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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON




To Kristyn, 
for our first road trip, and 
everything after


Used to be a trouble maker

Hated homework, was a sweet heartbreaker

But now I have my dream

I’m so rowdy for eighteen

—“School Days,” THE RUNAWAYS
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Bev says when she’s onstage she feels the world holding its breath for her. She feels electric, louder than a thousand wailing sirens, more powerful than God.

“I thought you didn’t believe in God,” I say.

She says, “Okay. More powerful than the universe, then.”

Bev is the lead singer of a band called The Disenchantments. They aren’t very good, but they play so loud the speakers crackle and the bass makes your bones tremble. And they look amazing.

It’s almost 3:00 A.M. I am so tired I can barely stand, but I have to stand anyway and go out onto the living room couch so Bev can fall asleep. Even though we’ve been best friends since we were nine, she’s a girl and I’m a guy, and there are certain rules neither of us is powerful enough to challenge.

“We need to pay for those tickets,” I say.

Bev nods.

“I mean, really soon, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“Like, tomorrow.”

“Okay,” she says. “Good night.”

She’s getting the way she gets sometimes, all faraway and quiet, so I say, “You’re tired; okay, I’m going.”

I head to the door, but then I remember something and can’t help myself: “I read today that the Stockholm Archipelago has more than twenty-four thousand islands. Isn’t that rad? I can’t wait.”

She kicks the comforter to the foot of my bed, pulls the sheet over her shoulder.

“There’s also this amusement park that’s right in the middle of the city. An old cool one,” I add, “with one of those swing rides that lift over the water.”

I turn off the light and step into the doorway. I can almost picture Bev and me, circling through the sky with islands all around us. Suddenly the room I’ve lived in all my life with its wood floors and high ceiling and single, skinny window feels smaller than it ever has before.

Then, Bev’s voice through the dark: “Don’t forget about the tour. That comes first.”

“I know,” I say. And then, “We’re almost free.”

“Yeah,” Bev says. “Almost.”

In the morning, Bev walks out of the bathroom in her cutoff shorts and the Smokey the Bear T-shirt we got in seventh-grade summer camp, to the kitchen, where my dad and I are eating cereal and reading the Chronicle. She rumples my dad’s hair and says, “Morning, Tom,” then opens the junk drawer and takes out a pair of scissors. She shuffles back to the bathroom.

Dad looks at me from over the Bay Area section.

“My son, going on tour.” He gets a little misty-eyed.

I say, “What about, ‘My son, graduating high school.’ Probably a little more important.”

“That, too,” he says, nodding. “This is a big day. A very big day. Your mother called when you were in the shower. She’ll call again a little later.”

I check my watch. It’s 7:15 here, nine hours later in Paris.

“Bev, we have to go soon,” I call into the bathroom.

“Yeah, I’m just finishing something,” she calls back. “You can come in if you want.”

I push open the door to find Bev with scissors raised and waves of blond hair drifting to the floor. I grab my toothbrush.

“What is this?” I ask. “A symbolic gesture?”

She chops off a long piece by her ear.

“I don’t know,” she says. “It’s just something I felt like doing.”

Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, I brush my teeth and watch her cut until her hair is as short as a guy’s and the tile floor is covered. I go to the sink to spit and she puts the scissors down, steps back, and studies herself. She kind of looks like a movie star and she kind of looks like one of those punk-rock homeless kids who panhandle on Haight Street. In any case, she looks incredible.

“Rad,” I say.

She cocks her head. “You think?”

“Um, yeah.”

I lean over the sink to rinse my mouth, and when I stand up again, there we are, standing side by side. Bev’s hair is barely a shade lighter than mine, and now almost the same length. Matching blue eyes, a similar darkness under them.

“We didn’t get much sleep,” I say to her reflection.

“We rarely do,” she says to mine.

The phone rings in the other room.

“I’ll sweep up,” she says, “and then we can go.”

Dad comes into the bathroom with the phone, so now the three of us are crammed into the smallest room in the house.

“Whoa, check you out,” he says to Bev, and Bev laughs, and Dad nods his approval and hands me the phone.

“Bonjour, mon chéri,” Mom says to me from 5,567 miles away. The distance between San Francisco and Paris is one of the many facts I’ve picked up from Bev’s and my nights up late researching Europe. Like the number of islands in the Stockholm Archipelago. Like the fact that in Amsterdam, there are more bicycles than there are people, and Holland supplies seventy percent of the world’s bacon, which is not really something I need to know considering that I’m a vegetarian.

“Comment vas-tu?”

“I’m good,” I say, propping the phone on my shoulder and taking my place at my dad’s desk. “I’m just about to pay for our tickets.”

“C’est fantastique! I can’t wait to see you.” When she switches to English, she sounds more like herself. “I wish I could be there to see you off on your last day.”

“I know,” I say. “It’s okay.”

“We’ll celebrate for days when you and Bev get here.”

“Sounds good.”

“Ready?” Bev calls.

“I’ve gotta go,” I tell Mom.

“Good luck,” she says. “Je t’adore. Call from the road if you can.”

Dad hands me my sketchbook as I’m hanging up, and I stick it in my backpack and say, “It’s almost like she’s forgetting how to speak English.”

He laughs, runs a hand through his gray-brown hair, and says, “Guess her language classes are working.”

And then Bev and I are out the door into the San Francisco morning, rushing past the produce markets and well-dressed strangers, catching the F train up Market Street just before it glides away.

The school day is a collection of moments—five good-byes from teachers; a free period spent retrieving my drawings from the airy studio; lunch from the taco stand, our mouths full, asking, Can you believe this is the last time we’ll all eat tacos on this street corner together? All of us answering, No, no.

After school I lean against the building and look at the sea of rainbow-haired teenagers. Everyone is out on the lawn with portfolios and instruments and sculptures, signing yearbooks and playing music, setting down backpacks and kicking off shoes as though now that we’re free we’ve decided to stay here forever.

I’m sketching Bev, who sits a few feet away from me practicing the verse of a new song while Meg plucks the strings of her bass guitar. Nearby, a group of ninth-grade girls watches them rehearse. One of the girls wears a Disenchantments shirt that we made for their first show. Bev and Meg came up with the concept—a close-up of a girl’s eyes with dark makeup and a tear starting to fall—and they had me draw it for them. I used Bev as a model and the first sketch turned out perfectly, and they had it printed in silver on these fitted black T-shirts that sold out the first night.

It’s rare to hear Bev without a microphone, so I listen hard. She’s working out the vocal melody. One second she’s low and throaty, and the next she’s doing this badass breathy thing. Her head is turned away from me, and I’m sketching her neck, realizing that I’ve never seen it this exposed. Her hair has never been so short.

“Hey,” someone says, and then this guy Craig sits down next to me. “So first the tour, and then Europe?”

I nod. “We’ll be around here for a few days in between, though.”

“That’s so cool,” he says. “I respect that. You’re doing something different, you know? You’re getting out there.”

Even though this is San Francisco’s arts high school and people probably expect us all to go off and do unexpected and interesting things, everyone except Bev and me is going to college. When I told the college counselor our plan, she looked pained and asked me if I was sure, but I told her that, yeah, I was completely sure, had been completely sure since the summer after eighth grade when Bev and I found Bande á part in my parents’ DVD collection and watched it three times in a row. The counselor was worried but I didn’t let her get to me. Instead I told her about some Dutch guy who spent a fortune on a single tulip bulb, and how now there are tulip fields just thirty miles outside Amsterdam.

“Picture it,” I told her, “fields of tulips.”

She softened a little, took off her glasses.

“I’ve seen them,” she said.

“You have? Were they great?”

She nodded, and I swear she got a little emotional.

“See?” I said. “This is what I’m talking about. If I had asked about, like, Biology 101 you probably wouldn’t even remember it.”

“I’m not crying about tulips.”

“Yeah, but you’re crying about the experience, right? Maybe not the tulips themselves, but whatever was happening when you saw the tulips, or the person who saw them with you. And the tulips were probably part of it.”

“Yes,” she said. “They were part of it,” and then she cleared her throat and put her glasses back on and said, “Colby, going to college is incredibly important.”

Eventually she gave up, and word quickly spread around campus that Bev and I were actually doing it. Leaving together after graduation. Going to Europe. And everyone wanted to talk about it, about where we were going to go and where we were going to stay, and how amazing it sounded and how they wished that they were going, too.

Now, just a couple weeks before we leave, I glance up from my drawing toward Craig and say, “Remind me what school you chose?”

Craig was in my art history class last semester. We didn’t talk that often, but he’s pretty cool.

“Stanford,” he says.

“Wow,” I say.

“Yeah, well. We’re all off to college like a flock of fucking sheep, man, but not you.”

Most people who hear about the plan think that Bev and I aren’t ever going to go to college, that we’re just going to bum around Europe forever. That isn’t really what we have in mind, though. We want to spend a year there, getting to know Paris, traveling to Amsterdam and Stockholm and maybe even Oslo or Helsinki. Lately I’ve been dreaming about bodies of water: the Seine, the canals in Amsterdam, the Archipelago. Bev and me on trains, moving from one new place to the next.

And then whenever we’re done, whenever we’re ready, we’re going to come home and go to college. I explained this to the college counselor and I explained it to my parents, but I don’t explain it all to Craig. I just nod and say, “To each his own,” and draw the curve of Bev’s neck where it meets her shoulders.


Sunday

The turquoise VW bus arrives in front of my house at 7:00 A.M. The rumble of its engine dies down, the front door slams shut, and my mom’s brother shuffles into the kitchen. He’s smiling but bleary-eyed, wearing his usual worn Rolling Stones T-shirt and a bandanna tied around his messy hair.

“Look,” he says, “I dressed for the occasion.”

“Uncle Pete,” I say, “you dress like this every day.”

“True.” He nods solemnly. Then he takes the coffee mug from my hand, sips, places it back in my grasp.

“Any more where that came from?”

I get up and pour coffee into our biggest mug. My uncle sleeps less than anyone I’ve ever met. Whenever someone asks him what keeps him up at night, he leans in close, looks the person in the eye, and says, Just can’t get the music out of my mind.

When I asked Pete if I could take the bus on a road trip, I had no idea what he would say. It’s hard for strangers to fully grasp the connection he has with this vehicle. Pete doesn’t have a wife, but if you knew him only casually, you would assume he did. When someone asks him, Hey, Pete, what did you do this weekend? He’ll say, Melinda and I went to the ocean. Or, Melinda felt like traveling, so I just let her take me wherever she wanted to go. By the time he says something like, Melinda wasn’t feeling so hot, so we laid low and took her for a tune-up, it dawns on most people that Melinda is the bus, and that my uncle Pete is the kind of person who spends a lot of time alone.

I think if I had asked to borrow Melinda to move a piece of furniture, or to go to the grocery store, or for any other brief and practical reason, Pete would have turned me down. But this was about music, and as soon as I used the word tour, Pete’s glassy eyes opened wider and he smiled a nostalgic, faraway smile. I knew then that he would say yes, and for the rest of the night, he and Dad listened to records and talked about the years they spent traveling around the country, living out of the bus, and playing small town shows. This was before Ma showed up at a South of Market bar for a surprise visit to her brother and fell in love with his bandmate who she’d heard about for years but never before met. The story is that Pete was so moved by the love between his sister and his best friend that when my dad told him they were going to buy a house and have a kid, Pete never said another word about the open life they were supposed to have, nothing about the music or the adventure. Instead, he wrote a song for my parents’ wedding that became a hit on many college radio stations and made him briefly famous among a small circle of tenderhearted young fans.

