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Dedication

For my parents,

and for Justin





One

THE FIRST TIME I woke at midnight and stumbled out of bed, drawn into the yard as if by a magnetic force, I was eight years old. A warm breeze had blown down from the mountains that day and pushed all the clouds out of Los Angeles, revealing a fat full moon that drenched our lawn in a puddle of light. My feet itched against the dry grass as I moved forward, lured by the secret whisper of wind through our avocado tree. I knew my father spent his nights in the studio if he wasn’t down at Joe Thompson’s bar, but I’d never gone out there for any other reason than to call him back in. My mother always made me the messenger.

“Oh good, you’re here,” my father said when I entered the garage, still drunk with sleep. “I need you to help me out with something.”

As though he’d been expecting me, he sat me on a folding chair and placed an electric guitar across my lap. Its body was so much bigger than mine, the wood dense on my legs, the metallic scent of the strings both exotic and intoxicating. He maneuvered my clumsy fingers into a C and I held them there, or tried my hardest. I strummed. It sounded terrible.

“Keep at it, Susie Q. Try to make it so your fingers only touch the string they’re holding. And strum along with this beat, okay?”

He slapped his palm against his thigh, tapped his foot against the oil-stained cement. I struck the pick down the strings and cringed at how harsh it sounded—but I knew this was a test, a way into my father’s mysterious world, and I wanted to pass, so I kept going.

I nodded my head each time I strummed and soon my whole body moved with the beat. After what seemed like an eternity, I managed to play the chord without muting any notes. I pushed the strings down harder, afraid of losing the sound, but it felt like I was holding down the freshly sharpened blade of a butcher knife and my wrist ached from the odd angle. Still, I continued, propelled by my father as he picked up another guitar from its stand and cried, “That’s my girl! Keep going! Keep going!” He ran around turning knobs, flipping switches, changing the sound of my strumming into something euphoric and haunting. Then he began picking a solo so hypnotic that I seemed to move out of my body, into the sound, disconnected from the pain in my fingers and the unexplored depth of night outside in the real world—a place that suddenly seemed so insignificant.

And even as time passed, as my fingertips hardened into calluses, as I slipped into those awkward early teenage years and began to sense the scrim of my childhood lifting, my father’s studio remained the sole place where I felt most extraordinary, and most alive.

Inevitably, I grew up, but I never grew out of that feeling. It was the reason I continued stealing away to the studio throughout high school. It was why I found myself there on that sweltering August midnight, less than a week before my senior year started.

That summer, I had one goal: I wanted to write a great song. I’d filled an entire notebook in the pursuit, the pages brimming with perfect rhymes, chord progressions, and notes carefully plotted across the six lines of hand-drawn tablature charts. I’d made lists of harmonious chords, and scribbled potential lyrics in the margins. And yet, despite all the nights I spent in the studio with my father, despite the songs I had finished and the fragments that consumed my daytime mind, I hadn’t shown him any of my attempts. I’d written some good songs, surely. But not great ones. Not yet.

So we spent that night working on one of his new pieces—a rock ballad built around heart-wrenching shifts in delay. And after what must have been a few hours, I began to feel the pull of the sun in the east, even though I couldn’t actually see the sky outside and had no exact idea of what time it was. Long before, after my father lost the practice space his band had rented in Silver Lake and decided to convert our small detached garage into a music studio, he’d soundproofed the walls with scraps of shipping foam and covered the windows with cardboard and old, heavy quilts. The only light came from a single bulb hanging directly above us; the other side of the room, where my mother insisted on storing opaque plastic bins full of unnecessary things like my baby clothes and her old college textbooks—that had always been cloaked in darkness.

Without warning, my father switched off his delay pedal and leaned back in his chair. His fingers glided over the neck of his favorite guitar: a maple Fender Telecaster. It was one of the only things he brought with him when he first came to LA from some place he never talked about.

“All right, Susie Q,” he said, examining me. “Your turn. Show me what you’ve got.”

“Right now?” I asked.

He nodded. “When else is there?”

I pulled my flimsy composition notebook into my lap and flipped the pages, rejecting song after song. I wasn’t sure what to play for him, what would be good enough.

My father muted his strings, plunging the room into static silence. “Whatever’s there, on that page. Play it for me.”

“This one’s not ready,” I told him, a nervous crest of sweat gathering between my shoulder blades.

“Fear’s not going to help you, Suz. Maybe the song’s shit, but maybe it’s not. You’ll never know unless you let it live.”

My heart drummed against my rib cage. “But I haven’t even finished—”

“Play it,” he said.

I bit my lip, and brought my hands to the strings.

The song, so far, was simple: just a few barre chords and a verse. I strummed slowly through the intro and took a deep breath, preparing to sing. Though my voice lacked the flexibility of drifting between octaves or into a smooth falsetto, often snapping like a power line during the Santa Anas when I tried to reach a high note, I’d written vocals just slightly out of my comfortable range because I knew they would suit the song better. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, hoping to propel the words from my chest:

The longer I stand here waiting,

the less I understand why.

You’re only an illusion,

a mirage on the horizon line,

and I can never get any closer to you.

When I finished, my father nodded to himself, thinking. My stomach tightened as I waited for his verdict.

“About a boy?” he asked after a moment, reaching for the glass of whiskey sweating by his feet.

My skin flushed. I’d always been inspired by that place of longing, of love, but had never actually been in it. Not reciprocally, anyway. “It just sort of came out.”

“You’re holding back.”

“Well, I might not rush to bring him home for dinner, but if I had a boyfriend I wouldn’t lie about it.”

My father cleared his throat. “I was talking about the song.”

Between us, the amps buzzed.

“So you wouldn’t bring him home for dinner?” My father narrowed his focus on me.

I shrugged. “We’re not exactly the family-dinner type.”

“See? This is what I’m talking about. Fear. You have to let go of that. You’ve got a lot of potential here, Susannah—I mean that. But when you’re afraid, you try too hard. And that stops the song from evolving organically, from being what it wants to be.”

