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CHAPTER ONE





2010
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SHELBY


The last semester of high school, I kept a list called “Things I Won’t Miss After Graduation” in the back of my chemistry binder. The instigator of the list was the periodic table. It seemed impossible that so much magic should be boiled down, parsed, categorized, and then fenced together in cubes. What is dug from the ground or fallen from stars, what is reactive, noble, or admittedly unknown after millennia, can and should be revered as nothing short of divine. But is there anything less reverential than the periodic table’s rigid and linear bureaucracy? The elements’ names are downsized to a couple of letters, boxed, and shelved. Their powers are pushed into a corner. Their inscrutability is scrutinized and junked together with dubiously related elements that, to me, are far more different than they are the same.


Goodbye, periodic table. Elements, you deserve better.


I’ll never shed a tear for Ms. Allen’s tenth-grade geometry class either, or any math class before or after. Math’s morals are better than mine. I’m all gray area. Math is right or wrong, yes or no. In Ms. Allen’s class, I was “wrong,” I was “no,” I was a glitch in a formula that would never result in the correct answer.


Ms. Allen believed math was accessible to everyone because it didn’t change. She said you could rely on it. I don’t think I could ever trust something that never changes. If this is all life is, it isn’t enough. I’ve got nothing if nothing changes.


By the end of January in sophomore year, it became clear to Ms. Allen that geometry and I were not meeting at a right angle. She held me back after class to evangelize about quadrilaterals and parabolas. I didn’t mind, because I wasn’t in any hurry to get home.


It was just the two of us in her classroom. Ms. Allen had me sit at Romy Rivera’s desk at the front, as if Romy’s superior math genes might somehow seep through my jeans by osmosis. They didn’t.


I could see the fading pulse of Ms. Allen’s patience in the flattening line of her lips. She steadied herself as, squeezing my shoulder, she attempted to explain a theorem for the third time. I don’t know if the squeeze was meant to cheer me on or to bolster her, but that’s when I heard it: the music inside her, streaming from the palm of her hand into my shoulder.


What I should’ve done is pulled away, but I didn’t. What I shouldn’t have done was stare, but I couldn’t help it. I wondered how music got in her veins and how I could hear it through her touch.


The music coming from Ms. Allen’s hand wasn’t any song I recognized, but at the same time it was familiar. It seemed like a song I might have heard at a middle school dance (when I still went to things like that, before Dad up and offed himself and everyone at school stopped talking to me, because what do you say to a girl whose dad ups and offs himself?). Or maybe I heard it at the club where Mom works and blocked it out along with everything else in that place: the dingy carpet, the sticky walls that grab the dust of dead skin cells hovering in the fog-machined air.


I heard her. The entirety of Ms. Allen. The song inside her was adrenaline-spiked hip-hop; the lyrics mentioned, among other things, a misdemeanor and jail time for possession.


I was angry that she’d made me feel even weirder and less competent than I had already, angry that I was unable to grasp what came so easily to Romy Rivera. So, before I could stop myself, I blurted out the lyrics to the beat of her music.


I’ve never been much of a singer, and certainly I’m no rapper. I was as caught off guard as Ms. Allen when I couldn’t keep my fool mouth shut. The lyrics came like hornets, and I spoke them as though swatting the hornets away, wondering why she was telling me in the first place.


Ms. Allen came undone.


Well, first she turned to stone. Then she came all undone, her eyes darkening to black holes.


She wanted to know how I found out. Not even the principal or the school district knew she had faked her background check. She screamed at me, threatened me, and, finally, begged me to tell her how I knew. I told her I didn’t know. She didn’t believe me. I told her I hadn’t wanted to hear the song in the first place, but she refused to believe she was the one who’d made me listen to it.


She gave me an A in geometry but treated me like a mental case wrapped in a tripwire for the rest of the year.


I don’t blame her. She was scared and confused. I know it because I was afraid too. And messed up about it, because after that day, the music didn’t stop. I started hearing it everywhere, in anyone who touched me. I wasn’t sure what was harder, busting out another person’s innermost secrets in song or trying to maintain a no-touch zone around my body at all times. I started sitting farther toward the back of my classrooms, closest to the door. I wanted to be the last to arrive and the first one out. Survival meant keeping my distance.


I’d somehow merited entry to another realm of hearing, but it was making me crazy. As in, locked-up psych-ward crazy.


Then it occurred to me that if the music was the problem, maybe it could also be the solution.


I fished around the apartment for Dad’s old headphones and radio. The headphones clearly weren’t the best even when they were new, but I liked that they were big. They served as an effective shield even when the radio’s batteries were dead. With my ears covered, other people gave up talking to me. When I turned the volume up, the music canceled their mutters about me in the hallways at school. Best of all, I could control what I heard. With music playing in my ears around the clock, there wasn’t much room for my classmates’ startlingly revealing songs when they bumped into me in the cafeteria while waiting for nuggets and mashed potatoes, or for the songs of strangers when they copped a feel on a city bus.


Sometimes this whole music thing feels like a curse. But it’s funny; now that I’ve been living with it for a while, I’ve started to worry that it might disappear as unexpectedly as it arrived. The hornet sensation went away after I got used to the lyrics coming. Once that happened, I stopped feeling attacked and started to feel curious.


Turns out some people have pretty decent music.


I figure it’s no coincidence that all I have left of Dad is his old AM/FM radio. I think he meant for me to have it. One night, after he’d put back a few too many, he told me he had originally bought it for my grandma, who passed before I was born.


“She really got into pop and electronic music back in the early ’80s,” he said, a faraway admiration warming his drawn face. “She just wanted to dance.”


The radio exhumed a glimmer of the boy he used to be, holding him afloat for a while. He wasn’t sleeping around that time, and I had no notion he was thinking about ending his life.


Like a stupid kid, I told him he should have gotten an MP3 player so he could load Grandma’s favorite songs onto it. He shook his head, cradling the radio in his palm like it might contain a genie granting wishes.


“You got to tune in to the pulse of the moment. Give yourself over to whatever the radio might play. It’s a chance encounter, Shelby. That’s what she used to say.”


