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THREE-MILE	LIMIT

We	pulled	into	our	guitar	player’s	driveway	at	first	light.	The	birds	were	chattering	in	the
linden	tree	next	to	the	driveway.	It	was	the	loudest	noise	I’d	heard	so	early	in	the	morning
that	wasn’t	leftover	noise	from	the	night	before.	Troy	lived	on	the	edge	of	town	in	a	new
development	 full	 of	 winding	 streets	 and	 cul-de-sacs	 with	 names	 like	 Shady	 Acres	 and
Lake	View,	even	though	there	wasn’t	a	lake	for	thirty	miles.

Joey	put	 the	van	in	park	and	pulled	the	emergency	brake.	He	honked	the	horn,	 three
sets	of	triplets—tri-pa-let,	tri-pa-let,	tri-pa-let.	Drummers.	Then	he	held	it	down,	one	long
foghorn	blow.

The	house	was	a	two-story	white	clapboard	with	a	bay	window	and	a	small	front	porch
with	 wind	 chimes	 and	 bentwood	 rockers.	 Arrangements	 of	 pink	 and	 blue	 petunias
bloomed	beside	the	steps.	Around	the	side	were	sprays	of	yellow	rose	bushes.	I	mean,	the
place	 was	 landscaped.	 Beds	 of	 wood	 chips	 lay	 scattered	 around	 the	 base	 of	 trees	 and
bushes.

“Susan’s	really	settling	in,”	Joey	said	from	behind	the	wheel,	looking	at	the	scene	as	if
watching	film	develop.

“The	nesting	urge,”	I	said.	Susan	was	our	guitar	player’s	new	wife.	In	 the	 two	years
we’d	played	with	Troy,	his	interests	had	been	guitar,	guitar,	and	more	guitar.	Since	Susan,
it	was	china	patterns,	fabric	swatches,	and	lead	crystal.	He	had	to	be	consulted	on	every
decision,	 and	we	 had	 to	 hear	 every	 painful	 detail	 afterward.	As	 the	 only	woman	 in	 the
band,	it	should	have	been	my	job	to	like	Susan,	but	even	I	wasn’t	about	to.

We	sat	in	the	van	and	listened	to	the	birds	rioting	in	the	linden	tree.	Hundreds	of	them
hopped	from	branch	to	branch	like	it	was	a	house	party.	A	few	lifted	off	in	small	groups
and	 looped	 through	 the	 air	 in	 tight	 formation,	 then	 circled	 back.	The	 treetop	was	 black
with	birds.	The	branches	shook.	The	leaves	twisted	in	the	air	and	floated	to	the	ground.

“Damn	grackles,”	Johnston,	our	bass	player,	said	from	the	backseat.	His	voice	was	low
and	grouchy	with	morning.	He	had	crawled	into	the	van	twenty	blocks	away	on	Culpepper
and	would	stay	under	the	blanket	until	noon.

“I	think	they’re	starlings,”	I	said.

“Whatever,”	Johnston	mumbled.	By	nighttime,	his	friends	José	or	Jack	would	undo	the
hard	knot	of	his	voice,	but	that	bad	mood—nothing	to	be	done	for	it.	We’d	carried	it	with
us	from	state	to	state	for	over	a	year.

We	 sat	 in	 Troy’s	 driveway	 and	 waited.	 One	 song	 ended	 on	 the	 radio,	 a	 few
commercials	 played.	 The	 crass	 unfunny	 banter	 of	 the	DJ	 came	 and	went,	 then	 another
song	began.

“Don’t	make	me	come	in	there	and	get	you,”	Joey	said,	sounding	like	someone’s	dad.
His	nose	had	a	bump	and	a	crook	in	it,	like	it	had	been	broken	and	healed	wrong.	His	hair
hung	 down	 his	 neck	 and	 shoulders	 in	 shaggy	 layers.	 A	 tarnished	 skull-and-crossbones
earring	dangled	from	his	right	lobe.

The	circles	under	his	eyes	were	dark	as	bruises.	I	wondered	if	he’d	slept	at	all	during



our	week	off.	It	was	never	a	good	idea	to	cancel	a	gig	and	leave	the	guys	alone	with	too
much	time	and	not	enough	money.	Musicians	are	like	fruit.	They	go	bad	quickly.

The	week	before	at	Spanky’s,	my	throat	started	out	low	and	froggy	on	Monday,	then
went	down	 to	 five	hoarse	notes	by	Tuesday.	By	Wednesday,	nothing—just	 a	dry,	 catgut
whisper.	Even	Spanky’s	hot	buttered	rums	couldn’t	put	the	resin	back.	Finally	we	gave	up
and	drove	five	hundred	miles	home	with	two	nights’	pay.	I	spent	the	rest	of	 the	week	in
bed,	drinking	hot	tea	and	watching	soap	operas.

If	you	think	your	life	is	bad,	just	check	out	daytime	television:	obsession,	depression,
and	 demon	 possession;	 husbands	who	 cheat;	 brothers	who	 embezzle;	 shadowy	 criminal
figures	who	bury	you	alive	in	underground	caverns	equipped	with	drinking	straws	and	tiny
video	cameras	so	that	they	can	better	torture	you.	After	a	week	of	watching	daytime,	I	was
happy	to	be	sitting	in	any	driveway	on	Monday	morning	on	the	way	to	a	gig.

“C’mon,	pretty	boy,”	Johnston	yelled	out	the	window.	Surely	we	spent	half	our	lives
waiting	for	Troy.

Joey	slumped	over	 the	wheel	and	pressed	his	 forehead	 into	 the	horn.	He	banged	his
head	 against	 the	 steering	 wheel.	 Little	 barking	 honks	 followed.	 Then	 he	 pressed	 down
hard	 on	 the	 horn	 with	 his	 forehead	 and	 held	 it	 for	 an	 eight-count.	 The	 sound	 was
monstrous	in	the	early	morning	quiet.	It	bounced	off	the	garage	and	rang	through	the	still
neighborhood.

“Quiet,	he’s	a	homeowner	now.”	I	nudged	Joey,	and	we	both	started	to	laugh.	With	the
money	we	made	 each	week—about	 seventy-five	 bucks	 apiece	 after	we	 covered	 agency
fees,	gas,	motel	expenses,	and	equipment	payments—we	were	all	surprised	that	any	of	us
could	 end	 up	 owning	 a	 home,	 especially	 our	 can-I-borrow-five-bucks	 Troy	 owning	 a
house	in	a	place	called	Pleasant	Hills,	even	if	there	were	no	hills	to	recommend	it.

Susan	had	money,	we	found	out	after	they	were	married.	Her	father	had	inherited	gobs
of	farmland	on	the	north	side	of	town	where	the	city	was	expanding.	You	wouldn’t	have
known	 it	 from	 her	 silver	 toe	 rings	 and	 torn	 jeans	 when	 she	 first	 came	 out	 to	 see	 us,
winking	 at	 Troy	 like	 any	 barfly	 and	 drinking	 Tequila	 Sunrises	 with	 cherry	 swirls	 of
grenadine.	She	told	me	later	she	was	slumming	with	her	girlfriends	the	night	she	stumbled
into	 the	 Zodiac,	 a	 biker	 bar	 we	 played	 that	 was	 best	 known	 for	 its	 gleaming	 rows	 of
Harleys	parked	at	a	slant	out	front,	and	its	bimonthly	stabbings	and	shootings.

Just	as	Joey	was	about	to	get	out	of	the	van	and	rap	on	the	front	door,	Troy’s	front	light
came	on.	The	fixture	glowed	like	a	candle	inside	a	golden	globe.	The	sun	was	already	up,
so	 it	wasn’t	much	 use.	The	 screen	 door	 opened	 a	 crack,	 and	Troy’s	 hand	 appeared,	 his
wide	palm	raised	in	the	air	like	a	traffic	cop.	He	looked	like	he	was	struggling	to	get	out
the	door	but	was	being	held	by	some	force	within.	Joey	took	one	last	drag	on	his	cigarette,
then	flicked	it	out	the	window.	The	cherry	broke	apart	and	skidded	down	the	driveway.

“Oh,	honey”	Johnston	growled	from	the	back	and	fell	on	his	pillow	in	a	mad	embrace.
“Don’t	leave	me	now.”

“Yeah,	baby,	I’ll	miss	you	too,”	Joey	said,	and	kicked	his	big	black	boot	into	the	van
door,	which	 fell	 open	with	 a	 crunch	of	metal	meeting	metal.	 It	 sounded	 like	 something
inside	coming	unhinged.	The	door	made	that	sound	ever	since	last	year	when	a	drunk	fan



rammed	into	us	with	her	vintage	Mustang	behind	the	Rusty	Nail.	The	name	of	our	band
was	Everything	Goes,	and	usually	everything	did.	But	sometimes	things	went	wrong.

