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“For my part, I know nothing with any
certainty, but the sight of the stars makes me dream.”

— Vincent Van Gogh


 


 


 


ACT ONE


 


 


 


Scene
One

 


 


Spotlight to darkness,

Burned by the flame.

Life holds the compass,

Isn’t that a shame?

 


 


The door to Charlotte Kenner’s dressing room
stood open. In the backstage corridors of the Key Arena in Seattle,
Washington, the crew of her sold-out North American tour rushed
around, completing last-minute tasks with the efficiency of a
military operation. The dressing room rumbled from the distant
cheers of the crowd. The atmosphere felt charged with
anticipation.

Charlotte sat in front of a vanity while her
hairstylist put the final touches on her classic chignon and her
makeup personnel completed her dramatic stage look. Draped in a
satin evening gown, the first of three costume changes for
tonight’s show, she closed her eyes and tried to tune out the
commotion around her.

Every night, she gave the audience her all,
but after months on the road, it was hard not to fall into the trap
of merely going through the motions. Each day was the same, only
the location changed. Traveling in a motorcade of SUVs, tour buses,
and equipment trucks, or by air. Checking into her hotel at
whatever time she happened to arrive in town. Her three-person
escort to the venue, sound check, interviews, meet and greets.
Dinner alone in catering or in her dressing room. Hair, makeup,
wardrobe fittings, the show itself. The well orchestrated plan to
get her from the stage to the car, to the hotel…wash, rinse,
repeat.

To cope, Charlotte detached herself from her
surroundings and retreated into an imaginary world where she had
more control over her life. It offered only temporary respite until
she was ripped away again and lined up at side stage to emerge
before an audience, smiling, singing…empty.

“Charlotte?”

A knock at the door prompted her to open her
eyes. Using the vanity mirror, she identified her visitor as
Seattle native and world-renowned film director Matthew Selman.

Despite a busy film production schedule,
Matthew honored a deep, personal love of music by offering his
directorial talents to singer-songwriters and bands he admired.
Charlotte had been flattered when he agreed to direct the video for
her latest single earlier in the year. She also collaborated with
him casually on a documentary he directed about Clever Check, a
legendary rock band spawned from the Seattle music movement of the
early 1990s, nicknamed the grunge era. It was called Clever
Check: Two Decades, or CC2D for short.

Though Matthew wore wire-rimmed glasses, a
distinguished wool sweater, and khaki pants like one might see on a
country club patron, he was a rock star at heart. A huge supporter
of the Seattle music scene, he had a free spirit and an enthusiasm
for life of someone half his age.

At Charlotte’s request, her hair and makeup
personnel left the room, leaving her alone with her guest. She
stood and received Matthew with a welcoming smile. “I’m so glad you
could make it. Is Anna here, too?”

“Yep. She’s at our seats with her sister.”
Matthew gave her a hug. “Thanks for the tickets. We’ve been looking
forward to tonight.”

Her smile broadened. “Anytime.”

A crewmember appeared in the doorway.
“Charlotte, Jonathan says eleven minutes.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Charlotte turned back to
Matthew. “So, what’s new with you?”

“Not much and everything—all at the same
time.” He chuckled. “I’ve signed on to direct a new film for
Paramount. Preproduction will start once I finish the Clever Check
doc. Thanks for all your input on the third flashback scene, by the
way. You’re right. It works much better spliced between clips from
their recent Wembley performance and Glastonbury than it does after
the ’92 MTV interview.”

“You’re welcome.” Charlotte reclaimed her
seat at the vanity but remained facing him. “I can’t believe you’re
still working on that documentary. I figured you would’ve completed
it ages ago.”

Matthew sighed. “Me, too.”

Charlotte eyed him curiously. “What’s
wrong?”

“I’ve had great cooperation from the band so
far, but now comes the hard part—filming Ethan’s hometown segment
in Montana.”

“I don’t understand. I thought the entire
band was on board with the project.”

“They are.” Matthew gave a disconcerting
pause. “In the beginning, though, Ethan voted against it.”

“Is that why you left his part until now? The
other guys wrapped their hometown segments several months ago,
right?”

Matthew nodded. “To justify the delay with
the production company, I used the excuse that Ethan is a tough guy
to nail down. But the truth is I’ve been trying to strategize the
best way to approach his interview, and it took me longer than I
thought it would to come up with a solution.”

“What’s the solution?”

“You.”

Charlotte’s eyes widened. “Me?”

