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				Maria Shriver 
presents

				The Open Field

				A Publishing Imprint

				books that rise above the noise and move humanity forward

			

			
				Dear Reader,

				Years ago, these words attributed to Rumi found a place in my heart:

				Out beyond ideas of

				wrongdoing and rightdoing,

				there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

				Ever since, I’ve cultivated an image of what I call the “Open Field”—a place out beyond fear and shame, beyond judgment, loneliness, and expectation. A place that hosts the reunion of all creation. It’s the hope of my soul to find my way there—and whenever I hear an insight or a practice that helps me on the path, I love nothing more than to share it with others.

				That’s why I’ve created The Open Field. My hope is to publish books that honor the most unifying truth in human life: We are all seeking the same things. We’re all seeking dignity. We’re all seeking joy. We’re all seeking love and acceptance, seeking to be seen, to be safe. And there is no competition for these things we seek—because they are not material goods; they are spiritual gifts!

				We can all give each other these gifts if we share what we know—what has lifted us up and moved us forward. That is our duty to one another—to help each other toward acceptance, toward peace, toward happiness—and my promise to you is that the books published under this imprint will be maps to the Open Field, written by guides who know the path and want to share it.

				Each title will offer insights, inspiration, and guidance for moving beyond the fears, the judgments, and the masks we all wear. And when we take off the masks, guess what? We will see that we are the opposite of what we thought—we are each other.

				We are all on our way to the Open Field. We are all helping one another along the path. I’ll meet you there.

				Love,
Maria Shriver

			

		

	
		
			
			For Jennifer, and Robert,

			and all my friends from the hospital.
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			Foreword by Jonathan Eig

			In a lawyer’s office in Fort Worth, Texas, in the spring of 1993, I met a nervous young man who struggled to make eye contact.

			He was pale, slender, and, it seemed to me, achingly sad. He pulled his baseball cap low over his brow, avoiding eye contact. He patted his knee and scratched his nose.

			“I wish I could be normal,” he said.

			I was twenty-eight years old, a newspaper reporter. The young man sitting before me, Banning Lyon, was twenty. Five years earlier, Banning had given his skateboard to a friend. His parents and a guidance counselor had interpreted this as a sign that Banning might be suicidal. Banning tried to tell them that he had bought a new board, that he wasn’t depressed or suicidal. It didn’t matter. The next day, he was hospitalized, told he would likely stay for two weeks at the Brookhaven Psychiatric Pavilion in Farmers Branch, Texas.

			But two weeks became a year, a year in which he endured nightmarish treatment; a year in which his family’s insurance company was billed tens of thousands of dollars; a year in which he lost faith in medicine, in his parents, even in himself.

			As a local newspaper reporter, I had helped investigate allegations that some private psychiatric hospitals had paid bounties for patients, coerced them into long hospital stays, invented diagnoses, and billed patients’ insurance plans until they ran dry. Banning was the first of those patients I met face-to-face.

			“They stole a whole year of my life,” Banning told me that day in his lawyer’s office. “If I live to be eighty-one, then I only lived eighty years.”

			He reminded me of half my high school friends—awkward, scared, lost, angry. I took an immediate liking to him. But as a newspaper reporter, I was well accustomed to liking people and leaving them behind, writing their stories one day and moving on the next, never learning what would become of them, perhaps even forgetting about them, if truth be told.

			It happened by curious chance that at the time I met Banning, a close friend of mine, Bob, a classmate from college, suffered a manic episode and sought inpatient treatment. Like Banning, Bob hoped for a short stint in the hospital but wound up staying much longer. Unlike Banning, however, Bob needed hospitalization, got quality treatment, and seemed to benefit from it. I mention Bob to make sure that anyone reading Banning’s book understands that not all inpatient psychiatric care puts profit ahead of patient care. In fact, many doctors complain that America faces a shortage in psychiatric care facilities, especially for teens. According to a recent survey, one third of all high school students report persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness—an increase of 40 percent from a decade ago.[*] The pandemic has exacerbated many mental health problems, making access to good care more important than ever. All of this makes a story about bad, predatory care that much more painful, powerful, and worth telling.

			Banning and Bob gave me my introduction to mental health treatment. I thought of them recently when I found myself writing about another person who struggled with depressive episodes, a person who twice attempted suicide as a teenager and who voluntarily checked into hospitals numerous times when stress and anxiety became too much for him to bear. His name was Martin Luther King Jr., the subject of my most recent book. King never denied his two adolescent suicide attempts. Years later, when he won the Nobel Peace Prize, the news came to him as he lay in a hospital bed, where, as he told reporters, he had checked in to recover from exhaustion. In the final years of King’s life, several friends said he was almost certainly depressed.

			Are people with mental health challenges more inclined to be fighters, like Dr. King? Are they made stronger by their ordeals? Are they more apt to become advocates for the rest of us? “You who are in the field of psychology have given us a great word. It is the word maladjusted,” King said in 1967 during a speech to the American Psychological Association. King encouraged us to embrace the concept of “creative maladjustment,” one that links our internal struggles with the social forces surrounding us, one that helps us in the pursuit of justice, peace, love. There are some things, he said, “to which we should never be adjusted.”

			When I met him thirty years ago, Banning Lyon seemed like an unlikely candidate to embrace creative maladjustment. Fortunately, he surprised me. It took years, but he found his way, eventually becoming a husband, a father, and a backpacking guide.

