

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Copyright

Her Wild Oats

Dedication

About the Author

Foreword

3:57

Another One Rides the Bus

The Shadow of a Doubt

Just One of the Guys

Pit Stop

You Can Leave Your Hat On

Southern Exposure

Runt of the Litter

Gainfully Employed

Doctor, Doctor, Give Me the News

Running Down the Road

Lost in the Moment

Trouble in the Parking Lot

“What, and Quit Showbiz?”

On the Road Again

The Show Must Go On

Meanwhile…

Oats Brings Down the House

WWAD?

Gone Like a Cool Breeze

Playing with the Big Boys

Playing Hard to Get

T.L.C.

Another Tequila Sunrise

Coming Home


Her Wild Oats

By Kathi Kamen Goldmark

Copyright 2014 by Kathi Kamen Goldmark

Cover Copyright 2014 by Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Ginny Glass

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

http://www.untreedreads.com


Her Wild Oats

Kathi Kamen Goldmark


Her Wild Oats is dedicated to everyone who helped make its publication possible. You know who you are. Thank you.


Let us tell you a little something about Kathi Kamen Goldmark…

Kathi Kamen Goldmark was the author of the novel, And My Shoes Keep Walking Back to You, coauthor of Write That Book Already! The Tough Love You Need to Get Published Now (with her husband Sam Barry) and The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Joke Book (with Dave Marsh). She contributed stories and essays to many other books, including My California: Journeys by Great Writers and Single Woman of a Certain Age. Kathi was a San Francisco Library Laureate and winner of the Women’s National Book Association Award. Kathi was also the founder of the all-author garage band, the Rock Bottom Remainders, which has raised millions of dollars for charity and includes such illustrious authors as Stephen King, Amy Tan, Scott Turow, Mitch Albom, James McBride, Roy Blount Jr., Ridley Pearson, Greg Iles, Dave Barry, Sam Barry, Rock and Roll Hall of Fame member Roger McGuinn, and at one time Barbara Kingsolver and Frank McCourt. 

Kathi worked for every major publisher as a media escort and publicist, was director of cultural arts and adult programming at the Oshman Family JCC in Palo Alto, and producer of Sedge Thomson’s radio show West Coast Live.

As president and janitor of “Don’t Quit Your Day Job” Records, Kathi wrote and produced dozens of original songs, one of which was included in Stephen King’s miniseries The Stand. The label’s album Stranger Than Fiction! includes music performed by Maya Angelou, Norman Mailer, Stephen King, Leonard Maltin, Molly Ivins, Dave Barry, Amy Tan, Robert Reich and other writers willing to sing their favorite songs for a good cause. Kathi is survived by her husband Sam Barry, son Tony Goldmark and stepchildren Daniel and Laura Barry.

Kathi always liked to think she was ready for anything.


Foreword

Somehow, somewhere, my late wife Kathi Kamen Goldmark is watching me write this foreword. She is tickled pink (assuming the afterlife includes tickling and the color pink) to know that her literary agent Joelle Delbourgo found a publishing home in Untreed Reads, led by Jay Hartman and K.D. Sullivan, for this witty, wonderful novel. Of course it wouldn’t have happened if Kathi hadn’t written such a damned good story.

To know Kathi was to laugh, dream big (or at the very least risk the ambitiously absurd), often as not to fail, but no matter what, to enjoy the ride. Although she was accomplished, beautiful, and smart as a whip, she was not interested in hiding behind a façade of elitist sophistication. She did everything she could to tear that façade down, though not in a mean-spirited manner. It’s just that Kathi was genuinely as appreciative of the unheralded, neglected people of the world as she was of those who were accomplished, successful, and prominent. She made a point of getting to know just about everyone with whom she came into contact, and saw the good in them, one and all. She saw the good in me—and for that I am forever grateful.

