there’s dinner to choke down, and a locker to find on Monday, enduring this new job assignment that’s gobbled up all of Mom’s attention. Tomorrow will be easier. Tomorrow, Mom’s got the day off, a whole blissful twenty-four hours to pretend everything’s the way it should be. The way it’s always been. Me in LA, and my father here. Five hours, three time zones, and over two thousand miles away.






CHAPTER 3

MY NEW SCHOOL IS HIDEOUS. One look at its gothic brow has my stomach doing backflips. Kids slam doors to Jags and Mercedes, rushing past me up the marble steps, but I’m frozen. Shivering beneath my backpack and layers of eiderdown.

Can’t fake sick. Driver’s already pulling away from the curb, and now that Mom’s working late again, we’ve reverted to old rules. No fever? No vomit? You’re going. I won’t see her until tonight—she was gone when my alarm went off at six—which means I have nothing to hold on to as I drag myself up the steps, a Latin-emblazoned banner flapping above the entryway. No final forehead peck to reassure me that everything’s going to be okay. Only Mom memories. Mom residue. The same words she shipped me off with every morning in seventh grade, when I officially transitioned from homeschooling to an alien universe, with lockers and class periods and kids my age. Try, honey. You’ll feel better when you get there.

The Latin on the banner translates to: Truth calls the… wisest is… love… there. Trying.

And I don’t feel better.

The interior matches the exterior, more curlicues and clammy marble. A spiral staircase twines upward, the wing before me a tunnel of doorways and trophy cabinets. Everywhere I look, there’s another kid, another face that means nothing to me. I take a tentative step forward. There’s a smell of eraser crumbs. Antiseptic.

When trying fails, there are alternatives. Picture your happy place—Mom’s top trick for when The Magazine’s demands overwhelm her. My happiest place used to be our old pool, practicing flip turns with Lindsay without water shooting up our noses, but after the way we left things—the way I left things—she’s the last person I want to think about. So I reach deeper. Grope around inside for something, anything, familiar.

Behind me, the hall churns with whispers. Stares crawl up my neck.

Okay. This must not be the type of school that gets many midyear transfers. They probably think I’m some delinquent. Head down, I struggle upstream, but the marble floor, soaked in fluorescent light, makes me dizzy. I have no idea where I’m going. Two boys shove past me, and I shift my backpack to my other shoulder, mumbling, “That’s okay,” before realizing they haven’t stopped to say sorry—only to gawk. A girl traveling with her pack tips heart-shaped sunglasses up for a better look at me. Rude, but this is hardly my first time playing new kid. I smile to show I’m friendly.

She shrieks and grabs her friend’s arm. They shriek together. I smack into a cabinet of wrestling trophies.

And so begins my second first day of senior year.



They want to know if “Rose” is a middle name and what California’s like, if it’s just sexy surfer bods engulfed in wildfires like you see on the news. They ask how many instruments I play and how I did on the SAT and what my preferred brand of pick is, whether I think Rocinante, Quixote’s follow-up, is as brilliant as Sheer Folly or overrated like (my friend, my cousin, Ms. Gonzalez the chemistry teacher) claims. They crowd around me to show off their pigeon necklaces. The band’s symbol—long story. They clutch my coat sleeves and beg for selfies, even though there’s apparently a strict no-phones-during-class policy and four kids get sent to the office just for asking. They invite me to eat lunch—you’re in first wave too, Koda Rose!—pronouncing my name like it belongs to something rare and wonderful, a fat-lipped fish species with one extant member. They chant, “Sit with us!” “No, us!” “Us!” Ms. Gonzalez takes one look at me and intervenes. “There’s a seat right there, Koda Rose.” Back row. A tall girl’s haven. Except the desk I lower myself into is so far away that the whiteboard is a blur. One of the girls from the hall shoves a notebook in my face and whispers, “Copy off me.” I take a pencil from my bag and the lead snaps immediately. Nobody else is wearing a coat.