			It was in his role as a backpacking guide that Banning found his true footing. The outdoors became an antidote, a correction to his year of confinement. On hiking trails, he learned to rely on others and to let others rely on him. Being in nature, with time, with open skies and open minds, led to a powerful revelation: the men and women walking beside him carried psychic burdens of their own. Banning found he could share his story with his fellow backpackers in a way that must have seemed impossible when he tried to share his story with me so many years earlier. “I learned that people weren’t stronger or more capable than me,” he writes. “They were flawed and broken. They were alcoholics or cutters or parents who’d alienated their kids. And no matter where they’d come from or what they’d survived, we all wanted the same thing: a family where we felt like we belonged.”

			With growing confidence, Banning opened up about his past. “I began to feel,” he writes, “like sharing my story was part of being a guide.”

			Banning Lyon could be angry now. He was misunderstood and let down by his parents, abused by the medical establishment, and heartbroken by romance, yet the great story he tells is ribboned through with hope and love, without trace of self-pity. In fact, that’s what makes Banning a good guide—through this book and, I imagine, through Yosemite National Park or other difficult terrain: he looks for the beauty first, and when he can’t see it, he pushes on, with certainty that it lies ahead, somewhere.

			Banning’s story touches us all, reminding us that mental health is a process, not a destination; it’s a walk through the woods, one that might seem painful, even impossible.

			“There is no finish line for healing,” he writes.

			I give thanks that Banning’s story didn’t end with the article I wrote in 1993. I give thanks for this book, which will stay forever in my mind, where I too can walk on through the difficult terrain, looking ahead toward something beautiful.

			—Jonathan Eig, author of the New York Times–bestselling and National Book Award–nominated biography King: A Life

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2011–2021, February 2023, https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf.

				

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I was thirty-nine years old when I first saw Yosemite Valley. From the air, its jagged walls and granite spires somehow seemed older than the Earth itself. At one end of the valley stood Half Dome, its iconic summit surrounded by a blanket of snow, like a stone in the middle of a frozen stream. I pressed my face to the window of the plane and gazed at the valley below, the place that would become my home.

			The man sitting next to me leaned forward and peered out the window.

			“Ever been to Yosemite?” he asked.

			“Not yet,” I said.

			To him, I probably looked like a normal guy, dressed in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, my knees jammed against the seat in front of me. But I wasn’t normal. I was the broken shadow of a person, a fourteen-year-old hiding in an adult’s body, still waiting for my parents to pick me up at the airport after they abandoned me. Two years later they would sign me in to a psychiatric hospital operated by a corporation that would eventually plead guilty to the largest health care fraud case in the history of the United States.

			The man next to me leaned back in his seat.

			“Are you planning on going to the valley soon?”

			“I’m flying out for a job interview,” I said, “to be a backpacking guide.”

			His eyes grew wide. “In Yosemite?”

			“Yeah, my interview’s tomorrow.”

			I looked back out the window. I didn’t like looking at people when I spoke to them. After having been forced to sit in a quiet room and stare at a wall for months at a time, I didn’t trust people anymore. I couldn’t count how many times I’d listened to my friends shriek and cry for help while the hospital staff held them down and strapped them to their beds. My fiancée had survived that place when she was a teenager too. Until years later, when her heroin addiction killed her, and almost killed me.

			I was still staring out the window when the man spoke again.

			“I haven’t been to Yosemite in years,” he said. “I’ll never forget the first time I drove into the valley. I remember getting out of my car and thinking it was the first place that ever made me believe in God.”

			I didn’t say anything, I just watched the valley below slowly drift into the distance. Four months later I’d see Yosemite in person—and it wouldn’t make me believe in God. For the first time in my life, it would make me believe in myself.

		

	
		
			
				1.

				I Don’t Want You

			
			The journey that would lead me to become a backpacking guide didn’t begin in a psychiatric hospital or Yosemite. It began in a small stucco house in the foothills of Sonoma, California, twenty-six years before, when my parents first sent me away.

			I was born in Southern California, the son of a pilot and a travel agent who had gotten married just before the bloodiest years of the Vietnam War. Until I was eleven, my life seemed perfect. Dad took me on weekend trips around North America. We went hiking and sailing and sat under trees and ate lunch together. When he was home, we wandered through the hills near our house, searching under rocks and logs for snakes and lizards. Once, when I caught a five-foot-long gopher snake, Dad said we should take it home and show my mom.

			“Look what we found today,” he told her, smiling.

			I pulled the snake out of a pillowcase and Mom screamed at the top of her lungs. Dad and I burst into laughter. Mom almost passed out.

			It wasn’t until after their bitter divorce and custody battle that Mom finally sent me and my older sister to live in Sonoma with my dad and stepmom, Linda. It was easy to like Linda, with her long blond hair and flight attendant smile, but she was in her late twenties and had never had kids. Even as a thirteen-year-old, I could tell she didn’t know how to deal with two teenagers. By the time I’d started seventh grade, my sister Adrienne had gotten her driver’s license. I hardly saw her again after that.

			A year later, when Adrienne was a senior and ready to go to college, Linda and I began to argue. She’d ask me to do chores and I’d rush through them, only to have her ask me to do more. I’d always been free to do what I wanted before, so I pushed back. Halfway through the summer of 1985, Linda had had enough.

			“I think you need to go back and live with your mom,” she said. “You’ll be happier there. Not to mention, she’s always reminding us she still has full custody.”

			Before Dad married Linda, he was my best friend. We’d talk and laugh and work in the yard together. But after my parents’ divorce, he seemed quiet and distant. He spent more time away. And when he was home, we only did things with Linda. He wasn’t my dad anymore; he was her husband now. When Linda finally told me I needed to go live with my mom again, he walked out of the room as if he hadn’t heard her.

			“I don’t want to live with Mom,” I said, following him. “I want to live with you. I want to go hiking and catch snakes again. I miss you.”