The tension in my stomach climbed toward my throat. My father continued: “Don’t get that look on your face. I’m talking about the universal ‘you,’ okay? No one can force a song to be great.”

“I know,” I said, though having this knowledge didn’t actually help.

“You have to shake your notions of good and bad, and create outside of judgment. Follow the instinct, not the convention. Listen only to here.” My father pounded his fist against his chest. “Because who’s to say that a song you think isn’t very good, or isn’t the right style, isn’t in fact the best fucking thing you’ll ever create? That’s what happened with ‘Love Honey.’ We had hits before, but nothing even close to that. And all because of your mom. Because I decided to say fuck it, and take a chance on something different.”

I knew this story well. My father met my mother at a show his band, the Vital Spades, played at the Troubadour. He’d seen her from the stage, and only because one of the spotlights had been knocked loose during a punk concert the night before. Instead of swiveling forward, the light shone directly down into the crowd, illuminating the freckles on my mother’s cheeks, haloing her honey-colored hair. They’d been dating just a few weeks when she decided to call off the relationship. He wrote the song to win her back.

Then, it became the Vital Spades’ biggest hit.

A smile flashed across my father’s face as he summoned the memory, one hand glancing off the guitar’s strings, the other clanking ice around in his glass.

“After ‘Love Honey,’” he said, gazing into the dark half of the room, “everything changed. There was always some suit-and-tie coming by to chat with me after shows. They never knew the first thing about music, only cared about what kind of money we could make them, like that was all I had done it for. And you know what I told them?”

Sometimes, he told them to go fuck themselves. And sometimes, he spent hours discussing philosophical approaches to music, until he had the label guys practically converting to his pseudo-religion. There were a number of variations, any one of which he could have run with that night, but as I waited for the insurgent punch line, his expression shifted and became distant.

“I said that all I wanted was to be able to do this for the rest of my life.” My father motioned to the guitars and the cords, the clutter, the storage bins. But I knew he saw something else. “To keep writing songs and playing shows,” he said slowly. “That’s all I wanted.”

As the room filled up with the amps’ idle hum, I couldn’t stop the guilt from burning through me. I knew I was the reason why my father left the Vital Spades. No one had ever said so, but I’d long ago filled in the rest of the story on my own: when my parents married at the chapel in the Beverly Hills courthouse, she was already pregnant. The Spades’ final performance was six months later.

These were the facts. I couldn’t change them, but I could do my best to sever my father’s regret before it festered.

“Maybe we should pick this back up tomorrow,” I said, stretching my arms over my head. “I probably have to leave for work pretty soon.”

My father glanced up at me, blinking, like he had just been shaken from a pleasant dream. His eyes looked bluer than they had in weeks, but his face was tired and slightly crinkled. I wondered if he’d been sleeping at all, and whether this particular wistfulness had anything to with Lance and Travis—two boys a few years older than me who had appeared at our house earlier that summer, obsessed with the old Vital Spades tapes they likely bought on a whim from the sale rack outside some used record store. They claimed to have tracked him down on the internet, and for a while, they’d shown up frequently, invigorating my father’s ego, shadowing him like a low-angled sun. Two weeks had passed since I’d last seen them. Truthfully, I hoped we’d never see them again.

“We should both try to get some sleep,” I said as gently as possible.

My father nodded. I rested the Stratocaster I’d been playing back in its stand.

“You’re getting better,” he said then. “Every piece you write is better than the last.”

I smiled and said, “Thanks, Dad.”

As I eased the door shut behind me, I caught one final glimpse of him: swirling the last inch of whiskey around in his glass, staring into it the same way that fortune-tellers on the Venice boardwalk look into their murky crystal orbs. Then I waded back through the sultry night.

A current of static electricity tingled through the air as I tiptoed across the living room, sliding my fingers over the spines of my father’s record collection before rounding the corner to my bedroom. Beneath the stillness, I sensed something stirring. In my chest, I felt a throb of hope.





Two

I’D BEEN WORKING at the Last Bean for a year and one month, since the day after my sixteenth birthday. My mother basically forced the application upon me, but for a part-time job it was pleasant enough. Unlike our house, the building had air-conditioning, and when shifts were slow my boss, Lou, even let me change the café’s standard jazz CD to something far more agreeable, like the Band, or Smokey Robinson and the Miracles. Otherwise, I worked to a score of steaming milk, the soft hiss and drip of espresso. And while I sometimes hated the slick smell of coffee that coated my hair and the way the grinds clung beneath my fingernails, worse fates were certainly imaginable.

“Hey, girly,” Lou called that morning as I flew through the door, a plume of dust kicking in behind me. Sometime after leaving my father in the studio and waking twenty minutes earlier, the Santa Ana winds had started blowing.

A grunt was my only response.

Lou shook his head. “Is that any way to start a Wednesday? Let’s see some enthusiasm. Up top!”

He reached for a high five, his smile too wide for the time of morning. Though Lou was in his late forties, he acted much younger; he still spent all of his off days surfing, and wore his beach-glazed hair long. Most of the time I admired him for this. I smacked his hand with what little strength my body could muster.

“You’re especially chipper today,” I noted through a yawn.

“What can I say? It’s a beautiful morning.”

I turned back to the window. “I think this still counts as nighttime.”

In the dark glass I saw the Bean’s interior reflection: the chalkboard menus where I had painstakingly written prices, the silver espresso machine gleaming against the dusky sky. And yet, I knew what he meant; everything seemed so calm and quiet from inside the empty café. In here, I could almost forget that California was crushed beneath another unrelenting heat wave, all the hillsides brown and brittle. I could almost forget that the winds had started blowing, so much earlier than usual—and what might happen if they didn’t stop.

“It’s all about perspective, Susannah, about seeing the glass as half full.” Lou poured coffee beans into the grinder. “You’ve only got one life. And today, I see good things on the horizon.”

I said, “You can’t see anything in the wind.”