The	front	door	of	the	house	opened	wider	and	Troy	looked	out,	squinting	in	the	early
morning	light.	He	pulled	on	a	pair	of	black	wraparounds	and	stepped	onto	the	front	stoop.
He	must	 have	 rolled	 out	 of	 bed	 at	 our	 first	 honk.	He	was	wearing	 jeans	 and	 a	 pair	 of
undone	boots,	the	laces	pulling	wide	at	his	ankles.

He	stood	on	the	front	steps	and	pulled	on	his	shirt.	The	ripples	of	his	stomach	showed
tan	against	the	denim.	I	noticed	these	things	about	him.	Let’s	just	say	I	noticed.

We	were	 lucky	 to	 have	 Troy	 in	 the	 band.	Never	mind	 his	 playing,	 just	 the	way	 he
looked	brought	people	out	to	see	us.	He	had	long,	guitar-player	legs,	long	dark	hair,	and
those	lush,	sad-boy	eyelashes	that	inspired	women	to	want	to	have	a	man’s	baby.	He	had
smooth	 olive	 skin	 and	 jutting	 cheekbones	 that	 cast	 gorgeous	 shadows	 under	 the	 stage
lights.	Behind	the	sunglasses,	his	eyes	were	deep	set	and	dark	as	obsidian.	They	gave	off	a
silvery	hematite	sheen.	If	you	looked	close	enough,	you	could	see	your	reflection	in	them.

Most	people	woke	up	with	ratty	bed	hair	and	funky	goo	lodged	in	the	corners	of	their
eyes,	but	not	Troy.	In	the	two	years	since	he	started	playing	with	us,	I’d	seen	him	get	out
of	bed	and	look	like	he	could	walk	into	a	Calvin	Klein	ad.	Sometimes	I’d	been	the	one	to
wake	him—to	sit	by	his	bed	shaking	him	to	tell	him	it	was	time	to	go—and	he	would	sit
up	 in	 the	sheets,	his	 lips	 full	 from	sleep.	He’d	 rub	his	 face,	brush	his	hands	 through	his
hair,	 and	 look	better	 than	ninety-five	percent	of	 the	people	 in	 the	world	 looked	on	 their
best	day.

Now	fully	dressed,	Troy	yawned	and	motioned	for	us	to	wait	one	more	minute,	 then
stepped	inside	the	front	door	to	pick	up	his	gear.	He	returned	with	two	long	black	guitar
cases	under	his	right	arm	and	Susan	tucked	in	the	crook	of	his	left	arm.	She	was	laughing.
She	waved,	 and	 I	waved	back.	She	was	 dressed	 in	 oversized	 flannel	 pajamas	 and	wool
slip-ons.	 She	 looked	 straight	 from	 bed,	 too,	 but	 still	 sunny	 and	 beautiful	with	 her	 long
straight	blond	hair	and	no	makeup.	They	kissed	on	the	stoop.

“Oh,	baby,	be	good,”	Johnston	murmured	in	the	backseat.

“You	be	good,	too,	baby,”	I	whispered	in	return.

Then	Troy	stepped	backward	down	the	three	stairs,	Susan	hanging	on	with	both	arms.
The	screen	door	snapped	shut	behind	her	with	a	loud	clank,	and	all	the	birds	lifted	from
the	linden’s	branches.	Hundreds	of	sleek	black	bodies	flew	from	the	tree	and	scattered	in
all	directions.	Off	to	different	yards	and	different	trees.

It’s	hard	to	say	how	it	started,	exactly,	for	me	with	Troy.	I	still	remember	the	first	moment
I	saw	him	in	the	rented	storage	garage	where	we	practiced,	right	off	of	NP	Avenue	behind
the	 railroad	 tracks.	 We	 were	 auditioning	 new	 guitar	 players	 because	 our	 old	 guitarist,
Jimmy	B.,	had	disappeared.

The	whole	time	we	played	with	Jimmy	B.,	he	was	AWOL	from	the	army,	which	made
him	 generally	 hard	 to	 locate	 when	we	 needed	 him.	 If	 we	 called	 his	 house,	 his	 mother
would	say,	“Jimmy,	no,	I	haven’t	seen	him,”	almost	like	she	wasn’t	quite	sure	who	Jimmy
B.	was.	Until	we	would	 say,	 “It’s	 us,	Mrs.	Barnes,	 the	 band.”	Then	 she	would	 turn	 the
receiver	away	and	scream,	“Jimmy,	it’s	for	you.”



But	one	weekend	we	played	in	Detroit	Lakes,	a	resort	town	that	triples	its	population
in	 the	summer—and	you	can	 imagine	how	many	blonds	 in	 french	cuts	 that	makes.	And
when	it	was	time	to	go	home,	we	couldn’t	find	Jimmy.	When	Monday	came,	we	couldn’t
find	 Jimmy,	 then	 the	next	weekend	came	and	we	 still	 couldn’t	 find	him.	 Jimmy	B.	had
become	AWOL,	even	from	us.

So	that’s	how	we	found	Troy,	through	an	ad	in	the	paper.	He	was	one	of	about	twenty
guys	to	audition.	There	were	country	guys	with	big	clunky	hollow-bodies,	and	metal	guys
with	flying	Vs	and	hundred-watt	Marshall	stacks.	There	was	a	guy	who	hadn’t	taken	his
guitar	out	of	the	case	since	high	school,	but	his	wife	had	said,	“Go	for	it.”

Our	keyboard	player	at	the	time	tried	to	get	him	in	tune,	playing	the	notes—E-E-E,	A-
A-A,	and	so	on—and	signaling	the	guy,	who	was	tightening	and	loosening	his	tuning	pegs
with	 no	 sense	 of	 sharpness	 or	 flatness.	 Our	 keyboard	 player	 kept	 screaming,	 “Up,	 up,
bring	it	up.”	It	took	all	of	twenty	minutes	just	to	get	his	six	strings	tuned,	so	the	guy	never
did	 get	 to	 audition.	 Then	 there	 was	 the	 Holy	 Roller	 who	 consulted	 his	 pastor	 before
coming	over.	He	told	us	that	his	pastor	had	counseled	him,	about	the	possibility	of	playing
in	bars,	“Well,	Hal,	you	gotta	go	where	the	sinners	are.”

So	by	the	time	Troy	walked	in	with	his	blond	Strat	and	his	modest	thirty-watt	practice
amp,	and	his	slow	tasty	licks,	we	were	ready	for	him.	And	he	was	one	of	those	guys—he
was	 like	a	bull’s-eye.	As	soon	as	you	met	him	you	were	 trying	 to	 figure	out	where	you
knew	him	from.	For	a	long	time,	I	thought	we’d	met	before.	I	didn’t	remember	his	face,
but	I	knew	his	voice,	which	was	a	low	rumble	in	his	chest,	a	voice	full	of	old	bones	and
dust.	And	 I	knew	his	hands,	 those	wide	palms	and	 long	 fingers	mat	sustained	my	voice
each	night,	playing	flawless	chords	and	riffs	and	solos	on	the	neck	of	his	guitar—the	same
hands	I	tried	to	place	my	body	in	the	path	of	whenever	possible	the	first	year	we	played
together.

That	night	of	 the	auditions,	after	all	 the	guitar	players	cleared	their	equipment	away,
the	band	closed	the	door	of	the	practice	garage	and	voted	on	who	would	be	our	next	guitar
player.	 We	 did	 it	 on	 paper,	 so	 no	 one	 could	 sway	 someone	 else’s	 vote.	 It’s	 a	 solemn
decision,	 choosing	a	band	member.	You’ll	 be	broke	and	 tired	and	 stuck	 in	 small	 spaces
with	this	person	for	hundreds	of	hours.	Every	piece	of	paper	had	Troy’s	name	on	it,	except
for	one	which,	as	a	joke,	had	a	vote	for	Hal	the	Holy	Roller	and	his	liberal-minded	pastor.

Getting	out	of	 town	 is	always	 the	hardest	part.	Even	 though	 there	are	only	 five	of	us—
Troy,	Joey,	Johnston,	me,	and	our	soundman,	Tom,	whom	everybody	calls	Tommy	Boy—
we	can	still	drive	up	and	down	the	backstreets	all	morning,	lingering	in	driveways,	loading
gear.	Later	there	will	be	stops	at	the	coffee	place,	the	gas	station,	then	the	rest	area.