When the bell rings, I shoot for the door. First period down. But second period? Third? Reruns. In the cafeteria—located on the school’s fifth and highest floor, a deafening cavern that smells like wet meat—kids bombard me with questions while I dissect my turkey and cheese.

“Can you sing for us?” somebody asks. The girl with heart-shaped sunglasses, only she’s not wearing them now, her blond hair fizzing from a braid that reminds me of Lindsay’s.

“Yeah,” says her friend. “Is your voice as good as your dad’s? Better?”

Another kid whacks her and explains how that isn’t possible. She whacks him back. I peel what remains of my sandwich from its biodegradable baggie.

When I started school in Beverly Hills, kids were curious about me at first. There was the occasional awkward question, or pity stare during the suicide unit in health class, but even those stopped eventually. They had to. I mean—okay, Quixote was pretty cool, revolutionary, if you believe the articles, but who’s that into the music their parents listened to? I pick a flax seed off my bun, add it to the pile on my napkin, and when I risk looking back up, I realize the tussling has stopped and the table’s ringed with expectant faces. My chest starts to burn.

“So?” the girl says.

Lie, and they’ll demand proof. Tell the truth, and they might turn on me like Receptionist did. Just as I’m scanning for an exit, Mom’s whisper floats into my head.

Try, honey. She’s right.

These are my new classmates. Potential friends. I could really use a Latin buddy.

“Actually,” I begin. Thirty kids lean in. Thirty! At least. Something moves inside me—this unidentifiable flicker that could be my father onstage, the lights and screaming fans. For the first time, surrounded by all these strangers, I want to know how that felt to him. I want to know if his breath shortened and throat spasmed, all slicked up in that pukey way. Maybe he hated his newfound fame as much as I do. Maybe.

I exhale. “Actually, I… don’t sing. At all.”

It blows their eyes wide open.

“Wait.” Sunglasses Girl laughs. “Are you serious?”

I say I am. Only the other girl, the one who asked the question, steps closer. Suspicion narrows her eyes. “What about guitar? Sadie taught Mack how to play. Did she teach you?”

At the mention of Sadie, everybody shuts up. This reverent hush that whips across the surrounding tables. More faces turn—I lose count of how many.

“No. I…” My mouth feels like when I got my wisdom teeth out, full of bloody cotton. “I’ve never met Sadie. And I’ve never taken music lessons, or anything, either. I want to be a scientist. Well—a marine biologist, technically.” Nobody reacts. A good sign? I rush on. Words pile up, spill into my lap. “At-at my old school, we had senior projects? Anybody could do an independent study on anything they wanted, as long as they had a teacher sign on as their advisor. Mine was going to be about the endangered fin whales that’ve been spotted recently off Newport Beach.”

The girl repeats, “Fin whales?”

“Current numbers, future estimates, I had a proposal all typed up, was going to use the data as part of my application for UC Santa Barbara’s marine biology program—it’s the best. Not just in California. The entire country. But then my mom’s job transferred her out here, so.” Assuming that’s enough of an introduction, I force my head up. Next question.

Sunglasses Girl turns to her friend. “Of course Koda doesn’t know Sadie. Mack never even went and met her when she was a baby.”

Now everybody’s gone quiet, the cafeteria a sea of blinking eyes. Her friend looks at me. She’s a redhead too. “Is that true?” she demands.

I nod. This one’s easy. “I guess he was just too busy, or whatever.” Sandwich annihilated, I gather the scraps, then shove them into the baggie—Sunglasses Girl and her friend can sit with me if they want—but the hush around me has chilled. One by one, the faces slide away.

A boy in the back mutters, “Weak.”






CHAPTER 4

DOORMAN SEAN ASKS HOW SCHOOL went while we wait for the elevator. I pull my hair over my mouth when I answer, even though Mom says that’s rude. “Good.”

He smiles.