Dad’s radio still holds a memory of what was, the best of something that will never be again. It’s my lineage, the root of my father and my father’s mother before him. I always wonder what my life would have looked like if he were still around or if Grandma hadn’t died, if I had someone to count on. Mom barely speaks to me even though we live in the same apartment. When I hear other people’s music, I catch a glimpse of what it’s like to have a family, a place to belong, a reason, and a history.


All I have is music. Not a playlist of my own design, only the “chance encounters” Dad told me about.


I haven’t met anyone else who can do it, get an earful of everything that makes up a person just by touching them. It’s a one-sided conversation, a blind confessional, listening to a stranger who can’t hear me. And lonely.


A couple of months ago, I was busy counting the days until graduation. With high school behind me, I thought, I’d finally be free. But I spent so much time wishing away the homework assignments and homeroom roll calls that I forgot to figure out what I would do once it was over. Now here I am with graduation behind me, and I only have a couple more weeks to use the free bus pass they give kids who couldn’t get to class otherwise. I didn’t have any other options. Even if she’d wanted to drive me, Mom couldn’t have. She failed the written part of the test three times before deciding the DMV had it out for her and she wasn’t going to give it the privilege of making her feel bad.


I like the bus the same way I like an elevator. There’s space to breathe when I’m suspended in time, always leaving one place and heading to another.


The 8:23 a.m. westbound bus going under the freeway and into Laguna Beach is a long ride. Seven or eight full loops of the route should fill the time until Mom leaves for her night shift and I can have the apartment to myself. I head to the back row and dump my backpack on the seat next to me to block anyone from sitting there.


I put my headphones on and watch the morning traffic negotiate the fast lane. Drivers inch along, balancing coffee cups, answering cell phones, and painting lashes black. How do they put the whole thing together—the job, the car, the home they came from and will return to in the evening? Mom says I can’t stay at the apartment any longer. I guess I’d understand if it was because I freaked her out or something, but that’s not it. She just doesn’t want me around, plain and simple. You’re old enough to live on your own, she says. If being “old enough” was enough, I’d have a job. A place to live. A seat to fill, where someone calls my name and checks to see if I’m present, like school. The irony bites at me.


When I was little, I thought I’d enlist in the army like Daddy. We always had a decent place to live and food to eat. The problem was we moved a lot. Dad would get stationed across the country, or a county social worker would get wind of my bruises, the kind a kid gets when her parents are falling-down drunk or when one finds out the other is getting a little side action, and we’d pick up and leave.


I wish Dad were still around. He’d point me in the right direction.


The bus lumbers on through traffic, occasionally lurching to a stop. New passengers shuffle on: an immigrant mother pushing a baby stroller loaded with groceries, surrounded by two silent children not yet old enough for school and an older lady in a maid’s uniform who’s clutching a lunch box. The women are careful not to meet each other’s gaze, yet they both scowl at me.


Next on, a guy with a twelve-pack of beer in a grocery bag who looks me up and down with hopeful eyes. I hate that all I have to wear are Mom’s clothes. Between the silver tunic and the heels, too big and too high, my fellow passengers probably think I’m either hooking or on my way to dance at Mom’s club.


The manager at Mom’s club tells me no one will ever pay me as much as I could make dancing. This smells like a lie to me. It seems it’s Mom who pays to dance, maybe not in cold, hard cash but in something cold and hard. That will never be me.


I should have filled the back of that binder with what it means to be free.


I close my eyes, rolling the tuner on my radio back and forth, dusting the last few specks off a station that plays music without words by people with extraordinary names like Tchaikovsky and Haydn. Their music fills me with a savory kind of sadness, sometimes more than I can bear, like when I think about what happened to Dad. I once heard about saudade, a Portuguese word that means finding comfort in longing for someone or something that is gone. I always remember that word because to me it sounds like “so daddy.”


Tuning the radio, I search for chance encounters with my favorite songs. I don’t listen to people talking, talking, talking about stuff that happened to someone somewhere, the weather, or a war between two countries that ultimately want the same thing. I already know the story they’ll tell because I hear it in the music. Songs are all about those things, even when the lyrics aren’t. The rise and fall of the tempo and the melody tell all the talkers’ stories of troubles, triumphs, of people hurt or lost or reunited. There’s nothing the talkers can say that the music hasn’t already told me. Music is my only friend.


As the bus edges closer to the coast, I people-watch for a half-dozen stops. There is a change in the mood of the passengers as we get closer to the beach. The listless stares at the scuffed, black-matted floor become far-off glances out the window into the salted marine air. Conversations shift to plans for the weekend; excitement grows. There is buoyant hope for the possibility of fun.


I’m killing time. Tomorrow, more will die. Weekend plans would be nice, but I’m in the market for a life of my own. I wish someone would tell me what to do, because I’m stuck. All I have is music, and what am I supposed to do with that? I don’t play any instruments, and I’ve never been much of a singer.


I wouldn’t sing at all if I could help it.


The trouble is that everyone has a song, and if someone gets too close, if we connect, I can’t help but hear it roaring inside them. It’s like a shadow gasping for sunlight. I give the shadow a voice so it can breathe. The way I see it, my singing is mercy. Not pity, I don’t do pity. Mercy.


But most people don’t know their own song. That is, they don’t know it until I voice it back to them. Then, they can’t help but hear the truth of it. And what do they do? Shove it right back into darkness, and shove me down while they’re at it.


I’m learning to keep my mouth shut. But it isn’t easy.


After the incident with Ms. Allen at school, I made the mistake of telling Mom what had happened. She ratted me out to a social worker, who ratted her out to a psychiatrist, who gave me pills I didn’t want. The only thing worse than hearing music inside everyone who touches me is hearing music inside everyone while getting kicked around by side effects from meds. I was dizzy, and then drowsy, and then dizzy again. My eyes blurred and my heart raced. I got a rash around my belly button. I had weird periods.