Over the next few hours, our morning rush came and went. Lou retreated to the storage room to check inventory, and between customers, I wrote down new ideas for my song on a strip of blank receipt tape that I kept tucked in the pocket of my apron. I tried to follow my father’s advice, listening only to instinct and my heart. I tried not to judge too quickly. None of it worked.

I was scratching out a line so hard that the paper began ripping, when someone else’s voice penetrated my concentration: “Can’t a guy get some service around here?”

I glanced up to find Nick Fletcher smiling at me. In the new-morning sun, his eyes looked the same bright aquamarine as a swimming pool.

“We don’t serve the likes of you in here,” I said, waving him off with a flick of my wrist.

He clasped his hands at his chest and bent over the counter toward me. Because of the way his blond hair swooped across his forehead and the faint scent of chlorine wafting from his skin, I knew he had just finished water polo practice. “Come on, Hayes, please. I’m dying for one of those blended mochaccino-whipped-cream concoctions. A tall is a large, right? And can you double the mocha but hold the whipped cream?”

“You want what?” I asked, scrunching my nose. Nick usually kept his order simple: an iced coffee with a dash of cream.

His cell phone buzzed then. He glanced at the screen before sliding it back in his pocket. “I’m only messing with you,” he said. “I just want an iced coffee. But I’m a little disappointed at how easily you cracked.”

I laughed, allowing my gloom to peel away. “Thank God. I was beginning to question what all that sun is doing to your sanity.”

“You just looked so painfully serious. What are you working on?”

“A new song.”

“Let me see.”

“It’s not ready,” I said automatically.

Nick snatched the receipt from my hand. “Who cares? It might never be by your standards, anyway.”

As his eyes swung across the paper, I scrutinized his face for an honest reaction. His brow furrowed in concentration, and I noticed his lips moving, as though testing the weight of the words on his tongue. Nick was not a musician—he was a filmmaker, or hoped to be one day—but he knew how to navigate a piano, and had created surprisingly beautiful soundtracks for each one of his short films. When it came to music, I trusted him. Besides my father, he was the only one.

He handed the paper back. “This is really good, Hayes.”

“That’s what you always say,” I told him, but a warm rush of gratitude surged through me.

“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it. The end—” He reached out to reclaim the paper, but I shoved it back into my apron. “What was it again? ‘Expiration dates tease me, and other possibilities tempt only pain, but I can’t let go. I can’t let go.’ And then how it keeps repeating? I can feel the momentum building just from the words. That’s gold-record material right there. Have you written the music yet?”

I turned around, grinning in front of the fridge for a few seconds before extracting the iced coffee. “It’s still a work in progress.” Then, anxious to change the subject, I said, “How’s the first day planning, Mr. VP?”

At the end of the previous school year, Nick had been elected vice president of our student body. No one had opposed him, but he still put hand-painted posters all over the hallways with silly slogans like “Vote for Nick to do the Trick!” Cara Allen had helped him while also managing her own successful campaign for treasurer. She tried to get me to run, too, arguing that the year would be more fun if we were all on ASB together, but the whole process seemed way too exhausting. And anyway, I’d never seen myself as the student council type.

“We’ve been meeting every afternoon this past week to get ready for the assembly,” Nick said. “You would never believe how much effort goes into it.”

I handed him the coffee. “You’re right. Our school’s assemblies suck too much for any effort to have been exerted.”

“But that’s why we’re working so hard, you know? We want it to not suck, for once. I’m even making a video for it. Only a few more days, though, and I’ll get my life back. You’re coming on Saturday, right?”

“Saturday?” It was my last free night in the studio before resuming eight hours of daily classes, mounds of homework, and my mother’s constant lectures about the importance of a college education.

“Cara’s party,” Nick said. “Didn’t she invite you?”

“Yeah,” I said, the lie emerging before I even considered the truth. “I’d just forgotten about it.”

Nick’s phone rang and he looked down at the screen again, frowning. “Hang on a second,” he told me. As he answered, he walked over to the window, angling his body toward the parking lot.

“You’d better not be giving your boyfriend free drinks,” Lou said, suddenly behind me. He plopped a box of sugar on the counter.

“He’s just a friend,” I said.

“Nobody buys the cow if they can get the coffee for free.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

But Lou was already headed back to the storage room. “And don’t forget to mop,” he called over his shoulder.

I looked around the lobby, from the milk spills on the counter to the dirty mugs adorning our haphazard arrangement of tables and chairs. In the sudden quiet, I heard Nick tell someone he was at home. “Yeah, practice was pretty intense today,” he added. “I’ll just see you at the meeting.” Then he hung up the phone and called out to me: “Hayes, I’ve got to run, but I better see you Saturday!”

He rushed through the door before I had a chance to reply.

Less than ten minutes after Nick’s departure, Cara Allen arrived at the café. I was sweeping the floor when I saw her black Jetta curve into the parking lot, her curly hair exploding from the restraint of a ponytail.

“I thought I might find you here,” she said.

“You know me.” I shrugged. “Forever a slave to the Bean.”

She leaned across the counter to give me a hug. It was only nine in the morning, but already, she wore a pink bikini beneath a white crocheted sundress. Coconut tanning oil glistened on her arms.

“I can’t believe you still don’t have a cell phone. I think my mom would have a heart attack if she couldn’t call me every five seconds.”

I didn’t want to waste my own money on a cell phone, or ask my parents for something I didn’t need—not to mention that my father adamantly opposed them (and computers, and email, and MP3 files, for that matter. “Technology will destroy us,” he’d tell me, “the same way it destroyed rock and roll”). But this was not something I liked to talk about with Cara. Besides, I kind of enjoyed being disconnected. Analog, almost. Vintage. So I began scooping ice into a blender, and deflected her question with another: “I’m sorry I haven’t called back yet. How was Hawaii?”

“The islands are incredible, Susie. I wish you could have come. Our place was literally two blocks from the water, and super close to this volcano, which, obviously, terrified me at first, but then this whole group of us decided to hike up there so I could face my fears, and . . .”