Kathi could have used her many contacts to benefit her own interests, but that wasn’t her nature. Her passion was connecting people, and she did it better than anyone I’ve ever known. Now I want to do that for her. I want to connect Kathi, through her wonderful novel, Her Wild Oats, with you, the reader.

From the opening pages of Her Wild Oats you will note that there are no sacred cows in Kathi’s world. If you can’t laugh at yourself, then you are in trouble. But if you can, you’re in for a fun ride.

The novel features the people of the highways and byways of central California. The central character is Arizona Rosenblatt, a young woman with honey-blonde hair and green eyes who suddenly learns that her entertainment lawyer husband Jerry owns a gun, is having an affair, and is donating large amounts of their money to Jews for Jesus, a group with which they had no connection—or so she thought. Arizona does the only thing she can think of—the great American solution to sudden crisis—throwing a bag in her car and driving down the highway, with no plan or clear purpose. She’s not sure she’s leaving Jerry, but she’s also not sure she’s ever coming back.

Out on the road Arizona manages to maintain her old job while landing a waitressing gig in a local diner. There she meets the members of Bobby Lee Crenshaw’s Hell Bent and Whiskey Bound tour, a country band of lesser renown, which includes thirteen-year-old Otis Ray “Wild Oats” Pixlie, boy-genius harmonica player. Oats is on his first grown-up band tour and is trying to figure out how to be a man. When Oats discovers that his father may not be the one who raised him, he takes a page from Arizona’s playbook and runs, setting a series of events in motion that change the course of his, Arizona’s, Bobby’s, and numerous other lives. 

I invite you to join Arizona, Oats, the members of Bobby Lee Crenshaw’s Hell Bent and Whiskey Bound tour, as well as a cast of eccentric characters from the entertainment business and small-town America, as they hit the road running from and in search of their destiny. Arizona and Oats are looking for respect, love, and a life that makes sense, and like many of us, they find all of this—but not in the way they expected. Kathi had a magical, whimsical way of telling a story, and in this book, she lives on.

—Sam Barry


3:57

1

3:11 AM: How could you be married to a guy for over three years and not know he owned a gun? Arizona Rosenblatt stared at the digital display on her bedside alarm clock, the only light in a pitch-black room. Jerry snored—the locomotive snore, not the gentle snore—beside her. 

*

3:13: Eyes wide open, brain buzzing a mile a minute. Jerry’s behavior had been getting more and more bizarre and just last night she’d found out about the Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum. He’d brought it into their bedroom to show her, like it was a new appliance he thought she would enjoy. It was the biggest gun Arizona had ever seen up close; actually, it was the first gun she’d ever seen up close, and it was still sitting a few feet away on Jerry’s bedside table. Apparently the gun had been in the house for months, maybe longer, without her ever knowing.

They’d been watching CSI: Des Moines, as they often did before going to bed. On the show, someone had asked if the safety was on a Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum, and Jerry went berserk. 

“Everyone knows a .357 has no safety,” he’d fumed. “How could they have been so careless with their research? This used to be my favorite show, but the writing has gone to shit.” 

“Oh, come on, Jerry,” she’d laughed. “Just sit back and enjoy the gritty realism of gorgeous young actors in cocktail attire playing cops.”

But he’d stomped around, downing a couple of shots to ease the pain while getting out his own .357 to show her how it was really supposed to work. She was dismayed at the discovery that there was a gun in her home, but when she tried to talk it over he’d laughed dismissively.

“I’ve owned a gun all my life, baby. It’s perfectly legal; it’s registered. What’s your problem? I’m a lawyer, an officer of the court.”

Then he’d turned out the light and gone to bed with the gun—a gun without a safety, no less—sitting there on the table. 

*

3:17: Jerry mumbled something unintelligible and threw one hairy, muscular arm over her stomach, drawing her closer. His snores grew louder, his grip stronger. Arizona usually liked to cuddle, but tonight her husband’s arm felt like it belonged to a stranger. She tried inching away; he held on tighter. She waited. When his snoring resumed its deep, adenoidal rhythm, she slowly removed his heavy limb from across her stomach. To be safe, she lay perfectly still until she was sure he was still asleep. Then she slipped out of bed.