“The drugs make me feel sick,” I told the doctor, and that was true. But the side effects weren’t what bothered me most. What bugged me was that agreeing to take them felt like agreeing with his judgment about me: that I was hopeless, a lost cause.


I’m not interested in giving up my hope.


A couple squeezes up the steps of the bus, hip crushed against hip in the narrow entrance. The only open seats are next to me. I turn my gaze away as they approach, their whispers toppling over one another as they exchange ideas for how best to spend a day by the water. I can almost feel the warmth of their regard for one another.


I steal a glance at them, wondering how they found each other—how anybody ever finds anybody—when I realize I’ve been holding my breath, longing for a connection of my own, a hand to hold mine that won’t let go.


I cross my arms and tuck my hands under my elbows. It won’t happen now, I guess.


I always hoped I might find someone and that we’d do what my parents couldn’t: love each other and no one else. Mom said it was only fair that she had some company when Dad was on tour of duty, but somehow it was always my fault when he got home and found out. When they were happy, they didn’t need much to be happy: a six-pack of Bud Light, South Park on the TV, their knuckles brushing when they reached for a can at the same time.


“You mind?” the woman asks, standing over me. I pull my backpack into my lap and she plops down, her thigh wedged tightly against mine. Through her bare leg, I can hear her, the song she holds inside, the rhythm of her selfish assumption: “If no one finds out, no one gets hurt.”


They’re cheaters, I can tell. Escapees from marriages no longer joined at the hip.


I press my headphones closer against my ears and turn up the volume to drown her out. I look out the window and stare at the asphalt scudding below. I need to keep moving forward. When I get some money, I’m moving away. Old enough to live on your own, Mom says.


I keep trying to edge my bare leg away from hers, but every bump in the road pushes her more fully against me. We’re jammed together at the shoulder, elbow, thigh, and knee. My radio and earphones can’t drown her out, even at full volume. All I hear is her desire, the wicked thrill of risk, the danger of being caught, and a gaping difference in their age I didn’t notice when I first looked at them. She’s carrying guilt, too, but even that is some kind of freakish turn-on for her. Whatever she’s doing with that man, she doesn’t care who she’s hurting.


I don’t want to know any of this about her.


The slow-moving bus feels stagnant. All this close contact is itchy, and it hurts. When I try to pull my legs closer to me, I get mad at myself. Why am I worried about the people attached to this couple—people who aren’t even here, people I’ll never meet? It’s because I get it. I have an idea how they will feel when they find out about these two. And they will find out. The truth is the only sure thing.


I keep my radio playing at full blast, but her lyrics seep through my skin, enter my blood, and catch in my throat. I have to spit them out. If I don’t, I might suffocate or something, I don’t know. Looking away, I cover my mouth with one hand and let it out, trying to keep my voice down as I do. The little kids flanking the stroller turn and stare at me.


I swear I’ve been good at keeping my singing under control lately, but this woman has me pinned, and I can’t get away.


The music in my headphones argues with the song oozing from her. I jumble her lyrics and have to start over, singing where I left off. My skin is hot, and I can’t move any farther away. The woman’s guilt dukes it out with her desire in the chorus and I trip up, stuttering. I don’t want to sing any of it, but slamming my lips shut tight only makes me choke, and I have to start over once again.


It crosses my mind to leap out the window into oncoming traffic, but the window doesn’t open that far.


I try to make sense of her music, to sing it correctly at least once through so I can finally get it out of me.


A sudden sting sears my scalp where a few caught strands of my hair are yanked from my head. My music rips away in one motion, pulling at me as it goes like a bandage left too long over a wound. I gasp and cover my ears where my father’s headphones should be.


The woman is holding my headphones and radio in her fist, strands of my hair poking out between her fingers. The older man with her leaps to his feet, yelling at me to shut up, flailing his arms like I’m an uncaged, rabid animal ready to bite.


I’m scared he might hit me or something, but I can’t take my eyes off my radio. I have to get it back. Now.


I lunge at the woman, grabbing for it. The man dives between us, pushing me away to protect her. I fall to the floor and my backpack thunks down next to me.


“Keep your hands off her,” he yells at me.


I get up quickly, ready to fight. I need my radio. I don’t want to touch her. I don’t want either of them to touch me. But she’s still got my radio in her grip.


“Thief!” I yell, scanning the faces of the other bus riders for help. “She stole my music!”


No one moves to help me. Lazy and unbothered, they do nothing. They just sit there looking at me like I’m as crazy as one of those drug-addled doomsday preachers standing on a street corner screaming about the end of days.


The driver pulls the bus to a stop, and everyone groans when he calls for police assistance.


“I got a mental chick on my bus,” I hear the bus driver say over his walkie-talkie. “Disturbing the peace. Probably under the influence.”













CHAPTER TWO





2010
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ZAC


A stout guy with a nearly indiscernible neck leans over the high counter to chat up Dr. Gibson’s receptionist. One thing about LA, every damn front desk girl could pass for a model. It’s a freak phenomenon I binged on when I first moved here.


Lots of girls offer “you-get-what-you-pay-for” hookups, fun and done. Good genes will get you so far, but as aphrodisiacs go, cash and publicity incite an inelegant madness. I get it, every conquest is a stepping stone. But there’s always another guy, richer and more famous than me. They say no one walks in LA. Truth is, no one settles in LA. I’m glad I figured that out fast and hooked up with Ashtynn Kingston.


The waiting room’s carved-wood door swings open, and the guy at the counter swirls his stocky body away from the receptionist. I glance up and am surprised to see Dr. Gibson stroll through carrying a cardboard tray with four coffee cups. He was Ash’s doctor when she OD’d. It was only eighteen months ago, but I barely remember him. I feel like I’m looking at a distant uncle or second cousin I met once at a family reunion.


It’s one thing to make me sweat it out in his waiting room, but showing up late? Who’s the rock star here, bud?


“Coffee boy this morning, eh, Roland?” the stocky guy teases him.


I begin to reach for my phone to text Berger about Gibson rolling in late, then freeze. My manager dumping me in the lap of some shrink who doesn’t give a crap looks a lot like step one in a not-so-covert plan to finish me.