In	 order	 to	 be	 in	 a	 band,	 you	 have	 to	 be	 able	 to	 do	 something	 like	 sing	 or	 play	 an
instrument	or	 run	sound	or	 lights,	but	 the	most	 important	skill,	 the	one	 that’s	absolutely
essential,	is	knowing	how	to	wait.	You	must	be	able	to	wait	for	everyone	else’s	hunger	to
be	 satisfied,	 for	 the	 two	minutes	 it	 takes	 to	 nuke	 a	 burrito	 bomb,	 for	 the	 ten	minutes	 it
takes	to	smoke	a	joint.

You	must	wait	for	bladders	to	be	relieved,	and	for	the	little	click	of	the	lever	that	tells
you	the	gas	tank	is	filled.	While	you	wait,	fuses	will	be	replaced,	strings	changed,	and	the
roll	of	duct	tape	will	be	found.	You	must	wait	for	drunks	to	be	removed,	for	equipment	to



be	packed,	and	for	guitar	players	to	go	inside	the	house	one	last	time	to	say	good-bye	to
their	wives.

Behind	the	van	in	Troy’s	driveway,	Joey	wrestled	the	guitars	and	amp	into	the	small
space	left	between	the	wheel	wells.	The	van	lurched	and	swayed	with	his	pushing.	I	sat	in
the	front	of	the	van	on	the	ten-gallon	cooler	we	kept	between	the	bucket	seats.	I	was	good
at	 this	waiting	 because	 I	 knew	what	 rewards	would	 come	 to	me.	By	 tomorrow	night,	 I
would	be	in	another	part	of	the	country,	screaming	my	lungs	out	at	a	place	called	the	Cat’s
Paw.	Not	exactly	the	Fillmore,	but	consider	the	alternatives—I	could	have	been	in	some
kitchen	in	Kansas	sweeping	the	linoleum	and	spooning	strained	carrots	into	the	mouth	of	a
fat-faced	baby.	By	some	miracle,	I	was	not.

Behind	 the	 van,	 Joey	 gave	 one	 final	 tug	 on	 the	 equipment	 and	 slammed	 the	 double
doors	shut.	A	blast	of	air	spread	through	the	van.

“Don’t	wake	me	up	until	we	see	mountains,”	Johnston	said	and	fell	back	in	the	bunk.
We	had	 all	 day	 to	make	 it	 to	Bozeman.	We’d	 probably	 get	 there	 around	 ten	 that	 night,
check	into	a	motel,	and	sleep.	The	next	day	we’d	set	up	the	equipment,	sound-check,	and
play	that	night.

Now	 Troy	 came	 out	 of	 his	 front	 door	 carrying	 his	 suitcase.	 He	 walked	 down	 the
driveway	and	headed	for	the	van.	I	braced	myself.	The	first	few	minutes	around	him	were
always	the	hardest.	I	put	my	feet	up	on	the	engine	hump	and	hugged	my	knees.

Troy	 pulled	 open	 the	 passenger	 door	 and	 threw	 his	 suitcase	 in	 the	 back	 of	 the	 van.
“Hey,	Ninj,”	he	 said	 to	me.	He	called	me	 that,	Ninj,	 short	 for	Ninja,	 instead	of	my	 real
name,	Nina,	which	was	 just	 fine	with	me.	 It	was	my	grandmother’s	name,	and	 it	didn’t
seem	right	in	this	part	of	the	world.	Did	he	also	know	I	practiced	the	art	of	invisibility?

“Hey,”	I	said	back.

Troy	slid	into	the	front	passenger	seat	and	pulled	the	van	door	shut.	This	is	the	way	we
usually	 traveled:	with	Johnston	and	Tommy	Boy	sleeping	 in	 the	back	of	 the	van,	which
had	been	 stripped	down	and	outfitted	with	 a	 couch	and	 some	bunks;	 and	 Joey,	me,	 and
Troy	rotating	across	 the	 two	front	seats	and	 the	cooler.	 I	 liked	 to	sit	on	 the	cooler,	even
though	it	didn’t	have	a	backrest,	because	I	wanted	to	keep	Troy	on	my	right	side.

I	 had	 two	different	 profiles.	On	 the	 left,	my	nose	 turned	 up	 in	 a	 slight	 pug	 and	my
cheekbone	flared	wide,	making	me	look	like	everybody’s	cute	kid	sister.	But	on	the	right
side,	my	nose	 ran	straighter,	my	 jawline	stronger,	and	my	cheekbone	 followed	a	stricter
angle	with	my	face,	only	breaking	into	a	slight	flare	at	the	top.	It	made	me	look	aloof,	like
a	woman	who	could	demand	things	and	expect	to	get	them.

“How’s	the	pipes?”	Troy	smiled	and	motioned	toward	my	throat.	He	reached	his	hand
out	 and	 rested	 his	 palm	 on	my	 adam’s	 apple.	 His	 fingers	 wound	 around	my	 neck	 and
stayed	 there	 for	 a	moment	 like	 he	was	 checking	my	 pulse.	 His	 hand	 felt	 cool	 and	 dry
against	my	skin.	He	looked	at	me	a	little	harder	now.	He	was	staring—I	could	see	behind
his	 sunglasses—at	 my	 hair,	 which	 I	 had	 dyed	 the	 deepest	 jet-blue-black	 I	 could	 find
during	our	week	off.

Should	 there	 be	 a	 three-day	waiting	 period	 on	 over-the-counter	 hair	 dye?	Even	 as	 I
stood	 in	 the	 beauty	 section	 in	 front	 of	 all	 the	 hair	 products,	 I	 had	 wondered	 this.	 My



natural	color	was	chestnut	brown.	People	told	me	it	was	warm.	I	thought	it	was	boring.	I
liked	the	way	my	new	hair	color	brought	things	into	focus,	clarified	the	lines	around	my
face,	made	me	stand	out	like	a	major	figure	in	a	minor	painting.

“The	voice	is	back,”	I	whispered.	“It’s	a	little	rough.”

He	drew	his	hand	away,	and	I	trilled	out	a	supersonic	eeeeh,	then	swooped	down	to	my
lowest	note,	oooh.	This	was	the	sound	I	made	first	thing	every	morning	to	see	what	kind
of	damage	my	voice	had	 sustained	 the	night	before.	 It	was	 a	 test	 pattern,	 like	 the	 color
spectrum	you	see	on	TV	after	hours.	If	I	could	get	from	the	top	to	the	bottom	of	the	trill
without	breaking,	I	knew	I	could	make	any	noise	I	wanted	to	onstage.

“Sounds	like	old	Ironsides	is	back	in	the	harbor,”	Johnston	said.

“We’re	not	at	Livingston	yet,”	I	yelled	back,	putting	some	grit	on	my	voice.

Joey	opened	the	front	door	and	hopped	into	the	driver’s	seat,	the	van	rocking	with	his
weight.	“Let’s	haul,”	he	said,	and	turned	the	key.	He	stepped	on	the	clutch	and	jammed	the
transmission	into	reverse.

Just	 then	 the	 front	 door	 of	 Troy’s	 house	 opened	 and	 Susan	 came	 running	 down	 the
driveway.	She	had	thrown	a	gray	flannel	robe	over	her	pajamas.	She	flashed	an	apologetic
smile	and	waved	for	us	to	stop.	In	her	right	hand,	she	balanced	a	white	paper	plate.

“Aw,	she	shouldn’t	a	oughta,”	Johnston	said.

“Hi,	guys.”	Susan	smiled	and	circled	around	to	Troy’s	side.	“Honey,”	she	whispered,
“you	forgot	your	breakfast.”	She	pressed	the	Chinet	plate	through	the	window.	On	it	was
the	 most	 carefully	 prepared	 arrangement	 of	 french	 toast	 I’d	 ever	 seen—thick	 slices	 of
homemade	 bread	 slathered	 in	 butter,	 a	 sprig	 of	 mint	 for	 garnish,	 and	 fresh	 blueberries
swimming	in	an	ocean	of	warm	syrup.

“Yeah,	honey,”	Johnston	growled,	“you	forgot	your	breakfast.”	The	smell	of	cinnamon
and	vanilla	filled	the	van.

“Shut	up,	you	guys.”	Susan	laughed.	She	pulled	Troy	to	her	through	the	window	and
held	his	face	in	her	hands	as	they	kissed.	It	was	a	beautiful	thing	to	see.

“Uh,”	Joey	said,	letting	out	the	clutch.	“Gotta	book.”	Susan	stepped	back	and	waved.
The	van	rolled	down	the	driveway.	We	waved	back.

Troy	let	out	one	long	breath	and	rolled	up	the	window.	He	balanced	the	plate	of	french
toast	in	his	left	hand	until	we	rounded	the	corner.	Then	he	handed	it	back	to	Johnston,	who
would	wolf	it	down,	we	knew,	by	the	city	limits.

“Five	days	is	way	too	long	to	be	home,”	Joey	mumbled.	“Too	many	entanglements.”