As she described her trip, I tried to listen—I honestly did. Cara and I had been friends since fifth grade, and until that June, no more than a week or two had passed without us talking. But then she went with her parents to Maui for two months, followed by ASB camp, and I became entangled in my songwriting, and suddenly the whole summer was gone and I’d been too distracted to remember to miss her. The thing was, she just didn’t care about music the way I did; she didn’t understand how a great song could shake you all the way down in your bones when the chorus swells in for the first time, or how the right album could turn an ordinary experience into something transcendent. She didn’t understand the way a certain sound could be so striking that it gives your arms goose bumps, even as the rest of your skin sweats.

So I let her talk, my mind whirring back to the lyrics tucked inside my apron. Nick’s reaction had galvanized me, and I yearned to set the new words to song. Instinctively, my hands added the rest of the ingredients to the blender: milk, coffee extract, chocolate powder.

“ . . . but if I told you, Nick would probably kill me,” she said then. “He’s been working so hard, and the whole thing is supposed to stay classified until Monday.”

At the mention of his name, my eyes shot up. I caught Cara’s expression changing in a way I didn’t recognize—just a slight slant of the chin, a strange pucker to her lips.

“Sounds like fun,” I said, wishing now that I’d been paying attention.

“Way more than I expected.” She fidgeted with her phone. “But what about you? Tell me everything you’ve done this summer.”

“Mostly just working,” I answered after a pause. “Busy, but boring.”

“Well it’s time for that to change. My parents are going away for the weekend, so Josh and I are throwing a party on Saturday before he goes back to Santa Barbara and school starts. You have to be there.”

“I might have to work,” I said, turning on the blender.

“I know this place isn’t open all night,” Cara yelled over the crushing of ice. “And the party probably won’t start until like nine, anyway.”

“The next morning, I mean. I think I have to open.”

“So come for an hour. Come on, Susie, we haven’t hung out in months.”

The blender stopped. I said I’d try, and topped off Cara’s drink with a generous swirl of whipped cream. Like Nick, she always ordered the same thing.

“Is this for me?” she asked.

“Extra whip, as usual.”

“Oh, Susie, that’s so nice of you.” She gazed uncertainly at the drink.

“Isn’t this what you always order?”

“I’m trying to cut out unnatural sugars. But I can bring this to Josh. He’ll love it.” Grinning, as though everything had worked out perfectly, she added, “Can you just make me an iced coffee?”

As Cara diluted her drink with milk and raw sugar, a silhouetted figure stepped into the café. Light painted his body, illuminating his tight jeans first, then his T-shirt, his narrow face. My heart leapt. Even though he had a different haircut and his eyes were hidden behind boxy black sunglasses, I recognized him instantly: Cody Winters.

He’d been a senior at my high school when I was a freshman. Back then, he walked around with an acoustic guitar strapped to his chest, singing songs like “Crimson and Clover” in the hallways. I’d craved him in a way that felt savage and frightening, dragging Cara with me as I trailed him around campus, and now here he was, removing his sunglasses, ordering coffee.

He looked directly at me. “Make that a medium,” he said.

This was the first time he had ever spoken to me. I glanced at Cara, who was mouthing Holy crap! and gesturing at Cody Winters’s back.

“Room?” I mumbled, trying to ignore her.

“What?”

Heat spread through my cheeks. “Would—would you like room? In your coffee. For cream.”

“Nah,” he said. “Black’s cool.”

My hands trembled as I took a paper cup from the stack and filled it with coffee. When I turned back to hand it to him, sunglasses once again covered his eyes.

“How much?” he asked. He pulled a Marlboro from his pack and placed it between his lips.

“A dollar seventy-five,” I said.

He handed me two. “Keep it, uh . . .” He trailed off, squinted at the name tag on my chest. “Susannah.” I put the money in the register and took out a quarter for the tip jar, but then Cody walked over to the condiment bar for a sleeve and Cara focused on stirring the raw sugar in her drink, and I decided to shove the quarter in my pocket.

“You’re Cody, right?” I heard Cara say.

I looked up, horrified.

“I’m Cara Allen. You probably knew my brother, Josh Allen? From high school?”

“Sure,” he said, cigarette bobbing between his lips as he reached across her. “I knew Josh.”

“Well, Josh is throwing a party on Saturday before he goes back to school, and you should totally come.”

Cody nodded. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at her. “Cool,” he said, and then left the café.

“Oh my God, Cara,” I said, unable to suppress a burst of laughter. Though I could hardly utter a sentence in his presence, Cara had made Cody Winters just another guy who used to go to our high school, who knew her brother, who might come to her party. Her speech hadn’t ever faltered. I covered my face with my hands.

“I can’t believe you invited him,” I said.

Across the counter, Cara shrugged, as though the idea of being embarrassed hadn’t even occurred to her. “Well, I guess now you have to come.”

Later that morning, I walked home through wind-scrambled streets. Fallen palm fronds littered the sidewalk and garbage cans had toppled, the loose trash fluttering between fences, hedges, and cars. In front of a Spanish bungalow, a cracked ceramic pot spewed bone-dry soil across the previously immaculate porch. In the gutters, white plastic shopping bags banked like snow.

As I walked, sweat dripped into my eyes. For a moment, I closed them. And that’s when I felt it: a rhythm, hidden amid the disarray, itching across my skin. I paused, listening carefully to the peculiar din of my windblown streets—the clattering of trees and crash of overthrown lawn furniture, a choir of defiant birds trilling from an unstable telephone wire. The sounds converged, playing harmoniously off each other, and all at once I found myself deep in the previously inaccessible marrow of my new song. The opening began with the same simple chords I’d played the night before, but this time a drumbeat swooped in underneath and the verse burst into the chorus, fast and unexpected. I sang out loud, fitting my lyrics into the patterns around me. “Don’t Look Back,” I decided to call it. Joy strummed in my chest.

As I came upon my block I began walking faster, anxious to get inside and grab a guitar. I was halfway down Catalina Street before I noticed my father’s truck was still in the driveway.