The Magazine found us our apartment, too. In the lobby, a fully bedecked Christmas tree twinkles beside the world’s puniest menorah. Floor numbers tick off overhead as the elevator makes its slow plunge downward. 32, 31, 30… In Beverly Hills, we had a front door. Our own keys. Here Doorman Sean grants access to our floor, and rides the elevator with me, all the way up to the top. It opens onto the so-called great room, which has the most dizzying views of the skyline. Then he touches his hat—“You have a good evening, Miss Grady”—and the doors slurp shut. Instead of heading for the room that will never feel like mine, I slump at the breakfast bar, watching the city glitter. Eighty-five floors, and our building still isn’t the tallest, not by miles. Another reminder of how one-level California was.

The school nurse wouldn’t let me hide in her office. Not for third period. Not even until the end of lunch. She tapped the COMPLAINT box on the clipboard, which I’d left blank while signing in. I see no reason you can’t go to class, she said. Like my stomach didn’t really hurt. Like I was just expected to write, I want my mom.

The late pass she scribbled for me was Pepto pink. I waited until she turned away to crush it in my fist.

The rest of school wasn’t any better. I returned to lunch, bracing for round two of the question barrage, only to discover my table empty. Sunglasses Girl and her friend were nearby, picking at sushi, and I felt like going up to them and explaining, My best friend, Lindsay, and I used to play her dad’s old Guitar Hero game all the time. Just to see if that counted.

Fourth period was Latin. Like, one-sixteenth of what the teacher put on the board made sense. In AP bio, somebody made a whale noise.

My nose prickles and I sit straighter, wiping it hard on my sleeve. If I texted Lindsay right now—if I weren’t a pathetic coward—she’d answer, Forget them. Those kids are just jealous bc their parents all do boring shit lol. Tomorrow, she’d make rounds of the cafeteria with me: Your dad—banker or lawyer? A ruthless, informal poll. But that’s Lindsay, who is confident, and blond, and everything else I’m not. I nibble my sweatshirt cuff.

The last time I saw her was the night before we moved. We went to the beach, but it was too chilly to swim, even in our one-pieces, so we found a bench and talked for hours. Lindsay kept saying how much she was going to miss me, that without me school would be shit and home would be shit, her dad making her dance with him all weekend, blasting his old-ass bachata records. Don’t get me wrong, I love bachata. I love dancing. She elbowed my ribs, grinning. I love teasing you for not knowing how to dance. I should’ve elbowed her back, rolled my eyes, anything. We both knew she could barely keep up with her dad either. But all I could think about was our toes touching, snuggled up under the sand.

Now I slide off my stool, leaving my phone facedown on the counter. Something must be seriously wrong with me. I can’t stay away from windows. The city’s glare whites me out. Undeterred, I roll my shoulders back, throw my arms out like my father’s in that one picture, only it doesn’t look right—either because I truly am this uncool, or just need some bandmates to back me up. Adjusting angles, I touch my fingertips to my lips like there’s a cigarette between them. If I showed up in different clothes tomorrow? Except I don’t own nearly enough black. “Fuck you,” I practice saying, my voice sharp and clear. “I bet half you idiots never met your dads either. I bet plenty of them are dead too.” But saying something over and over can’t make it true. I’m the dad-less anomaly here. The outlier.

Usually Mom texts when she leaves the office, but when my phone pings at 7:23, it’s only a gossip alert.


KR GRADY PREFERS WHALES TO MUSIC, DAD’S LEGACY, SOURCES CLAIM



I wonder if he hated school too.



When Mom comes in, I don’t look up from the box I’m repacking. My new room is repulsive, so pink it gives me a toothache—I only picked it because it connects to hers.

“Koda? What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” I pop the last of my whale posters from its frame while she perches on my bed, legs knotted tight to avoid flashing me. Today’s skirt is suede. A sensible nude.

Carefully, she says, “I’ve already called the principal.”

“Yeah, I heard. You didn’t have to yell.” I mean, the effort’s appreciated, but shrieking voicemails won’t stop the school she so painstakingly picked out for me from crawling with Quixote-obsessed freaks. Before today, she almost had me convinced that this school would be a good place for me. Somewhere to finish high school in safety and solitude.