Flash forward twenty years and Dad and Pete are walking me out to Melinda. I throw my duffel bag into the back and take my seat behind the wheel. Pete reminds me of how everything works—unnecessary, considering that he’s been giving me weekly VW driving lessons for the past couple months—and then closes me in. Through the open window, Dad slips me a wad of cash even though I’ve been saving up for this, and then, ceremoniously, he hands me a credit card.

“Are you kidding?” I ask.

Dad and Pete insisted on living like hippies all through the eighties. Even now, Dad hates to charge anything.

“Your mom wants you to have it,” he explains.

This makes more sense. Ma’s the worrier in the family. Of course she would take a break from studying the subjunctive to make sure I was ready for unplanned expenses.

I look out the window at Dad and Pete, standing happily side by side, and I turn the ignition. Dad whoops. Pete flashes a peace sign.

“See you in a week,” I say, and I pull away from the curb.

My first stop is the Sunset. I turn onto Irving Street and see Bev leaning out of her upstairs window.

“Hold on,” she says when I slip out of the driver’s seat.

She leaves the window. I take a couple steps back and lean against the bus to wait for her, and soon she reappears with a blue pinhole camera. A group of hipsters in skinny jeans and sunglasses makes its way toward me. Their dog strains against its leash, starts sniffing at my Nikes.

A guy with a scruffy beard glances at Bev in the window. “Uh-oh,” he says to the dog. “You’re messing with the photo shoot.”

I pat the dog’s wide, white head and tell him it’s cool.

“This is perfect,” Bev shouts down. “Colby, can you hold the dog’s leash? Like, as if it’s ours?”

The girl holding the leash laughs. I can’t see her eyes from behind the lenses of her sunglasses. She hands me the loop to grab onto.

“Her name’s Daisy,” she says, and the group moves a few steps down, out of the frame of the photograph.

“I thought you were capturing the moment,” I shout up to Bev. “Like, the moment as it really is.”

Daisy gazes at me with mournful eyes, then turns to her owners and whines.

Bev calls down to me to move a little to the left, to walk a few steps, to pet the dog, to lean against the bus. When she tells me to open to the passenger-side door and get in again, I lock the door instead and return Daisy to her group. They rub her back and scratch behind her ears and tell her how proud they are of her, and then they continue walking up the street.

The downstairs door swings open and Bev’s mom steps out with her bags.

“Hey, Mary,” I say.

“Hi, Colby,” she says. “Hello, Melinda.”

I laugh. “I’ll tell Uncle Pete you said that. He’ll love it.”

She puts Bev’s bags on the floor of the backseat and returns inside for the guitar, but Bev’s walking down the stairs, saying, “Mom, just don’t worry about it, I got it,” in this tense, annoyed way.

Mary looks at me and shrugs. She tries to act light about it, but I can see that she’s hurt, and to be honest I don’t know what Bev’s problem is. Mary’s trying to help. But that’s how Bev always is with her, and I’ve stopped trying to figure out why. I shrug back and give Mary a hug while Bev rearranges the bags that Mary loaded for her, and then they hug, brief and tense, and Mary tells me to drive safe and I tell her that I will.

The front door shuts, and now that it’s just us on the sidewalk, Bev’s whole body relaxes. She smiles.

“Hey, don’t move,” she says.

She reaches toward me, touches my cheekbone.

“Got it,” she says. “Make a wish.”

“Hmm,” I say. “I wish—”

“Shh. Don’t tell me.”

She waits, guitar case in one hand, rows of pastel houses behind her, holding my eyelash between her thumb and her forefinger. So much swarms through my head that it’s hard to settle on anything. How can I wish for one thing when everything is beginning? So I just wish for this feeling to last.

I nod at her: finished. She separates her fingers. My eyelash is on her thumb.

“Wish granted,” she says, and blows it away.

Bev’s a sculptor; she’s always touching things. As I steer us across Market Street and onto Valencia, she runs her hands across the dashboard, the vents, the edges of the windows, the cloth-covered ceiling.

“Feel anything good?”

“Oh, yeah,” she says. “Texture city,” and we laugh and make our way through the Mission.

I turn onto 24th Street and pull over in front of the Benson-Flores household. Meg and Alexa sit outside the yellow Victorian with their two dads, Jeffrey and Kevin, boxes stacked all around them. Alexa has a notebook open and her phone to her ear. Meg’s talking to Kevin while Jeffrey tapes up a box.

Bev and I slide out of the bus and greet them. Then we stand, staring at the boxes, the bags, Meg’s bass, and Alexa’s drum kit. The bus has a lot of space, but by the time we’re done, it will also have four passengers.

“Oh, man,” Meg says. She’s leaning against Kevin’s shoulder, twisting a strand of her pink, wavy hair around her finger. “This is going to be a challenge.”

Jeffrey, stonier-faced and quieter than usual, surveys the back.

“Don’t worry,” Kevin says. “If you forget anything we’ll bring it with us when we visit next month. Or we can mail it if you need it sooner.”

The rest of us will be coming back to the city after the tour, but we’re dropping Meg off in Portland. She’s going to Lewis and Clark, and before the fall semester, attending a summer program for theater majors.

“You’re the one who’s worried,” Meg says, and in response, Kevin playfully pushes her away.

“Go help Jeffrey,” he says.

Alexa snaps her phone shut. “Just got us a gig at a piano bar in Arcata,” she says.

“Where’s Arcata?” Bev asks.

“Ten miles from Eureka.”

Meg sticks her head out of the van, grabs a box from Jeffrey, and says, “Where’s Eureka?”

“On the coast. A little under three hours from Redding.”

“So is it tomorrow?” I ask.

She looks up at me, shields her eyes from the sun. Blue marks are on her hands—her signature peace signs. She nods, yes. Some kind of headband thing is tied around her forehead.

“Melinda is beautiful,” Alexa says. “I just have to sit here and look at all of you for a second.”

After she’s taken us all in, she stands up and joins us. I can see the headband better now—it’s really just a thin strip of blue fabric tied around her long black hair, with little bells on it that chime when she moves.

Meg and Alexa peer into the bus together like dream girls from different decades: Meg in one of her many kitschy, short vintage dresses, this one brown with a stampede of white horses galloping across it, and Alexa in her flowy, white hippie shirt and tight blue corduroys. It wasn’t hard for Bev and me to figure out who should be in the band. These girls dress every day like they’re going to be onstage.

Jeffrey and Kevin are trying to fit Meg’s stuff onto the floor of the backseat, placing the boxes and bags at different angles with none of the laid-back excitement of Dad and Uncle Pete. When they are finished, Kevin rushes toward Meg and wails, “My little girl is leaving home!”

“I know, Dad,” she says, and for a moment she looks so sad that I have to look away as they hug again and Jeffrey joins them.

Bev and I climb back into the front, followed soon by Alexa. When Meg finally takes her place next to her sister, Jeffrey appears in my window.

“You, young man, had better drive safely.”

“Of course,” I say.

“I want you to drive like a grandpa. Slowly. In the right lane the whole way there and back.”

I laugh. “I don’t think Melinda could go fast even if I wanted her to.”

He nods his approval and steps back, and we all wave good-bye as I pull away.

“This is so pretty,” Alexa says, looking at the diamond pattern on the seat covers as I turn left onto Dolores Street. She pulls out a notebook in which she keeps a running list of jobs she might want to have someday. “I never thought of doing upholstery before, but this is gorgeous. The energy in here is amazing. What was your dad’s band called again?”

“The Rainclouds,” I say.

“The Rainclouds,” she repeats. “I think I’ll write my play about them.”

Each year, our school produces an original play. The kids who want to write it have to apply in their Junior year with a writing sample. Alexa was this year’s winner.

“And they toured all over the country in this?” she asks.

“Yeah, but mostly the West Coast.”

“And they had a lot of fans, right?”

“Not really,” I say. “They never got that big.”

“Okay, so not tons of fans, but the fans they did have really loved them.”

I just shrug, don’t really respond, because she states this as though it’s a fact that doesn’t need confirmation.

“I can feel the love in here.” She nods to herself. “I can feel it in the glass and the stitches. Two best friends, playing music, searching for love.”

“Okay, Alexa.”

“What? You can laugh if you want to, but it’s true. Now, you’re going to want to get on Van Ness and take it all the way to Lombard.”

“Oh my God, Lex,” Meg says. “He knows how to get to the bridge.”

We go through what we’ve brought for the ride. Meg has devoted hours to making playlists to suit any mood. She plugs her iPod into Uncle Pete’s recently installed, prized stereo system, and soon we’re greeted with the upbeat, flirty sound of The Supremes.

Alexa has a folder containing maps, contacts, and phone numbers. Packed in a small case are an emergency radio, a universal cell-phone charger, and a first-aid kit.

“I also brought a Magic Eight Ball,” she says. “I’m trying to put a little more trust in fate.”

Bev has an ancient, clunky Walkman and her camera.

“That’s the cutest camera I’ve ever seen,” Meg says.

“I’ve been thinking about a project,” Bev says. “We should take a photograph of everyone we meet on the trip so that we remember them. Like, people we meet at gas stations and working at the motels and venues.”

“I love this idea,” I say. “This is so great. It’ll force us to talk to people. Plus it’s so documentary. It’s like Leon Levinstein.”

“Who?” Meg asks.

“That photographer we studied in class, remember? He photographed almost everyone he passed on the street.”

“Oh, yeah, that guy.”

Alexa says, “We could keep a tour journal and leave spaces for the photos to go.”

“Maybe we should alternate days that we write in it,” I say.

“Who wants today?” Meg asks.

Bev says, “We need a journal first.”

There’s the sound of Meg rifling through her giant bag and then the sound of her saying, “A journal like this?” and I glance in the rearview and there’s Meg, waving a large black book to the rhythm of The Supremes fading out.

“I’m a good person to travel with, yo,” she says. “You need something, you come to me.”

It’s still morning but it’s warm already. All of Melinda’s windows are down but the bus still fills with us laughing, and even though I’ve crossed this bridge a thousand times, something feels different. The sky, the water, the people walking along the footpaths, and all the cars ahead of us and behind us—everything is larger and more possible.

“Hey,” I say to Bev, “we should do this photo thing in Europe, too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. We’re going to meet so many people. We can keep a log: where we were, who the person was, what we were talking about.”

“That sounds really good,” she says, but there’s something about the way she says it—like she’s doing her drifting away thing.

“Okay, let’s think about it more. We can refine it,” I say, using the phrase Bev’s favorite teacher uses instead of saying that something’s a bad idea. Bev smiles her amazing smile—that dimple in her left cheek, her one crooked tooth, from the time we crashed bikes and she went flying—and turns up the volume.

We’re exiting the bridge, and “Turn It On” by Sleater-Kinney has begun.

“Nice choice,” Bev tells Meg.

“I thought I’d give a nod to our origins,” Meg says. “Show the Riot Grrrls a little love.”