Inside the house, my mother sat at the kitchen table alone, gazing out the window. Bright sunlight illuminated the strands of her yellow hair, the modest diamond adorning her wedding ring. She had one hand clasped around a mug of coffee. The other was fingering our telephone.

I crossed my arms, trying to offset the growing stir of uneasiness in my stomach.

“Where’s Dad?” I asked.

“Where do you think,” she said.

“Doesn’t he have work?”

My mother smiled, but her eyes remained dim. “Sonja should be here any second,” she said.

Sonja was one of my mother’s coworkers at the catering company. She lived nearby and offered to pick my mother up whenever they served the same shifts. Briefly, I wondered why my mother didn’t just take the truck, but of course, the answer to that was obvious. The truck wasn’t supposed to be here. My father wasn’t supposed to be here.

Outside, Sonja double-tapped her horn. My mother sighed and rubbed her temples. “I should be home around eight,” she told me. “I’ll bring leftovers if I can, but there’s some spaghetti sauce in the fridge if you get hungry.” She kissed my forehead before she left.

After, I sat in her chair. The seat was warm. Through the window, I could see the front of the garage. To confirm my suspicions, I clicked on the phone and hit redial.

“Finch Electronics,” a woman said. “How may I direct your call?”

My mother only called my father’s office for one reason: to tell them he was sick when he wasn’t. I’d witnessed these deceptions numerous times throughout my childhood, after my father fell into a spell of depression and locked himself inside the studio. Each time, I expected my mother to bang down the door, drag him out, and force him back to the office, but she didn’t. Instead, she’d invent an illness, something banal like the flu. It’s been going around, she’d explain. It was bound to catch up with him.

But no. That didn’t make sense this time. He hadn’t been depressed last night; he hadn’t been vehemently complaining about the stifling monotony of his job, or had an explosive fight with my mother. We’d worked on my song. We’d talked about the Spades. Nothing was wrong.

And yet, even in that moment, I suppose part of me already knew this wasn’t true.

“Hello?” the woman said. “Are you there? Can I help you?”

I wish, I thought, and hung up.

After a while, when my legs grew tingly and I finally stood from my mother’s chair, I decided to make my father lunch. I put a baloney sandwich, some potato chips, and an apple in a grocery bag, then headed out to the garage.

“Dad?” I said. I knocked on the door but there was no answer. I tried the handle. Locked.

Placing my ear against the wood, I knocked again, this time listening for movement inside the studio. “I have food for you,” I said. Somewhere out of view, a siren wailed. When nothing else happened, I left the bag on the doorknob.

Back inside, I picked up the guitar my father kept in the living room: a 1974 Martin dreadnought acoustic with a big glossy body and steel strings. It was a beautiful instrument, and something about playing it—the surprising lightness, maybe, or the fact that it could very well be the most expensive thing we owned—had always made me feel powerful.

Now, when I sat down on the sofa with the guitar, I felt nothing. I heard nothing but the hot, dry winds whipping down from the desert, rattling our avocado tree, tipping the city on edge. Whatever harmony I’d imagined before was gone.

For three days, my father stayed in the garage. My mother called his boss every morning to update him on the progress of the “stomach bug,” and every evening I left a new bag of food outside the garage’s side door—whatever I could scour from our house without her noticing. She didn’t want me to encourage him. In fact, she hardly seemed worried at all. Like she knew something I didn’t.

During those days, hours slunk by. Cara called on Friday to see if I wanted to go to a movie, but I didn’t feel comfortable leaving my house unless I had to. My father had never remained isolated for so long, and I wanted to be there when he surfaced. So I told her I might have the flu.

“It’s been going around,” I said apologetically.

“Well, it better be out of your system by tomorrow,” she warned. “Worse comes to worst, we’ll just set you up with your own personal barf bucket, because let’s face it: my mom would kill me if you puked on one of her rugs.”

Truthfully, though, the excuse didn’t seem like much of a stretch; I’d felt in some fundamental way off-kilter ever since my father locked himself in the studio and I lost the rhythm to my song. I hadn’t given up on “Don’t Look Back,” but the harder I tried to wedge the pieces together, the less they seemed to fit. Only one partial line had stayed with me, its euphony jangling, useless, in my head: I can’t let go, I can’t let go, I can’t let go . . .

By Saturday, I’d grown restless.

Our house sealed in heat like Tupperware and it was too stuffy that day to do anything useful, so I decided just to lie on the couch, in the direct line of fan-churned air, and listen to my father’s records. His collection was massive; he had everything from the Allman Brothers to the Zombies, stacked six shelves high and over two hundred wide. I put on Rubber Soul first, followed by Rumours and Surrealistic Pillow, hoping that immersing myself in the enduring brilliance of my favorite albums would help dislodge the fragments of “Don’t Look Back” from deep within my memory. But by early afternoon, all I had to show for my efforts was a pervasive sheen of sweat on my skin and the twang of a sitar stuck in my head. I put the records back in their alphabetical places on the shelf and switched to the radio, nudged the dial to K-Earth 101. “It’s Too Late” crackled through the speaker.

“Oh, I used to love this song,” my mother said from the kitchen, where she’d been scrutinizing the Los Angeles Times. She started singing along, her voice ambling over the music with a polished, stunning softness. For a moment, I almost forgot about my father, my lost song.

Then she stopped. “I think I’ve found one for you, Susannah. Sales associate at the new Nordstrom they’re opening in the mall.”

“My job’s fine,” I said.

“The possibility of commission, too,” she continued. “That could be much better than the tips you get over at Lou’s.”

“You’re the one who wanted me to apply there in the first place,” I reminded her.

“And I think the job has been really good for you. But that doesn’t mean you can’t keep an eye out for something better. It’s important to have options.” With a false note of casualness in her tone, she added, “By the way, have you looked into any of those colleges yet?”

I crossed my arms. Perspiration puddled in the creases of my elbows. “I haven’t really gotten to it.”

“If I remember correctly, UCLA has an early admission deadline. Long Beach might have one too.”

