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Weeping may tarry for the night,
but joy comes with the morning.

Psalm 30:5


Prologue

 


Josh

I’ve heard it said that life can
change in a second, but I disagree. From my experience, life
changes in milliseconds, and every single moment of the day is
about change. Sometimes the change is for the better, and sometimes
for the worse.

I stood frozen, clutching the dull
metal door handle, as police cars wailed past the building. Their
red and blue lights danced across the dirty, blank cinder block
walls, and I waited for what I knew was coming next.

And there
it was.

The sharp pang of regret, quickly
followed by guilt, and then anxiety, all bundled up in one
fist-tight package delivered right to the middle of my stomach.
Brad nudged me through the door into the hallway, where the smell
of something—a commingling of Chinese food and old gym
socks—snapped me back to the present, greeting us as we made our
way down the tiny, dark hallway toward the radio booth.

Fletcher, this station’s disc
jockey, had two metal stools covered with black fabric set up in
front of the two microphones, and he chuckled at the sight of us
when we entered the room. People laughing upon meeting us for the
first time was something I’d grown accustomed to over the past
year, but it wasn’t something I liked. They always seemed to say
the same thing. At first, we were pretty much what they
expected—late twenties, boyishly good looking, and rich, something
they were not…blah, blah, blah. But none of them seemed to be as
bitter about it as this guy.

Leaning against the stool, I
rested my guitar against my leg and plucked a few strings while
waiting for Fletcher to cut back from the commercial break. “So
tonight we have Josh Jacobs and Brad Meyser of the band Stephanie
in the studio with us.” He turned to me, eyes wide and amused.
“Hello, Josh. How’s it feel to be in Nashville?”

“Good. Thanks very much,” I said
and smiled widely. Fletcher tried to smile back, but it seemed he
couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“Yeah, I think it’s great, too,”
Brad chimed in, flashing a confident grin in Fletcher's direction.
He was obviously feeling like the third wheel already. “The people
here are so friendly.”

Fletcher ignored his sarcasm.
“Well, since we have a full show tonight, I’d like to just get to
the meat of this story, if you guys don’t mind,” he said. I snorted
and shook my head in agreement. He wasn’t wasting any time here
tonight. “Now your band, Steph—.” He choked on the name before
clearing his throat, “is, uh, obviously named after a girl, right?”
I stared him down with a smug smile on my face, waiting for the
barrage of interrogating questions to begin. “I mean, come on.
Couldn’t you guys have come up with something better? Maybe
something a little more cool?”

“It is cool,” Brad said and looked
over at me. We’d been questioned about the name before, but no one
had been this openly aggravated by our selection.

“Um, no. It’s not. I mean, how did
you even settle on that name?”

“It was Josh’s idea,” Brad
volunteered, pointing in my direction.

“Oh, really? Now I am curious.” He
stared at me, waiting for me to reveal that I had named the band
after my sister or my grandma, but I didn’t flinch, and I didn’t
answer his question. We had a method for telling our story, and
some impatient radio disc jockey wasn’t going to ruin
it.

“It’s actually very cool,” Brad
continued, ignoring the tension in the room.

“What? Is he like, your defender,
dude?” he asked, leaning back in his chair before shifting his body
weight toward me. “I mean, obviously you can sing, you were able to
secure a contract, but do you speak, man?”

“I do. But I’m much more
comfortable in a dark room in front of a microphone.”

“Kind of like a mushroom, huh?
Well, I can turn down the lights if it would help.”

I laughed and stood my guitar
against my leg. Maybe this guy wasn’t so bad after all. “It’s just
that Brad really loves telling this story. There’s a method to our
madness, and, to be honest, I’m a little nervous here
tonight.”

“I see. So he’s kind of like your
publicist-slash-band mate.” Fletcher pushed his glasses further up
on the bridge of his nose and crossed his arms. “But what are you
nervous about man? It’s just a nationwide audience.”

“Right. No pressure,” I said,
though Brad and I both knew that the national audience wasn’t what
had been driving my nervousness. I picked up the guitar again and
plucked the strings, waiting for Brad to dive in. Over the years,
the guitar had become my security blanket. Without it, I felt
naked. Somehow it was easier to listen to Brad tell the story while
my strings sang their melancholy song.