The summer after ninth grade, Bev showed me this book on the Riot Grrrl movement she found at Green Apple and told me, “I’m going for this.” And I think I said something like, “Why go for something that reached its peak the year you were born?” But she rolled her eyes and I ended up admitting that, yes: Bikini Kill and Sleater-Kinney were so much better than any girl bands around now, and after a laptop screen marathon of mid-nineties concert footage with terrible sound quality but dozens of badass girls jumping around in miniskirts or pounding on drum sets or strumming bass guitars (braless, in thin white shirts), I succumbed.

Yes, it was time for a resurrection. Yes, even though she had never played music before in her life, Bev could be the one to do it. Because even though some of the Riot Grrrls were awesome musicians, the real criteria were to care about injustice, to be antiestablishment, and to be hot in a way that was raw and authentic.

A few months later Bev and I saw Sleater-Kinney play at Great American Music Hall. We stood in the crowd, older people all around us, under the ornate ceiling and red balcony. I kept looking over at Bev, who was cocking her head, letting her blond wavy hair fall into her eyes, trying to look like this was nothing new when really all of it was new: standing in this dark room so close to strangers that we seemed to breathe in unison, all waiting for the same moment.

And then the lights went out and the applause began, and Bev was trying not to smile but I didn’t care about seeming cool. Instead I grabbed her hand and we wove our way through the crowd, getting as close as we could to the stage. Usually I think that’s a jackass move, which is why I always get to shows early and sit down on the floor for an hour before the opening act goes on. I like to be in the front but I don’t believe in cutting. There are a couple loopholes to this etiquette, though. One is if the band you are seeing is your favorite band and you arrive late because you have to finish cleaning your room before you leave the house, and another is if rumors of the band retiring are swarming across music magazines and blogs everywhere and this might be your first and only chance to see them up close and possibly be graced with a drop of hot girl sweat by one of the two singer/guitarists. Both of these were true for Bev that night, so I took her by the hand and said “excuse me” about forty times.

We ended up right next to a giant speaker, and my ears would be ringing for days but I didn’t know that yet. All I knew was that Bev was also grinning by now, and Corin strummed her pretty gray-and-white guitar and sang these elastic, ecstatic notes, and Janet’s drums sounded like a cross between kids clapping in unison and the best punk drummer there ever was, and right above us, so close that we could have hopped the barrier and touched her, Carrie played her guitar and sang responses to Corin’s phrases, and every now and then she would squint into the lights and do these lazy hops and kicks like she was feeling mellow and dancing in her living room.

“I have such a crush on her,” Bev said, staring as Carrie stood above us, her hand strumming fiercely, gazing out into nothingness.

I said, “You’re gonna have to fight me for her,” and we both laughed and looked back to the stage where Carrie was now moving her ankles around in some weird part-march, part-moonwalk way.

For the rest of the night, Bev hardly looked at the other two, even during Janet’s drum solos, even though Corin had the cutest porcelain doll face and did things with her voice I didn’t know were possible. I watched Carrie sing “Modern Girl,” which was slower and had lyrics I knew by heart because Bev had been listening to it on repeat for months. When “Modern Girl” ended and the raucous, catchy songs resumed, I pulled out the sketchbook I carried and started a list of things we’d need to have so that Bev could start her band. Guitar. Amp. Drum kit. Bass and/or second guitar. Another amp. Songs (four to start). At least two more girls.

Thirty miles out of San Francisco, I am hit with a realization: “Our tickets!” I say to Bev.

I started looking at prices and flights a year ago but Bev didn’t want to get them too far in advance. Prices were high and Bev kept talking about her cousin who always gets last-minute flights for cheap, especially when the tickets are only one way, like ours are. We know that we want to leave right after tour, but we don’t know when we’ll want to come home, or even where we’ll be by then. We’ll be gone for at least a year, so maybe we’ll be living somewhere unexpected, like Norway, or, I don’t know, Cyprus or somewhere.

“I should call my dad right now and have him pay for them,” I say, and I get this rush when I think about him pressing “purchase” on the website for these tickets with Bev’s name and my name on them, tickets that will take us to Paris and leave us to wander Europe by ourselves.

“Grab my phone?” I say to Bev, and she opens the glove compartment where we had tossed our phones earlier so they could sit with Uncle Pete’s random objects: a pocketknife and several cassette tapes, a blue feather and a gray stone carved with the Chinese character for Patience, his membership cards to the Vintage Volkswagen Club of America and the Sunset Table Tennis Club—an affiliation I’m going to have to ask him about at some point. I’ve never even heard him mention table tennis.

“No service,” Bev says.

“Really?”

She nods and after a minute she says, “I have to pee.”

I exit the freeway and pull into a McDonald’s lot, and I’m about to check for a signal on my phone when Bev asks me to come inside with her and buy her a shake while she uses the bathroom.

So I stand in line for a vanilla shake, Bev’s dessert of choice since forever, and she emerges just as I’m collecting the change. I hand her the shake.

“Thanks,” she says.

I take a few steps toward the door and turn around. She’s still standing at the counter, watching me.

“Did you want fries, too?”

“No,” she says.

“You did want vanilla, right?”

She nods.

“Ready, then?” I ask, and she finally steps forward and follows me out.

Bev tells me that she’s feeling tired; she needs to sleep before tonight’s show, so she opens the passenger door and takes out her stuff, and then moves to the backseat. Which means that now I’m alone in the front. Alexa offers to come up to copilot, but I tell her that as long as she can keep track of where we are from the middle row she can stay where she is. I’m an only child; I’m used to spending time by myself. And really, pretty much all I want to do is think about Bev and me in Europe right now, so I pull back onto the road and as soon as I have Melinda up to an acceptable speed—something that does not happen quickly—I can relax and space out for a while. We have fifty more miles on 101 before we need to start looking for the next road.

I drive past telephone wires and Adopt-a-Highway signs and miles and miles of golden hills, and I think about Bev, lying in the back row, and I wonder if she’s sleeping. I imagine her back there, staring at the diamond-patterned fabric of the bus ceiling, not seeing the billboards or the hills or any of what I’m watching out the window.

I imagine that she’s thinking about me.

I picture her finding the hoodie I left on the seat, bunching it up and using it as a pillow. The hoodie just came out of the laundry last night, so she’s smelling the detergent that fills our kitchen on laundry days, and the clean deodorant smell, and the aftershave I put on this morning. She’s breathing it in and thinking it smells amazing, thinking that it smells like me. And just like me, she can’t wait either. To spend every moment of every day together, traveling from ancient cities to tiny islands. To wake up with me in hostel rooms in unfamiliar countries. She’s imagining waking up and looking at me, still sleeping in the bed next to hers.

She’s realizing that she doesn’t want to be in a bed without me, so she pushes aside her covers and climbs under mine. The bed is so narrow that she has to press against me in order to fit, and I can feel her breasts against my chest, her leg across my legs, and in my sleep, I reach out to hold her closer. She kisses me below the ear, and then farther down my neck, and her hand travels from my chest to my stomach, and I wake up just in time to feel—

“Colby,” she calls to me from the back row.

I slam on the brakes and I hear Meg yelp and I glance back to see that Bev is not lying down but sitting up, holding her milk shake and leaning over the seat. Our eyes meet for a second. My face gets hot.

“Yeah?” I say, speeding up again.

“I need you to pull off at the next exit.”

“Why?”

“We should stop for gas,” Bev says.

“The tank’s three quarters full.”

“Still.”

“But we could go hundreds of miles on this.”

“Colby,” she says. “I need you to take the next exit.”

“All right,” I say. “Whatever you want. Can someone reach my hoodie? I left it in the back.”

Meg’s hand appears next to me, clutching the gray fabric.

“What do you need that for?” Meg asks. “It’s, like, three hundred degrees out.”

“I just don’t want to lose it,” I say, and I drape it across my lap in a way I hope looks casual, and a few miles later I steer the van off the freeway and pull into a gas station.

I get out and Bev gets out with me. I swipe the credit card, wait for the prompt, and start filling up my already-full tank.

“Are you gonna be like this the whole way?” I ask her. “We’re not going to get very far if you make us pull over every five miles.”

“I can’t go,” she says.

“Where?”

“I can’t go to Europe.”

A car next to us blasts hip-hop, the bass like thunder. I swear I didn’t hear her right.

“I got into RISD,” she says.

Her words don’t register. I don’t know what she means.

“RISD?”

“I’m going to college.”

Neither of us says anything. I turn toward the street, but I know her face by heart, and I can still feel her blue eyes watching me.

“Oh my God.”

“I didn’t think I’d get in.”

“I can’t believe this is happening.”

“You really didn’t apply anywhere?” she asks.

It’s hard to breathe. There’s the smell of gasoline and now Bev is taking out a cigarette. She promised me she quit smoking, but here she is with a cigarette and shaking hands, lighting it.

“Don’t do that,” I say. “Do you want to blow us all up? And no, I didn’t.”

“Nowhere?” she asks.

“No,” I say. And everything seems unreal: this unfamiliar gas station, the hot air, her questions. “Of course I didn’t apply anywhere. I thought that if we both said, ‘Fuck college, let’s go traveling,’ we both meant we weren’t applying to college and were going traveling.”

“It wasn’t something I was planning,” she says.

“You don’t apply to school by accident.”

“I was writing that paper on Kara and one night I just looked it up and it was so easy. It only took twenty minutes.”

“Kara?”

“Kara Walker. She does those silhouettes?”

She stares at the cigarette, unlit between her fingers.

“Why?” I ask.

She shakes her head. Won’t answer me.

On the gas pump screen, numbers are frozen in time. A car waits behind us. And through the glass of the bus windows, two girls’ curious, concerned faces stare at Bev and me, waiting to know what has gone wrong.

“Do they know?”

“No. No one does. Except my parents.”

“You should tell them now,” I say. “Tell them before I get back in.”

Bev reaches toward me, touches my arm, but I jerk away and she disappears into the van. I can’t move. I have no idea what to do. I watch as the waiting driver passes us and stops at an empty pump. As he fills his tank and washes his windshield and gets back into his car and drives away. He does all of this so casually, as if everything certain about the future hasn’t just been crushed and swept away.

And then I feel myself grab the gas nozzle and yank it out of the bus, slam it back onto the pump, and hit the NO button with my fist when the screen asks me if I want a receipt. Then my hands are in my hair and my voice is choking out a long string of obscenities like I’m one of the crazy men waiting in shelter lines South of Market. And then I’m leaving, walking across and behind the station and out of sight from everyone and my sneaker kicks the curb over and over until my foot feels numb and swollen, and then I crumple into this pathetic heap on a nasty patch of weeds that smells like piss and garbage and yell the loudest yell of my life—louder than I yelled when Bev flew off her bike and landed hard on Nineteenth Avenue; louder than I yelled when I was six and got locked in a closet during a hide-and-seek game gone wrong; louder than I yelled when a group of us found ourselves up on Twin Peaks at 1:00 A.M. on a Saturday, drunk and exhausted but refusing to call it a night, and we felt so small with the city lights stretching forever below us, and we yelled at the top of our lungs because we were just these small humans but we felt more longing than could ever fit inside us.

Then I pick myself up and go back to the van.

“I can drive if you want me to,” Meg says when I open the driver’s door. I’ve never heard her voice so careful.