Matthew paced the room. “Ethan is a much more
enigmatic character than the other band members. Twenty years as
the bassist in Clever Check, living under a public microscope, and
he’s still shrouded in mystery. I think you’d be a big help in
getting him to open up the way I need him to in order to make his
hometown segment a success.”

Charlotte frowned. “Ethan has known you for
over two decades. I’ve never even met him. There’s no way he’d feel
more comfortable opening up to a stranger. Plus, you’re the
seasoned filmmaker, not me.”

“Eight minutes, Char,” a crewmember called as
he walked past her dressing room.

Charlotte only vaguely heard him. She was
more focused on learning more about Matthew’s proposal—as absurd as
it all was.

Matthew took a seat on the couch next to the
gift baskets she hadn’t opened and the dish of peppermint candies
her manager always insisted she had on her rider, which she never
ate.

“I’m a big-picture kind of guy when it comes
to documentaries. I tackle large topics with lots of history and
present them in an interesting and accessible way to casual
viewers. Minutia, however, is not my strong suit.”

Matthew removed his glasses and rubbed his
eyes, his expression radiating exhaustion and defeat. “I’ve been
patrolling the discussions on Clever Check’s official online forum
to get an idea of what fans are most excited about regarding this
documentary. Above all else, they’re salivating for an in-depth
look into who Ethan really is. To put it plainly, they worship the
hell out of him and are relying on me to deliver answers to their
long-standing questions about him, which means his hometown segment
could make or break the whole documentary. If done right, it’ll be
a great opportunity to raise the veil and show the world he’s
actually a really great guy, just reserved.”

Matthew slid his glasses back on and settled
in his seat, draping his arm across the back of the couch. “The
problem is I’m nervous about my ability to connect with Ethan and
present a side of him the fans have never seen before. That’s where
you come in. I need your help in chipping away at him. You may not
be a filmmaker, but you have a director’s eye. Your suggestions for
the documentary so far and your creative input into the music video
I shot with you prove that.”

“But what can I bring that you can’t?”

“Six minutes, Char!” the tour coordinator
shouted as he jogged past the open door.

“I haven’t known you for very long,” Matthew
replied. “But long enough to recognize you and Ethan are similar in
a lot of ways—your ambition, your artistic process, even many of
your core values. He’s also mentioned previously that he’s a fan of
your music. Maybe it sounds like a long shot, and I’m sure your
manager will give you a hard time about it, but I’m convinced
you’re the best person for the job. I already pitched the idea to
Ethan and he okayed it—”

“Would it work, though, schedule-wise? I
mean, I still have several weeks left on my tour. Then I’ll be
focusing all of my time and energy on completing my next album.”
Charlotte couldn’t believe she was even entertaining the idea. It
made no sense whatsoever. Most perplexing was why Ethan would ever
agree to her involvement. Her contributions to the documentary thus
far had been offering suggestions on sequencing as well as
establishing casual camaraderie with the rest of Clever Check,
nothing as weighty as conducting a highly anticipated interview
with the most elusive member of the band.

Matthew shrugged. “You mentioned before you
have a free weekend leading up to your final show. You could go to
Montana then, if you can’t go after your tour. I’ll make all the
arrangements. You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

“And what happens if I meet up with Ethan and
can’t deliver what you need?”

“Then I’ll use a different approach. The way
I figure it is even if it doesn’t work out, it won’t be a total
waste of your time, given…well, what you told me the last time I
saw you.” The concern in Matthew’s eyes belied the subtlety of his
statement.

Charlotte looked away. Suddenly, the noise
from the expectant crowd seemed amplified. There was no reprieve
from it.

Another crewmember poked his head into the
dressing room. “Four minutes, Miss Kenner.”

Charlotte nodded. The man left, replaced by
the security personnel who would escort her to the stage.

“I apologize for springing this on you right
before your show.” Matthew stood. “I don’t expect an answer
immediately. All I ask is that you think about it.”

Charlotte followed him to the door,
withholding the additional questions she had about his offer in
favor of concentrating on the evening’s performance, as the
audience deserved. “I hope you and your wife and sister-in-law
enjoy the show.”

“I have no doubt we will.” With a wink,
Matthew disappeared down the corridor.

A sound technician arrived with Charlotte’s
microphone pack and in-ear monitor, and then she was swarmed by the
familiar circle of tour personnel who strived to make sure every
show progressed smoothly.