“No, come on,
really.” Fletcher bolted forward and leaned across the table. “Is
she, like, your girlfriend or something?” I slapped my hand over the strings to quiet them in protest
and stared at him. “’Cause, I mean, it would suck if your
relationship ended badly,” he quipped, excitedly. “Then, like, what
would you call yourselves?”

“It did,” Brad said as I looked
down at the floor and continued playing.

Fletcher jumped back from the
table. “What? It ended badly? But you still named your band after
her? Dude, you’re killing me. You’re just leaving us all hanging,
and we all want to know.” He leaned into his microphone. “Who is
the mysterious, elusive Stephanie?”


Chapter
One

 


Stephanie

I sat in the driver’s seat of the
car and amused myself, making faces at the cute, but oddly
unrecognizable, girl staring back at me in the car’s side mirror.
And when I wasn’t doing that, I contemplated whether or not this
old beat-up jalopy of a BMW had once been someone’s baby, too. At
one point in time, the car had probably been a recognizable,
luxurious drive, but those days were long gone. Nowadays, the poor
hunk of metal was just a teenage boy’s plaything.

Was that what I had become? A
teenage boy’s plaything?

I scowled at the reflection and
took a long drag from the joint that had made its way to the front
seat, blowing smoke in the girl’s face and wishing she would take
her perky smile and perfectly lined teeth somewhere else. I also
wondered if her parents knew where she was and what she, or rather,
I, was about to do.

Smoky haze billowed up from inside
the car while eight of us sat in its musty, beer- and pot-smelling
cabin outside the Golden Wing chicken restaurant waiting for
Stanley Johnson to give the thumbs up. After thirty minutes, Anna
Tyson laughed hysterically from the middle of the backseat while
Hurley, Ponch, Rusty, and Tim pulled ski masks over their faces.
The boys haphazardly spilled out of the car, tripping over each
other and the assortment of beer bottles that littered the
floorboards, and headed across the empty parking lot toward the
restaurant’s side door.

I switched seats with Steve,
sandwiching myself between Aaron and Anna, and waited for the
others to return with dinner and enough cash for the
week.

As the minutes ticked by, an
original melody came together, taking shape in my head. I have
always loved music. It’s simple, and it’s true. And while the
melody can be as complex as a person wants to make it, the notes
are never complex. They are absolute…unlike people. People are a
contradiction of sorts. The ones that you are supposed to love like
no one else are, more often than not, the ones that disappoint you
the most.

Red, yellow, and blue hues danced
beside a group of beamed eighth-notes until a wailing caused the
notes to fall against the black pavement. I turned to my right, in
the direction of the horrible screeching sound, and saw Rusty
waving his arms wildly in air and screaming for us to go—to move.
He wiped out on a small patch of graveled rock as he jumped the
waist-high fence that divided the children’s outside play yard from
the driveway. Ponch and Hurley were quick on his heels, but Tim was
nowhere in sight.

Steve cranked the starter, but the
old car engine wouldn’t turn over. He tried again as Rusty ran
screaming past the car toward the woods. “What are you waiting for?
Get out of here!” he screamed again. Sirens wailed in the distance,
growing closer with each second that ticked by as Steve stupidly
tried to start the car again.

Aaron opened his door, grabbed my
hand, and pulled me through the woods that divided the shopping
center from the subdivision. We ran along the tree line until we
came to a side road in a dead-end cul-de-sac. He stopped at the
edge of the property line to see if the others were following
behind, but I continued running.

Several cars dotted the mostly
empty road. Down the middle of the tree-lined street, the soles of
my white canvas Keds beat against the black pavement, keeping
perfect time to the music that had once again formed in my head as
the police sirens wailed closer.

Every now and again, I caught a
glimpse of someone running beside me, but as I tried to focus on
who it was, no one was there. It didn’t matter if anyone was
running with me or not; at this point, the music would always win
out, so I focused on the colors and notes again. One color and one
note at a time, until the bass line was solid under the melody, and
then I’d work on the accompaniment. Even the police sirens and the
old man walking at the corner with his pounding cane had a place
and a purpose in the song. I stopped in the middle of the road and
turned my head upward. With my eyes closed and arms stretched
outward, I took a deep breath and prepared for the crescendo. My
hands moved frenetically through the air, quickly and efficiently,
as the notes rose and fell in my imaginary symphony. The slight
summer breeze blew through the bright green trees, rustling their
leaves at just the right frequency as I glanced up at the night sky
to the twinkling stars—brightly beckoning forth the song,
apparently approving of my work. I closed my eyes again, letting my
frenzied hands dance through the air as I leapt and twirled across
the pavement, intoxicated with the knowledge that the entire world
was participating in my song.