“Tell	me	about	it,”	Troy	said,	then	he	looked	at	me	like	it	was	all	my	fault	for	losing
my	voice.	“Let’s	not	do	that	again.”

Next	we	picked	up	Tommy	Boy,	who	lived	on	the	west	side	of	town	in	the	basement	of	his
mother’s	house,	and	we	talked	in	the	front	yard	with	his	mom	for	a	while.	After	that	we
stopped	for	gas.

I	was	standing	beside	the	van,	minding	the	pump.	This	was	my	job	because	the	smell



of	 gasoline	 was	 sweet	 to	 me,	 comfortable	 as	 the	 smell	 of	 baking	 bread.	 The	 pump
churned,	 and	 I	 breathed	 it	 in.	 I	 had	 a	 litde	 moment	 of	 confluence	 then—the	 numbers
spinning	on	the	dial	clicked	out	a	complicated	polyrhythm,	and	I	noticed	a	delivery	truck
in	 the	 alley	 had	 its	 flashers	 going	 in	 unison	with	 the	 gas	 pump’s	 clicking.	Then	 a	 train
went	by,	and	the	whistle,	I	swear,	blew	in	perfect	syncopation.

All	these	things	coming	together	made	me	feel	happy,	like	the	universe	was	arranging
itself	 in	 some	 amazing	 order.	Was	my	 new	 black	 hair	 improving	my	mood?	My	 blood
pumped	 warm	 inside	 my	 chest;	 my	 skin	 glowed	 in	 the	 rearview	 mirror.	 Was	 it	 his
closeness?	Some	chemical	that	made	the	reds	redder	and	the	sweets	sweeter?

The	gas	pump	clicked	off,	breaking	the	rhythm,	and	then	I	saw	it	was	just	one	of	those
cool,	overcast	mornings	that	felt	empty	and	too	silent.	I	went	into	the	station	and	paid	for
the	gas.	Troy	held	 the	door	open,	 trailing	behind	me	with	a	 fistful	of	beef	 jerky.	 I	don’t
know	how	we	would	have	made	it	from	one	city	to	another	without	Uncle	Milo’s	Secret
Cajun	Recipe.

“Thanks,	 jerky	boy,”	 I	said	 to	Troy.	That’s	what	we	all	called	each	other:	Hey,	 jerky
boy,	get	off	my	bed;	Gimme	some	money,	jerky	boy.	Driving	to	gigs,	we	ate	so	much	jerky
we	 considered	 changing	 our	 name	 to	 the	 Jerky	 Band.	 We	 had	 high	 hopes	 for
endorsements.	“Not	only	are	we	the	spokesmen,	we	are	the	company’s	best	customers.”

Troy	followed	me	through	the	parking	lot.	“So	what	did	you	do	to	yourself?”	he	said,
taking	up	a	long	strand	of	my	new	black	hair.	It	looked	just	right,	I	thought,	flowing	like
ink	through	his	hands.	I	kept	moving.	He	had	his	sunglasses	off,	and	it	was	hard	to	look
him	in	the	eyes.

“Never	 leave	me	 alone	 for	 five	 days	without	 a	 voice,”	 I	 said	 and	 pulled	 away.	The
strands	slipped	from	his	hands	like	black	silk.

“Well,	 I	 was	 worried	 about	 you,	 Ninj,”	 he	 said,	 following	 me	 to	 the	 van.	 And	 I
wondered	 what	 he	 meant	 by	 that-worried	 like	 a	 dad,	 like	 a	 brother,	 like	 a	 lover?	 Or
worried	like	another	person	in	the	band	who	depended	on	my	voice	for	his	livelihood?

That’s	 the	 way	 our	 conversations	 always	 went.	We’d	 be	 talking	 about	 music,	 then
we’d	be	talking	about	how	playing	music	was	like	having	an	orgasm,	then	we’d	be	talking
about	 having	 an	 orgasm.	 And	 I’d	 walk	 away	 wondering	 what	 we’d	 just	 talked	 about.
Nothing	 of	 what	 we	 understood	 about	 each	 other	 was	 known	 through	 words	 or	 ever
spoken.

But	how	can	I	explain	that	I	knew	every	inch	of	him,	knew	the	warmth	of	his	breath
close	to	my	face,	how	it	might	feel	to	run	my	palm	in	one	smooth	stroke	down	his	chest.	I
had	imagined	the	weight	of	him,	knew	how	his	hands	would	feel	cupped	under	me,	how
my	body	would	come	unhinged	beneath	him.

“And	how’s	the	happy	homeowner	life?”	I	said	to	Troy.	I	opened	the	door	of	the	van
and	crawled	in.

“Did	you	spend	the	weekend	raking	leaves?”	Johnston	asked.	After	a	few	days	off,	we
usually	got	a	full	accounting	of	his	household	activities.	The	rest	of	us	would	talk	about
cigarettes	and	Scotch,	Muddy	Waters	and	Deep	Purple,	and	Troy	would	 talk	about	 trash
compactors	and	weed	whackers.



“Don’t	ask,”	he	said,	staring	at	the	traffic	that	passed	by	the	station.	Joey	was	washing
the	 windshield.	 We	 sat	 in	 silence	 and	 watched	 him	 scrub	 the	 bugs	 off,	 then	 dip	 the
squeegee	and	plow	clean	rows	on	the	glass.

There	was	one	time,	before	he	married	Susan,	when	I	tried	to	tell	Troy	everything—
one	 time	when	 I	 turned	 to	him	 in	 all	 seriousness	 and	 said,	 “I	need	 to	 talk	 to	you	about
something.”	We	were	alone	in	the	van,	and	he	nodded	quickly	as	if	he	knew,	too,	that	we
needed	to	talk,	like	maybe	he’d	wanted	to	say	the	same	thing.

And	when	we	loaded	into	the	motel	that	night,	he’d	looked	back	in	my	direction	and
said,	“Room	343?”	as	if	to	register	where	he	could	find	me,	and	said,	“I’ll	call	you	later.”
When	I	got	back	to	the	room,	I	unpacked	and	took	a	bath	and	waited	for	the	phone	to	ring,
but	it	never	did.	Not	at	ten	o’clock	or	eleven,	or	at	twelve,	when	I	disconnected	the	phone
because	the	silence	of	an	unplugged	phone	was	better	than	the	silence	of	a	phone	that	was
not	about	to	ring.

And	the	next	morning	at	breakfast,	and	the	next	afternoon	setting	up	equipment,	even
when	we	were	alone,	there	was	no	acknowledgment	of	something	left	undone—no	“Gee,	I
got	tied	up”	or	“Sorry,	the	guys	wanted	to	go	out	for	pizza.”	And	from	me	there	was	no
“Where	were	you?”	or	“Why	didn’t	you	call?”	because	I	decided	long	ago	I	was	not	that
kind	of	woman.

In	 the	 last	 year,	 I’d	 spent	 time	 with	 other	 men:	 the	 singer	 in	 another	 band	 whose
touring	schedule	crossed	the	path	of	our	touring	schedule	about	once	every	two	months;
and	a	few	nice	guys	I	met	on	the	road.	There	were	dinners,	after-hours	drinks,	bouquets	of
roses	appearing	on	stage	from	time	to	time.	It	wasn’t	like	I	was	hopeless—pining	away	for
a	married	man.

“So,”	Joey	crawled	 into	 the	van	and	bounced	 in	his	seat.	He	 looked	around	 to	make
sure	we	were	all	there.	“Cups	full,	bladders	empty?”	This	was	the	signal	for	go.

“We	wanna	hear	 about	Troy’s	week	off,”	Tommy	Boy	 leaned	 forward	 and	 said	 in	 a
singsong	voice.	He	was	the	newest	member	of	the	band	and	a	few	years	younger	than	us.
We	were	breaking	him	in.

“Zucchini	coming	ripe?”	Joey	asked.

“Get	a	new	mulcher?”	I	said,	wanting	it	to	hurt.

“Okay.”	Troy	grabbed	 the	seatbelt	and	pulled	 it	wide.	“If	you	really	must	know,”	he
said,	pressing	the	clip	hard	into	the	buckle,	“she’s	pregnant.”

“Hello,”	Joey	said	from	behind	the	wheel.

“When	did	that	happen?”	Tommy	Boy	asked	and	fell	into	the	back	bunk.	Since	Troy
and	Susan	had	gotten	married,	we’d	been	traveling	nonstop.

“Somewhere	between	Council	Bluffs	and	Rock	Island.”	Troy	rubbed	his	forehead.

“Damn	milkmen,”	 Johnston	 growled,	 and	 I	wondered—did	 the	 guy	 ever	 sleep	 back
there?