“Nah, I’ll do it,” I say. I turn the ignition and Melinda’s engine starts to hum, and when I get to the intersection I idle for a moment, because to turn right would put us back on the path to Fort Bragg, which is the plan, which is what they all expect, but to turn left would get me back home and out of this bus with Bev.

Probably thinking that I’m just disoriented, Alexa leans forward from her seat in the middle row and says, “Do you want me to sit with you now? Copilot?”

But I just shake my head and turn right. Like I’m supposed to.

I drive.

Soon Alexa directs me onto 128. The road narrows, the car is silent.

Out the window, delicate trees with leaves so purple they are almost black line the road. I know that we’re passing everything but it feels like everything is passing me.

Rows of mailboxes for out-of-sight houses.

A barn with a sunken roof.

A hitchhiker.

Thousands of yellow wildflowers.

All of this is my kind of thing, and under any other circumstances I’d be pulling over and getting out and sketching, but I can’t enjoy any of it. Instead I’m reliving the last four years of my life.

This morning, which feels like forever ago, when I said we should do the photo thing in Europe, and I imagined all of these people who exist somewhere in the world meeting us, hanging with us, smiling for our camera. Last April and May, when our friends all found out what schools they got into and decided where they would go, and started talking about Boston and Ohio, and dorms and majors and roommates, and Bev and I talked instead about plane tickets and the Eurorail, the Louvre and the eighteen-year-old drinking age. The beginning of the year, when I was writing a research paper on graffiti artists, spending hours looking at Banksy images on London streets, and added England to our list of destinations. The end of eighth grade, when Bev and I raided my parents’ old movies and watched Bande à part one night, and then watched all the rest of Godard’s films over the next two days. And Bev said, “Let’s go to France as soon as we can. Let’s go the second that we’re free. We’ll stay the whole summer.” Sophomore year, when I saw a documentary on tulips, and started dreaming about the Netherlands, and said to Bev, “We should go there, too.” Junior year, when Bev said, “And Stockholm, and Berlin.” I said, “This will take more than the summer.” And she said, “I want to go everywhere. I want to see everything,” so neither of us asked our teachers for recommendation letters, and instead we pored over maps.

So when was it that she changed her mind? It couldn’t have been after December. Which means that all of the planning we did after that, everything we talked about and decided on, every time I said, Won’t it be great when . . . and she said, Yes—all of that was a lie.

Up ahead to the left sunlight glints over a hand-painted sign for a farm and a street I can turn onto to get off the highway. I turn without notice and drive down the narrow driveway lined with white wildflowers and a wooden fence, and park in front of a barn. No one says anything. No one moves. I unbuckle my seat belt and turn to them. Meg is curious, Alexa concerned, their faces so easy to read. But Bev? She just waits. I don’t trust myself to guess what she’s thinking.

“I don’t think I can do this,” I say.

Alexa widens her eyes and shakes her head in denial, and Bev looks down at her hands, and Meg says, “Let’s talk through this.”

But at this moment I don’t feel capable of talking through anything. All I know is that going on a road trip while my life is falling apart feels crazy. Driving from small town to small town, setting up equipment and tearing it down, making small talk with strangers I’ll never see again—all the while searching for what I’m going to do now and seeing Bev everywhere I look.

“I don’t need to talk it through.”

Alexa checks her watch. She says, “All right. How about this. We’ll stop here for a little bit. This place looks nice. We’ll give you some time to think and then, when you’re ready, we can decide what to do next.”

She waits for an answer, hope flashing across her face, so I say okay, yeah, we can stop here for a while. She nods her thanks and opens the car door. Meg and Bev file out after her. I wait until they are out of sight before leaving the bus.

The air is dusty and warm, not at all like San Francisco. I lean on the bus and look at the scattered rows of apple trees that fade into the distance.

I’ve been waiting for this for so long—something new, life after high school. I head to the orchard, walk between the rows of trees, over and down small slopes, around the occasional empty ladder stretching up to higher branches. I want an apple, but I don’t think I should pick one, so I search the ground and find one, at a spot that overlooks a river, unbruised and ripe. The river makes me think of the canals in Amsterdam that I now will not boat down, will not sit and overlook with Bev, a pair of beers in our hands. Of all of the islands in the Stockholm Archipelago that I will not discover.

I slump onto the grass and pull my sketchbook and pencil out of my backpack because drawing is the only way I’ll survive this detour before going back home to start my life over, or at least try to figure out a next step. I rough out the landscape, but I don’t get far before Meg and Alexa are here, hovering above me.

“Time to talk,” Meg says. She plops next to me, and Alexa sits gracefully, tucking her legs beneath her.

Meg takes a giant breath. “Colby, the thing is, you have to come on the trip.” Alexa nods and the bells on her headband chime, and she keeps chiming and nodding all through Meg’s speech. “I know you’re going to say we can just cancel the first show and, like, rent a van or something, and make up the time tomorrow. But we can’t rent a van.”

“Why not?”

“Because you have to be twenty-five to rent a car. Or else it costs a million dollars.”

“So you want me to stay with you because you need the bus.”

“Yes,” she says. “True. But that’s only part of it.”

“What’s the rest?”

“Because we need you,” Meg says. “Because there wouldn’t be a band without you. And it’s good to have a boy with us. And because . . .”

Alexa stops nodding and fixes her dark eyes on me. “Because you’re Colby,” she says. “You’ve been with us since the beginning. You know how much this trip means to Meg and Bev and me, and I think it means the same thing to you. It’s the last time we’ll all be together. Also,” she says, choking up a little, “these are probably the last nights I’ll spend with my sister.”

“Well, there’s always summer vacations,” Meg says.

“But by then we’ll be different. We will have lived apart. It will be good, but it won’t be the same.”

“You guys,” I say. But I don’t know what to say next. They’re sitting here next to me in this beautiful place, two sisters, my friends, who look nothing alike because they aren’t related by blood, and they’re telling me that they need me and I know that they do.

“I just don’t know,” I say. And I feel actually, physically injured when I tell them, “I don’t know if I can.”

Meg leans closer to me and says, “Just so you know, we’re in shock. We can’t believe this either. She never said anything to us.”

Alexa says, “Things happen for a reason. It doesn’t make sense now, but eventually it will.”

I don’t mean to be an asshole, but I can’t help laughing. “I’m screwed,” I tell her. “If things happen for a reason, I was meant to get fucked over.”

She looks hurt but she nods and says, “I would probably feel that way, too.”

“So will you come?” Meg asks. “You’re screwed either way. At least this way you’ll have fun instead of moping around your house.”

“I don’t plan to mope,” I say. “I plan to figure something out.”

“But we can help you,” Alexa says. “We can brainstorm when you’re ready. There are so many things you could do. I’ll help you plan it.”

I pull a fistful of grass from the earth.

“Without you there would only be us,” Alexa says.

Just then, Bev appears in the distance, walking toward us, and I stand up and say, “There’s a river over there. I’m going to check it out.”

I leave them before Bev gets too close to us, and walk past the parked bus and over a short bridge. I hike down to the water, apple in one pocket, music in the other. A few people are down here—two women in bathing suits and wide-brimmed hats, a man with a dog. I put in my headphones, pull up the bottoms of my jeans, and kick off my shoes, wade out over smooth stones into the cold water.

Soon I feel a tap on my shoulder. It’s a little kid, gesturing for me to take out my headphones.

“Can you step a little that way?” he asks.

I step to the right. He bends down and picks up a stone from where I had been standing.

“I’m collecting the red ones,” he says, and reaches into his pocket for a fistful to show me.

Then his dad is here, telling me as they pass, “It takes a lot of years for these stones to get this smooth, friend. A lot of years and a lot of water.”

They speak with an accent, Scottish or Irish, maybe. They walk a few steps downriver, and then the dad turns around.

“Hey,” he calls across the water. “I noticed you up in the orchard. You and those girls.” He squints into the sun, lifts a tan, rough hand to shield his eyes. “I have to ask. Is it just you and them? Traveling together?”

“Yeah,” I shout back.

He laughs and shakes his head as if this is something terrifically funny and hard to believe. Maybe it is.

“Good luck.” He chuckles again, turns around. His son has become a small figure in the distance, still searching.

I put my earbuds back in and bite into my apple. It’s probably the best apple of my life, and I try to enjoy it. I watch for a long time as the man gets farther and farther away and catches up to his son. Eventually, they move out of sight.

A few minutes later, in the quiet space between songs, I hear footsteps in water and smell cigarette smoke. Bev stands next to me but doesn’t say anything. The next song starts and I act for as long as I can like her proximity is nothing significant.

After a while I take out one earbud and say, “I can’t believe you started smoking again.”

Bev runs her free hand over her hair.

“I’ll quit after the tour,” she says, and takes a drag.

She exhales and I step away from her and wave the smoke out of my face.

“What?” I say. “Why are you standing here?”

But I feel like I’m playing the part of an angry person, because here she is: Bev. My best friend. And even though I’m almost trembling with anger all I want is for her to change her mind.

So I just say it: “Just because you got in doesn’t mean you have to go right now. You could defer for a year.”

She doesn’t say anything.

“Just think about it,” I say.

“Believe me,” she says, her voice sad, “I’ve already thought about it.”

“Why did you wait so long to tell me?”

“I needed to be sure. I didn’t mean for it to take so long.”

“Was it because of the tour?”

“You would have come anyway.”

“Why would you think that? There are better things I could do than be a roadie for the worst band in history.”

I want to hurt her, but she doesn’t flinch.

She just says, “You should come on with us tonight. Play tambourine or something. You don’t need to be a roadie.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Anyone can play tambourine. You just hit it on your hand.”

“Yeah, well. I don’t want to be anyone.”

She shakes her head. “That isn’t what I meant.”

We’re quiet for so long. I can hear a song playing in my headphones, distorted and far away. It feels forever ago, that Dad and Pete were standing there waving, and I was pulling onto the road, confident in what was happening next. And now this trip is the beginning of nothing. We’re not going to the Archipelago or the Hilton in Amsterdam where John Lennon and Yoko Ono stayed in bed for a week to promote peace. We aren’t going to spend days in Paris, drinking coffee with my mom, or see the actual paintings that we’ve spent years studying in books.

“Why?” I ask her. “Why did you pretend that we were going to do this?”

She stays quiet, just like she did at the gas station.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I say. “Bev. You really aren’t going to answer me?”

She looks down into the water. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“Well, thanks,” I say.

“Please come with us,” she says. “I need you to come.”

She reaches for my hand. I don’t jerk away like last time, but I don’t hold hers back, either.

“I’ll only come if you explain it to me.”

“Okay,” she says. “I will.”

I wait.

“I can’t do it now,” she says. “But I’ll do it.”

“Before we get back home,” I say.

“All right.”

“It’s the only way,” I say.

“Okay,” she says.

We stand in the water for a few minutes longer, not saying anything, not looking at each another.

“Colby,” she finally says, “you have to find something to love.”

I don’t know how she can say that. I shake my head. Look away.

“Something else,” she says, quietly.

I turn to her but she’s looking at something far away.

So she knows.

Our school didn’t want us to get too comfortable in the areas of art we chose, so we had to take at least one class outside of our focus every semester. Our junior year, Bev and I took theater. All the drama kids wanted to act, so Bev got to be the director. I stood on the stage with the others, and Bev stood in front of us, her clipboard under her arm, looking at us as if we were her tiny sculptures, perfect objects she could pick up and place wherever she wanted.