I hit the ground with a hard thud.

“That’s gonna leave a mark,” a
strange voice said, slicing through night. “You alright,
Bucks?”

“Yep,” she responded and brushed
herself off as she stood over me, pressing one leg on each side of
my ribcage. She started reading me my rights, or what I perceived
to be my rights from the various police shows I’d watched over the
years, and I tried to regain my composure—my focus—but I didn’t
understand what was happening. Why was she handcuffing me? “Wait,”
I cried as the cuffs squeezed tight against my wrists. “Wait. You
have the wrong person. It was just a song. Why are you doing this?”
Bucks, or whatever her name was, pressed her knee into my back,
driving my face into the freshly watered sod, and I choked a
little.

“Bucks,” the man
scolded.

“What? She’s not hurt.” She winked
at him as she hoisted me to my feet. “Well, at least not right now.
But tomorrow, after she comes down from whatever high she’s on…well
then, that might be another story.”

A crowd formed, and people stood
outside their houses, whispering to each other and watching these
two idiots walk me to the car. Apparently this neighborhood had
never seen this much excitement—or perhaps this form of police
brutality —in front of their houses. The old man with the cane
shook his head in disgust and stared me down as the two morons
shoved me into the back of the unmarked Chevy Caprice. “How do I
even know you’re the police? You could be some crazy perverts
trying to kidnap kids. Help! Help me!” I screamed, but no one
moved.

Bucks flashed her badge—at me
first, and then to the rest of the onlookers—before looking at me
again and smiling widely. I kicked the back of her seat and
continued shouting for help as they climbed into the front of the
car.

“Alright, that’s enough,” the guy
cop said before mumbling something into the car radio. I screamed
again and banged the back of his seat with my feet, but I stopped
screaming as we drove past the old man with the cane. His piercing
white eyes bore through me, and I couldn’t help but feel as if he
was looking deep inside me.

Something stirred inside of me—my
soul? Maybe? Whatever it was, I felt confused and, all of a sudden,
dirty. I quickly closed my eyes, shielding myself from his gaze
until the car turned the corner and drove out of the subdivision,
and I drifted off to sleep.

 


When I came to, I tried sitting
up, but it was no use. My arms had been restrained somehow, and
there was a bright light hanging over the bed I was chained to,
blinding me. It hurt to open my eyes, so I squinted, laid my head
on the hard mattress, and screamed—blood curdling screams—as much
and as loud as my lungs and the rest of my body would produce.
Nobody came to my rescue.

I lifted my head up off the
mattress and looked down at the foot of the bed. I was dressed in
one of those stupid blue-and-white-striped hospital gowns with blue
sock booties, and as I floundered around the bed like a caged
animal, I wondered who had taken off my clothes and dressed me in
such a ridiculous get up.

And what was I doing at the
hospital? I wasn’t sick. Or hurt. So why was I here? The last thing
I remembered was that old man and his creepy eyes. I shook off the
memory and screamed again. I just wanted to go home, crawl into my
comfy, plush bed, and sleep this nightmare off.

My chorus of endless screaming was
interrupted by a bald man, dressed in white, standing in the corner
of the room. I don’t know how long he had been there, but I assumed
it couldn’t have been long. “Hey, can you get me out of these?” I
asked, nodding toward my restraints, but he didn’t answer. His
silence made me want to rage all the more. What kind of a nurse
doesn’t help someone in need? I flailed around on the bed, pulling
against the restraints as another man, with an odd tattoo over his
eye, entered my room and leaned against the wall in front of my
bed. He crossed his arms and smiled at me, but, like the Mr. Clean
man standing across from him, said nothing.

Who the hell were these men? And
what the hell was going on? Tattoo man needed to stop staring at
me. It was rude. He was rude. Who does this? Who comes into
someone’s hospital room and just stares? At least say
something. Hi. How are you? Eff
off. Something. Don’t just stand there
with your arms crossed and that stupid smile on your face, staring.
Didn’t his mother ever teach him manners?

“Eff you!” I shouted, unable to
take his stoic silence any longer. “What are you looking at? What.
Is. Your. Effing. Problem?”

“Stephanie Carlisle,” my mother
scolded from the other side of the doorway. “Stop with the
language.”