Dr. Gibson grabs my frozen hand and shakes it. “Good morning, Mr. Wyatt. Nice to see you again. I look forward to working with you.”


I shake his hand and size him up, searching for sincerity behind his veneered smile.


Gibson turns and nods toward the stocky guy and the receptionist. “Zac Wyatt, I’d like to introduce you to Dr. Elliott Rachman and our assistant, Carly.”


That burly dude is Elliott Rachman? The so-called “counselebrity”? I’ve always wondered why Ash didn’t choose him as her therapist. Now I get why she picked Gibson instead. He’s a PR-friendly pretty boy.


“Take my word for it, Roland’s all about serving his flock,” Elliott says with a wink. “Be glad it’s only coffee. He might offer to wash your feet next.”


I appreciate Rachman taking a few jabs at the man who’s got my balls and my future at the mercy of his professional opinion.


“It’s an Americano,” Gibson says, handing me a coffee. Rachman grabs one of the other cups from the tray, takes a sip, and winces.


“That was Carly’s chai tea,” Gibson chides him, and points to a different cup. “This is your mocha.”


Rachman spits the tea back into the cup and hands it to Carly like that’s not a completely sketchy thing to do before grabbing the correct cup. He proceeds to add three packets of sugar and work the stir stick like he’s already had his share of caffeine.


Yeah, this guy would make Ash barf.


Gibson places his hand on my shoulder. “Will you join me in my office, Zac?”


Anxious to get on with it, I pop up from my seat and follow him down the hall.


Once inside Gibson’s office, I slide into a broad leather chair. He closes the door and takes his seat behind a heavy, polished desk, big enough to garage a vintage convertible.


I stroke the side of my chair and swivel to face the floor-to-ceiling abstract art installations behind him. Fuck, now I’m getting a little worried. Is he going to ask me what I see in them, like some lame Rorschach test? How do you pass one of those things?


Folding his hands in front of him, Gibson takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. Keeping them lightly shut, he starts to speak. To himself.


“I immediately release all thoughts belonging outside this room and allow any judgments I may have to drift away,” he murmurs. “I provide an open, safe environment for growth. I am ready to listen. I—”


“This is bullshit,” I say, shaking my head.


Gibson’s eyes open leisurely; he appears not the least disturbed by my interruption.


“Let’s get one thing straight right now,” I tell him. “I’m here because I have to put on an act for all my fans who’re afraid I might fall from grace. Ooh, drugs are bad.”


I need to chill. I’m getting ahead of myself.


Changing gear, I level with him: “I don’t have a drug problem. I can pretend to get past one for the public if you want to play that scene, but the truth is, I’m no fucking junkie.”


Gibson says nothing for a moment, then surprises me with a grin. “It must be easy for scouts to spot raw talent. Certain people fill the room with energy and light the average individual simply cannot muster. They just look for the person who is, for no one reason, larger than life.” He rises from his chair, walks around to the front of his desk, and leans against it, only inches from me. “We’re all observers of people, students of the human condition, aren’t we, Zac? We navigate the social arena and realize the truth of ourselves within the context of our interactions.”


“You of all people, a shrink, shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.”


Gibson lets out a big, hearty laugh. I’m glad one of us thinks this is a good old party.


“Nearly everyone who walks through my door issues the ‘Non-Junkie Declaration,’ Zac.” He is quiet for a moment, then adds, “More than 4.6 million people in America meet the criteria for needing treatment but don’t recognize they have a problem.”


I shift in my seat, contemplating whether to walk out. I’m not a junkie. It was nothing, just one fucking time. I still have bad dreams about the hospital, the night Ashtynn went into the ER. Gibson was there, he ought to understand that I get it. I get what can happen.


What if I walk out, tell this fucker I don’t need him, that I don’t belong in rehab? Everyone forgives Stanford for his substance use. Getting wasted is part of his guitarist persona, his goddamn brand. But for Zac Wyatt? No forgiveness, no way. I’ve got to play along until this whole miserable episode blows over.


You want to play, Doc?


I turn it on, gazing at Gibson with what Amp’d Teen mag once called “silvery turquoise eyes crackling with life and lust and liquid hope,” a far cry from the lifeless stare of some spiraling heroin addict.


“All my rehab patients are required to submit to a physical and blood test; your evaluations are scheduled for this afternoon. It’s standard protocol,” he adds quickly when I shift in my chair. “Look, Zac, your skin tone, eye clarity, and healthy, muscular build support your assertion. But more importantly, I’m here to listen. You tell me what’s true and what isn’t. Let’s begin our partnership with a shared goal of trust. Are you with me?” He thrusts a hand toward me.


I don’t have much choice.


“Right on.”


I grip his outstretched hand in a loose cycle of gang-inspired handshakes. The old guy manages to keep up. His fingers are as smooth as Ash’s.


Sliding into the matching leather seat next to me, Gibson doesn’t waste any time. “Why don’t you tell me how you landed here, then? What series of events led to an entertainment attorney asking me to help rehabilitate you from drug use?” He cocks his head. “Should be an interesting story.”


It isn’t. My management prepared an official statement in rebuttal of the photo leak. I’m supposed to recount it verbatim. But I guess I should give him the unscripted version.


“There isn’t much to tell. Me and Stanford—”


“Stanford?”


Seriously? This guy hasn’t done any homework on me? “Stanford Lysandre, Grounder’s lead guitarist. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”


“Of course. I only ask for clarification and invite you to do the same, Zac.”


“Right. We were hanging with a group of girls, some fans of the band, you know, just kicking it at our producer’s place while he was in Munich, when Stan and one of the girls decided to do up.”


“Do up? You mean, inject diacetylmorphine intravenously?”


“Yes.” I hate having to talk about this. “Dude, c’mon.”


Better this than court, though.


He motions for me to continue.


“They were all into it, and I decided What the hell. If I was worried about anything, it was about getting sick or shitting my pants.”


That would have been worlds better than the mess I’m in now with my management, my label, and my fan base. I don’t even want to speculate what my band might do about it.