On	the	way	out	of	town,	we	talked	about	the	usual	things—the	new	Springsteen	CD,



the	 new	 Van	 Halen	 video,	 the	 confusing	 part	 of	 Led	 Zeppelin’s	 “Black	 Dog”	 where
Bonham	plays	4/4,	and	 the	band	plays	some	other	 time	signature	we	can	never	 identify,
and	everything	comes	back	to	the	one	at	the	chorus.

“Dude,	it’s	a	polyrhythm,”	Joey	always	said	when	we	asked	him	to	explain	it	to	us.	He
clearly	didn’t	know	the	answer	either.

We	 primed	 each	 other,	 trying	 to	 recall	 the	 name	 of	 the	 manager	 of	 the	 Cat’s	 Paw
(Eddie,	we	 thought),	and	of	 the	bartenders	 (Rob,	 the	blond	one	who	gave	us	 free	shots;
and	 Jim,	 the	 one	with	 dark	 hair,	 a	 pitted	 face,	 and	 a	mustache,	who	didn’t	 give	 us	 free
shots).

And	of	 the	waitresses,	we	could	only	remember	 two	names—Janice	and	Jennifer—a
pair	of	long-legged,	farm-girl	twins	with	helium	voices	and	matching	white-blond	hair	that
ran	 long	and	straight	as	straw	down	 to	 their	waists.	 It	had	been	four	months	since	we’d
played	 the	Cat’s	Paw,	but	we	 remembered	 the	 Jensen	 twins	because	of	how	desperately
they	 had	 wanted	 Troy,	 and	 because	 of	 how	 desperately	 Joey	 had	 wanted	 them—Joey
standing	 in	 the	 stage	 shadows	 behind	 the	 PA,	 groaning	 and	 grabbing	 himself	 as	 they
flipped	their	hair	or	bent	down	to	deliver	a	tray	of	vodka	tonics.

When	we	reached	the	western	edge	of	town	and	passed	by	Carney’s	Auto	Salvage,	the
sun	reflecting	off	the	ocean	of	wrecked	cars	always	reminded	us	that	we	had	reached	the
three-mile	limit.	It	was	a	theory	of	Joey’s,	based	on	maritime	law.	His	old	man	had	been	in
the	merchant	marine	back	in	the	fifties	and	sixties,	before	he	retired	and	moved	the	family
to	the	Midwest,	so	Joey	claimed	to	know	all	that	could	and	could	not	be	done	on	the	water.

According	 to	 the	 law	 of	 the	 high	 seas,	 Joey	 said,	 the	 three-mile	 limit	 to	 territorial
waters	decreed	that	a	country’s	laws	only	applied	within	three	miles	of	the	coastline.	Just
outside	 that	 point	 you	 could	 fish,	 gamble,	 prostitute,	 and	 dig	 for	 oil,	 if	 you	 wanted,
without	the	intrusion	of	laws.	Each	time	we	left	town,	we	explained	to	Joey	that—legal	or
illegal—we	were	unlikely	to	engage	in	any	of	those	activities.

“Is	that	nautical	miles,”	Johnston	always	wanted	to	know,	“or	actual	miles?”

“Never	mind,”	Joey	would	say.	“Try	to	follow	along.”

Beyond	 the	 three-mile	 limit	 was	 a	 gray	 zone	 where	 regional	 laws	 left	 off	 and
international	laws	began.	Admirality	Law	gave	captains	the	power	to	govern	their	ships.

In	our	case,	Joey	explained,	 that	would	be	him,	since	he	owned	the	van.	And	this	 is
why	we	 sometimes	 called	 him	 “Governor”	 when	 he	 became	 too	 autocratic	 about	 what
time	we	would	leave	town	or	what	road	we	should	take.

Over	 time,	we’d	built	on	the	 law,	 interpreted	it	broadly,	and	localized	it.	Outside	the
three-mile	limit	of	Carney’s	wrecking	yard	on	the	west	side	of	town,	and	Big	Ed’s	monster
truck	 speedway	on	 the	 east,	 debts	were	 forgotten	 (who	 could	 find	 us	 to	 collect	 them?),
promises	to	 lovers	and	girlfriends	were	irrelevant,	and	wedding	vows—forget	about	 it—
they	dissolved	three	miles	from	your	wife’s	doorstep.

Each	 time	 we	 left	 town,	 Joey	 reiterated	 the	 theory	 and	 added	 subtle	 touches	 and
definitions.	Today	he	was	stuck	on	paternity.	“This	 is	a	 tough	one,”	he	mumbled	behind
the	 wheel.	 He	 was	 stumped.	 The	 three-mile	 limit	 was	 supposed	 to	 be	 the	 ultimate



loophole.	“But	a	kid	 is	still	your	kid,	no	matter	where	you	go,”	he	said.	“I	mean,	blood
follows	blood.”

Even	 as	 Joey	 said	 this,	 I	 felt	 the	 irrevocability	 of	 it.	Not	 only	was	 Troy	 someone’s
husband	 now,	 soon	 he	 would	 be	 someone’s	 father—cells	 splitting	 into	 more	 cells—
something	other	than	words	to	bind	him.	How	could	this	have	happened?	I	had	spent	more
time	practicing	songs	from	the	seventies	with	him	than	Susan	had	spent	on	dates	with	him,
more	time	driving	down	1-94	with	him	than	Susan	had	spent	married	to	him.

During	a	break	one	night,	I	remembered	my	voice	getting	caught	in	a	tape	loop.	He’d
just	yelled	 to	me	over	 the	 loud	music	 that	he	and	Susan	were	engaged.	 I	 started	 to	yell
back,	“I	want	you	to	be	happy.”	But	I	got	stalled,	and	all	I	could	say	was,	“I	want,	I	want,	I
want.”	Then	something	broke	 through,	and	I	was	able	 to	say,	“I	want	you,	 I	want	you.”
Did	I	ever	get	to	the	“be	happy”	part?	I	don’t	think	so.

There	 were	 times	 on	 stage	 when	 he	 seemed	 so	 close,	 nothing	 more	 than	 a	 thin
membrane	of	noise	between	us.	I	waited	for	mat	moment	in	the	song,	between	the	chorus
and	the	solo,	when	he	met	me	center	stage	and	we	leaned	into	each	other.	Then	I’d	remind
myself	to	breathe	in	his	sweetness,	a	mixture	of	cologne	and	sweat.	After	the	final	song,
after	the	drunks	and	the	last	shots,	I’d	rush	back	to	my	motel	room,	to	the	bathroom	mirror
where	I’d	put	my	hands	to	my	face,	so	recently	looked	at	by	him.	I	would	search	my	eyes,
study	them	for	what	he	may	have	just	seen	there.

Joey	had	 the	 radio	 and	heater	 blasting	 in	 the	van.	The	 air	 blew	hot	 in	my	 face.	My
throat	 began	 to	burn.	 It	 felt	 raw	 like	 something	 stubborn	was	 stuck	 there.	 I	 hacked	 and
hacked	again,	trying	to	cough	it	out.	Troy	raised	an	eyebrow	in	my	direction,	as	if	to	say,
“I	heard	that.”

In	 the	 backseat,	 Johnston	 had	 removed	 his	 boots.	 The	 sweaty	 sock	 odor	 wafted
forward.	 It	 wasn’t	 strong,	 just	 there—like	 the	 smell	 of	 something	 suspicious	 in	 the
garbage.	 Tommy	 Boy	 lay	 on	 a	 bunk	 in	 the	 back,	 chain-smoking.	 The	 red	 tip	 of	 his
cigarette	flared	each	time	he	took	a	drag.	The	sharpness	of	nicotine	entered	my	brain	like	a
needle	threading	through	my	nostrils	and	sinuses.

I	 felt	 the	 claustrophobia	 of	 the	 moment	 then,	 felt	 the	 push	 of	 the	 van	 down	 the
highway.	I	fought	the	urge	to	reach	for	the	key,	turn	the	ignition	to	deadness.	Troy	sat	in
the	bucket	seat	next	to	me,	looking	out	the	window	with	his	chin	cradled	in	two	fingers.

Somewhere	 in	 the	past	 two	years	had	been	 intersections,	places	where	his	body	had
been	 so	 close	 to	 mine	 that	 the	 slight	 reach	 of	 a	 hand	 might	 have	 resulted	 in	 another
outcome.	 I	 saw	 all	my	mistakes	 then—the	 times	when	 I	 should	 have	 talked	 about	 love
instead	of	guitars,	desire	instead	of	amplifiers.	The	time	of	all	possibilities	had	passed;	I
felt	it	move	away	like	a	road	sign	on	the	side	of	the	highway.