“Do we really have to talk about this right now?” I moaned. School had never been more than a job to me—I went, completed the requirements, and came home. But my mother had gone to UCLA for two years, and she’d always harbored the fantasy that I would complete what she didn’t. Once, after she forced me to take the SATs, I made the mistake of asking her why she didn’t go back and finish her own degree instead of pressuring me about mine, and for a week after she refused to do anything for me. “This is what it would be like if I went back to school,” she had said. Because I couldn’t cook, I ate nothing but peanut butter and jelly sandwiches until my mouth felt permanently coated and parched.

Now, I had a desk drawer brimming with the application forms she’d collected for me. A few times I’d even seen her add money to an envelope titled “Application Fees” kept beneath the silverware holder.

“Your senior year of high school is starting in a few days,” my mother said. “Summer’s almost over.”

“But it’s not over yet.”

My mother frowned. “Just tell me you’ll look into it.”

I said, “I’ll look into it.” Then I picked up the Martin and began strumming over the radio.

I didn’t blame my mother for continuing to seek something better, something steadier and with higher wages, but I was sick of her wanting “better” for me. She just couldn’t see that her definition of the word did not align with my own. To me, “better” meant a shadowy room alive with the sway of close-pressed bodies, the din of a hundred synchronous voices chanting the lyrics to “Don’t Look Back.” Only one more year of high school, I reminded myself, and then freedom. But at that moment, I felt like my life was on hold.

My mind flashed to Cara, how outgoing she’d become, and the rasp of my name as it rolled from Cody Winters’s tongue. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to become a little more like her, I thought. To just let go of my fears. I could start by going to her party. I wanted to go to her party.

I knew I probably wouldn’t.

I turned to the window, watching as children splashed in the futile spray of wind-flung sprinklers. That’s when I saw my father burst out of the garage.

He marched across the lawn so quickly that he looked supernatural, his skin strikingly pale against the sun-swathed landscape. The sight of him, after all that waiting, was startling.

“This is it,” he said when he flew through the front door. “This is it, sure as hell. They can’t ignore this one.”

My father held up a cassette tape and shook it between his fingers. He still recorded analog, everything on eight-track or tape deck, because he thought the sound quality felt more authentic.

“Can I hear it?” I asked, the guitar mute in my hands.

“No can do, Susie Q.” He crossed the entryway and plopped down next to me on the couch. “I don’t want to jinx it. I’m putting this bad boy in the mail first thing Monday morning.”

“On your lunch break, you mean,” my mother said from the kitchen.

“Yeah,” he said, leveling her gaze. “On my lunch break.”

My mother did not seem convinced by his response, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she walked to the sink. She filled a glass with water and drank while standing there, staring out into the yard. She said, “Michael needs an answer soon, James.”

My father leaned into me. “I mean it, Suz,” he said. I could smell the tinge of whiskey on his breath. “This one’s for real. I’ve never written anything like it.”

Smiling, he plucked a small orange canister out of his pocket and dropped two white tablets into his palm. He swallowed the small pills dry.

I squinted at the label, but the wording had been scratched off. “What are those for?”

“Headaches,” he said. “Been getting these awful headaches lately.”

“For how long?” I looked to my mother, expecting her to share my concern, but her expression was unaffected.

“You’re not supposed to drink with that,” she said.

“Do you see a drink in my hand?” he said.

I repeated: “For how long?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” my father said to me. “Now and then. It’s probably all the loud music. Your mom always said it would be the death of me.”

He laughed, and I wanted to believe it was over—that my father just needed a break from work, from responsibility, a few days to immerse himself fully in the thing he actually loved. And yet, unease continued creeping through me; I couldn’t help but think that he looked dangerous in his elation, no different from a panhandler at a freeway off-ramp. His face seemed gaunt as he spoke of the studio like a sanctuary, the tape like a time machine—but the fear only lasted for another moment, because then he stood up, put Stevie Wonder on the stereo, yanked my mother out of the kitchen, and began twirling her in his arms.

“What are you doing? James, stop.” My mother tried to wiggle out of his grip, but it was no use. He only held her closer.

“C’mon, Diane,” he said. “Just dance with me here for a second. One song.”

I expected her to start yelling, to fight until free of him. A few seconds later she rested her head on his shoulder.

Though I still believe she really did love him then, as much as ever, I also think that she was tired of fighting, tired of trying to change someone who didn’t want her help. It was easier just to dance, barefoot on the linoleum floor, and forget he had ever been anything other than what he was in that instant—a father who was trying to do right by his family in the only way he knew how, and a husband who could still make his wife smile when he had one hand on her slender waist, his mouth barely moving as he whispered into her ear: I’ll give you all my love, honey, pull the moon down from above, but I know that it will never be enough.





Three

THAT AFTERNOON, WHEN the sun began to droop in the sky, my father decided to hike out to the hills. He said he needed to stretch his legs. Though physical exertion in one-hundred-degree heat sounded torturous, I offered to go with him. I didn’t want to wait until midnight to get him alone.

The smell of slightly charred hot dogs permeated the air as we crossed through the neighborhood. Then we turned left, followed a private road under the freeway overpass, and made our way up forged paths. At the top of the hill, my father sat on a large boulder that hung over the side of the cliff. He let his legs dangle.

“Doesn’t everything look so calm from up here?” he said. “It’s much smaller than it seems.”

To me, the city looked infinite. The winds had thinned out the smog that usually blanketed the horizon and I could see the outline of downtown jutting into a volcanic sunset. To the east, the dark gray plume of a fire spiraled skyward. I sat down next to my father, slightly back, not comfortable so close to the edge. He sang something under his breath and I couldn’t help but think that even when we were alone, he was never fully with me.

“When you were little, your mom and I used to bring you up here a lot. Whenever we couldn’t get you to stop crying we’d just pack some sandwiches and hike up here and I don’t know what it was, the quiet or the view or something else, but it would soothe you. You’d fall asleep instantly.”

“I don’t remember that,” I said. “Why’d you stop?”