“And now how do you feel?”


“I’m pissed off. You’ve probably seen the photos one of the girls sold to the highest bidders. They’re on every website, in every magazine. I wish I could remember her name so I could at least call her out for being a fucking sniper.”


“So from your perspective, this is her fault?”


“Yeah!”


He doesn’t say a word in response.


“Well, not entirely,” I backpedal. “I just fell under a negative influence,” I assure him, recalling the lingo of mandatory high school drug awareness programs. Exactly who that “negative influence” might be shouldn’t require any stretch of Gibson’s imagination. Stanford is a notorious addict.


We’re both quiet. Gibson can wait for me to ’fess up. I need to take some control here.


“You a music fan?” I ask.


“Yes, of course,” he says. “I’m a big fan of Ray LaMontagne. He’s from my hometown. I also dig Van Morrison and Jeff Buckley.” He demonstrates his affinity for acoustic rock with an air guitar impression.


Fuck, there ought to be a law against air guitar.


“I have a recording of LaMontagne at Bonnaroo.”


I nod. “He’s not bad for an old man. What’d you listen to when you were my age?”


“Rock guitar, alternative.” He grins. “When I was in med school, I saw the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Pearl Jam, and Soundgarden at Lollapalooza.”


No way the man’s been to ’Palooza without getting wrecked. What a hypocrite.


“Let’s make the most of our time together.” Gibson takes the reins again. “Is this something you do, Zac? Hang out with fans and get high? Are you and Stanford good friends?”


“I have a girlfriend, you know that.” I’m too defensive. “I smoke a bit of weed, but I told you, I’m no junkie. That shit is death.” I let out a bitter cough under my breath. “Well, except for when it comes to Stan. Smack’s given him the goddamn gift for music. If Keith Richards and Jimi Hendrix had a son, it would be Stanford Lysandre.”


“He writes all of Grounder’s music, correct?”


I nod and look down at my Americano, watching my fingers interlace around the cup.


“Your band is tremendously successful.” His gaze feels hot, uncomfortable.


I look away from him, over at the art panels. “We sell a fuckload of music, amazing songs,” I assure him, but my voice seems to lose color as I say it. I square my shoulders to him. I’m only going to explain this once. “You know how there are songs that, for whatever reason, become part of your life? Songs that commiserate with your soul, your psyche,” I add, nodding at my use of the word within a therapeutic context, “in a way that is unforgettable?”


“Yes.” Gibson nods eagerly. “What is it about those phenomenal songs that continue to speak to us decade after decade, or even century after century?”


“Right.” I nod. “That’s what I want to create.”


He doesn’t get it.


“I want to write a song, a poem, really, set to music, that tells it all. The whole train wreck of what’s going on in your heart, your mind, your pants.” I smile wickedly at this last point. “The kind of song that makes a listener glad it was written, because it gives expression to an emotion or moment that had no expression until that song was made.”


Roland’s gaze is warm and admiring. He leans forward to hear more.


Glad I finally caught your interest, Doc, before I drop the bomb.


“I don’t know how Stanford does it, how he creates words and a melody from absolutely nothing. And I mean nothing. The guy is high, unconscious, or hurling for the better part of the day. And for no reason I can figure out, he is about the best fucking guitarist alive.” The volume of my voice increases to accommodate the anger pooling in my chest. “The needle should have killed him fifty times over by now. It’s a fucking crime against nature.”


I steady the heel that’s tapping triple meter into the hardwood.


“Now, as you say, ‘that shit is death.’ If Stanford’s heroin use is so offensive to you, Zac, can you tell me how you wound up using that particular narcotic?”


I rise from the chair and walk to the wall of paintings, fixing my back to him. Coaxing a patient to spill his story requires a bit of foreplay. I don’t want him to mistake our little exchange today for easy access to the main event.


After allowing two hulking minutes of silence to tick by, Gibson ends our standoff.


“Zac, may I ask whether your parents have heard the media reports? Have you been in contact?”


“Of course. My parents mainline info about Grounder.” I hope the irony of my word choice doesn’t escape him. “They want to come down this weekend and be photographed spending time together with Ashtynn. Berger, my manager, he’s all over it. Family values and all that.” I pivot, avoiding Gibson’s gaze. “We have a pretty young audience. I’m supposed to be some role model, you know. Same goes for Ashtynn.”


He nods. Ash’s musical career depends on the ruthless maintenance of a wholesome persona, but the media circus surrounding my recovery is unlikely to cut her slack. She’s not even twenty, but her highly publicized former addictions still cast a long shadow.


“Coming down from where?”


“Portland, Oregon. My hometown.”


“I love Portland. You grew up there? When did you leave?”


“P-Town’s all right. My parents still live in the same house where I grew up.” I give him the Wikipedia version of my life story and return to my seat, resting one foot on the opposite knee. “I had a scholarship to Reed College for music but dropped out after Grounder got signed.”


“I didn’t know Grounder was from Portland.”


“No, definitely an LA joint. I took off to Santa Monica one summer, met my band, and shit skyrocketed.”


The phrase “overnight success” is the lie used to cover a darker reality. Talented musicians are pounding the pavement at this exact moment, begging to catch a break.


“You earned a music scholarship, that’s impressive.” Gibson’s eyes narrow slightly. “And you don’t write songs for your band?”


“I’ve tried,” I say, too fast.


“I like how you described it, ‘a poem set to music.’”


“Yeah?” My heel starts again. I’ve got to pull my shit together. “You write any poetry, Gibson?”


“I wrote a poem for my girlfriend at Dartmouth, back in medical school. I suppose it wasn’t half bad; she became my wife.”


“I try every damn day.” I can’t stand it anymore. “I want to write more than I want anything. But no matter what I do, I got nothing on Stanford. You could ask him to write a song about piss-soaked mattresses and kids would download it.” An edge returns to my tone. “Listen, I’m not selling myself short here. Show me any instrument and I can play it. I can perform just about any arrangement.”


I just can’t write a song.