“So,	jerky	boy,”	Johnston	said	to	Troy	from	the	back	of	the	van.	“When’s	the	old	lady
gonna	yank	your	chain?”	I	had	to	admit	it,	Johnston	knew	how	to	ask	the	pointed	question.
You	could	almost	see	it	coming.	How	soon	before	Troy	was	one	of	those	longhairs	you	see
in	retail	stores	selling	records	or	stereos	or	musical	equipment?

“Hey,	man,”	Troy	raised	his	hands	and	yelled	over	 the	music.	“I	don’t	even	want	 to
think	about	it.”



After	a	total	of	two	gas	breaks	and	three	pee	stops	in	nine	hours,	we	neared	Billings	just	as
the	day	was	starting	to	lose	its	light.	It	was	a	few	hours	before	we’d	reach	the	foothills	and
begin	to	move	through	the	passes	and	feel	the	rush	of	elevations	changing.	The	mountain
ranges	would	be	in	darkness	by	then,	but	we	had	seen	the	scaly	rock	faces	in	the	distance
enough	times—gauged	the	progress	of	our	movement	by	their	peaks—that	we	would	feel
them	like	a	silent	presence	around	us.

Driving	 through	 Billings,	 we	 passed	 by	 a	 gray	 refinery	 with	 a	 complicated	 web	 of
ladders	and	dusty	pipes	going	on	for	miles.	In	the	distance	was	a	high	row	of	towers	with
flashing	lights	sparking	at	the	top	through	plumes	of	smoke.	On	the	west	edge	of	town,	the
refineries	 turned	 to	 car	 dealerships	 and	 then	 to	 housing	 developments	 that	 thinned	 into
tilled	farmland.

We	were	running	low	on	gas.	“E-minor”	is	what	Joey	called	this,	yelling	it	out	like	a
chord	change	in	a	jam	session,	so	we’d	begin	to	look	for	exits.	We	avoided	the	quick	stops
—inconvenience	 stores,	we	 called	 them—with	 slightly	 lewd	names	 like	Kum	&	Go,	 or
Pump	&	Party.	 If	we	were	 low	on	 jerky	and	desperate,	we	might	pull	 into	a	Holiday	or
Casey’s.

We	 took	 the	Laurel	 exit	west	of	Billings,	 coming	 to	 rest	 in	 front	of	 a	graying	wood
structure	that	was	built	to	look	like	an	old-style	trading	post.	The	hand-painted	sign	on	the
front	said,	Red’s	Thirsty	Mule,	in	dripping	crimson	letters.	Joey	pulled	the	van	up	next	to	a
faded	 green	 gas	 pump.	 The	 glass	 cover	 had	 been	 punched	 in	 and	 the	 per	 gallon	 price
changed	to	19	cents.

Joey	ground	out	his	cigarette	in	the	ashtray	and	cracked	the	driver’s	side	door.	It	fell
open	with	a	loud	clank.	The	rest	of	us	rolled	out	of	the	right	side,	stretched	our	legs,	rolled
our	necks.	We	were	empty	but	not	hungry,	tired	but	not	ready	to	sleep.

The	facade	of	Red’s	had	log	cabin	walls	made	of	rough	timbers	and	a	sagging	roof	of
wooden	slats	for	shingles.	Out	front	was	a	mock	swinging	door	and	an	old-fashioned	wild-
west	sidewalk	with	a	hitching-post	bike	rack	that	looked	like	you	could	tie	horse	reins	to
it.

On	a	bear-and-eagle	totem	pole	to	the	right,	a	column	of	placards	listed	a	few	of	Red’s
attractions—Gas,	Showers,	Bait	&	Tackle,	Outfitting,	Spirits,	Drive-Thru	Espresso,	Indian
Art,	Off-Sale.	Inside	to	the	right,	the	cashier	sat	behind	the	counter	surrounded	by	Navaho
blankets,	 raccoon	 hats,	 velvet	 paintings,	 and	 silver	 and	 turquoise	 jewelry.	 On	 shelves
around	 the	 small	 store	were	 the	usual	products	 like	Alka-Seltzer	and	Coke,	Doritos	and
Quaker	State	motor	oil.

“Bathrooms	to	the	left.”	Johnston	turned,	and	we	all	moved	down	the	narrow	hallway.
There	was	a	bar	on	the	right,	fenced	in	by	a	half-wall	and	a	row	of	tables.	I	looked	inside
as	I	walked.	Happy	hour	had	started.	A	few	men	in	denim	work	shirts	and	a	few	women
with	big	hair	sat	at	the	bar.	A	jukebox	played	a	country	song.	There	was	a	Budweiser	sign
on	the	far	wall,	the	crack	of	pool	balls.

I	joined	a	line	outside	the	bathroom.	The	woman	in	front	of	me	was	holding	an	infant
and	trying	to	rein	in	a	talky	toddler.	The	litde	girl	wanted	to	touch	everything.	She	cranked
the	lever	of	the	stuffed	animal	claw	machine.	She	ratded	the	coin	return	slot	of	the	low	pay



phones	with	her	sticky	fingers,	then	begged	her	mother	for	a	quarter.

“Honey,	no,”	 the	woman	kept	saying,	“no,	no,	no.”	She	shifted	 the	baby	to	her	right
hip,	brought	the	quilted	diaper	bag	full	of	lotions	and	baby	bottles	onto	her	shoulder,	and
jerked	the	toddler	into	place	with	her	left	hand.

Troy	came	out	of	the	men’s	bathroom,	raised	his	eyebrows	at	the	crowd	of	women	in
the	hallway.	Tommy	Boy	went	 into	 the	men’s.	 I	 stepped	 forward	and	 jiggled	 the	 locked
knob	of	the	women’s.

“It’s	in	use,”	the	young	mother	said.

“Just	a	second,”	a	wobbly	voice	echoed	inside.

Directly	behind	me	were	two	dishwater	blonds	wearing	too	much	patchouli	for	close
spaces.	The	smell	was	strong	and	musky	as	fur	on	the	tongue.	They	looked	about	twenty.
They	both	had	their	hair	bound	in	small,	messy	braids	that	ran	clear	up	to	the	scalp	like
some	white	girl	version	of	dreadlocks.

They	wore	 skintight	 tank	 tops,	 as	 if	 they	were	 trying	 to	press	 summer	 into	October.
They	stood	 in	 the	hallway,	 their	 thin	shoulders	hunched	and	shivering	 in	 the	cold.	They
didn’t	speak,	just	giggled	and	munched	down	long	coils	of	string	licorice.	The	girl	on	the
right	had	a	black	bra	peeking	out	from	under	the	narrow	straps	of	her	tank	top;	the	girl	on
the	left	was	wearing	red.

Tommy	Boy	came	out	of	the	men’s,	smiled	at	the	two	blonds,	and	pushed	his	own	long
blond	bangs	away	from	his	face.	The	two	girls	looked	at	Tommy	Boy,	then	dove	for	the
open	door	of	the	men’s.

Just	 then	 the	women’s	 cracked	 open	 and	 two	 older	 ladies	 appeared	 in	 the	 doorway.
One	moved	slowly	with	the	help	of	a	metal	walker	that	clanked	down	hard	in	front	of	her
every	step.

“So	 sorry,”	 said	 the	 lady	with	 the	wobbly	 voice,	who	 supported	 her	 friend	with	 the
walker	by	the	elbow.	We	cleared	a	space	for	them	to	get	 through,	and	the	young	mother
gathered	up	her	children	and	her	diaper	bag	and	disappeared	into	the	women’s.

I	took	the	next	bathroom	that	opened	up—the	men’s—when	the	dreadlocks	were	done
flushing	and	laughing.	The	water	felt	cool	on	my	face.	I	put	in	some	eyedrops,	slapped	on
a	little	makeup	and	some	lipstick,	ran	a	brush	through	my	hair.

It	only	took	a	few	minutes.	By	the	time	I	came	down	the	narrow	hallway,	I	heard	the
low	rumble	of	Troy’s	laughter	in	the	bar.	The	blonds	were	huddled	next	to	him,	their	thin
bottoms	propped	up	against	a	pool	table.	Johnston	was	chalking	up	a	cue,	and	Tommy	Boy
was	leaning	at	the	bar	with	a	ten-dollar	bill	in	his	hand.

“So	you	guys	are	in	a	band,”	I	heard	the	one	with	the	black	bra	say	as	I	passed	by.	A
little	thrill	ran	through	her	voice.	“Cool.”	And	then	they	both	started	giggling.

Joey	was	waiting	in	the	van.	“Where	are	those	guys?”	he	asked.