Arizona tiptoed downstairs and turned on the light in her brightly colored kitchen. She began warming some milk, sat down at the table, and booted up her laptop. The desktop art came into focus—a digital version of her favorite wedding photo—just as the milk began to bubble in the pan. She poured some into a mug and sat for a minute looking at the picture, wistful as she recalled their large, festive wedding at a private club in the hills above L.A. It was a happy picture, Arizona slim and tall in her embroidered Mexican wedding dress with a few simple white flowers adorning her long, honey-blonde hair; Jerry’s smiling face and muscular frame in a flamboyant red tuxedo with a ruffled shirt, his arm around her shoulders. They were surrounded by their favorite people, all laughing while raising glasses in a toast. Everyone had teased them, saying they looked like they were going to two different weddings. In fact, Jerry’s dufus brother had picked up the wrong tux at the dry cleaner’s, and there had been no time to correct things before the ceremony. Arizona sometimes wondered about the lucky prom-bound boy who’d ended up in her husband’s Armani, imagining how the wardrobe malfunction might have changed his life. 

Since she was wide awake and stressed out anyway, it seemed like a perfect time to balance her checkbook, so she logged onto her online banking site and entered her password. Her paycheck direct-deposit had posted—great, and not a minute too soon. Despite the nice salary she earned as assistant to the head of Gargantuan Entertainment, lately the money had been going out faster than it was coming in. Though Arizona was sure she’d left enough in the account to cover, it looked as though her deposit had hit just in the nick of time to prevent an overdraft. Going through the last couple of days, she recognized payments to her dentist and the phone company, and a purchase at the grocery store. Then she saw the $1,750 debit. She had no memory of writing a check that size; certainly she wasn’t paid enough to forget spending that amount in one place. She clicked the “view” option and an image appeared on the screen bearing her signature, made out to a recipient whose name made her slam the mug down on the table in surprise, spraying hot milk all over her silk pajamas: pay to the order of Jews for Jesus.

She stared at the screen, wondering how this could be—if the bank had made some kind of mistake. A closer look revealed that what had passed for her signature was in a familiar handwriting—Jerry’s. How could he have done this without asking? Hands shaking, she clicked through her statements and found several similar checks, each for over a thousand dollars. At least this explained why she’d felt so strapped lately.

It took some effort to stay calm as she tried to make sense of the situation. When she’d asked Jerry to help her figure out why, with two executive-level salaries, they always seemed to be broke, he’d patted her ass and said, “Don’t worry, baby” in a condescending tone. So she’d quietly opened her own checking account and arranged for direct-deposit of her salary—but somehow he’d managed to get hold of her checks and once again they would barely be able to cover their monthly nut. The situation had gone from mystifying to annoying to alarming, and this was downright creepy.

*

Arizona opened her email and typed in her password.

“Access denied,” said a cheerful little pop-up icon.

“Whoa girl, calm down,” she whispered. “You’re going too fast. Let’s try this again.” Slowly, carefully, she entered the password once more—this time it worked. 

Looking at her email and the saved folders, she realized that everything about her—her social security number, bank account numbers, all her contacts—was available to anyone who could get into this email account. Hadn’t she once told Jerry the password she hadn’t changed in years?

She wouldn’t have imagined he would stoop this low, but then neither would she have thought that he’d steal her checks. Why was he doing this? What had changed? Who was the snoring man in the other room, really? 

Searching for clues, she crept into the living room and found Jerry’s briefcase on the coffee table. She told herself that the check he’d forged trumped his right to privacy as she started sifting through the contents. There were the usual papers from his job at Hansen, Whitehurst, Phillips, and Barnes, where he worked as an entertainment attorney—along with the latest issue of Men’s Fitness—nothing weird there. But in a zippered pouch inside the briefcase she found a packet of condoms, a small plastic bottle of Listerine, and a tiny pad with cryptic scribbled notes: Monday, 7 PM, SL at Hollywood and Vine; Tuesday—Venice Beach 3 PM. There were also some photos of a very curvy blonde wearing nothing but tiny panties that barely had enough room to display the charming motto, “Jesus has got my butt.” 