			“Give her a call anyway, son,” he said.

			I was heartbroken. My dad was worse than dead; he was gone. I almost began to cry, but I didn’t want him to see my tears. He didn’t even look at me as he walked away.

			I’ll never forget watching him as he left that afternoon. I wondered why he had given up on me, why he refused to remember how close we’d been before he married Linda. The moment reminded me of something he once told me when I was younger, after we had stopped during a hike to rest in the shade of a tree. We were drinking water from his old metal canteen when I saw a plane overhead.

			“Are you ever afraid of crashing, Dad?” I asked.

			He shook his head and grinned, the way he always did when he was certain of something.

			“Nope,” he said. “Never. It doesn’t even occur to me. I always imagine good things happening. There’s no point in thinking about what could go wrong.”

			Since my parents’ divorce, maybe that’s all I was to my dad, something bad that had happened to him, a reminder of something that had gone wrong. But to me, our memories together were the happiest moments of my life. I couldn’t understand why I was only a part of his past and not a part of his future.

			I never knew why my parents divorced. My mom said he had cheated on her, but I didn’t believe it. I didn’t believe anything my mom said. I hardly knew her. I knew her parents had been poor and she grew up in the South, and now she ran a travel agency and she loved her Cadillac and her Rolex. But she didn’t feel like my mom. She acted like an android that had been programmed to take care of me, with her short black hair and ice-blue eyes as mysterious as the glaciers I’d seen in Alaska. I knew she loved me, but only under the right conditions.

			I called her the next day. She sounded happy to hear from me, although I didn’t know why.

			“Linda said I need to come live with you,” I said.

			“Honey, I’d love that, but I don’t have room for you. I live in a tiny condo in Newport Beach now. I only have one bedroom. You’re thirteen. You need your own room.”

			“But Linda said I can’t stay here,” I told her. “She said you have full custody.”

			Mom didn’t say anything. I peered around the corner of the kitchen and saw Linda sitting on the sofa, listening to me. She smiled and gave me a thumbs-up.

			“Why don’t you talk to Linda?” I said to Mom, tears filling my eyes.

			“I don’t want to talk to her,” she snapped. “Tell them I don’t have room for you.”

			Week after week Linda asked me to try again. I’d stand in the kitchen, tethered to our wall-mounted phone, and dial Mom’s number while I leaned against the wall to hide my shame. But no matter how many times I called, nothing ever changed. Linda would tell me to call again, then she’d sit in the living room and eavesdrop after Dad left the room. Mom always said the same thing, like her circuits were broken.

			“I don’t have room for you, honey.”

			Finally, weeks later, angry and tired of the phone calls, Mom told me to fly to Dallas to stay with my aunt and uncle until she could join me there. I’d gone to visit them once when I was a child. Other than that one trip, the only thing I remembered about Texas was the blistering summer sun.

			

			—

			It was July when my uncle Dave stood waiting for me at the Dallas airport. He was tall and thin and had deep-set eyes and a solemn voice. We walked in silence together past the magazine stands and restaurants that lined the terminal. Then he patted me on the shoulder as if he were sorry for me, sorry that I didn’t have a family. Not because they had been killed but because they didn’t want me anymore.

			Dallas was hot and humid and filled with houses built in flat rows bordering straight streets, like an enormous suburban waffle iron. Neighbors stood in their yards every evening and watered the grass, their shadowed figures backlit against a huge sunset and open sky. My aunt and uncle and their two daughters agreed to take care of me until Mom could sell her condo and move to Texas. My first week “living under their roof,” as my uncle Dave called it, consisted of church four times a week, a blessing before every meal, and a fifteen-minute prayer circle before bed.

			The only things that felt familiar were my uncle Dave’s keepsakes from Vietnam. He had been a fighter pilot in the navy and flown alongside my dad over cities like Hanoi and Vinh and Thanh Hóa. His study was filled with memorabilia from the war. Every day I would wander to that quiet corner of the house and stare at the black-and-white photographs of him and my dad and the times they had shared. Dad looked so young, standing with his flight helmet under one arm and smiling at me from somewhere off the coast of Vietnam. I remembered the same photograph hanging in Dad’s study when I was a little boy, but the image of him seemed different now. I felt like I’d lost him forever. Sometimes I’d take the picture off the wall and sit on the floor and cry while I stared at him and wondered why he had to marry someone who didn’t want me.

			I started eighth grade that summer, five months before my classmates and I would watch the space shuttle Challenger disintegrate on TV. Every weekday morning my older cousins drove me to school, and we’d ignore one another while I sat in the back seat and gazed out the window, at cars filled with smiling families who still had one another. Then I’d come home and do my homework and help my uncle Dave around the house before slinking off to my room. But none of it made any difference. We all knew I wouldn’t be staying for long, and that no amount of chores or prayers would ever make us a family.

			Mom called every week to check on me. She asked about Adrienne, but I hadn’t spoken to her, and my dad and Linda hadn’t called me since the day they sent me to Texas. When I turned fourteen that September, I waited by the phone for Dad to call me. He never did. I went to bed in tears.

			By Christmas, I’d stopped looking at his picture.

			

			—

			I was doing my homework in my room one evening when Uncle Dave knocked on my door and handed me the phone.

			“Hi, honey,” Mom said. “I’ve got some good news. I’m moving to Dallas next month to live with your aunt Martha and uncle John.” Martha was Mom’s younger sister. “You can move there and live with me. We’ll look for an apartment once I’m settled there and find a job.”