He shrugged. “Guess you stopped whining. Haven’t said it much, but you’ve been a good kid, Suz.”

Sometime before we left, he must have stuffed a bottle of beer in the waist of his jeans because he pulled one out and struck the top down on a sharp rock. The cap flew off, bounced across the boulder’s surface, and fell over the edge. I watched until I could not see it anymore.

“When I was a kid,” he said, and took a long pull from the beer, “I whined about everything, especially guitars. I was five the first time I asked for one. Could barely speak a coherent sentence yet, but man—you should have heard me trying to express how much I wanted that Tele.”

I could hardly breathe, the air stunned in my lungs. My father never spoke of his life before Los Angeles. For all I knew, he was born of this city, driven into existence on a Greyhound bus headed for the depot in Chinatown. Of course, I wanted to learn about his past, had asked many times. I’d even tried to trick him once by asking about his oldest records. I pulled one of the most tattered spines from the shelf and held it out, imagining its history, a shaggy-haired little boy saving pennies for a year just to purchase that one album: Pet Sounds.

But when I asked my father where it came from, he just pointed back at the shelves.

“You see this, Susie Q?” he said. “This is my family, my history. These people may not be related by blood, but we’ve got something stronger. You want to know where I came from? Listen to this.” And then he put on the record and started singing.

On the cliff, my father stared at the skyline, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

“They didn’t make little-kid guitars like they do nowadays,” he continued, “at least not where I was from, and my ma said no for a thousand different reasons. I wasn’t big enough. It was too expensive. I’d get sick of it the way I got sick of those plastic toy soldiers she’d bought me. But I kept on whining.” He paused, took another sip of the beer. “Don’t tell your mother about this.”

I said nothing, my silence complicit. I wanted to believe that this was my father’s way of apologizing—of making amends for his secrecy, for cutting me out of his process and not playing me his tape. Now, though, I sense it was those pills, that they made his tongue far looser than liquor.

“A year went by, and I didn’t ask for anything I didn’t need to live. That was the only way I could think of trying to show them I was serious. About a month before Christmas, Ma started acting weird every time I mentioned the guitar. Changed the subject. Man, I knew right then. I knew they’d bought it, and I knew where they were keeping it, too.

“I raced home every day after school, before my parents got there, and snuck into the closet where they hid the guitar so I could mess around with this instructional booklet I stole from the library. I was learning kiddy shit, like ‘London Bridge Is Falling Down,’ because the only beginner books they had were full of nursery rhymes. By the time I unwrapped that Tele Christmas morning, though”—he whistled—“you better believe I knew how to play the damned thing. I just picked it up and started plucking the notes to ‘Joy to the World.’ Everyone thought I was some sort of prodigy.” He laughed out loud. “They were amazed for a whole half second before deciding the guitar was a waste of time.”

Without turning around, he handed the bottle to me. Though alcohol was not hard to find in my house, my father had never offered to share. I’d never had much interest, either, aside from some sugary wine coolers Cara’s brother had given us sophomore year. But for the first time in my life, my father had willingly told me something that happened before the Vital Spades, and though it wasn’t much, it felt like the key to his entire existence. So I took the bottle and drank.

Emboldened by the new knowledge, or maybe just the taste of alcohol, I decided to ask for more. I could feel the air straining around me as I sorted through the possibilities.

When I opened my mouth, an entirely different question emerged. “Are you sick?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” he said after a moment. “Your mother just likes to make everything seem worse than it actually is.”

When I didn’t respond he turned around, his expression momentarily inscrutable. “I’m not dying, if that’s what you mean.”

I nodded. Silence settled between us as the wind kicked up, blowing my long hair around my face like a blindfold. I handed the bottle back to my father. The day continued to darken, and slowly, one pinpoint of light at a time, the city became electric.

“We should head back down,” he said, casting a shadow over me as he stood. The sun was directly behind him, outlining his body with a tangerine glow. “Don’t want to be up here when the coyotes come looking for dinner.”

I was not ready to go yet. There was still so much I wanted to ask him, about his childhood, about his tape. But my father started walking and I followed. Later, I thought, in the studio. We’d have all the time in the world.

We walked home through the lengthening dusk. Beneath the sunset, heat continued shimmering, bending the air in squiggly lines that made our neighborhood look like it was filled with puddles. And when we turned onto Catalina Street and I saw two figures sitting on the curb in front of our house, I hoped, with a growing ache in my gut, that this was another mirage.

The figures only crystallized as we drew near.

Lance and Travis.

“Well, well.” My father grinned, his dour mood evaporating like water. “Look what the coyotes dragged in.”

It astonished me how casual he acted around them, as if he hadn’t spent the past eighteen years waiting for other people to appreciate him—as if these two fans hadn’t appeared out of nowhere and vanished just as quickly. But then my father sauntered toward them, and I began to wonder if maybe they hadn’t vanished at all.

He said, “What are you doing down here in the street?”

“Your wife wasn’t too thrilled with the idea of us hanging around,” Travis said, standing. Though they both had unkempt hair that fell in tangles down to their shoulders and wore the same grungy uniform as so many of the boys at my high school, I knew this one was Travis because he was shorter, with cheeks still vaguely corrugated by acne scars. “She threatened to call the cops if we stepped on the property again.”

My father chuckled under his breath. “I wouldn’t put it past her. She’s always been a woman of her word.”

“We stopped by Joe Thompson’s last night, hoping to catch you,” said Lance, who was tall and lanky. “People there are still talking about us, you know. Had a couple of guys even ask when our next show is.”

“Is that right?” my father asked, obviously pleased.

“What show is he talking about?” I asked.

“It wasn’t really a show,” my father said. “I just brought the Martin over to Joe’s, had these two back me for a bit. We played some old Spades stuff, a couple covers. Nothing major.”

“Come on, man,” Lance said. “It was more than that. The place was packed.”

“There were even people out in the parking lot,” Travis added.

My father laughed. “It really wasn’t that big of a deal.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “I would’ve come.”