Emphasis on solitude, apparently.

Mom runs a hand through her hair. “In the long term, I think this might actually be a positive thing for us? Corroboration for the future. I admit I’m a little surprised by the intensity of your classmates’ interest, but… it seems that… I suppose we… honestly, I don’t know what I’m trying to say, Koda. It’s been an eventful day. Let’s work on choosing friends in New York wisely.”

The whale posters are taller than I am, divided by toothed species and baleen. I grab the toothed—my favorites—and start rolling, my hair so infuriatingly long I have to stop every couple seconds to swipe it back. “Sure,” I mutter. “Will do.” She hasn’t been home long enough to slip out of her work persona. That takes time. And chamomile. Still, it’s hard not to feel let down when she turns that ruthless practicality on me. The most humiliating day of my life reduced to bullet points. Does she not realize I’ve got the solution right here? I sit back, giving her space to see the drastic lengths I will go to in order to prevent total degradation. I’m rolling up my whale posters, Mom. Whale posters.

She yawns, fingertips pressed to her eyelids. “I think I’ll go take a bath, okay?”

As the door shuts, I bite off a strip of tape and slap it on the rolled-up poster. A few days from now, she’ll wander into my room and comment on it looking bare. Didn’t we pack things to put on the walls? And then I’ll tell her. In the meantime, I need to practice, so that when I confront those kids tomorrow, my excuses won’t sound made up. “I was just kidding yesterday,” I say, mouth slack, letting it frame the words. “I really don’t want to be a marine biologist. I want to be a… a…” The tape pulls free, unfurling seventy-three toothed cetaceans across my carpet. The bottom inset is a close-up: more teeth. Porpoises’ are spade-shaped. Dolphins’, conical. Most people don’t realize.



Turns out taking a bath means calling my lawyer. On speakerphone, not that I hear everything through the door. Occasionally, voices rise—Mom’s first, then Mr. Todd’s, trying to calm her down. I stick tape to my fingertips, then rip it off piece by piece, like the esthetician with Mom’s waxing strips. When I can’t take eavesdropping anymore, I stand slowly, stick fresh tape to every finger.

I enter Mom’s bedroom just as the call ends, and it’s obvious despite her casual tapping on her phone that I’ve startled her. Her mouth opens. Closes. “I thought you were in bed. It’s almost midnight.”

“Nope. Still redecorating.” I wiggle my tape fingers, playing dumb.

Mom sets her phone on the nightstand. The master suite is the biggest room in our new apartment, white carpet as blinding as my room is intestinal. The mossiness tickles my toes as I help Mom with the temperamental curtain controls. Only when we manage to hit the magical combination of buttons do the curtains peel back slowly, like thick mechanical eyelids. She sets the remote down, adjusting her pale blue nightgown. “So it’s that button, Koda. The red one. We’ll have to put a note on it.”

“I’ll remember.”

We smile at each other, kind of thinly. I don’t move as she takes my face in her hands and kisses me good night.

Once it’s clear I’m not going anywhere, she gestures at our view. The whole apartment is wrapped in windows, and at night the city sparkles around us in 360. “Isn’t this lovely?”

“Lovely,” I echo, plucking off the tape. Mom’s efforts at selling me on New York are getting old. Can’t she just admit that our veranda back home was superior? I miss it almost as much as I miss staircases. Our pool. Central Park is kind of neat, though. Its own constellation. I connect the dots of lamplight, steadying myself, so what I want to say won’t fall out all at once. I hate it here, I imagine confessing. I don’t care anymore about The Magazine, all the money they’re paying you, and what this means for your career. I want to go home. But how can I say that when it’s been the two of us, rooting for each other, holding each other up, since… practically forever? Like, before I was born. I mean, if you want to get technical, I had no choice but to stick by her at first, busy gestating and all, but that’s just it. I was a fantastic copilot, Mom says. Rarely kicked or complained. It sealed something between us. I’ve always known that.
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