			Uncle Dave drove me and my few belongings over to meet Mom when she arrived a couple of weeks later. We pulled up in front of the house to see her sorting through a pile of clothing in the back seat of her Cadillac. She threw open her arms and I gave her a hug because I didn’t want to disappoint her. I hadn’t seen her since the day I’d moved to Sonoma, two years before, when I walked into her bedroom to say goodbye. I remembered sitting on the edge of her bed and putting my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t say anything. She just lay there like a corpse wrapped in her thin cotton sheets. She used to cry all the time after Dad left. She even stopped talking for a while. As far as I was concerned, my mom had been gone for nearly three years.

			Uncle Dave grabbed two bags of clothing out of her car and started for the house. Mom walked around to the trunk and dug through a box.

			“Guess what I bought for you,” she said, handing me a brand-new skateboard. “I remember how much you loved skating when you were a little boy.”

			I’d forgotten my old yellow skateboard and our brief love affair. Mom’s gift conjured memories of skating barefoot and coasting around the street in front of our driveway. I wanted to be grateful, but it was hard to feel anything other than disappointment about my parents. I gave Mom another hug and began carrying my things inside.

			Our room above Aunt Martha and Uncle John’s garage was dusty and hot and too small for me and my mom, but my days of church and bedtime prayer circles were over. Mom worked all day and looked for apartments when she wasn’t home. Uncle John lounged in his recliner and watched TV while Aunt Martha sat at the kitchen table, rereading her decades-old pile of tabloid magazines. Other than saying “Good morning” or “Good night,” they only spoke to me if I was standing in front of their television.

			I spent all my free time on my new skateboard, racing around in the Texas heat before retreating to the house, where I’d peel off my shirt, sit in the air-conditioning, and bury my face in the pages of a Thrasher skateboarding magazine. The black-and-white newsprint pages were crammed full of articles and pictures and artwork. Advertisements mocked parents. Skaters in wigs posed as worried moms wagging their fingers. There were ads for bands with names like Black Flag, Minor Threat, and Suicidal Tendencies. Every page read like an angry Declaration of Independence.

			Month after month I’d kick my skateboard down to the local skate shop and buy the newest issue. I didn’t even bother going back home to read them. I’d sit on the sidewalk outside the shop and commit each word and picture to memory, all of them symbols of a world free of my parents and the suffering they had caused me.

			

			—

			“I want you to try to go back to California and live with your dad,” Mom said.

			It was a weeknight in June, nearly a year since we had moved into the room above Martha and John’s garage. I’d been skating out front when Mom got home from work and waved for me to come inside. Those words were the first thing she had said to me all day.

			I stopped in the doorway and stared at her. She stood behind a short stack of half-unpacked boxes, still wearing one of the designer suits she always wore to the travel agency where she had gotten a job. I almost shouted at her, but I knew it wouldn’t help. After my being shuffled around for the last two years, no one seemed to care what I wanted anyway.

			“Try?” I asked. “What do you mean, ‘try’?”

			“You’re always saying how much you miss California,” she said, sweetening her voice. “It’s summer now. You’re out of school. You should call your dad to see if you can visit for a while. Maybe he’ll let you stay this time.”

			I’d gotten used to my mom manipulating me. She’d try to convince me to do something and I’d refuse. Then she’d cry or yell at me, hoping to change my mind. I wondered if she had done the same thing to my dad.

			I tossed my skateboard on the bed. “So they don’t know I’m coming, and you want me to stay?”

			“They owe me child support and alimony, Banning. And now they’re building some stupid house.” Mom fell silent. She clenched her jaw. “When you go back, I want you to go through their bills and find some credit card receipts and send them to me. I can take those bills to court and get the money we deserve, money to get you clothes for school, maybe even another skateboard.”

			“What the fuck does it matter, Mom? I’m going to live with them now, right?”

			She slammed the door and stormed downstairs. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. I knew she still loved my dad, even though she said he had cheated on her and then left us for Linda.

			I dug the phone out from under a pile of Mom’s clothing and stared at it. I hadn’t heard my dad’s voice in two years. I wanted to hate him instead of missing him so much. I dialed his number and he answered a moment later. “Banning,” he said, almost shouting. “How are you, son?” He sounded ecstatic. It was awkward talking to him again, like I was acting in a school talent show. “I was thinking maybe I can come visit,” I said. Linda got on the extension, her voice still young and friendly. “We’d love to see you,” she said. “We’ll call the airport and get a pass for you.” They both still worked for Western Airlines. Linda rambled on and on about their new house before they finally hung up.

			I slumped against the wall next to my bed. “They never even call to say hi or check on me,” I said to my skateboard. “And now they’re happy to see me?”

			Uncle John dropped me off at the airport later that week. I’d spent countless hours of my childhood walking through airports with my dad. We’d board the plane before everyone else and I’d sit in the cockpit and he’d introduce me to the crew while they went through the preflight checklist. Sometimes he’d call the tower and let me talk to the air traffic controllers. “My son’s gonna be a pilot, just like his dad,” he said once. The crew laughed and laughed. Then he pinned a pair of small plastic wings to my shirt and walked me to my seat while he chatted with the passengers. I felt like the luckiest kid in the world.

			But now I sat alone in the cabin and flew back to California so I could lie and steal in exchange for what was left of my family. I propped my forehead against the cold plastic window and stared at the world below, wondering if anything I did really mattered anymore.

			Dad was standing at the gate when I arrived in San Francisco. He looked happier than the last time I’d seen him, when he dropped me off at the same terminal and said goodbye.

			“Hey, son,” he said. “How was the flight?”

			“Nice. Bad landing though. Two bumps.” Critiquing landings for him was an old ritual.

			“Check any luggage?”