“This	might	take	a	while,”	I	said,	ripping	open	a	package	of	jerky.	Mostly	I	loved	the
saltiness,	loved	the	way	my	mouth	watered	at	the	first	bite.	I	liked	how	hard	my	teeth	had
to	work	 to	 tear	 off	 the	 smallest	 chunk.	At	 the	 bottom	of	 every	 package	 of	 jerky	was	 a



feeling	of	accomplishment,	a	kind	of	Mount	Everest	moment.

I	wasn’t	 even	 finished	with	 the	 first	 strip	when	Tommy	Boy	burst	 through	 the	 front
door	 of	 Red’s.	 He	 ran	 to	 the	 van	 with	 a	 big	 smile	 on	 his	 face	 and	 rapped	 on	 Joey’s
window.

“Go	ahead	without	us,”	he	said,	trying	to	catch	his	breath.	“We’ll	catch	up	to	you	guys
later.”

“Ah,	no,”	Joey	said,	rubbing	his	eyes	hard.	“I	don’t	think	so.”	It	was	easy	to	imagine
Joey	 and	me	 tomorrow,	 unloading	 equipment	 and	 setting	 up	without	 them.	 How	many
songs	could	a	drummer	and	a	singer	do	alone?

“Are	they	sisters?”	I	asked,	my	voice	sounding	low	and	gruff,	strange	even	to	my	ears.

“Naw,”	Tommy	Boy	answered,	“cousins.”	He	shuffled	his	feet	in	the	cold	parking	lot.

“They	 said	 they’d	 drive	 us	 to	 Bozeman,”	 he	 explained,	 motioning	 west	 with	 his
thumb.	He	shook	his	 thick	bangs	out	of	his	eyes,	and	 looked	 to	me	 for	 support.	At	 that
moment,	his	face	appeared	angelic	in	the	half	darkness.

“C’mon,	Gov,”	I	said.	Who	were	we	to	stand	in	the	way	of	initiation?

“Oh,	hell,”	Joey	said	finally,	then	poked	the	kid	in	the	chest.	“You	get	a	half	hour.”	He
shoved	the	van	into	first	and	released	the	parking	brake.	“After	that,	we’re	leaving.”

We	rolled	into	a	parking	spot	 in	front	of	Red’s.	Tommy	Boy	hooted	and	ran	past	us,
slapping	the	hood	of	the	van.

“You’re	 only	 young	 once,”	 Joey	 said,	 mostly	 to	 himself.	 He	 turned	 the	 ignition	 to
auxiliary,	adjusted	the	radio,	put	his	boots	up	on	the	dash,	and	noodled	his	toothpick	in	his
mouth.	He	seemed	old	and	fusty	to	me	then,	like	he	was	wearing	an	unraveling	cardigan
and	handing	out	the	keys	to	the	Buick	on	a	Saturday	night.

After	a	few	minutes	of	waiting,	Joey	joined	the	other	guys	in	Red’s.	I	crawled	in	the	back
of	the	van	and	stretched	out	on	the	couch.	I	pulled	my	long	coat	tight	under	my	chin	and
tried	to	sleep.	The	day	had	gone	on	too	long,	and	my	voice	had	gone	hoarse	too	quickly.	I
lay	in	the	darkness,	my	throat	burning	raw	with	every	pulse.

Lately	I’d	been	feeling	like	my	life	was	a	movie	in	serious	need	of	editing.	I	wanted
one	of	 those	 fast-forward	sections,	 like	 in	Rocky	when	you	see	Stallone	 roll	out	of	bed,
suck	down	a	raw	egg	concoction,	and	stagger	out	the	door	for	a	predawn	run.	The	back	of
his	gray	sweatpants	barely	disappear	down	the	car-lined	street	when	the	scene	flashes	to
him	doing	one-handed	push-ups	in	the	gym.

Next	we	see	him	in	a	meat	locker	throwing	his	bloody	fists	into	hanging	carcasses	like
punching	bags.	Then	he’s	huffing	up	the	steps	of	Independence	Hall—a	deep	V	of	sweat
spreading	 down	 his	 neckline.	 The	 theme	 song	 builds	when	 he	 jogs	 up	 the	many	 steps,
which	look	precarious	as	a	scaling	wall	thanks	to	the	camera	angle.

When	he	reaches	the	top,	his	arms	shoot	up	in	victory	and	the	chorus	swells—Gonna
fly	 now—the	 camera	 rising	 and	 swallowing	 him	 in	 a	 panoramic	 view.	 In	 five	minutes,
Rocky	goes	 from	 fat	 slug	 to	 fighting	dynamo,	 because	 all	we	 really	want	 is	 to	 see	him



pummel	the	genetically	superior	Russian.

In	that	moment	alone	in	the	van,	I	wanted	to	take	a	scalpel	to	the	last	two	years	of	my
life,	wanted	to	watch	the	unimportant	days	and	weeks	fall	into	curls	at	my	feet	I	wanted	to
keep	the	good	parts,	splice	them	together	without	interruption,	arrange	them	so	that	they
added	up	differently.

I	 must	 have	 fallen	 asleep	 quickly.	 It	 seemed	 like	 no	 time	 passed	 before	 Joey	 and
Johnston	came	back	to	the	van,	bringing	with	them	the	gritty	smell	of	cigarettes.	Johnston
piled	in	the	front	seat,	and	Joey	started	up	the	van,	the	cold	air	giving	way	to	the	warm.

“Crazy	 bitches,”	 Johnston	 said	 under	 his	 breath,	 pulling	 the	 bag	 out	 of	 the	 glove
compartment.	He	 cupped	 a	Zig-Zag	 between	 his	 fingers	 and	 sprinkled	 in	 some	 pot.	He
licked	the	long	edge	of	the	paper,	then	twisted	it	up	in	one	smooth	motion.

“Nipple	rings	and	tongue	studs.”	Johnston	shuddered.	“Ouch.”	He	brought	the	joint	to
his	lips,	smoothed	out	the	edges	with	his	tongue.

“Did	they	show	you,	too?”	Joey	said,	incredulous.

“I	asked	nicely,”	 Johnston	answered	and	 lit	up	 the	 tip,	 the	cherry	 flaming	 red	 in	 the
darkness.

“Damn	Montana	 girls,”	 Joey	 said,	 taking	 the	 joint.	He	 sucked	 deep,	 hiccuped,	 then
sucked	deep	again.	“They’ll	 rope	you	and	tie	you	for	sure.”	He	let	out	his	words	 in	one
slow	wheeze.

I	sat	up	and	pushed	my	coat	aside.	Joey	passed	the	joint	back	to	me,	and	I	took	a	hit.
The	smoke	felt	strangely	smooth	on	my	throat,	rolling	in	as	easily	as	fog.

“What	time	is	it?”	I	asked.

“Time	to	go,”	Joey	said.

“I’ll	get	them,”	I	said,	pulling	on	my	coat.	“I	gotta	pee	anyway.”	I	slid	open	the	side
door	 and	 stepped	out.	 It	 didn’t	 look	 that	 late—not	 deep	dark,	 just	 dark—maybe	 around
eight	o’clock.

I	 went	 inside	 Red’s,	 waved	 at	 the	 cashier	 behind	 the	 counter,	 who	 now	 seemed	 to
know	 all	 of	 us,	 and	 turned	 left	 for	 the	 bathrooms.	 Passing	 the	 bar,	 I	 saw	 Tommy	Boy
sitting	at	a	 table	with	 the	dreadlocked	blond	 in	 the	 red	bra.	She	must	have	been	 talking
calculus,	because	one	of	Tommy	Boy’s	hands	was	bent	possessively	over	the	neck	of	his
Bud	and	the	other	was	propping	up	the	side	of	his	head.	The	other	blond	was	nowhere	in
sight	and	neither	was	Troy.

I	 went	 to	 the	 bathroom,	 washed	 my	 hands,	 cranked	 the	 paper	 towels	 out	 of	 the
dispenser	one	by	one.	 I	 took	my	 time	 reading	 the	graffiti,	which	 told	me	 that	mis	place
was	hell	and	it	was	hopeless—I	would	never	escape.	The	messages	also	cautioned	me	to
stay	away	from	Doug	and	urged	me	to	try	lesbian	sex.

I	 heard	 the	 noises	 in	 the	 other	 bathroom.	 It	 was	 impossible	 not	 to	 hear	 them	 some
laughing	 and	 talking,	 some	 scuffling	 of	 feet,	 the	 bump	 and	 brush	 of	 bodies	 against	 the
common	wall.	What	was	I	supposed	to	do	about	that?	I	opened	the	door	and	headed	down
the	 hallway,	 running	 into	 the	 blond	 from	 the	 bar	 on	my	way	 out.	 She	must	 have	 been



coming	to	retrieve	her	friend.	She	smiled	at	me,	like	she	knew	I	was	just	the	chick	in	the
band	and	I	wasn’t	going	to	beat	her	up.