Fine, I’ll admit it: “I thought heroin might give me a piece of whatever it’s doing for Stan.”


Dr. Gibson’s eyes meet mine, and I’m sure he’s about to lecture me on the dangers of recreational drug use. I keep talking, unwilling to give him the satisfaction.


“I wanted a shot at writing one damn song that is intrinsically me. Not Grounder, me. My voice, my style. I need to break through, uncover my own music.” I slump back in my chair. I’m sick of depending on Stanford, or Grounder for that matter, for my career. What am I to the band but a set of pipes and a photogenic face? Fuck, I’m a dime a dozen. Replaceable.


Gibson leans toward me. “Let’s focus specifically on what you would like to achieve.”


“I want to write hit songs.” The old man must be hard of hearing.


“Terrific.”


Who uses the word “terrific”?


“Let’s establish our goals for therapy. I’ll leave it up to your record label to locate the appropriate music teacher for the practical aspects of songwriting.”


“I don’t need a damn music teacher. Christ, at this point, I could teach a songwriting class. I want to find my fucking voice, get it?” I stare Gibson down.


After a long beat, he says, “The only person who can reach into the pool of Zac Wyatt and fish out a masterpiece is you. But to do so, you must trust your authentic self. Acknowledge the raw passion inherent to you. I can help you with that.”


I’ve got raw passion for days. But can my “authentic self” be trusted to write a hit?


“I promise to help you map out the small and large changes necessary to reach your goal, Zac.”


I’ll bet he says that to everybody. Whatever hope I had a nanosecond ago deflates.


“I need help with more than one song. We have to strategize an entire album.” My voice rasps to a whisper. “We’re touring Asia this fall, and I want my music to steal the goddamn show. If I have to commit to—what, six weeks of drug rehab with you? Let’s make decent use of it. I’m not chasing any dragon, so I don’t want to waste my time slaying what isn’t there.”


“Let’s put aside the larger goal of an album for today and begin with the first step,” Gibson says. “I’ll need you to complete the physical evaluation this afternoon and submit to daily tests for narcotics use.”


“Fine.” I shrug. He’s got his agenda; I’m on my own.


I get up to leave before he gets a chance to say “our time is up” or whatever.


“No one can predict what might become a hit,” he says as I move toward the door. “If we could, only best-selling books would be written. Movie studios would only release blockbusters and never suffer the financial burden of a flop. No worthy venture is safe from the risk of failure.”


I pause where I’m standing and debate whether to attempt to convince him that failure is not an option.


“You talk about songs that speak to the listener’s soul and define the listener’s own experience,” he says thoughtfully. “If that is the destination, perhaps it’s also the birthplace.”


I hate to admit it, but he’s talking sense. Some of that hope trickles back in. “So where do we—I—begin?” I ask, trying not to sound too eager.


“Let’s put success in the corner as an assumed result.” Gibson waves success aside.


I miss it already.


“In our therapy together in the coming weeks, we’ll have the opportunity to explore ‘who is Zac Wyatt.’” He makes air quotations, as though I am a hypothetical product. “We’ll translate what you learn into something meaningful to share with your established fans and attract new listeners.”


I have to admit, I like the part about exploring who I am. I nod. “Deal. You’ve got six weeks.”













CHAPTER THREE
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SHELBY


I know well enough not to resist arrest. If I can get everyone to chill for a minute, I can make it clear I’m not high or anything. Maybe they’ll let me go on a warning. Just give me my music and let’s go our separate ways.


“I’m placing you under a section 5150,” the cop tells me, “which is known as an involuntary hold, intended to protect the safety of people suffering from a mental disorder.”


I know what a 5150 is. It means I could be hospitalized against my will.


“Those people, they robbed me, you know.” I have to defend myself, but I’m talking too fast. I need to show I’m in control if I don’t want to get put in a psych ward.


“I’m not the criminal here,” I add, louder this time, but he doesn’t respond. He won’t even look me in the eye. I’m getting nervous.


“And they are cheaters, I can tell,” I add, trying to reason with him.


Without warning, he grabs me and yanks me toward a squad car lit up like Christmas. “We’re taking you to St. Cecilia, a police-designated psychiatric facility,” he says, holding my arms too tightly.


I may be a lot smaller than him, but I’m no mental case, and I’m not going anywhere without Dad’s radio. I buck, trying to drag all 200-plus pounds of him back toward the bus. A hold? No. I’m not getting locked up.


When the cop’s song starts pouring into me through his touch, I bite the inside of my mouth. No way I’m going to let myself start singing again.


His partner is interviewing the couple. When I see them hand over my radio and headphones I double down, digging in my heels and trying with all I have to pull the cop back toward my music.


I can’t move him an inch. He hauls me to the squad car so abruptly that I lose a shoe. I hobble beside him, hoisted by his momentum, still watching the cop who’s holding my music. One foot is raised in the remaining stiletto, the other grazes rough concrete as we barrel toward the car. I’m off-kilter, without harmony. His duty belt cuts into my hip.


Mom is going to kill me when she finds out I lost one of her shoes. But that’s the least of my concerns right now. That radio is all I have left of my father. I need my music.


“Please,” I beg the officer as his handcuffs dig into my wrists, “I need my radio.”


Again, he doesn’t reply. Again, he doesn’t even look at me. My whole life is in that radio, and this cop isn’t freaking listening.


As he ducks me into the squad car, I kick at him with my bare foot. “Please,” I beg. I need to get his attention, make him listen.


He sighs and shackles my ankles in leg restraints as casually as twining a roast chicken. The car door claps shut.


I can’t give up.


The other cop slides into the front passenger seat with Dad’s radio and headphones in hand. I beg him to let me have them, but he ignores me too. With my hands secured behind my back, I can’t wipe away my tears.


Finally, I accept the futility of my pleas and quiet down. Nothing good has ever come from a visit to St. Cecilia, but if that’s where my music’s headed, so am I.


I’m absolutely starving, and worse, some nurse just drew a bunch of my blood. Hard-boiled rock, whitewashed down to an easy-listening instrumental track, seeps from a small, perforated speaker in the exam room’s ceiling. The black vinyl chair is cold under my thighs.