			“Yeah, just one bag,” I said. I’d left a lot of stuff behind because I didn’t want him to suspect that I planned on staying with them.

			“Well, let’s stop by baggage claim. Then we’ll pick up lunch on the way to the house.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Can’t wait for you to see it.”

			He hardly spoke during the drive. Every once in a while I’d look at him and wonder if my dad was still in there somewhere, but he seemed even more distant now. He didn’t laugh or joke with me. He didn’t talk about the years we had spent together. I felt like a hitchhiker, stuck in a car with a stranger.

			We passed through Sonoma an hour later. I hadn’t seen the town since I’d moved to Texas, and I’d forgotten how much I missed it, with its red-winged blackbirds and foggy mornings and vineyards planted in neat rows that unfurled across the valley. Dad swung a left at a barely familiar intersection and drove into the hills where we used to go hiking. We came to a narrow road and followed it through the woods before coming to a stop in front of a beautiful new house. It looked just like I had imagined, surrounded by oak and bay trees and wild grass. But there was a not-quite-rightness to everything, as if I were stepping into a life where I didn’t belong.

			Linda was working in the barn. She came running up the driveway and threw her arms around me. “I’m so glad you came to visit,” she said. She hadn’t changed at all, with her sunny smile and faded blue jeans, like a cover girl for California. I couldn’t help but think of all the times she had told me to go live with my mom.

			Dad and I spent the next few days working around the house. We trimmed trees and loaded the bed of the truck with trunks and limbs to take to the dump. Then we’d drive back up the hill and go hiking through the woods before stopping to eat lunch in the shade of a tree.

			“I bet there’s a lot of snakes around here,” I said one afternoon.

			He nodded quietly as if he’d never considered it.

			“Remember that huge gopher snake I caught? The one we showed Mom.”

			Dad winced like he had bitten his cheek. The space between us suddenly grew larger. He closed his eyes and took a breath and then packed up what was left of his lunch.

			“We should get going,” he said, turning for the house. “There’s still a lot of work to do.”

			I felt so stupid. I imagined chasing him and hugging his waist. I wanted to beg him to come back to me, the proud dad who used to introduce me to passengers and let me wear his hat. But he was gone now, and he wasn’t coming back.

			Mom called a few times that week. She’d chat for a couple of minutes before asking how “things were going,” which seemed to be some vague reminder for me to go through Dad’s bills. I didn’t plan on stealing anything for her, but concealing her plot made me feel dishonest. And although I wasn’t sure if Dad and Linda would let me stay, I knew if they found out what Mom had asked me to do they’d put me on the next plane back to Texas.

			Later that week the three of us sat around the kitchen table and talked over dessert. The moment we finished our ice cream, I jumped to my feet and started carrying the dishes to the kitchen. I knew I needed to impress them if I wanted to stay. Dad walked over from the table while I was filling the sink with water.

			“Sit back down, son,” he said. “Linda and I need to talk to you. We’ll do the dishes later.”

			My heart sank. I followed them into the living room and slouched in one of the chairs.

			“We love having you here,” Linda told me, “and it’s obvious you’re doing your best to be good, but…” She looked at Dad as if she needed help. He was staring out the window. “You can’t live here, Banning,” she said. “Your mother still has full custody. You’re only fourteen.”

			I looked away. I couldn’t understand why they didn’t want me. I almost told Linda that my mom didn’t want me either, but I knew it wouldn’t matter. Dad stood and walked to the kitchen and began washing the dishes. He wouldn’t look at us. I wondered what I’d done to make them not love me. Linda kept talking while I watched him. Her words sounded muted and distant.

			Dad took me to the airport later that week. We drove with the windows down. The air was cool and smelled of eucalyptus trees. I remember gazing at the blue civic center as we passed through Marin. It seemed sad to waste such a beautiful day.

			We stopped at the terminal and I felt Dad give me a hug. “I love you, son,” he said. He helped me check my bag at the curb, then pulled out his wallet and handed me a dollar. “Make sure to call your mom when you arrive.”

			I landed in Dallas hours later. I found a pay phone and dialed my aunt and uncle’s number.

			“Valerie!” Aunt Martha shouted. “Your son’s on the phone!”

			Mom picked up the other line.

			“Hey, Mom. I’m at DFW. Dad told me to call you.”

			“What happened?” she asked.

			“They sent me back.” I leaned my forehead against the wall next to the phone and closed my eyes. “I need you to come get me.”

			“I told you he would screw this up,” Martha said. “You’re just like your miserable father, Banning. I hope you don’t cheat on your wife and break up your family.” She slammed down the receiver.

			Mom was quiet for a long time before she spoke. “You call your dad and Linda, and you tell them to get you a flight back to California. Do not come back here. I don’t want you.”

			Then she hung up.

			I stared at the polished chrome of the pay phone and listened to the dial tone. My distorted reflection gazed back at me.

			“What did I do wrong?” I said. “Why does this keep happening?”

			I used the rest of my quarters to call three more times, but Mom or Martha kept hanging up on me. I checked all the other pay phones, poking my finger into the coin return in search of a quarter. I never found one.

			The terminal was quiet and empty. I sat at a nearby gate and listened to the distant murmur of voices and people. Then I picked up my bag and started walking. I didn’t know where to go. I stopped near baggage claim and gazed out the windows at a street spotted with the oil of a million cars. The automatic doors slid open and the humid Texas air swallowed me. I stepped outside and stood alone in the heat. The wavering buzz of cicadas filled the air.

			“I guess no one’s coming to get me,” I said to them.