There was a handwritten note on the back of one of the photos. In glittery purple ink, someone had written Counting the minutes until Orlando, baby, can’t wait! The handwriting was round, the i’s dotted with hearts, and the note was signed with a hot-pink lipstick kiss.

Arizona waited for her discovery of Jerry’s obvious affair to hit her stomach in that cold, hollow place. She waited for rage to make her ears buzz and tears to spring to her eyes. When none of the usual physical reactions to betrayal appeared, she realized the news wasn’t a surprise. As Arizona closed the pad and opened his briefcase to put it back, an index card fluttered out from between two of the pages, bearing Jerry’s handwritten scrawl: ’Tis meet for those who perish at men’s hands to cherish hope divine that they shall be raised up by God again but thou…shalt have no resurrection to life, followed by Arizona’s name and a date and time: 8:00 AM, that very morning, just a few hours away.

There in the middle of her living room, in the middle of the night, nothing felt right, or good, or safe—Jerry’s odd behavior, the missing money, a bizarre threat in biblical language, a gun—she had no idea what was happening but this was worse than an affair. And it was then that the cold, hollow feeling in her gut, and the buzzing in her ears, kicked in.

Arizona tiptoed into the kitchen to fill a paper sack with a few provisions: a couple of bottles of water, a leftover half-sandwich (pastrami, turkey, and coleslaw), a small bag of Sun Chips, an orange. She found the old Cuban cigar box in which they kept a stash of cash for emergencies, counted out exactly half, and began putting the box away when the thought hit her. Wait a minute! He’s stolen thousands from my account and he’s plotting to kill me! Why should I leave him half? So she opened the box again and emptied the contents into her purse. Then she found a scrap of paper, scribbled a note, and left it on the table.

Jerry, she wrote hastily. I’m going out of town for a few days. Talk soon.

Ari

She thought about leaving her heavy gold wedding band on top of the note, but feared the gesture too melodramatic. Besides, a chunk of 24-carat might come in handy later on. 

Arizona pulled a soft canvas bag out of the hall closet, stepped into the bathroom, and began gathering essentials: toothpaste, deodorant, bubble bath, and the six different high-end products she used to maintain her long mane of hair. Clothes might be harder to finesse; she made a mental list and could only hope that Jerry would sleep soundly enough not to notice her collecting a couple of changes of underwear; shorts and socks and sandals; the worn green hoodie she’d had since college; a bathing suit. 

She crept quietly up the stairs and into the bedroom. Timing the opening of closet doors and drawers with his loud snores, she tried to stay calm, tried not to pay attention to the gun on the night stand, or the wild pounding of her heart. It was crucial that she get herself dressed, packed, and out of the house before Jerry woke up, before he realized what she’d found. 

*

3:53: Jerry stirred and mumbled something—someone’s name. Arizona strained to hear; then realized it didn’t matter because it wasn’t hers. She stood across the dark bedroom, stifling a gasp as she saw that Jerry’s arms were wrapped around Madison, who had somehow made his way from the sofa in the den into their bed. Madison’s shiny black teddy-bear eyes were open, pleading, looking right at her—she’d been a sucker for his yearning stare for so long. She couldn’t leave without Madison! As she crept toward the bed, Jerry settled back into slumber. She might just have a shot at prying Madison out of Jerry’s arms without waking him up. She sat gingerly on the edge of the bed, and slowly—inch by nerve-wracking inch—loosened Jerry’s grip on Madison, stopping still, stopping breathing, every time Jerry moved. She almost had him free when Jerry shouted out, pushed her away, and reached for the bed stand. 