Bev got to select the play she was going to direct. With the help of the drama teacher, this guy named Drew who was so busy being a rising star of the San Francisco theater community that he got all his sleeping done during rehearsals, she chose a contemporary farce called Melancholy Play. I played a therapist named Lorenzo who is in love with his patient, Tilly, who was played by Meg. Lorenzo is supposed to have an Italian accent and feel nothing but happiness until he falls in love with Tilly, which happens very suddenly and for no reason except for the fact that Tilly is sad and does strange things, like open his office window during their therapy session and put her hand out to feel the rain. Like I said, the play’s a farce, so when Lorenzo falls in love and makes these grand statements, I was really going for it, gesturing wildly and accentuating the accent, and grabbing for Meg, who was dodging from chair to chair, trying hard not to laugh so she wouldn’t break character.

When we finished our second run-through of the scene, Bev stood up from her seat in the middle of the theater and leaned back on the armrest. She consulted her clipboard and scribbled a note.

“Okay, Colby,” she said. “You need to channel something.”

She left her perch on the edge of a chair and walked up onto the stage where I was standing. It was a journey: past the chairs to the aisle, from the aisle to the steps, up the steps to the stage, across the stage to me. She looked at my face and then up to the ceiling, searching for the cure to my bad acting.

“You shouldn’t be that funny,” she said. “The play should be funny, but Lorenzo doesn’t know that. Lorenzo’s serious. Lorenzo is in love. So imagine being in love and confessing it.”

She stepped to the edge of the stage.

I started: “Tilly—my mother abandoned me at a sweetshop.”

That part was easy to say convincingly; the rest would be harder. The problem was that while I knew how it felt to be in love, I knew even better how it felt to hide it. Because Bev and I were best friends and that’s the way it had always been. Because every day at our school people broke up and cheated on each other and hooked up at parties and pretended not to remember anything about it the next day. Because I feared the unraveling of everything that we had become to one another from the time we were nine years old.

“Why are you telling me this?” It was Tilly’s line, but as Meg spoke I found myself looking at Bev. Her blond hair falling over her left shoulder, stopping at the curve of one of her perfect small breasts. She waited for me to continue.

I said, “Because—the heavens have cracked open—I suddenly want to tell you everything.”

The next line caught in my throat, but I turned to Meg, who was feigning Tilly’s alarm but rooting for me with her focused brown eyes, and forced it out, quieter this time, without the armor of overacting.

“I think I’m in love with you, Tilly. They say that’s what happens when you fall in love. You want to tell people things. You especially want to tell them sad things. Hidden sad things from the past. Something like: I was abandoned at a sweetshop in an unspecified European country. Tilly.”

I had always found that last part strange. Her name: not a question but a statement. A one-word sentence. But when I said it right then, it made sense. Not, Tilly? As in, Do you love me, too? But, Tilly. As in, Your name is all I that can manage to say.

Meg pranced across the stage to hug me, and I tried to recover from the feeling that I had just confessed my love for my best friend on the stage of our school theater with the drama teacher napping in the front row and the entire cast and crew watching from the seats.

There was a moment of silence when I thought for sure the world was ending.

Then Bev said, “That’s great. That was so much better.”

And we ran the scene again, from the beginning until the end.

Meg drives.

I sit by myself in the back bench seat and stare out the window. A piece of tape unsticks from the side of one of Meg’s boxes. I push it back down, use her bass case as a pillow, and try to fall asleep. When I close my eyes I picture Bev’s small blue-walled room emptied of all of her stuff. Then I see mine, full of everything but her.

The bus is quiet for a long time, and then Meg’s playlist resumes, and after a while, they start to talk. I hear pages turning and Bev reading, “Voice and movement. Playwriting. Method acting.”

Meg says, “How will I choose!”

“Take playwriting,” Bev says. “I’m taking it first semester. Let’s write plays and produce them over the summer. We can cast each other.”

“Only if you direct me again,” Meg says. “You’re the best director I’ve ever worked with.”

I don’t want to hear Bev talking about this, getting so excited over the things that I thought neither of us were that into. So I sit up, assuming that they’ll move on to other topics of conversation if they don’t think that I’m sleeping.

I see Bev catch my reflection in the rearview mirror and she slips the catalog off her lap. For a while they talk about nothing, and then Meg stops talking altogether and focuses on the road.

Which is a good thing, because the drive gets a little perilous. The Northern California coast has to be the most amazing place I’ve ever seen but it’s also terrifying. One moment, I’m thinking Oh my god: the cliffs, the ocean, the wildflowers, the hills—nothing could be better than this. And then the next, I’m wondering why there isn’t a rail on the side of the road, realizing that if Meg steered us a little too zealously around a curve, we would be plunging over the cliff, into the ocean, and that would be the end of all of us. I close my eyes and almost feel it: the denial and then the dread, falling away from the future I had every intention of reaching.

Eventually, the earth evens out, the road widens. We drive past Mendocino, a perfect postcard town overlooking the ocean, everything neat and colorful. And then, all of a sudden, the trees disappear, everything turns gray, and a sign welcomes us to Fort Bragg.

“Whoa,” Meg says. “What happened?”

Alexa says, “Maybe we’re just in the outskirts or something. I’m sure it will get better.”

Bev’s staring out the window, but in that spaced-out way that means she isn’t really looking at anything.

Maybe she’s changing her mind.

Alexa directs Meg off the main road, past a tattoo parlor and a few bars and an unfortunate number of boarded-up buildings. At the end of a block, we spot the red Bianchi Motel sign rising over the roofs of the surrounding stores and houses.

“This is kind of weird,” she says, “but we don’t actually check in at the motel. We check in at the store across the street.”

We get out of the bus. Across the street is another red sign: Bianchi Market. Next to the motel is the Bianchi Laundromat. All three of the Bianchi’s businesses look a little rough. Bars on windows, peeling paint. Instead of flashing on and off, the neon vacancy sign above the motel winces and sparks.

Alexa frowns. “It looked okay on the website.”

“We didn’t expect luxury,” I say. “This’ll be fine.”

“Yeah,” Bev says. “It’s just a place to crash, right?”

Alexa nods, like she’s trying to convince herself. “And it’s close to the venue, The Basement. It’s just a few blocks away.”

We walk single-file into the market. An R & B song from before we were born crackles through boom-box speakers. Everything is coated in dust. An older woman with faded tattoos laughs loudly with a customer. Her name tag says Peggy, and I wonder if she’s a Bianchi.

Alexa strolls past Peggy, over to a girl at the far end of the counter.

“You checking in?” the girl asks, and Alexa says yes.

We crowd around the counter as the girl goes over the rules. She’s probably our age, maybe a year or two older, but it’s hard to tell because she looks nothing like us. She’s wearing baggy jeans and thick black eyeliner and her hair is pulled back into a ponytail so tight it must be painful.

She sets a laminated paper on the counter for us to read.

NO SMOKING (THIS INCLUDES MARIJUANA!)

NO GUESTS

NO LOUD MUSIC AFTER 10 P.M.

NO SHOUTING OR YELLING

THIS IS A FAMILY PLACE. IF YOU DISOBEY THE RULES WE WILL CALL THE POLICE!!!

“Okay,” Meg says, clearly offended. “Got it.” She turns to the rest of us. “We should unpack our stuff and then go somewhere.”

Alexa checks her watch. “We only have until eight before we have to check in for the show.”

“That leaves some time, though,” I say. “We should do something.”

Even though Fort Bragg doesn’t seem to be the most vibrant town, I don’t want to go sit around the motel room, trying to avoid eye contact with Bev. And this is our trip, the first trip any of us have ever taken on our own, with our own money and our own schedule to follow and our own decisions to make.

“So what is there to do around here?” Bev asks.

The girl shrugs. “J.T.’s doesn’t card. Or there’s Glass Beach.”

She looks around, sees the older woman still engrossed in her conversation, and says, “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but I wouldn’t unpack if I were you. Your stuff’s definitely safer in the car.”

Meg raises her eyebrows.

“Okay,” she says. “Well, thanks for letting us know.”

We turn to leave and then I remember the photo plan from this morning, when we were crossing the bridge and my future was still something recognizable. I stop halfway down an aisle—in front of a few dusty flashlights and a camouflage-print umbrella—and say, “Hey, we’re supposed to get a picture of her.”

Alexa looks back at the girl, then shakes her head. The bells on her headband chime and she smiles a tight, nervous smile that means she wants to leave.

“I don’t know if she likes us,” she whispers.

Meg adds, “That list was kind of rude.”

“It wasn’t her list,” I say. “And sure she liked us. She warned us about the room.”

Bev has the camera around her arm, so Meg and Alexa look at her for the final decision.

“We’re taking photos of everyone, right?” I say.

She’s studying the girl, the surroundings, as if she’s imagining the way the photograph might turn out.

“Let’s go,” she finally says, and with this decision, abandons another good plan.

We drive by J.T.’s first. It’s on a side road and so shabby I would assume it was condemned if we hadn’t just been told to go there.

“That man has bad vibes,” Alexa says about a guy leaning up against the door. He sees us checking out the bar and sneers.

“Glass Beach, then,” I say, and everyone nods their assent.

So we drive a few blocks down the main road and turn where a small sign tells us to turn, and park the car and walk toward the water, Bev’s camera over her shoulder. Tall grasses and flowers grow through a barbed-wire fence on one side of the trail, and when the fence ends, the path opens to a rocky area above the water. We look over the edge. Not far below us, groups of people are spread out by the water, but instead of lying on towels and sitting in beach chairs, everyone is digging in the sand.

“What’s going on?” Meg asks. “This is weird.”

We hike down to find out. Once we’re with the rest of the people, we discover that the sand isn’t only sand. Instead, we stand on millions of smooth, small pieces of beach glass.

Alexa scoops a handful and holds the glass in her palm for us to see—brown, green, blue, and white.

“This is amazing. The pieces are everywhere.”

“Yeah,” Meg says. “But that’s not what everyone’s looking for.”

All around us, people are pushing the beach glass aside, searching for something buried deeper.

“I’ll find out,” Meg says, and takes a few steps over to where a little boy is hunched beside a rock with a red shovel.

“What is everyone digging for?” she asks him.

“Junk,” the kid says without looking up.

“Junk,” Meg tells us, as if this illuminates something.

Meanwhile, a short distance away, Alexa has started digging. Meg asks Bev to use the camera, and Bev takes it off of her shoulder, hands it over, and leaves to walk along the edge of the water, picking up pieces of driftwood. Soon she comes back toward me with her arms full.

“Can I have the keys?” she asks.

I hand them to her, and when she grabs them some wood falls out of her arms. I ignore her for a little while, but it takes too much effort to stare out at the water as if I don’t notice her picking up and dropping the wood, so I stop faking aloofness and take some wood out of her arms. We start up the path to the van together.

“This is perfect for carving,” she says.

Bev takes things from real life and makes them small. Three-inch-tall people, centimeter-long books, every detail precise and perfect. Her senior project was the whole school: every student, every teacher, every classroom. People were touched. For weeks they crowded around the display in the library, because there they were. Even if they had never even spoken to Bev, never even had a class with her, they were there somewhere, standing or sitting in their usual spots, looking like themselves in their signature glasses or boots, some small detail that made them recognizable. Our high school was different than other schools—no football team, no cheerleaders—but like any place there were kids who were noticed and kids who weren’t. Bev was definitely noticed. And then, there was her project, sitting in the library, saying, Yes, I notice you, too.