“Shelby Alicia Rey, age eighteen. Here’s her ID,” the arresting officer tells a woman in a white lab coat. The cop’s meaty grip stifles my arms above the handcuffs. “Disturbing the peace. Probably under the influence. Have a look at her, she’s been 5150’d.”


“Miss Rey, I’m Jaclyn Spenser, a Licensed Clinical Social Worker,” Ms. White-Coat says to me before instructing the cop to remove my handcuffs. “I’m hoping we can sort this out together.” She sits in the rolling chair across from me and hands me a plain white bagel in a paper bag. It’ll give me a stomachache later, but I guess if I’m going to be sick anywhere, it might as well be at a hospital.


A speed-read of my toxicology report tells her what I already know: I’m officially “clean.” Why does everyone assume I’m some junkie?


I guess I know the answer to that.


She didn’t have to tell me she’s a social worker. Her use of warm-syrup-speak gives her away. Is that a class they teach at Shrink School?


“I want to help you,” she says, the syrup getting even warmer. “May I call you Shelby?”


I nod but say nothing. Without my headphones, I’m exposed. If this white-coat suspects I can hear stuff she doesn’t, she’ll get scared, just like the rest.


I watch Social Worker Jaclyn take the inch of addressing me by my first name to the mile of running her eyes up and down my bare limbs.


“What are you looking at?” I pull my knees up to my chest.


Her eyes meet mine, and she actually seems surprised I would ask. Then, inexplicably, she smiles at me, like she’s done figuring me out. But she doesn’t say anything.


Typically, social workers are big talkers—lots of info, explanation of state regulations, implied threats if I don’t “cooperate,” white noise. Not this one.


I unwrap my legs and lower my feet to the floor. Jaclyn and I stare at one another, the silence between us stifling the tight space of the exam room. Is she waiting for me to say something? She’d better not hold her breath.


Leaning back in her chair, Jaclyn flips through a creased folder clasping an unflattering compendium of my on-again/off-again relationship with St. Cecilia: treatment for abuse, neglect, and an undiagnosed chronic illness. I play with a lock of my hair, embarrassed. Jaclyn can’t change the past, and I don’t want her to think I’m not doing the best with what I’ve been handed. If I could fix things, I would.


Before I can figure out her deal, she leans forward, takes my hand gently, and encloses it in hers. It’s so warm—I mean, really warm—and alive. Like a blanket thrown over a skittish rabbit, it muffles and slows the tight drumming of my bouncing pulse. For an instant, I don’t even hear any music, neither the stuff coming through the speaker overhead nor the music in her touch.


I blink and realize I’m idiotically wide-eyed. I pull my gaze away from our joined hands and pretend to be interested in the exam room’s decor: a laminated poster featuring a cross section of the digestive system, a framed list of ten tips for methadone safety, and a body mass index obesity chart. Once I’ve given everything else in the room as much attention as I hope would seem natural, I turn casually back to Jaclyn and size her up, testing her by tightening my fingers.


She surprises me with a little squeeze in return. It reminds me of Dad, only softer. Was he the last person to hold my hand?


I tentatively turn our combined grasp over and explore the tangle of our fingers, the dry smoothness of Jaclyn’s grip. Her nails are neat and painted a soft pink. I can feel her faint pulse within her, a rhythm evoking early Bob Dylan, possibly Leonard Cohen, with a nod to Nick Cave. A rebellious streak runs through her, but it’s only as fierce as a coffee house folk singer.


I look up into her face, searching her eyes. They’re pale blue, the same color as her blouse, a ruffled number with pearl buttons. She’s the kind of person Mom would cuss out if Jaclyn dared glance at her sideways, on the chance Jaclyn thought she was better than her. “What’s made your brown eyes blue?” I ask her, riffing on an old song I bet she knows.


Her lips curl in a slight grin. But before she can respond, the arresting officers show back up.


I can’t help but notice that neither one has Dad’s radio.


“What’s the story?” Jaclyn asks them, removing her hand from mine. “Officer Rodriguez?”


I snatch my hand away like I’ve just brushed up against the orange coils of a hot plate. I didn’t even ask her to hold my hand in the first place.


“She was on the number nine bus, harassing passengers,” the one that took my music from the couple replies. “The driver called in for support.”


“I’m getting better, I can feel it,” I blurt out. “I need my radio. Can I get it back now?”


Rodriguez leans forward to Jaclyn, lowering his voice to a gossip tone. “Get this, she was singing. At the top of her lungs, you understand, all manner of cheatin’ songs.”


I steal a peek at Jaclyn and find her watching me. I shrug, lowering my gaze to the laminate floor. “I like to sing, I guess.” If she locks me up, I may never see my radio again.


“Turns out there was a couple on the bus having an affair,” Rodriguez continues. “The woman tried to take her headphones, and this one went off the deep end.”


I knew they were cheaters. “I’ll just take my radio,” I butt in, “and—”


“When O’Neill cuffed Miss Karaoke Mental Case here,” Rodriguez rambles on, “the guy was like, ‘Hey, you’re not going to tell my wife about this, are you?’ Anyway, the couple doesn’t want to press charges. If they go to court, the wife will find out about the girlfriend.”


“So you have an admission of attempted robbery, yet this young woman is the one facing arrest?” Jaclyn asks. When neither officer responds, her hand finds her hip. “Barry?”


First the handholding, and now she’s taking my side?


“Hey, we got a call about a mentally disturbed person acting crazy on a bus,” Rodriguez points out.


O’Neill nods, scratching at his shining forehead. “Just because they’re sick doesn’t make ’em innocent, Spenser.”


“Where is her radio now?” Jaclyn asks.


I jolt up in the vinyl chair and dare to put my hand on Jaclyn’s. “I need it. Please.” I won’t cry. I won’t.


“I have her radio and headphones in the squad car,” Rodriguez says. “Gotta hold them at the station till she’s booked or cleared.”