Tommy	 Boy	 was	 in	 the	 van	 by	 the	 time	 I	 got	 back.	 Johnston	 was	 in	 the	 backseat
stretched	out	on	the	bunk.

“I	would	get	the	one	who	was	pre-med,”	Tommy	Boy	said.	He’d	been	with	us	for	three
months.	So	far,	his	innocence	was	the	only	thing	with	staying	power.

Just	 then	Troy	 came	 through	 the	 front	 door	of	Red’s	with	 the	 two	blond	dreadlocks
tucked	 on	 either	 side	 of	 him.	 They	waved	 good-bye	 to	 us,	 and	we	waved	 good-bye	 to
them.

“You	got	a	nose	for	brainy	women.”	Johnston	said.	“Live	with	it.”

Troy	stood	on	the	wild-west	sidewalk	for	a	few	minutes	with	the	blonde	in	the	black
bra.	She	leaned	into	him,	slung	her	arms	around	his	waist,	and	rested	her	right	cheek	on
his	chest.	He	reached	around	his	back	and	returned	her	hands	to	her	side.

“At	least	your	genes	will	do	well,”	I	said.

Tommy	Boy	moaned	in	the	back	seat.	“But	I	wanted	my	jeans	to	do	well.”

“There’s	always	the	Cat’s	Paw,”	Joey	said,	laying	on	the	horn.	Troy	looked	up	then,	as
if	he’d	been	waiting	for	the	sound.

“And	 the	 Rusty	 Nail	 and	 the	 Zoo	 and	 the	 Golden	 Spike,”	 Johnston	 added	 in	 a
monotone,	listing	the	next	three	clubs	we	were	playing.	If	you	couldn’t	get	lucky	in	those
places,	you	just	plain	weren’t	lucky.

On	 the	 sidewalk,	Troy	 turned	 to	 the	 blond	 and	mouthed	 something	 like	 “Gotta	 go.”
She	looked	up	at	him	with	a	sly	smile,	said	something	like	“See	ya	later”	and	walked	to
her	car.	Troy	turned	for	the	van,	pulling	his	collar	high	around	his	neck.

As	soon	as	he	reached	the	van,	Troy	opened	the	door	and	said,	“Nothing	happened,”	in
a	 voice	 full	 of	 impatience,	 like	 it	 was	 a	 press	 conference	 and	 he	 would	 not	 be	 taking
questions.	He	slid	into	the	front	bucket	and	slammed	the	door	hard.	Johnston	groaned	in
the	backseat.

“Okay,”	Joey	said	and	raised	his	eyebrows.	“If	you	say	so.”

“Really,”	Troy	looked	around.	He	swept	his	hands	out	in	one	clean	motion.	“Nothing.”

Joey	put	the	van	in	reverse,	backed	out	of	the	spot	and	headed	for	the	frontage	road.
“She	pre-med,	too?”	Joey	finally	asked.

“Nah.”	Troy	rubbed	his	hands	together,	blowing	warmth	into	them.	“She	wants	to	play
guitar,”	he	said,	his	voice	sounding	tired.

We	all	started	to	laugh.	Girls	who	wanted	to	play	guitar—the	countryside	was	full	of
them.	 “Do	 you	 know	 barre	 chords?”	 Johnston	 whispered	 in	 a	 falsetto	 in	 the	 backseat.
Tommy	Boy	fell	into	the	bunk,	grabbed	his	stomach,	and	laughed	miserably.

“She	has	her	dad’s	old	Strat	from	the	sixties,”	Troy	said.	“Sunburst	finish.”

“A	sixty-two?”	I	guessed.	From	hanging	around	these	guys,	I	could	almost	write	 the



manual	on	Fenders.

“Nah,”	Troy	answered,	“she	thinks	he	got	it	around	fifty-seven.”

Johnston	whistled	low.	We	all	knew	what	that	probably	meant—a	solid	maple	neck.

“It’s	got	some	belt	buckle	dings	on	the	back,”	Troy	said.

“A	little	mileage,”	said	Joey,	pulling	the	van	onto	the	freeway.	“You	can’t	fault	a	guitar
for	that.”

Tommy	Boy	leaned	forward	with	renewed	interest.	“Original	pickups?”	he	asked.

“Been	in	the	attic	since	Woodstock.”	Troy	looked	forward	into	the	dark	windshield.

“Oh,	man,”	Tommy	Boy	said,	lust	in	his	voice.	“I	bet	she’s	dripping	with	tone.”

Joey	 pressed	 down	 on	 the	 accelerator	 and	 shifted	 through	 the	 gears,	 the	 headlights
clearing	a	path	through	the	darkness.	Everyone	was	quiet	for	a	 long	time	thinking	about
the	waste—a	cherry	Strat	lying	unplayed	in	its	tweed	case	under	some	girl-who-wants-to-
play-guitar’s	bed.

“She	gonna	bring	it	out	to	the	club?”	Tommy	Boy	finally	asked.

“Maybe	Thursday.”	Troy	started	to	chuckle	then	as	if	surprised	by	his	own	luck.

“My	man,”	Joey	said,	slugging	Troy	on	the	shoulder	like	he’d	just	returned	from	some
long	journey.	And	I	knew	he	was	right.	All	talk	of	bed	linens	and	window	blinds	was	now
a	thing	of	the	past.	Then	I	thought	about	Susan	back	home	in	Pleasant	Hills.	Even	as	we
spoke,	 she	was	probably	shopping	 for	cribs	and	car	 seats.	The	 three-mile	 limit	 said	 that
whatever	 happened	 out	 here	 didn’t	 follow	 us	 home—and	 that	 was	 a	 code.	 But	 I	 still
wondered	about	those	sounds	in	the	bathroom.	I	wondered	about	them	for	myself.

“So	 it	 was	 all	 business	 with	 you	 and	 the	 dreadlock?”	 I	 asked,	 trying	 to	 sound	 like
another	nosy	guy	in	the	band.	“The	two	of	you,	 just	shooting	the	breeze	about	licks	and
riffs?”

“Pretty	much,”	Troy	said,	looking	me	square	in	the	face.

“And	she	didn’t	even	want	your	body,”	I	pressed.

He	 shifted	 around	 in	 the	 bucket	 seat.	 He	 flipped	 open	 the	 glove	 compartment	 and
reached	inside	for	the	bag	of	pot.	He	exhaled	deep.

“I	told	her	to	think	hard	about	me	at	midnight,”	he	said,	unrolling	the	plastic	bag	down
to	the	bottom.

He	 pinched	 his	 fingers	 into	 the	 green	 and	 stared	 straight	 ahead,	 as	 if	 talking	 to	 the
dashboard.	“And	I	told	her	I	would	be	thinking	hard	about	her	at	the	same	time.”	His	voice
fell	flat	as	he	said	this.

“At	the	stroke	of	midnight?”	Joey	asked.

“Kinda	like	that.”	Troy	sniffed	and	popped	a	crease	into	the	Zig-Zag.

“Sex	by	proxy,”	Johnston	said	from	the	backseat,	and	everyone	started	to	laugh.

“Aw,	jerky	boy.”	Joey	pounded	the	wheel.	“The	ultimate	loophole.”



It	was	hard	to	think	of	anything	to	say	after	that.	We	rode	for	a	long	time	in	silence.
Troy	 finished	 rolling	 the	 joint	 and	passed	 it	 to	me,	holding	 the	 lighter	as	 I	 fired	 it	up.	 I
passed	the	joint	back	to	him	and	he	smiled	at	me,	a	hangdog	grin	of	perfect	white	teeth.

“C’mon,	Ninj,”	he	said,	as	if	it	mattered	to	ask	forgiveness	of	the	wrong	woman.

Even	before	he	met	Susan,	I	had	imagined	him	walking	down	church	steps,	wearing	an
immaculate	tuxedo.	He	was	surrounded	by	friends,	bells	chiming	in	the	background,	that
same	grin	brilliant	against	the	crispness	of	his	collar.

That	night	 in	 the	van,	he	 looked	brushed-down	and	 smooth	 as	velvet	 to	me,	 like	 so
many	 hands	 had	 invested	 all	 time	 and	 care	 in	 him.	 I	 knew	 he	 would	 always	 be	 some
woman’s	treasure.	I	fought	my	own	hand’s	impulse	to	reach	up	and	touch	his	face.

Outside,	 the	 inky	blackness	swallowed	us.	Aside	from	headlights	and	moonlight,	we
were	flying	blind.	Clusters	of	light	from	small	towns	appeared	in	the	distance	from	time	to
time.	They	floated	on	the	glassy	surface	of	the	horizon	like	tiny	buoys.	They	came	closer,
then	disappeared	as	we	passed	them	in	the	night.
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