As we walk up to the car Bev tries to talk to me as if everything’s fine. She tells me that driftwood is great for the bigger pieces because it’s so soft and because it’s gray, a color that works well for walls and floors.

“If I’d had this to make the theater out of, it would have been so much better,” she says. “I wouldn’t have made that gash in the side from digging too hard.”

In Bev’s version of the school’s theater, Alexa and Meg and a few other people were onstage, holding scripts. I was across campus in the drawing studio, standing at an easel. Bev was two classrooms away, working on a miniature version of her miniature campus.

I unlock the passenger door and we let the wood tumble out of our arms and onto the seat. Bev picks up a piece I was carrying.

“I’m gonna use this one to carve the bus,” she says.

She looks at me.

She waits. Probably to see if I’m going to talk about this with her. If I’m going to pretend that things are okay. But I don’t know how I can have a conversation with her about anything until I know why she lied to me for so many months.

“Do you want to tell me now?” I ask.

She shakes her head. No. We turn back to the water.

Meg runs up to greet us when we get back to the beach.

“We’re finding it!” she tells us.

“Finding what?” I ask.

“The junk,” she says. “It’s everywhere. Come look at my stash. Here’s your camera back. I got some good shots.”

She leads us down the beach and shows us what she’s dug up: a plastic green army man, a doorknob, a rubber boot.

“Alexa’s thing is the best,” Meg says. “Show them.”

Alexa beams, holds up a harmonica.

“Isn’t this amazing?” she says. “Someone used to make music with this. How did it get here?”

I take the harmonica from Alexa’s hand. All of the little openings for air are filled with mud and sand.

“Do you think it’ll work?” I ask.

Alexa nods. “I’ll clean it out,” she says.

When I hand it back to her, she cups it in her hands like it’s something precious.

Meg dances around us. “Let’s find more junk!”

But Alexa stops gazing at her harmonica and tells us we have to go. On our way back to the car we gather more driftwood for Bev. She walks ahead, pointing out the pieces we should take, filling her pockets with pieces of glass.

The address Alexa has written in her tour planner belongs to a boarded-up house nestled in a block of several abandoned houses. We stand outside its front door as she flips through her notes, searching for a mistake or an explanation.

“Everything will be fine,” she assures us. “We are here for a reason.” Then, more to herself, she says, “But it just doesn’t make sense. It says it right here. I have it written down in two places.”

We’ve just been standing on the sidewalk in front of the house, so I walk up to the door. The sky is darkening, the window next to the door reflects a streetlamp. I cup my hands over the glass and look inside. An old, ripped chair. A coffee table. Nothing else. I take a step back, ready to tell Alexa that if there is a reason for our presence here, it isn’t clear to me.

But then I see a piece of paper on the ground below the window. I pick it up. It has a piece of tape on the top and typed words that read: SHOW TONIGHT. USE BACK DOOR with a hand-drawn arrow pointing to the left.

Alexa appears stunned but Bev nods decisively and starts unloading the equipment from the back of the bus: the drum kit, the guitar, the bass, the microphone stand, the amps. We carry everything around the overgrown side yard, step over a fallen fence, and stop in front of a screen door.

I can make out movement from the darkness inside.

“I think someone’s in there,” I tell Alexa. She consults her notes, walks in front of me, and opens the door.

“Walt?” she asks.

An incredibly tall man in a ratty T-shirt and sweatpants appears in the doorway.

“Alexa,” he says, smiling down at her. Then, he surveys the rest of us and adds, “The band.”

He steps back, extends his arm toward the inside of the house. “Welcome to my basement.”

So I’m pretty sure that this is the kind of situation parents have nightmares about: towering slobby guy in his thirties smiling down at a group of teenagers, gesturing to welcome them into the dark basement of an abandoned house. But maybe because of the instruments, or the fact that at one point he and Alexa spoke on the phone, or the semiprofessionalism of the typed-up sign that was supposed to hang out front—or maybe because of all of these things combined with the fact that only one of us is not officially an adult yet, we say “What’s up, Walt,” and walk in.

Walt pulls a cord and a combination light/ceiling fan switches on.

“Okay, so uh . . . here’s the stage.” Walt walks over to a line of duct tape that runs the expanse of one side of the concrete floor. “Everything from here to that wall is yours. Everything on the other side is for the rest of us. The tape is largely symbolic but I’ve found that it works.”

I nod as if this is perfectly normal. Meg’s nails are digging into her hand, something she does when she needs to suppress inconvenient laughter, which is often. Alexa has already moved past shock to practicality: her eyes scan the stage section of the basement for electrical outlets. Leaning against the wall, Bev appraises Walt with tremendous enjoyment.

Walt leads us on a tour around the rest of the basement. It is not a generous space, but he has it broken up into sections. In one corner is The Bedroom (unmade bed and chest of drawers) and in another is The Living Room (a sagging, floral-print couch). Next to The Living Room is The Kitchen (a mini-fridge, a cooler full of beer, a hot plate, and an overflowing trash can). And then we are back to The Stage.

“Oh,” he says. “I almost forgot.” He takes a couple steps backward until he is in the middle of the room, extending his arms to either side.

“The Dance Floor.”

Meg can no longer contain her laughter and, thankfully, Walt joins in.

He points a smudged finger at her.

“I like a lady who knows how to have a good time,” he says.

The completion of the tour seems like a good opportunity for me to show Walt the sign.

“Should we get more tape?” I ask.

“Meh,” Walt says, giving an exaggerated shrug. “Everyone knows where to come. That was basically just for you guys.”

Soon the girls are unfastening cases, untangling cords, plugging things in, testing sound. As they move across the basement floor, Walt gives the impression of tidying up. He circles the room slowly, ignoring the piles of dirty clothes and pizza boxes, fluffing a pillow on the couch instead, walking past a table strewn with crusty dishes to straighten a framed Heart poster. When the first person arrives, he gives up the act and grabs a beer.

Soon people are streaming in, heading straight for the cooler. A guy with a Pabst Blue Ribbon shirt and a Pabst Blue Ribbon in his hand asks me if I’m with the band.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Cool,” he says.

We stand next to each other for a minute.

“I already knew that,” he says.

“Knew what?”

“That you were with the band. We all know each other. We all went to high school together or some shit like that. But you, A) are younger than my youngest brother, and B) have a mug I’ve never seen before.”

“Oh,” I say.

“What kind of beer you want?”

I shrug. “Any kind.”

He narrows his eyes at me. Apparently, this was not a good answer.

“I’ll take a beer,” I say. “I just don’t really know what kind I like.”

When he continues to look at me like I’m crazy, I add, “I’m eighteen. I’m used to taking whatever I can get.”

“Walt,” PBR guy barks, and Walt appears beside him, slinging his arm around PBR’s shoulder.

“It’s gonna be a good show tonight,” Walt says. “Did you see those girls? Those girls are smokin’.”

Walt turns to me.

“I mean that with the greatest respect,” he says. “Your friends are ridiculously talented and special.”

“Walt,” PBR guy says, ignoring everything Walt has just told him, “we need to determine what kind of beer is this young man’s kind of beer.”

“I need a particular kind?” I ask.

“Everyone needs a kind,” Walt says.

PBR points to his own shirt. “You see that I take this seriously. You need to know what kind of beer you drink to know what kind of man you are. I, for example, am a cheap bastard.”

They lean back a little to get a good look at me.

“He wears old-ass Nikes,” PBR says. “Now those are some vintage sneakers. I think I had a pair like that in junior high. Where’d you find shoes like that?”

“Thrift store in the Mission,” I say.

PBR nods knowingly. “Lift up that shirt a little, kid, let me check out that belt,” he says.

My belt is lime-green canvas with a silver pull-through buckle.

“A little ostentatious,” Walt says.

“Yeah,” I say. “But it’s always covered.”

PBR nods. “Covered by a somewhat formfitting gray T-shirt.”

“And unafraid to wear a stranger’s old shoes. What do you put on to keep warm, kid?”

I pull a flannel out of my backpack.

“Yes, yes,” PBR says. “I could’ve called that.”

“Young man,” Walt says. “Let us now lead you to The Library.”

We push through the crowd to get to a shelf of books above the bed.

“Peruse these titles if you will,” Walt says, “and tell us which, if any, you’ve read.”

I scan Walt’s collection of books: some thrillers, some Hemingway, three dated issues of Hustler, a few contemporary novels.

“The Sun Also Rises,” I say. “And For Whom the Bells Tolls. Oh, and some of that Raymond Chandler collection, too. ‘Red Wind,’ right? That story’s rad.”

“I don’t want to appear obsequious, but you’re a smart kid.”

“Put together, but not fussy,” PBR says.

“Good-looking guy for sure. But not pretty. Strong jawline. And masculine taste in books.”

“Yeah, well I don’t think you had any books by women,” I say.

Walt hesitates, surveys his shelf.

“Observant,” he says to PBR.

“Calls it like it is.”

“Mellow,” Walt adds.

“So we good?” PBR asks.

“Yeah,” Walt says. “I think we’ve found a beer for our young friend.”

Walt returns with a Guinness for himself and a Guinness for me.

“Welcome to the club,” he says, and moves on to a group of arriving people.

PBR and I lean against the wall of The Bedroom and drink our beers.

“So what’s up with this place?” I ask.

“It’s a long story but I’ll tell you,” PBR says. “Story is that Walt never left his parents’ house. It’s fucking pathetic. And then his mom got sick and died, and his dad never really had a job, at least not that I can remember. You like your beer?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Walt had a job at the hardware store once, but he got fired for stealing a tool kit and no one really wanted to hire him after that.”

“Why’d he steal a tool kit?”

PBR guy takes another swig of his beer.

“Why the fuck not steal a tool kit? That shit is useful. Anyway, no one was paying the mortgage so eventually the bank kicked them out. Walt’s dad moved in with some family in Redding and Walt couch surfed, mostly on my couch. Unfortunately. That was maybe seven months ago. But the bank never did anything with the place. It was just sitting here unoccupied, so eventually Walt was like ‘Screw it,’ and moved back into the basement. And then—as an extra little fuck you to the man—he started hosting shows here.”

As if on cue, Walt’s voice comes thundering out of the speakers.

“What’s up party people? We have a special band tonight. All the way from Frisco. They call themselves . . . The Disenchantments!”

Meg and Alexa are in position behind Walt. Bev isn’t there. I scan the room for her and find her off to one side, talking to some guy who must be at least Walt’s age. The guy is leaning into her, talking all close with his mouth by her ear. Bev pulls away from him and gives him this look, all aloof and mysterious but also inviting, and even though I’ve seen her give that look a million times before, it makes me feel sick. For the first time it strikes me, how it’s so calculated. She knows exactly how pretty she is and exactly how to play it. It’s one thing to do that to some sleazy stranger who’s at least ten years older than you are, and another thing to do it to your best friend. And now that I know that she knows how I feel about her, that she’s probably known for years, it’s even worse that she’s doing this in front of me. Yeah, we’ve both made out with a lot of other people, but if I ever thought she might want something more with me, I swear, I would have forgotten about every other girl.