Even with the excited crowd beckoning her to
the stage, Charlotte’s enthusiasm remained depleted. Having similar
values and artistic processes as Ethan didn’t justify why Matthew
would take a gamble and send her to Montana instead of going
himself. However, the possibility of stepping off the treadmill and
experiencing something fresh this far into her tour was enough to
persuade her to give his offer serious consideration.


 


 


 


Scene
Two

 


Hands tied,

Moon fading bright.

Oh, baby,

Won’t you please save me?

This time, I swear,

I almost saw the light.

 


 


Bundled in a plush, cotton bathrobe, her wet
hair piled on top of her head and wrapped in a towel, Charlotte
stood before the floor-to-ceiling windows in the presidential suite
of her downtown Seattle hotel.

The city’s lights glowed like flames
flickering through a darkened concert hall. It made her think of
opening night on her first arena tour, when midway through the
fourth song in the set—a sparse, rhythmic anthem with a soaring
chorus called “Shine”—she looked up from the piano to a sea of
raised arms. Each hand held a lighter. Thousands of flames
flickered close together, throwing a warm glow over the arena, from
the floor to the highest row of the rafters. Her heart leapt at the
sight, and she almost forgot the next lines of the song.

When Charlotte arrived at the hotel tonight,
she completed her post-show custom of taking a bath, hoping it
would relax her. Though more often than not, she had trouble
falling asleep at a decent hour, especially on tour.

She brought her favorite leather notebook
into the bathroom with her and took advantage of the solitude by
channeling her thoughts and feelings into words. The result was a
poem, a few lines of which she added as lyrics to a ballad she
recently started composing on the piano.

Many artists found it difficult to write
songs while on tour. Charlotte was a part of this group. She could
come up with rough ideas but never finalized anything until she had
time to spend crafting the chord progressions and melodies into
proper demos she later sent to her record label.

When Charlotte had embarked on her first
large-scale tour, the hardest part was grappling with the litany of
emotions that besieged her daily. While onstage, thousands of
people cheered her name and showered her with devotion. Only hours
later, in a hotel room or tucked into her bunk on the tour bus,
she’d be alone with no one to call, no one to talk to, no sense of
belonging or purpose. The transition from one extreme to another
was so jarring she struggled to enjoy the things that used to bring
her the most pleasure.

Instead of waiting for the next time she hit
the stage to feel better, Charlotte began jotting down her feelings
in a journal during her alone time. From these writings came her
most creatively fulfilling songs. They enabled her to look inward
to find happiness rather than depend on the cheers and applause of
strangers. Tonight, however, a hollow feeling lingered, brought on
by a preoccupation with her earlier conversation with Matthew.

Charlotte entered the bedroom and removed her
cell phone from her purse. Her next stop was the kitchen, where she
selected a handful of assorted Belgian chocolates from the gift box
the hotel had sent her. While snacking, she searched the address
book on her phone and pulled up the contact information for the
only person who could help her make up her mind.

The phone rang and rang. Charlotte was about
to hang up when he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Aar-Bear. I hope I’m not calling too
late.”

“Charlotte, hi!” His tone lightened
considerably. “Not at all. It’s great to hear from you.”

Aaron Vaxlar was the lead guitarist of
Phantom Rhage, another grunge band that had exploded in popularity
around the same time as Clever Check. He was best known for his
melancholy, wah-wah-drenched melodies, epic riffs, and searing
tone. Charlotte met him at a charity dinner two years ago.

“I was wondering if you could help me with
something.” Charlotte sat on the bed and released her hair from the
towel. “Matthew Selman is making a documentary on Clever Check to
commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the band, and I helped him
with a few things in the early stages of production just for
fun.”

“Yeah, CC2D. Matt told me about it.
Sometime in the next few weeks he wants me to do an interview for
it—reminisce about the early years of the Seattle music scene.
Stuff like that.”

Charlotte set the remaining chocolates on the
nightstand before they melted in her hand. “I’m calling because
I’ve met most members of the band and gotten to know them fairly
well. The only one I haven’t met is Ethan. Before the final show of
my tour, I have a few days off. Matthew asked if I’d like to meet
Ethan in Montana during that time to film his hometown segment for
the documentary. Ethan agreed to it, so Matt is just waiting for my
answer.”

“That’s cool. So where do I come in?”