*

3:57: She stood flat against the wall, trying to blend into the darkness as he groped for the weapon.

Jerry, now clutching the gun in his sleep, lay back against the pillows. Arizona willed herself to wait until he settled down again. Half a dozen seconds felt like hours, but she finally heard his snores resume. Her heart beating so fast and loud she could hear it, Arizona began to ease her beloved Madison out of Jerry’s grasp. 

“Madison, oh, come on…” She didn’t realize she’d said anything out loud, but watched in horror as Jerry bolted upright and looked around the room in a panic, waving his gun wildly. Arizona placed her hand on her husband’s forehead and managed to soothe him with “Ssh, it’s OK, it’s just me, go back to sleep.” 

She watched, not daring to move, as he settled back against the pillows and into sleep—and she was finally able to pull Madison gently out of his arms, replacing him with a pillow. Holding Madison against her chest, she finished packing. Without knowing why, she threw a pair of high-heeled pumps, a soft crinkly little black dress, and rhinestone earrings on top of the jumble of cotton and denim. Never know when you’ll be invited to a prom was the odd thought that crossed her mind as she zipped up her bag. 

On her way downstairs she turned for a moment, to take one last look at her sleeping husband before closing the door. No matter how much weird-ass stuff he’d done, he looked harmless enough now, with his muscular arms clinging to that 500-thread-count pillow in their big soft bed.

For a moment she wondered if she should wake Jerry and try to talk things over, then shook the thought away. She was always trying to talk things over with him, but lately every discussion turned into an argument—circular, dissatisfying, and ultimately pointless as he’d grown more and more defensive and secretive. The things she’d discovered tonight were too unsettling, too frightening to talk about without taking some serious time to think. She’d feel safer talking about these things from a distance, on the phone, where he couldn’t shoot her.

Jerry rolled over, snoring loudly while releasing a large sleepy fart, and she decided to memorize the image for future use in moments of loneliness or doubt.

At the bottom of the stairs she slipped on her beloved red eelskin western boots, threw a denim jacket over her shoulders, and took one last look around. As she scooped Madison up into her arms, the room exploded in a rendition of “Teddy Bear’s Picnic” in his cheerful, tinkling voice. Arizona yelped as she jumped back, almost dropped him, then froze on the bottom step. He stopped as suddenly as he’d begun, and Arizona stood still for a moment, finally relieved to hear Jerry’s snores from the bedroom upstairs.

Later, she would wonder if she’d have had the courage to leave if not for Jerry’s perfectly timed fart and snoring combo; if Madison bursting into song was some kind of an omen. Madison had once been a very expressive teddy bear; a little turn-key on his back engaged an internal music box that had long since died. His mouth was still stained with the hard remains of a soft-boiled egg Arizona had tried to feed him when she was four; his hide reduced to bare patches in certain huggable places. The teddy bear’s music box had not worked since the late seventies—until now. 

Boots, snack, overnight bag, Madison, and Arizona Rosenblatt all left together. As she let her car coast down the driveway, she wondered if she would see her little house again. Arizona gunned the engine at the end of the block and headed out toward the freeway. As the car came to life so did Gertrude, a portable GPS unit she kept plugged into the cigarette lighter. 

*

4:08: “Make the first available U-turn,” chirped Gertrude in her mechanical British accent, as Ari ignored all instructions and headed toward the interstate. 

“Just cool it, Gertrude. I could pull your plug any time, you know.” Arizona’s employer had provided her with a brand-new iPhone, an instrument with far more sophisticated GPS capabilities than the Trude’s, but—as with Madison—she felt a sentimental attachment to her old device and immediately felt sorry for her scolding tone. “It’s just you and me now, Gertrude. It’s gonna be OK.”