Alexa gives a weak hit of a drum to kick off the first song. Bev picks up her guitar and strums a chord that has no place in any tuning, standard or otherwise. The amps thunder static, unable to endure Meg’s low notes. For a minute, before Bev starts to sing, they sound so terrible that anyone with a sense of humor would assume they were joking.

But as soon as Bev starts singing, two things register: first, that Bev is the most beautiful being on Earth, and second, that they are playing in earnest. That they aren’t going to stop and laugh and say, No, really? You guys thought this was real?

As usually happens when The Disenchantments start a show for strangers instead of just kids at our school, the crowd stares at them in a stunned silence. Soon, I know, the audience members will regain their composure and start to talk loudly enough that the music is irrelevant. Once in a while they’ll glance away from whomever they’re talking to and remember that there’s a band up there. They will admire the guitar player’s gorgeous face, regardless of the fact that she can’t tune her own instrument. They’ll move on to the drummer and think, Who cares if she’s too blissed-out to pound a beat—that concentration! Those blue-inked hands! They’ll look at the bassist, too distracted by her great legs and pink hair to be bothered by the terrible static that thunders with every low note. And when Bev is singing, devastating and breathy, above the sound of everything else, they’ll either want to be her or to be the person she loves, and they’ll know that in spite of the cacophony of everything else, she is worth staying for.

Eventually they will remember where they are and to whom they are talking, and they’ll sip their drink and say, So anyway. . . . I know this will happen, but I don’t wait around to see it, because I keep looking at that guy looking at Bev like he’s expecting her to take her clothes off for him later. And even though I know Bev wouldn’t do that, just the thought of it is too much for me to take.

So I take my Guinness and walk outside to find that night has fallen and fallen hard. I can’t see more than a few feet in front of me but I head away from the house anyway. The flimsy back door slams and swings open and shuts again. As soon as I get to the front they sound distant, like people I don’t even know. “You look so pretty, you look so pretty, like I cut you from a magazine,” Bev shouts.

I cross the street and listen: nothing.

When Bev and I were kids we would sing my dad’s old songs together. We listened to his cassettes until the tape thinned and broke and we had to pull the unraveled, tangled mess out of the tape deck and ask for another copy. He had an endless supply in a box in his closet. He pretended to be upset about the broken tapes, but it was no secret he was flattered. The band was long forgotten by then, but we memorized all the lyrics and learned the harmonies that he and Uncle Pete had arranged. We were a two-person cover band devoted to music that only my dad and my mom and her brother remembered.

I’ve walked several blocks now, away from Walt’s house, toward the water. Soon I’m on the path we walked earlier, heading back to Glass Beach. A car idles where I parked the bus this afternoon and a bunch of vagrant kids gather around it, their huge, worn packs cast aside on the street.

“Hey, man,” one of them says.

I tip my beer can at them. They raise brown bags in return. I keep walking, wondering what it would be like to be one of them, traveling around with no specific destination, just moving for the sake of it.

The moon is out over the rocks, bright enough that I can climb down to the water. In the darkness, the beach glass is colorless, unremarkable. Waves crash against the land and drown out the sound of my footsteps. I keep thinking about those recordings Bev and I used to make. There was one song we sang more often than all the others.

I hum the melody; the words come back to me.

Soon you’ll be leaving, I sing.

I sound good. I sound older. More like my dad in the original than the kid-me in the recordings.

I sing the whole verse louder. I really belt it out.

Soon you’ll be leaving

And I don’t know what I’ll do

You pull on my heartstrings

Till I’m tied up in you

Dad and Uncle Pete must have spent days on these songs, getting the words just right, all sweet and simple like they wanted them. They didn’t even have girlfriends. All the heartbreak was hypothetical. For some reason I start thinking about Walt living in that house with his dad all his life. PBR was right—it is pathetic. Which makes the thought of going home after this trip terrible. I can see it: me, Dad, and Uncle Pete. Drinking coffee together every morning. Taking day trips in Melinda. Listening to records and getting high on special occasions. Once in a while my mother will call from Paris and we’ll huddle around the phone to listen to the news of this one woman, the most important woman in all of our lives.

As I turn back I decide, No. I don’t know what I’m going to do now, but I promise myself that it won’t be that.

The post-show scene at Walt’s house is less than beautiful. Bev and the guy from earlier huddle outside, smoking cigarettes. I pretend not to notice them as I walk past, and Bev doesn’t say anything to me, either. Empty cans and bottles cover the basement floor, rendering the room demarcations irrelevant. Most of the people have already left, and those still here look drunk and tired and a little bit sad. PBR rests on the bed, a passed-out girl slumped against his shoulder. Across the room, Walt is stationed at a flimsy table, playing cards with Meg and two other guys.

I take a seat next to Alexa on the sofa, next to the card table. I’m feeling better after having had some time away. A little more like myself. She has the insert from a cassette tape unfolded, spread across her lap.

“What are you doing?”

“Reading along with the lyrics.”

Classic rock crackles from a corner of the basement where Walt has set a boom box on top of a pile of laundry. It looks like it could tumble over at any moment. Women with strong voices sing over a muted electric guitar and synthesized keyboard.

“It’s so eighties,” I say. “Who is this?”

“Heart,” Alexa says. She extends her hand, painted with the blue peace sign, and points to Walt’s poster that I noticed earlier. I take a longer look at it now as a song fades out, and Walt crosses the room to turn the volume up. Two girls with heavy eyeliner and blue eye shadow stare at the camera. They’re wearing black lace around their necks. One brunette, one blond; one expectant, one wistful. Skinny, some cleavage.

“Listen,” Walt tells Alexa. “This one’s very special.”

He returns to his seat at the card table but keeps an eye on Alexa to watch her reaction. A keyboard or piano starts—I can’t tell which—and soon one of the women starts singing about lying awake at night, wondering about the guy she loves. Then the drums and harmonies kick in, and she sings with this powerful classic rock voice about how she used to be independent and carefree, and now she’s consumed by desire. Apparently this was the night she was going to confess her love, but he hasn’t answered the phone or shown up to see her, so she lets out this kind of screaming wail and belts out the chorus again. I glance at Alexa, ready to say something smartass, but she blinks back a tear. Crying over these pathetic lyrics and synths? It knocks me speechless. I can’t even tease her.

The song fades out and she whispers, “That time it was Anne singing, right?”

Walt points at her. “You got it. They’re speaking to you, aren’t they?”

“I love it. I completely understand what she’s feeling.”

I laugh and scoot closer to her so I can read the lyrics.

“You’re listening to the tick of the clock?” I ask. “You’re waiting to touch some guy’s lips?”

She laughs and yanks the tape insert from me, wipes away a tear with the back of her hand. Blue smears on her cheek. She looks at her hand, sees what she’s done. Shakes her head and laughs harder. The bells on her headband chime.

“No,” she says. “But that emotion? I’m going to feel that for someone, someday.”

“Add it to the list?”

“Oh, no,” she says. “Matters of the heart don’t go on the list. Strictly professions.”

She stands up.

“I love Heart,” she says to everyone in the basement. “Heart is my new favorite girl band. Meg, we should go soon.”

Meg nods without looking up, and Alexa walks outside to tell Bev we’re leaving. Through the screen door, I can see them. The guy stands and grabs Bev’s arm, pulls her up. She stands fine, but he puts his hands on her hips as if to steady her anyway. I cough away the knot in my throat.

“Pair of aces!” Meg says, slamming her cards down on the table. The other players sigh, and she hums a victory song as she finds her bag and clicks her bass guitar case shut.

Alexa’s back now and we start saying our good-byes, Heart, epic in the background, like a sound track to our leaving.

I grab a stray extension cord, help Alexa with the last parts of her drum kit. We head to the door.

“Go conquer the world, kid,” Walt says.

I turn to face him and laugh.

“Okay,” I say, but Walt doesn’t smile.

“I’m not joking,” he says.

The tape ends with a click, leaving the room suddenly quiet. Walt keeps looking at me, tired but insistent, and it feels like everyone here is waiting for us to resolve something.

I nod, and say, “Okay” again. I look straight at him when I say it, and for a moment I try to believe that the world is something conquerable. Like I could wake up tomorrow morning, and know what I want to do, and do it. Like the anger and defeat could just lift away. Like Bev could change her mind.

The two guys at the card table with Walt start gathering the cards and shuffling, ready to start a new game. I scan the basement for the last time: tape peels off the floor, the stage area is empty again. Is this what our trip will be like? A long series of endings? Walt nods at me and then turns to his new hand. PBR brushes a strand of hair off the forehead of the passed-out girl. There’s so much tenderness in the gesture that I have to look away. When I look again, PBR lifts his hand to wave good-bye. I lift mine back.

We walk into the hot room at the Bianchi Motel and Bev heads straight for the windows. She unlocks and pushes them open, one after the next, with breathtaking efficiency. Even though I am wrecked and exhausted and angry, I could still watch her open windows all night. But there are only four, and then she is finished.

A breeze comes and we all exhale, drop our bags on the worn magenta carpet, survey our options: two twin beds with brown comforters, a mustard yellow couch, the floor. Off to one side, a narrow doorway leads to a small, white kitchen. I’m probably supposed to be chivalrous and take the carpet, but I don’t want to be chivalrous. So I don’t say anything. If they want to claim the beds and the couch, I’ll go sleep outside.

Bev lets her bag slide off her shoulder onto the couch.

“I’ll take this,” she says.

“Meg kicks in her sleep,” Alexa says. “And those beds are really small.”

She looks at me, concerned.

“I’ll just sleep in the bus,” I say, a brief fantasy flashing across my mind of waking up at 2:00 A.M. and driving home by myself.

But then Alexa discovers a sliding door on one side of the room with a tiny balcony.

“Perfect,” she says, and lays down her sleeping bag. “I can’t sleep when it’s too hot. And listen. It’s so quiet.”

She smiles at me. It’s supposed to be a casual smile, but I can tell it’s a pity smile, so I look away.

“Okay, good, but there is no way we’re going to sleep yet,” Meg says. “The night is young, and we are free forever. Not you, Lex. You’re just free for a couple months.”

Alexa shrugs. “I like high school.”

“I have plans for us,” Meg says, which is not entirely surprising. Meg is always coming up with plans. She’s the one who, in the middle of a party when everyone is content with their mild boredom, will stand up and declare it time for a game of competitive improv, or pass out copies of song lyrics so we can have a spontaneous sing-along.

She crosses the room, pulls the knit hat she wore all winter out of her duffel. Next comes a stack of paper, cut into thin strips. After that, perfectly sharpened pencils. We sit on the floor—Bev, leaning against the couch; Alexa, cross-legged, under the open windows. I lean against what has become my bed while Meg distributes the paper and pencils and explains the rules.

“So this is how it works. Everyone writes down three questions, one for every person here not counting yourself. Write the person’s name and a question that you really want to ask them. It’s kind of like Truth or Dare, but without the daring, and better, because the questions are anonymous.”

Meg seems really excited about this, so I try not to reveal how terrible an idea I think it is. But really. I would rather drive another hundred miles down cliffs in the dark.

“Maybe we should just watch TV,” I say.

But they are already writing questions, covering their slips of paper with cupped hands like fifth-graders taking a test. So I pick up my pencil and write,

Meg: Is your hair naturally pink?