Outside the doorway to my room, my
mom, the doctor, and a nurse stood in a triangle formation,
whispering to each other as the bitch cop who tackled me stood in
the doorway and sneered at me. She pretended to listen to the
doctor, but it was obvious she was focused on me.

“You totally jacked up my
shoulder, you bitch,” I shouted.

“Stephanie Renee Carlisle,” my mother said again as she poked her head around
the doctor’s shoulder, but this time she threw in my middle name to
show she was really displeased. Did she really need to do that?
What, am I like five years old?

“What, don’t you have anything to
say for yourself?” I goaded the cop. “I have rights, you know. I’m
gonna sue you for police brutality. I’m a kid. You can’t keep me
here.”

She walked toward me, but stopped
short of the bald man beside my bed who, strangely enough, appeared
to be defending me for some reason. Maybe that was his job. Maybe
he was here to make sure I didn’t hurt myself, or to make sure no
one else did.

Maybe he was assigned by the police department to
keep this crazy loon under control.

“You lost your rights when you and
your buddies tried to rob that restaurant. So keep your mouth
shut,” she said. “Do you understand?”

“You’re not my mom. You can’t tell
me what to do.”

“You know what, kid? You’re lucky
I’m not your mom, because this would be playing out much
differently if I were.”

“Screw you,” I said and spit at
her. I missed, but she lunged for me, and I waited for her hand to
connect with my face.

It didn’t happen. Instead, she
just got real close and breathed her stale, stank breath in my
face. “You know how we learned about your little plan?”

“You got freakin’ lucky?” I said
and turned toward the wall.

“Yeah, we were freakin’ lucky. So
lucky, in fact, that one of your so-called friends snitched you
out.”

My head snapped in her direction.
“You’re lying. None of them would do that to us.”

“Right. Because there’s a code of
honor among thieves and runaways.” She stepped away from me as the
doctor and my mom came into the room. “Take it from me, kid. People
like the ones you’ve been hanging around only care about
themselves.”

“I hate you.”

“Well, you’re doing the right
thing, Mrs. Carlisle,” the tall, fat-bellied doctor said. “You must
know that. It’s better to deal with these issues now….rather than
later.”

“Mom,” I pleaded, “can you undo
this and take me home?”

She looked at me and touched my
shoulder as if she understood my plight—as if she were going to
make them release me from whatever prison they were holding me
in—but then she hesitated and smiled at the doctor. “I’m sure
you’re right. We just don’t know what else to do. It’s been two
years of craziness, and my husband and I are at a loss.”

“Just give her a few months,” he
said, letting out a little laugh as if he’d seen this type of thing
all too many times. “This program is the best in town. Heck, it’s
probably the best program in the state,” he added before leaving
the room.

“Mom,” I said wildly—erratic.
“Mom, what are you doing? Listen to me. Don’t do this. Don’t listen
to them.” She smiled apologetically at me, and then at everyone
else in the room. “You’re not seriously leaving me here, are
you?”

Another woman—stuffy and uptight,
with her hair in a flawless bun—entered the room with a handful of
paperwork for my mother.

“Mom, please. Don’t do this. Don’t
leave me here. I can change. I will change,” I begged, but she
ignored me and began to sign the paperwork. “Mom,” I said, kicking
at the bedside table, sending the papers flying across the room in
a last ditch effort to get her to acknowledge my pleadings. “You’re
not listening to me.”

The woman gathered the papers from
the floor and frowned at me as she handed them back to my mom.
“Here,” she pointed. “You only need to sign this page.” My mom
quickly signed the last page, which was now on top, and shuffled
the papers until they were in some sort of order, then handed them
back to the lady. “Why don’t you say your good-byes?” she
suggested. “The nurse will call you in a few days to arrange for a
family session sometime in the next month or so.”

She left quickly, followed by the
nurse and the police officer, leaving only my mom and the two men
in the room with me. The bald one seemed fine, but the other one,
with the tattoo, was a little creepy. I wished he would have left
like everyone else.

“Mom, don’t do this,” I cried,
though the tears weren’t for real. I had learned years ago how to
manipulate her and get my way in most situations. It wasn’t always
like that, but I think, as the fighting and the years wore on, she
just got tired and gave in to whatever demands I had.

She bent over the bed, brushed my
hair to the side, and smiled at me. “Stephanie, it’s gone too far.
You need help, honey.” Her thumb pressed against my cheek, no doubt
rubbing off a thick, black line of mascara.