Gertrude wasn’t so sure. She repeatedly urged the first available U-turn, but instead of unplugging the little machine, Arizona noticed a tone of edginess, then agitation, creeping into Gertrude’s voice, and she found herself wondering how far she could go until Gertrude gave up or popped a gasket. As the sky grew lighter, Arizona compared Gertrude’s imaginary frustration with her own agitation and growing fears about Jerry, still asleep in their Santa Monica bungalow.

“Recalculating,” said Gertrude.

“You bet your ass I am,” answered Arizona Rosenblatt.


Another One Rides the Bus

2

Several hundred miles north, a thirteen-year-old boy stepped outside his front door and sat down on the steps to wait for a bus. He was a slender kid with freckles—too many freckles to count, though he’d tried often enough—and curly red hair, which he wore short except for a tail down his back that had never been cut. It was one of his trademarks, along with the old-fashioned green valise that held his large collection of harmonicas. 

He’d been too excited to sleep. It was still dark outside, and the early-morning fog rolling in off the lake was chilly. He reached into his duffel bag for a sweatshirt to wrap around his shoulders, then opened his ancient valise, pulled out his favorite “A” harp, and started playing softly—Little Walter’s “Juke,” in the key of “E”—along with the kick-ass rhythm section that often took up residence in his head, a rhythm section good enough to get the subtleties of Little Walter’s phrasing.

Otis Ray “Wild Oats” Pixlie, boy-genius harmonica player, was about to go out on his first real grown-up band tour. Although he’d had plenty of experience performing on county fair kids’ stages and playgrounds on years of Lollipopalooza tours, this was different. Lollipopalooza was all kids playing for kids. It was chaperoned by Otis Ray’s own parents, and there was school—a couple of hours each day even in the summer—required by law. Today he’d be joining Bobby Lee Crenshaw’s Hell Bent and Whiskey Bound tour as the only guy under thirty. His parents wouldn’t be there, and neither would his little brother, Hank Wilson—or any of the other kids he usually toured with in the summer. It would just be him and a bunch of grown-up guys, playing real gigs on real stages, opening for the likes of country stars like Toby Keith and Gretchen Wilson. There wasn’t going to be any school, or group word games, or field trips to local points of educational interest—just a bunch of guys playing music every night on the road.

He was terrified and he couldn’t wait. 

He leaned into “Juke” a little harder, trying to get the tongue-block octave really clean, as good a way as any to get ready for the honky-tonk adventure of a lifetime.

*

Lollipopalooza had started falling apart a few weeks before summer vacation, when Otis Ray’s mother broke her leg. She was a “show must go on” kind of mom, but it was hard for her to get around on crutches; then a couple of gigs got cancelled, the other headliners (tap-dancing twins) bailed in favor of ballet camp, and it was decided that this might be a good year for Lollipopalooza to take a summer off. Otis Ray wasn’t heartbroken. To be honest, the kids’ stages were getting a little boring, and so was his family—especially his dad, who seemed to be on his ass about everything lately. So not doing Lollipopalooza wasn’t so terrible, but he faced the looming boredom of a summer with nothing to do except make fun of waterskiing tourists and hang around the Fosters Freeze with the one or two friends who’d also had their summer plans fall through. 

Then came Bobby Lee’s phone call. 

It was a quiet weekday afternoon at the Dewdrop Inn, a Lake County roadhouse owned and operated by the Pixlie-Carsons, Otis Ray’s family. They all lived upstairs, using the restaurant and bar as their living room. Otis Ray and Hank Wilson sat hunched over homework at the family table while the kitchen crew prepped for the dinner crowd and a Lyle Lovett CD played softly over the club P.A.

“The average of ten students’ test scores was sixty-nine. Three students scored seventy-five, sixty-seven, and forty-four, respectively. Three students scored eighty-six and two students scored fifty-one. The other two students received the same score. What were their scores?” Hank Wilson mumbled, reading a problem in his workbook.

“Seventy-two, duh,” Otis Ray, who had a talent for solving story problems, muttered without realizing he was thinking out loud.

“Shut up.”

“You shut up.”

“No, you.”

“Stop kicking me.”