“You know you couldn’t have, Suz. You’re not old enough.”

This, of course, was true, but that didn’t make it any less painful.

“We were just playing for a bunch of drunks,” my father said through a smile.

“Even so,” Lance said, “it was epic. But that’s not why we’re here. We wanted to get your thoughts on something.”

“Shoot,” my father said.

“Our band has been talking about this for a while, but we wouldn’t do it without first getting your permission. So . . .” Lance and Travis exchanged a nervous glance. “What would you think about us covering ‘Love Honey’?”

A wave of panic roiled through me. “Love Honey” was my mother’s song. It was my song, my history, practically part of my genetic makeup. My father sang it to me when I woke up from nightmares as a child. It was the first song he ever taught me to play on guitar.

My father scratched his chin, considering the possibility. I tightened my arms into a knot and felt my mouth tensing. He couldn’t give our song away like this. He wouldn’t.

“What do I think?” he said uncertainly. A moment passed before he broke into a grin. “I think it’s a great fucking idea. Of course you should play it. You should play it every goddamn show.” My father clapped his hand on Lance’s shoulder. “Why don’t we go down to Joe’s now and talk some more about this?”

“Hell yeah,” Lance said.

“Drinks on us,” Travis said.

My father turned to me. “Tell her I’m going out for a bit, will you?” He motioned toward the house.

“But you just got back,” I muttered, startled by how ragged my voice sounded.

“Come on, Susie. We’ll only be gone a bit. Don’t be like your mother.”

Though he stood still in front of me, it felt like he was already walking away.

“Please,” he said, quieter, the hot breeze dragging his words down the street. “Just do this one thing for me.”

A bitter taste bloomed in my mouth but I must have nodded, because the next thing I knew, he folded his body into the front seat of Travis’s car. The engine sputtered to life and they rumbled down the street. In my balled-up fists, I felt my pulse throbbing.

All summer, I’d wanted to eradicate Lance and Travis from our lives—to prove to my father that I was a valuable band member and not just his daughter. And all summer, I had failed. But now, finally, I knew what I had to do.

I was going to cover “Love Honey.” And I was going to cover it a hell of a lot better than Lance and Travis.

The whole process took little more than an hour; I began with the skeleton of my father’s song and translated it to the twangy drawl of open chords on acoustic guitar. I had no interest in performing some bland, basic copy of the original, as Lance and Travis probably would, with the same tempo, the same harmonies, and even the same solo after the bridge. I wanted to reinvent it, break it down, explore the song’s hidden intricacies in a way that only I—as an artist, as James Hayes’s daughter—possibly could.

So I clamped a capo on the third fret, tweaking the key to match my range. I slowed the song down to better embroider the raw simplicity of acoustic guitar and vocals. While my father’s version was infectiously upbeat, I sought to emphasize the lyrics’ introspection, building my progression into a final crescendo that brimmed, instead, with frustration and longing. And it was easy. God, I was surprised by how easy. Not once did I stop to wonder whether I was making the right decision or whether I was any good, because I knew. This was the sound of my childhood, as coherent as my heartbeat. And without even trying, I’d relinquished my fear.

But the elation didn’t last long; seven thirty turned into nine, and still my father did not come home. All the triumph I felt funneled into a fresh surge of rage. I was sick of it—always waiting for him, always being the second choice. So I made a decision: I wouldn’t wait anymore.

I marched down the hallway.

“Mom?” I said, pushing the door to my parents’ bedroom open.

“Yes?” she replied without looking up. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed. An array of papers covered her like a blanket, rustling each time she took a breath.

“I’m going to Cara’s,” I said.

“How nice. I was hoping you two would connect before the summer ended.” She picked up a page, her eyebrows creasing as she examined the tiny lines.

“She’s having a party,” I said.

I expected those words to shake something in my mother. She knew I never attended parties, or at least that I never told her so, and I thought she’d inquire about a chaperone, instill a curfew. Give me a lecture about the dangers of underage drinking. Perhaps there was even some part of me that wanted her to make me stay home. But my mother had always adored Cara and her proper manners, the way she offered to help with the dishes on the rare occasion when she came to my house. Cara was a good student. A good influence.

When my mother finally lifted her eyes, she said, “Is your father still out?”

I nodded. Outside, a car wove through our street, up toward our house. My mother and I both turned to the window, and even as the engine rumbled past us, fading back into the night, we didn’t move. We kept staring, though we could not see anything other than our half-rendered reflections—two pale oval faces, differentiated only by the color of our hair.

In that moment, I felt something inside me crack.

“Well, have fun,” my mother said, breaking away. She turned back to the bills.

“Mom?” I said again.

“What is it, Susannah?”

Her body hunched on the bed and she began rubbing her temples, a shadow of impatience clouding her eyes.

A few seconds passed before I found my answer. I said, “Can I borrow a dress?”

I knew exactly what I was looking for: a 1970s pale blue peasant dress with a cinched waist, low shoulders, and faint pastel flowers that swished against my knees when I walked. I’d tried it on in secret many times over the years, but I’d never seen the dress on my mother. Not in person, anyway. The dress had only ever appeared in a photograph.

The image was actually of the Vital Spades onstage—something I’d commandeered from a shoebox under my mother’s side of the bed during one of my snooping crusades as a child. In it my father stood front and center, illuminated beneath a crisp fan of spotlight. His eyes were closed tight and his mouth was open, grinning slightly as he sang. Around him, the other Spades were rendered mostly in shadows. And perhaps it was because of this, the biased effect of the lighting, that I didn’t even notice her at first: the figure dancing in the background, blurred and partially hidden by a Marshall half stack. She looked so different then, with short hair and a veil of straight bangs covering her eyes, her slender arms suspended in the air, her hips cocked playfully to one side—but I knew it was my mother. She was wearing that blue dress. The fabric dripped off her left shoulder, caught, with her body, in motion.

When I was younger, I had marveled at the photo. Sure, there were some differences between the man in the spotlight and the man I knew as my father, but for the most part, he looked the same. My mother
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