			I wandered back inside and sat in a row of black plastic chairs that faced a large window and looked out onto the airfield. Each of the chairs had a small coin-operated television mounted to the end of one arm. The seats were hard and uncomfortable. Outside, planes departed and arrived. The muted growl of their engines rumbled through the glass. I’d always loved that sound. I sat and watched the planes for a long time.

			I turned to my little red bag and laid my hand on its side.

			Everything I have is in the chair next to me, I thought. I don’t have a family anymore. I’m alone now.

			After several hours and two collect calls to Martha and John’s house, I went to baggage claim to get my other bag and then called the operator. She connected me to what sounded like the police. A man with a thick Texas accent answered the phone. I told him I was stuck at the airport, and he asked for my name and age. I said I was fourteen.

			“Where are your parents?” he asked.

			I almost started crying. I didn’t know how to answer the question. There was too much to explain.

			“My dad’s back in California,” I said. “My mom was supposed to pick me up.”

			“She might be held up in traffic. It’s still rush hour.”

			A flight attendant standing nearby looked at me. I hid between the partitions that separated the phones and lowered my voice.

			“She’s still at home,” I said. “She keeps hanging up on me.”

			The officer was quiet for a moment. His voice was low and calm when he spoke again.

			“Don’t you worry, son. This is probably just some misunderstanding. What’s her number?”

			I gave him Aunt Martha’s phone number. Then he asked for the number printed on the pay phone. I read it to him and he told me to stay put until he called back. The phone rang a few minutes later.

			“Your mother’s on her way,” he said. “She’ll be there in an hour or so. If she’s not, you call me back, son. Understand?”

			An hour later my uncle John’s huge brown Cadillac pulled up outside the terminal. John sat expressionless behind the wheel. Aunt Martha was in the passenger seat next to him. Mom sat in back. She had been crying. She and Martha looked furious, both of them glaring at me while John stared out the windshield. I thought about running away, but I had nowhere to go. I put my bags in the trunk and then got in the car. Mom started yelling at me. “Why did you have to come back?” she shouted. Aunt Martha turned around and joined her. They both looked hysterical. Mom crying and screaming. Martha’s eyes wide and hateful. Mom slapped me once, hard. Then again. And again. Quick, sharp slaps. I covered my face and turned away. She slapped the back of my head. I heard myself crying. I begged her to stop. Mom had never hit me before. She sounded like she had lost her mind, screaming and wailing in rage and grief. By the time we were on the highway, she was crying too hard to hit me anymore.

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” I cried. “I’m sorry.” I kept saying it. I don’t know why.

			Mom finally fell quiet and stared out the window. Aunt Martha didn’t speak either.

			Uncle John never said a word.

		

	
		
			
				2.

				Suicidal Tendencies

			
			A few months after Mom left me at the airport, we moved out of Martha and John’s house into a two-bedroom apartment down the street. She never apologized for hitting me, and I never asked about it. I got a job bagging groceries at a nearby store. A month later I started ninth grade. The rest of my time was committed to skateboarding and punk rock and the ever-growing notion that the only person I could trust was me.

			Mom suffered from depression. I knew it as a child. She worked all the time and slept a lot and her smile looked like something she’d rehearsed in the mirror. She bought nice things to make herself happy, like her 1979 Cadillac Seville, the same color as her frosty blue eyes. When I was a kid, she used to make my sister Adrienne practice piano every day. She insisted on cutting my hair until I was eleven. She made sure Adrienne got straight As. We weren’t kids; we were symbols of the happiness Mom had always wanted for herself.

			Shortly after the divorce, she started waking us in the middle of the night. We’d sit at the kitchen table in the dark and cry while she talked about how lonely she was without Dad. “We’re all alone,” she would say. “You’re the man of the house now.” It was a nightly ritual. Adrienne was a teenager back then and finally stopped coming out of her room, so Mom would get me out of bed and we would sit in the dark while I stared at the floor and listened to her rant about my unfaithful dad and his terrible girlfriend, Linda. That’s probably why Adrienne never called her. She’d gone to college and never looked back.

			Four years later, living in Dallas, Mom had hardly changed. The only difference was her silence. She didn’t talk about my dad anymore, or how much I looked like him, or that she had finally accepted being stuck with me. Instead, she carried those unspoken words in her body as if she had swallowed something that was slowly poisoning her. Every evening she’d come home and shuffle into the kitchen like an overworked farm horse, tired and bent from years of work and loneliness. Then she’d microwave a frozen dinner and wander off to her room and stare at her television. I hated seeing her like that. I loved my mom. She wasn’t a monster. She was just sad and lonely like me.

			But life with my mom wasn’t always terrible. We had good days too. We went out to eat sometimes and she’d tell stories about happier days ahead, how she planned to save money and buy a real house. “Maybe we’ll even move back to California someday,” she’d say. I didn’t believe it. But listening to her daydream about a happier life was better than watching her come home and eat dinner alone in her room.

			Life in Dallas improved too. I made friends at work and school, and skateboarding helped me build a small community. The moment I saw another person on a skateboard, I knew I had made a friend. And not just because we shared a common love for skating or learning tricks, but also because we loved the culture and the music. We read the same magazines. We listened to the same bands. We were a family.

			Within months I felt like I had shed my skin and become someone else, someone unique and confident. I liked who I was now. And for the first time, girls liked me too. My first girlfriend was a black-haired goth girl covered in freckles who had transferred to our school in the middle of the year. The first time she walked into the cafeteria, the whole room fell silent. She stood in the middle of the entrance, wearing a long white dress trimmed with lace. She was the prettiest girl in school. The second she saw me, she walked across the cafeteria and said hi. I almost dropped my tray. I had never felt so special. Sometimes she would come over before my mom got home from work, and we would curl up on my bed and listen to music, and I would kiss the back of her neck while she gently grazed her nails up and down my arms. My life wasn’t perfect. I still missed California. But settling in Dallas was better than being bounced from house to house like an unwanted package.