“I know. I know. But I’ll change.
I will. Just, please…. Don’t do this.”

“Steph, it’s been two years. You
keep saying you’ll change, but you haven’t. And now—now you tried
robbing a restaurant, and you were doing drugs. It’s out of
control. This is no way to live. We can’t do this
anymore.”

“Can’t or won’t?” I asked, jerking
my head away. I closed my eyes and clinched my teeth. What did it
matter if she answered me? The bottom line was she was leaving me
in this hell hole with these horrible people to do whatever in the
hell they wanted to do. “You just don’t understand us.”

“Stephanie,” she corrected with
that testy tone that made me want to punch someone or throw
something against a wall. “Please don’t act this way.”

“You’re gonna be so sorry for
leaving me here.”

“You can rage all you want, but I
would rather have a mad daughter than a dead daughter.”

“I’ll never forgive you for
leaving me like this,” I said, refusing to look at her.

“Stephanie, please don’t make this
harder than it has to be.” She leaned over me and kissed my
forehead.

“You don’t care about me anyway,”
I scowled, snapping my head in her direction.

“Stephanie, I love you,” she said
as she stared into my eyes.

I spat directly in her face.
“Well, I hate you.”

She let out a heavy sigh and
closed her eyes. “Okay, well, I’ll see you in a few weeks.” She
wiped the spit from her face, then turned so I couldn’t see her,
but I knew she was crying. I knew her. I knew the tears were
welling up, and I knew she didn’t understand why I was doing this.
Why I was acting this way.

To be honest, there were times
when I didn’t understand it either. It was like someone had flipped
a switch and I was different person. A person that no one loved—not
even me.

Her fingernails slid across the
bed sheets as she headed toward the door. “I love you, Stephanie,”
she murmured. I wanted to believe her, but I couldn’t. I didn’t. I
don’t know why. I just didn’t. My mom had spent her whole life
trying to make me comfortable, trying to protect me, so what the
hell was wrong with me? Why did I have to rage? Who was this person
that had taken over my body these past few years, and when would
she leave?

I should have told her I loved her
back, but instead I just screamed at her and raged on. “You’re a
liar, Mother! If you loved me, you wouldn’t leave me
here!”


Chapter
Two

 


Eloise

I waited until I was out of her
sight, standing silent and alone at the elevator before I allowed
the tears to flow freely down my face. No parent should have to go
through this. But then again, no child should have to either.
Lashing out at everyone was just her way of dealing with
it—whatever it was. She was reaching out and waiting for someone to take
hold of her and not let go. She was hurting and asking for help—I
knew that logically as a parent. But as the recipient of her daily
assaults, it was much more difficult to remain
uninfluenced.

I stepped into the elevator,
pushed the button for the lobby, and waited for the car to descend.
I should have known it would stop on every one of the seven floors
below. On floor six—the maternity ward—I wiped my tears and smiled
at the young couple with the small baby and little girl who entered
the elevator. The little girl smiled and waved at me, and I
returned the exchange, faking it as best I could. Finally, the
doors opened at the lobby, and the little family made their way out
of the elevator. As they filed out, the little girl turned and
waved again, but this time it seemed as if she was waving not to
me, but to someone standing next to me. I glanced over, but, as I
already knew, there was no one there. I shook off the feeling and
followed the family out the doors toward to the parking garage,
where I found my car and drove home.

I didn’t remember specifics about
the drive home. The route to and from the hospital and our house
was one I’d memorized, having driven it more in the past two years
than I cared to admit—fourteen times last year alone. Each trip to
the hospital was by police escort, and yielded nothing but a hefty
medical bill and a quiet trip home, followed by days of silence and
seemingly good behavior. But it never lasted. Within a week,
Stephanie would be back to her usual antics, like tearing up the
house and using broken pictures as weapons, and then we’d be off to
the hospital again. The traffic light flashed from green to red,
and I remembered the first time we started this dance—Christmas,
two years ago.

 


I would have slapped her again,
but I realized at that point she couldn’t be rational, so I sat on
top of her—restraining her—while the red and green Christmas tree
lights flickered on and off, and Andy Williams belted out,
It’s The Most Wonderful Time of the
Year.

“Get off me, you bitch,” she
screamed as she threw her head back and forth. Her long hair shook
violently against the hardwood floor. “I hate you,” she continued,
squirming underneath me, unable to break free. “I freaking hate
you. You
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