“Well, since I don’t know Ethan at all and
you’ve known him forever, I wanted to know what type of guy he is.
I’d ask the other members of Clever Check, but their opinions will
be more biased than yours. I also don’t want to give any indication
I’m looking into Ethan’s character in case they take it in a
negative way.”

“So, basically, you wanna know if Ethan Avery
is a stand-up guy and if it’s safe for you to hang out with him in
the remote Northwest for a few days.”

Charlotte giggled. “Yes, basically—not that I
believe Matthew would ship me off to Montana to meet up with some
creep. I’d just feel more comfortable if I received your
input.”

“Char, I could offer countless examples if
you wanna hear them, but ultimately, they all boil down to one
thing. Ethan is one of the nicest and most decent guys I know.
Sure, he has a bad rap in the press, but that’s only because he
doesn’t like them and refuses to play the tabloid game. Go to
Montana. I promise you have nothing to worry about.”

Charlotte smiled. It wasn’t an extensive
answer, but given the source, it was enough. “Thanks, Aaron. I
appreciate it.”

“No problem. And hey, after your tour ends,
we should get together to come up with ideas for the song we’re set
to work on for your next album.”

“Absolutely. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Awesome. Have a good night, Char.”

“You, too. Bye.” Charlotte hung up and
stretched across the bed, tossing her cell phone onto the mattress
beside her. The echo of tonight’s crowd rang in her ears, and
excess energy coursed through her. Sleep wouldn’t arrive anytime
soon. At least she had the Montana issue to ponder well into the
night.

Charlotte hadn’t told Aaron the entire truth.
She didn’t mention Matthew’s other reason for suggesting she go to
the Treasure State, which he had alluded to in her dressing room:
her confession during a previous conversation that she felt burnt
out. Her tour schedule was so packed with magazine interviews and
promotional visits to radio and television stations it was
surprising she even knew which city she was in at the moment.

The tour would conclude in just over three
weeks, but that didn’t mean she could plan a vacation. She was
expected to start working on her next album immediately, even
though her current album was still at the top of the charts and had
been released only five months earlier. As always, her career
obligations seemed never ending.

But a slower pace probably wouldn’t suit her,
even if it were an option. She was constantly creating—composing
songs, scribbling down potential lyrics, thinking about her next
project. Inspiration flowed through her like a gushing spring.
She’d been working at such a fast pace for so long that if somehow
she succeeded in giving herself a rest, she’d spend all of her
downtime worrying if she could ever get her muse back.

Charlotte loved singing and songwriting. It
was an inherent part of who she was. She’d grown up in Toronto,
Canada, playing piano for imaginary audiences in her living room
and performing for relatives at family gatherings. After a demo
she’d made fell into the hands of a local concert promoter and was
passed on to a contact the man had at a major record label, she was
signed to a development deal when she was only seventeen. At the
age of nineteen, following the release of her debut album, she
became an international sensation with the popularity of her first
single, “Masquerade”—a status she had maintained ever since.

Charlotte was grateful to earn a living
sharing her passion with others. Critics welcomed each of her
releases with a steady stream of superlatives while the
record-buying public snatched them up by the millions. She’d won
three Grammy awards by the time she was twenty-one. To be
considered one of the most talented singer-songwriters of her
generation at such a young age was an accolade achieved by very few
women. But the celebrity aspect—the lack of privacy and the
whirlwind life she led—was a difficult price to pay.

If only she could find a balance.

Charlotte knew a lot about Clever Check
professionally but hardly anything about Ethan personally, except
he was the only member of the band who wasn’t married and didn’t
have children. He originally hailed from Montana before he moved to
Washington in the late 1980s to start a music career, though he now
owned homes in both states.

Success followed a year after the formation
of Clever Check and the release of their debut album,
Frantic, which arrived in stores to little fanfare in early
1990. Gradually, once the Seattle music scene attracted the
international spotlight, the album gained sales momentum, along
with records by other grunge bands like Phantom Rhage, Loud Out
Lady, and Gilded Cage.

Charlotte had been a fan of Clever Check for
as long as she could remember. Besides Ethan, members included lead
singer Jacob Mazzus, lead guitar player Steven Gilmore, Tom Coulter
on rhythm guitar, and drummer Daniel Brody.

Charlotte had worked with the other four
members already. They were wonderful men—sweet, funny,
family-oriented, and creatively brilliant. When she accompanied
Matthew and his small film crew to shoot B-roll footage of the band
rehearsing and hanging out in their studio loft—the upper level of
a former fish cannery overlooking
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