			

			—

			Mom and I had lived in the apartment for nearly four months when she came home from work one afternoon and asked for help with the groceries. I grabbed a few bags and carried them into the apartment. Mom walked in a moment later.

			“I found you a therapist today,” she said.

			I spun around and stared at her. “Why?”

			“I thought it would be a good idea,” she said. “I know you’re not happy here.”

			“Then get yourself a therapist. You need one more than I do.”

			“I already made an appointment,” she said, walking away. “For you. And you’re going.”

			I met my therapist a week later. Sam was tall and lanky and maybe fifty years old. He had snowy white hair and keen blue eyes. He wore a shiny gray polyester suit and a bolo and a pair of cowboy boots. He reminded me of my uncle John’s favorite Texasism, “He’s all hat and no horse.”

			“Your mom tells me you like music,” Sam said, closing the door to leave her waiting in the lobby.

			“Yeah. I do, but she hates it.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Because she says so all the time.”

			He smiled and sat in the chair opposite me. “Do you get along with your mom?”

			I thought of her leaving me at the airport and then slapping me while I cowered in the back seat of the car, but I didn’t want her to get in trouble.

			“I guess,” I said with a shrug. “She works a lot. We don’t see each other much.”

			“And your folks are divorced?”

			“Yeah. My dad and stepmom still live in California. He’s a pilot.”

			“Do you miss him?” Sam asked.

			I nodded. I didn’t like admitting it.

			“Your mom says you miss California.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t really like Texas.”

			“Why not?”

			“The weather sucks. The food’s good, though.”

			Sam cracked a grin and leaned back in his seat and propped his foot on his knee. I’d never been to a therapist, but he wasn’t what I’d expected. He didn’t take notes or ask stupid questions. There was kindness in his voice.

			“So tell me about your favorite music,” he said. “What’s on your turntable right now?”

			“ ‘My War’ by Black Flag. I listen to it every day. That and Minor Threat.” I tipped my chair back to see if he’d correct me. He didn’t.

			“What do you like about Black Flag?”

			“Their songs are about being depressed and angry,” I said. “You can hear it in their music.”

			My mom had never asked a single meaningful question about my music; all she did was complain about it. But Sam seemed to genuinely care. Week after week Mom would drive me to my appointment and I’d share a favorite song or album with him, and we’d talk about what they meant to me. It didn’t feel like therapy; it felt more like a friendship. He didn’t complain about my clothing or spiked hair. He didn’t yell at me for playing my music too loud. He asked about my feelings. He was the first adult I’d trusted in a long time, and he earned that trust without my realizing it. I probably wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but I loved Sam for caring about me.

			

			—

			It was January of 1987 when my friend Jack broke the deck of his skateboard. I had saved some money from my job at the grocery store to buy a new deck, so I offered to give him my old one. We walked to the shop after school, got my new board, and spent the rest of the afternoon skating before heading home after dark.

			The next morning, a group of friends were standing in the hallway at school. “I heard you gave your board away,” one of them asked. I told them Jack had broken his old deck and that I’d given him mine.

			“Check it out,” I said, pulling the board out of my locker. “Brand-new mini Caballero.”

			The bell rang and we walked to class. As the day went on, at least three or four other people asked why I had given away my board, and with each repetition the question sounded more serious. By the time I walked out of my last period, I had begun to wonder if I had done something wrong.

			I left school that afternoon and skated toward home. I was waiting to cross the street when a small red car pulled up. A woman leaned over from the driver’s seat and rolled down the passenger window. It was my school counselor.

			“I’ve been looking for you,” she said. “I want to talk to you about your skateboard.”

			She had the same annoying look of concern on her face as everyone else who had come looking for me that day. For a moment I considered telling her the whole story and showing her my new board, but no one ever seemed to listen to me, so I skated off after mumbling something about needing to get home. As soon as I rounded the corner of our apartment building, I saw Mom’s car parked out front.

			I stared at our apartment for a long time, wondering why she had come home. She never left work early, and the sight of her car in her parking spot made my stomach turn. I walked to the door and eased my key into the lock. Mom ran out of her bedroom the moment she heard me.

			“Your counselor called me at work today,” she said. “She told me you gave away your skateboard and you’re planning on killing yourself.”

			“What? No!”

			“Then why’d you tell a friend of yours that everyone would be happier without you around?”

			I couldn’t count how many times I’d said the same thing to my friends. Half of them felt the same way about their parents. I had even said it to my mom before, but now she suddenly seemed to care.

			“Probably because you tried to ship me back to California and didn’t pick me up at the fucking airport.”

			“So you really said that?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. Why are you so surprised? I’ve said that to you.”

			Mom sat on the arm of the sofa. She took a deep breath and pressed her palms to her eyes. “Well, I made an appointment to see Sam tonight, and he’s going out of his way to meet us.”

			“Tonight? Why? We were just there a few days ago.”

			“Honey, I’m not mad at you. I’m scared.”

			I had grown so used to my mom’s complaining that her suddenly worrying about me seemed strange. I regretted upsetting her. I turned for my bedroom and grabbed my new board.

			“I never should’ve given away my fucking skateboard,” I said.

			Mom and I arrived at Sam’s office a few hours later. It was strange to see the building at night, with its empty parking lot and green fluorescent lights. I wondered if there was some way to convince Sam this was all a misunderstanding.

			“So your mom tells me you gave away your skateboard,” he said when we were alone in his office.