Alexa: If you could describe your mood in a color, what color would you choose?

Bev: I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.

Once the folded strips are in the hat, Meg feels around for the first strip of paper, and pulls it out with flourish.

She clears her throat. “Alexa, the first question is for you. Are you ready?”

Alexa nods. Her expression turns serious and she brushes her long black hair away from her face and looks at Meg.

Meg reads, “‘If you could go back in time and change your mind about a decision you made in high school, what would you do?’”

Meg looks like the host from a reality show, head tilted toward Alexa with an expression of mild concern and expectation. Bev absentmindedly runs her hand through her newly short hair. Her gaze is fixed above Alexa, through the open window. I wonder which of them asked the question.

“I regret not going to prom,” Alexa says. “Which sounds really stupid, because I know that we all decided that we were over high school and over dances, but I regretted it right away.”

“Oh no, really?” Meg says. The TV host look is gone now, replaced by real concern.

Alexa shrugs. “It’s not a tragedy or anything. I can go to mine next year. But, yeah. I kind of wanted to get dressed up with you guys and wear a flower on my wrist. I bet the energy would have been great. All these people, together for one of the last times ever.”

Bev says, “Everyone said the after-party was the best part, and we made it to that.”

“True.” Alexa nods. “But it would have been nice to see everyone when they still looked all dressed up and pretty. Before all the puking. Don’t you think? Next year I’m going to go. Even if I think I’m over it. Because all there is, is prom and finals and graduation, and then it’s really over.”

“I don’t know, Lex,” Meg says. “This may be sentimentality talking. We’ll check back in with you a few months from now.”

She reaches into the hat.

“Question two is for Bev. ‘Bev, what was the saddest moment of your life?’”

Bev’s position stays the same—her legs extended across the carpet, one arm propped casually on the couch, fingers through hair—but her face darkens. I wonder about these questions, who wrote each and why all of them are so into this game, why they think it’s better than just asking about the things they want to know.

But okay, yeah: I still want to know what Bev will say.

She isn’t answering yet. Instead she’s silent, picking at the worn pink carpet, silent for so long I wonder if it’s possible she didn’t hear the question, or heard it but thought it was for someone else.

“Bev?” Alexa finally says.

Bev looks up.

“Pass,” she says.

“No passing,” Meg says. “Against the rules.”

“What rules? You made this up.”

“Wait a second,” I say. “‘Pass’ because you can’t think of anything or ‘pass’ because you don’t want to tell us?”

“I can think of something,” Bev says.

“Do I know?” I ask. I can think of a couple moments that would make it onto Bev’s sad list, mostly involving death, but for some reason none of them feel like they would be her single saddest thing.

Bev turns back to the rug. She shakes her head, no. And I can’t even contain how much this pisses me off. Bev knows everything about me. Everything.

Meg says, “It’s my game. There’s no passing.”

Alexa turns to Meg and mouths, Stop it. She scoots over to Bev and puts an arm around her.

I watch Bev act as though she doesn’t notice Alexa’s gesture, and think, Who is this girl? And at the same time, under that, is the beginning of a memory. I feel like there was something, once, that happened. Something that she tried to tell me, or almost told me, but never did.

“It’s okay,” Alexa says. “You can pass.”

Meg stops pushing but cuts the consoling short.

“Question three is for Colby. ‘Colby, if you could make out with any of us, who would you choose?’”

She smiles brightly at me. I lock eyes with her and force myself to smile back.

“You, of course,” I say. “I’m going to go outside now and imagine it.”

I grab my music and my headphones and go out onto the balcony. I lie down on top of Alexa’s sleeping bag and look at the stars. Even through the closed glass door I can hear them giggling, reading my question, saying, “Bev, it’s pretty clear that one’s from Colby.” I listen for Bev’s voice but I don’t hear it.

I call Uncle Pete.

“Hey-it’s-me-everything’s-fine,” I say, which is what I’ve said since I was a kid and my mom’s voice was panicked when I would call her from a friend’s house. I’d be calling to know what time she was getting me or if I should wait to eat dinner, and she’d respond by saying something like, Thank God, I thought you might have been hurt.

“How’s Melinda?” Pete asks.

“She’s running great,” I say. “No problems yet.”

“Don’t say ‘yet.’ Why would you say ‘yet’?”

“Did I say that? What I meant was she’s running so smoothly that I have no worries at all.”

“Better,” he says. “Have you been checking her oil?”

“No, should I be?”

“Do it in the morning. Just to be safe. There’s extra oil under the driver’s seat if you need it. Fill her up with that, not any other kind.”

“Okay.”

He goes on for a while, asking me more questions about the bus and how it’s running, and even though he’s worried over nothing it’s sort of calming to answer his questions and to say yes to all of his requests.

“What are you doing?” I ask him once he seems less worried.

“I was looking through some things from the old days. Tour stuff. You’ve got me feeling nostalgic.”

“What kind of tour stuff?”

“Some snapshots. Jesus, I was a good-looking kid. I had almost forgotten. Also, business cards from every place we played a show. Sometimes we played at people’s houses. They didn’t have business cards so we’d have them write their names and addresses on scratch paper to go in the tour journal.”

“I want to see the pictures.”

“Yeah, there are some great ones. I found one of the night your mom and dad met.”

He says this and, for a moment, I feel like I’m sinking. There is a question I need to ask, but I don’t know how to ask it. An uneasy feeling that’s been getting stronger the longer Ma has stayed away.

“Have you heard from her?” I say.

“We talked a few nights ago. I had to keep reminding her that I don’t know French.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Paris, her classes, your trip.”

The sinking gives way to nausea.

“How she’s so proud of you for making your own decisions,” Pete continues. “Living your own life. You know, she was worried at first about you not going straight to college, but we talked about it together. I told her she raised the best kind of person: an independent thinker.”

Pete, I want to say. Something happened.

“Because, like me, you’re a traveler. But unlike me, you have a plan. And unlike your mother, you know what it is you really want. You aren’t going to squander your opportunities.”

“Uh-huh,” I mutter.

“It’s inspiring, you know that? Knowing you’re out there now and soon you’ll be country-hopping with Bev, spending time on those islands you’re crazy about. Your dad and I were talking last night about hitting the road in Melinda for a couple weeks after you go. Visiting the old haunts, seeing how they’ve changed. You make me want to stir up my life a little.”

I want to tell Pete everything, but how can I—especially after this? He never had his own kids, so somehow I’ve become the only child to all three of them, and no matter how great they are, even if they hold secret conferences to discuss my choices and praise me, it’s a lot of pressure to carry their hope and admiration and worry all on my own.

I want to ask Pete to tell me what’s next after all of this. But it’s a question that feels too huge, too impossible. So I let the conversation end, promise a million things about Melinda, and tell Uncle Pete good night.

It’s still warm outside but a breeze has picked up. I browse through song choices and settle on “Modern Girl,” the track Bev listened to on repeat for the entire summer before ninth grade. I choose this song because it’s connected to what I was trying to remember earlier, after Bev didn’t answer the question, and even though I would rather be thinking about anything else, I can’t stop thinking about what else she’s keeping from me.

I close my eyes as the guitar starts.

“Listen to the lyrics,” I remember Bev saying.

“They’re cool. I like the donut part.”

“They’re perfect.”

“Yeah, they’re good,” I said. “They’re simple.”

Bev started the song over again.

“Listen,” she said.

“I know,” I said. “I’ve memorized it.”

She looked discouraged, and then I got the feeling that this was about more than how good the lyrics were. We were quiet. Carrie was singing, Hunger makes me a modern girl.

“Are you trying to tell me something?”

She turned up the volume. My whole life was like a picture of a sunny day.

In the other room, her mom and dad were watching TV. I could hear them laughing. There was a line between her eyebrows, her mouth curved down. The lines came again.

I tried to figure out what she meant.

“Has something changed?” I asked.

She didn’t answer me.

I spent the rest of the night trying to get her to tell me what it was, but she didn’t. She just played the song over and over as we talked about other things. I thought about what my mom told me in one of our many awkward conversations about Bev and me now that we were older, about how teenage girls can be complicated and mysterious creatures. My mother had never been so right about anything. Because here was Bev, sitting in the bedroom that was as familiar as my own, looking at me with the same eyes I’d been looking into since we were nine, trying to get me to understand something by just listening to a song. Maybe there was something important that she wanted me to know. But probably Ma was right. Probably all Bev was trying to tell me was that she was now older and therefore complicated and mysterious and so fucking attractive and troubled in the way that all teenagers are troubled.

So I just listened to the song and watched every gesture she made, and searched for the clues to figure her out, and then the night got later and her dad appeared in the doorway to move me out to the couch, and I said good night and thought so much about what it would feel like to touch her that I forgot about everything else.

Later, Alexa wakes me with a squeeze of my shoulder. She takes an earbud out of one ear. “Hey,” she says, “we’re going to bed now, okay?”

It must be at least 3:00 A.M. The air has gotten cooler.

“Were you talking to your dad earlier? When you first came out here?”

I shake my head. “Uncle Pete.”

“I have some questions for them. Research, for the play. Next time you’re going to call them will you let me know?”

“Sure,” I say. “How was the game?”

“It was good,” she says. “We left something for you on your pillow.”

I brush my teeth with Meg. We try not to crowd each other, take turns spitting into the gray, cracked sink. Bev isn’t here, but I don’t ask where she’s gone. She’s probably outside, leaning against a wall and smoking cigarettes like someone in a movie.

I slip off my jeans by the side of my bed, and see what they’ve left for me. On the other side of the slips of paper, Meg and Alexa have answered my questions. Meg’s says, No, but that’s sweet of you to ask; Alexa has written, the color of melinda.

Bev didn’t leave an answer. Of course.

I pull the comforter off the bed and settle under the sheets. Soon after, I hear the door opening and shutting, half a dozen locks being turned or slid into place. I close my eyes and imagine that an hour has passed. Everyone has fallen asleep. I feel a weight on the mattress. Bev’s lips graze my ear. She says, I need to be with you. I turn, and kiss her, and her tongue is soft and cool.

I knew you’d change your mind, I say. And everything we do we need to do so quietly, careful not to wake the others. She gasps every time I touch her, and she digs her fingers into my back because she’s never felt as good as I’m making her feel.

Suddenly, there is a clicking sound. Brightness behind my eyelids. I open my eyes to Bev digging through her purse in a white tank top and tiny yellow shorts. She’s moved a lamp from Meg’s bedside table to the floor next to her. I watch her open a little white tube and put stuff on her lips, and even though she’s across the room I know that the stuff is clear and smells like mint and makes her lips shiny. She screws the cap back on and drops it back into her purse. She finds a pen next, rips a strip of paper from one of Meg’s trashy magazines, and writes something down. Then she folds the scrap of paper in half and drops it into her bag. This is what Bev does instead of making to-do lists or writing words on her hand. I wonder what she’s hoping to remember.

She sets down the bag and walks silently to the foot of my bed. I close my eyes again, and hope. There is the noise of the blanket rustling, but no weight on the mattress, nothing whispered. I look for her again. She’s moved my comforter to the couch, and now she’s draping it over her lap. She moves the lamp closer, takes a piece of driftwood in one hand and a carving knife in the other, and works all night long.

I know this, because I don’t sleep either.
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