Which station? Booked? I rock forward in my chair and then catch like the long hand of a clock in sorry need of new batteries, trying to tick forward but stuck frozen in time.


“I’ll determine whether she’s a danger to herself or others.” Jaclyn sighs. “Thank you, gentlemen.” She waves them out of the room.


I’m not letting them leave with my father’s radio. I jump up from the chair and push past Jaclyn to chase after them. The second I enter the hallway, I come to a sudden stop as a nurse seizes my arm and swiftly ushers me back into the examination room, closing the door behind us.


“Shelby, this is Nurse Hanley,” Jaclyn says as I’m lowered into my seat. “We have a few questions for you.”


Hanley can’t be much older than me, but she probably has a diploma hanging on a wall somewhere. That kind of paper is as good as money.


“Please know that I’m here to assist the doctors in determining how best we can help you. Do you understand?” Hanley’s syrup voice is of the fake, artificially flavored variety.


Jaclyn doesn’t wait for me to answer Hanley’s question before asking her own. “Shelby, do you know what day it is?”


“Yes,” I snap, irritated that she’s treating me like I might be so far gone I wouldn’t know something basic like the date. I ignore them, memorizing the names Rodriguez and O’Neill so I can track down my radio.


Jaclyn clears her throat. “Can you tell me your home address?”


This one is dicey. I practically live on public transit. No point in staying back at the apartment with Mom and whatever handsy flavor of the week she’s brought home. But I know she just wants an address, and if I don’t give her one it could mean a trip to the big house, or the halfway house, or any house that is even less a home than I’ve got now. I feel the beginning of the bagel’s assault against my insides but push on.


“Right in front of you.” I point to the top of a page sifting loose from my file.


Jaclyn nods and says, “I’m willing to wager that you know something the police don’t.” She meets my gaze and holds it. “What really happened on the bus today, Shelby?”


I can’t tell Jaclyn the truth. If I say what’s really on my mind to some white-coat, what next? Tell my whole life story? Where’s that ever landed me? Enforced counseling and meds I refuse to take, that’s where. But she’s right. Rodriguez forgot the important part.


“All I did was tell the truth. So what if I was singing? They hijacked my music.” I pantomime my headphones getting ripped right off my ears.


“Do you know these people?” Jaclyn asks.


Of course not. “I have ears.”


“You seem very perceptive, Shelby. Do you often hear or see things that other people can’t?”


No way, I won’t be roped into saying something crazy. And I’ll never tell her the radio was my dad’s. I know better than to bring up daddy issues with a white-coat. But Jaclyn did hold my hand, and considering how she handled those cops, she might be able to get my music back. I’ll play along just enough.


“I once read some book about Chinese monks living in an ancient monastery on a hillside who spent years just listening.” I’m trying to feel her out, to see if she’ll get what I mean. “People called them enlightened when they talked about the stuff they heard: junk of no consequence whatsoever, like the sound of an insect ‘alighting on a leaf.’”


“With such advanced listening skills”—Jaclyn strokes the length of her pen thoughtfully—“perhaps your headphones are a hindrance?”


“I need my headphones,” I admit, closing my eyes so I won’t have to meet hers, “to drown out my own pounding downbeat, the whole craptastic melody.”


When Jaclyn says nothing in reply I look up, searching her face.


“I wish there was a way to get it all out of me. Make everyone listen and understand.”


Jaclyn nods. “I see.” But I can tell she doesn’t.


With my headphones on I can keep my fool mouth shut, that’s what I should have said. I used to figure everyone could hear their own song inside, like me. I know better now, but I keep hoping I’ll meet someone who can.


Jaclyn busies herself writing today’s insights into my file. “Shelby, your special ability to hear has caused you painful outbursts in the past, hasn’t it?” she asks gently. “A short stay in hospital might help quiet the noises you hear.”


“Just let me go home.” We’ve wasted enough time here. I’m going to find the cops who have my radio. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”


I start to rise from my chair; Hanley squeezes my upper arm, the tinny pulse of factory-generated pop music sweating through her palm.


The door opens without a knock. “Hello, I’m Dr. Lopez.”


Great, another white-coat. Lopez looks tired and bored. Hospitals have that effect on people.


Jaclyn offers up her chair, and Lopez sits his butt in it without any thanks. “Miss Rey, I’m going to start you on an antidepressant. Forty milligrams daily, with or without food.” He rubs his bloodshot eyes and scribbles the prescription. “Ms. Spenser will reassess your progress in six weeks. Do you have any questions?”


Jaclyn’s making no effort whatsoever to get my headphones back, and now she’s handing me over to some pill-happy tool who doesn’t even know me?


“Those people,” I tell him, setting the record straight, “tried to rob me. The police know it. Tell him, Jaclyn. Please.”


“Dr. Lopez,” Jaclyn says without taking her eyes off me, “the patient has demonstrated symptoms of delusion. Don’t you think it might be in her, and the community’s, best interest to authorize an involuntary seventy-two-hour hold in hospital?”


I can’t trust this woman. She’s got me all wrong. Sure, I can hear music. Isn’t it crazier that she can’t?


“Fine, let’s add a low dose of quetiapine.” He pens the second prescription. “It’ll help with anxiety and delusional episodes. Three hundred milligrams orally, once daily.”


I can’t trust either one of them. I’m not taking any pills. I won’t. And just see what happens if they try to lock me up.


“Dr. Lopez, we aren’t finished here,” Jaclyn complains, jutting my open file under his nose. “I still have questions, and there are tests—”


“Look, I’ve been here for over ten hours treating what I consider real emergencies: suicide attempts, aggravated assault, self-inflicted injuries,” Lopez says, returning his pen to a pocket over his heart. “Don’t try to tell me how to do my job. If the patient remains on medication, this hospital won’t lose another bed.”


“If you let her go, she’ll wind up right back here.”


St. Cecilia is the last place I want to be. I’m hot, and the backs of my legs are sticking to the vinyl chair. I wish I could evaporate as fast as helium and float away unnoticed.


“Ensure she understands the importance of daily self-administration,” Lopez says, his voice louder and weighted.
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