			“Yeah, and I bought a new one. My friend Jack broke his, so I gave him my old board.”

			Sam narrowed his eyes as if he were trying to read my mind. “Have you been depressed lately?”

			I almost laughed. He asked the question like he hadn’t even heard me. Every adult who had asked why I’d given away my skateboard seemed to ignore the fact that I’d given it to my best friend and bought a new one.

			I deflated in my chair and sighed. “I don’t know.”

			“Have you thought about hurting yourself?”

			The question sounded weird. I shook my head.

			“Did you tell a friend of yours that everyone would be better off without you around?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve said that to my mom for months, ever since she tried to pawn me off on my dad.”

			“Have you considered suicide?”

			“Sam, I bought a new skateboard. Why would I buy a new board if I wanted to kill myself?”

			“That’s what we’re trying to understand, Banning.”

			Sam stood and retrieved two sheets of paper from his desk and handed them to me. They were photocopies of drawings I had made in the margins of my school notes. One of them was a portrait of a horned and bearded face that looked vaguely satanic. The other was a drawing of a boxing glove holding a knife. A creepy smiling face peered out from behind it.

			“Are these your drawings?” he asked.

			“Well, yeah. Kind of.”

			“Kind of?”

			“They’re from two of my favorite Black Flag albums,” I said. “I’ve read you lyrics from them. I copied them. They aren’t mine.”

			“Then why did you write ‘Suicidal Tendencies’ in one of your books?”

			I started laughing. He raised his eyebrows.

			“They’re a band, Sam.”

			We spoke for half an hour before he asked to talk to my mom alone. She touched my arm as I left the room. The door opened two minutes later.

			“I’d like to see you both again tomorrow afternoon,” he said.

			Mom hardly spoke during the drive home. She stared over the hood of the car in silence, gazing through the traffic at something far away. I began to wonder if I had made a terrible mistake by giving away my skateboard, and if whatever I had set into motion was out of my control now.

			

			—

			Mom picked me up from school the next day and drove me to Sam’s office. We walked into the lobby and she sat with her hands folded in her lap while I paced around the room. Everything felt wrong. I never saw Sam twice in a week and Mom never left work to take care of me. Even her expression seemed different, like a kid sitting in a principal’s office, staring at her knees.

			I could hear two men speaking on the other side of the wall. One of them was Sam, his voice pitched high as he wrapped up the conversation. The other voice made me sick and scared. I recognized it before the door opened.

			Dad and I still looked the same. Both of us tall and thin. He grinned as if we had bumped into each other in the grocery store. I wanted to curl up in a ball and disappear.

			“Hi, son,” he said. “Sam and I have been talking. Sounds like a lot’s going on.”

			I shrugged and looked at the floor.

			“Let’s all sit down,” Sam said, gesturing into his office.

			Mom slouched in the chair next to me. Dad sat in another a few feet behind her. They were both so consumed with ignoring each other that it was difficult to notice anything else.

			“Banning, your parents and I have been talking, and we believe it would be in your best interest if you were hospitalized.”

			I almost jumped out of my chair. “What? Why?”

			“We’re concerned for your safety,” he said. “It’s only for two weeks.”

			“Two weeks? But what about school?”

			“They’re fine with you being gone for a short time,” Mom said. “You can make up your schoolwork when you get back, just like being sick.”

			“Sick! For two weeks!” A sudden urge to run rushed through me. “I don’t want to go.”

			“Honey, you have to…”

			Sam interrupted her. “Banning, I want you to trust me. Please. It’s only a two-week evaluation. No one wants to force you to go.”

			Force? What the fuck does that mean?

			Sam asked me to leave the room for a few minutes. I sat alone in the lobby and imagined running out the door, but I had no idea where to go. I finally decided that bad food and nurses in white were probably better than juvenile detention.

			Mom stepped out of Sam’s office and closed the door.

			“I don’t want to go,” I said.

			“It’s just for two weeks, honey. I’ve already packed your bags.”

			Sam reappeared a moment later. Dad stood behind him.

			“Can I call my friends before I go?” I asked Sam.

			“You’ll have a chance to do that later,” he said.

			Mom drove us to the hospital and then walked inside. Dad and I stood in the parking lot and talked while I leaned against a car parked next to his rental. “I’m not suicidal,” I told him. “I just gave away my skateboard, but I bought a new one.”

			“I have to trust Sam, son. We’re concerned about you. It’s only for two weeks.”

			I stopped listening and stared into the distance. The January sky was dark blue and the last of the day’s light was nothing but a glowing sapphire line on the horizon. A group of grackles were perched in a row on a telephone line on the far side of the parking lot, calling to one another. I turned and glanced at the hospital. It looked like a prison. Thick metal screens covered all the windows.

			Dad followed me inside and we stepped into a small office. The woman working in admissions moved a stack of papers around the desk and asked Sam and my parents for their signatures and initials. I stood toward the back of the room. No one spoke to me. Mom touched my shoulder once. We left the office and I felt Dad give me a hug. “Take care, son,” he said. He stayed behind as Sam followed me and Mom to a pair of double doors. A staff member pulled a set of keys on a retractable wire from their belt and stuck one of them in a metal panel on the wall. There was a faint hum and a click as the doors unlocked.

			Sam and the staff member followed me and my mom into a space the size of a large elevator. There was another pair of doors in front of us, each of them fitted with a narrow wire-reinforced security window. I could see people inside sitting at tables. The doors behind us closed and then a lock clicked and the ones in front of us opened.

			The four of us stepped into a large foyer. A sickening cloud of cigarette smoke floated against the foam tile ceiling and green fluorescent lights. A few people playing cards stopped to
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