“Then shut up.”

“Hey, Oats, phone for you!” called Greg, his dad, from the small office around the side of the open kitchen area. “It’s Bobby Lee Crenshaw. Remember him?”

“Uh, sure, just a minute.” 

“Come on, dude, don’t keep the man waiting.” Greg sounded annoyed, but then he always sounded a little annoyed lately. Oats took his sweet time pushing back his chair and walking over to the office. It was unusual for someone like Bobby Lee, an old guitar-player friend of his parents, to be calling him.

“Yo,” Otis Ray mumbled into the phone, ignoring his dad’s grimaced warning that he’d better be polite or else.

“Hey, Oats, what are you up to this summer? Got any big plans?”

“Uh, nope, not really. Lollipopalooza got cancelled, so I guess I’m just hanging around here.”

“Well then, I have a proposition for you. Here’s the deal.” Bobby Lee went on to explain that after many years of working as a sideman in other people’s bands, he’d finally scored a record deal of his own. The track his label had chosen to be promoted to country radio as the first single was an up-tempo country-rocker called “Not if I See You First” that featured a harmonica solo. The guy who played on the session got called out on tour with a bigger act, and Bobby Lee needed a blues harp really bad at the last minute. He was wondering, was there any chance Otis Ray could fill in for a six-week tour?

“I’ll have to talk to Greg and Sarah Jean, and my manager will call you about the money stuff, but what do you think?” Bobby Lee asked.

Oats didn’t have to think; he was in from the get-go. But parental permission hadn’t been easy. It seemed like a no-brainer, a chance to play the same fairs and festivals as Lollipopalooza, only on the big stage opening up for real stars, not in-between the fire-eating jugglers and the church-sponsored fife and drum parades on the kids’ stage, where everyone’s just killing time waiting for the Weird Al box office to open anyway. You can’t imagine how much talking had to happen before he could say yes. Otis Ray’s parents closed the bedroom door and discussed his gig fate as though they didn’t know he was standing right outside trying to hear everything they were saying. 

“He’s so young, and you know…” His mom, Sarah Jean, sighed.

“But he is a pro. He’d learn so much, and Bobby Lee promised he’d keep an eye out,” his dad, Greg, answered.

“Do you really think we can trust Bobby Lee to keep his promises? I mean all of his promises…”

“Sweetheart, the man has a child in Nashville. It’s not like he’s unfamiliar with the concept.”

“You mean Charlotte raises his child while he’s out touring fifty weeks a year. What does he know about kids?”

“He has one, and he was one,” Greg said matter-of-factly.

“Um, still is a kid, is more like it,” Sarah Jean snarled. (What’s her problem with Bobby Lee, anyway?)

“OK, I know, but it would be such a great experience. What’s Oats supposed to do all summer, sit around here and argue with us about chores? It’ll be like sleep-away camp—one of those music camps—only he’ll be doing the real thing. Who knows? It might even be a big career break for him.” (Go, Greg, go!)

“What if something bad happens? I’d never forgive myself.”

“We can get Oats a cell phone. They’re not going to Mars. Listen, Pete is tour manager on this one; you know he’ll keep an eye on Oats. That way we don’t have to rely on Bobby Lee so much.” Pete was another old family friend, and also a skilled and experienced tour manager.

“Will you call Pete?” 

“Sure, we can both talk to him,” Greg reassured her.

“But he’s so young!”

“Aw, Sarah Jean, this is a chance for Oats to grow up some. It’ll be a great experience for him…”

After about five hundred of these circular-type discussions it was finally decided that it would be OK to say yes, under certain stringent conditions, but still—Otis Ray was going on tour; a real one that presumably didn’t involve hula hoop acts or tap-dancing twins. What happened next was that Hank Wilson developed chicken pox and then a non–life-threatening but serious complication, and people started worrying more about him—which was great news for all concerned, especially Hank Wilson because he loved attention.

So before too long there came a night when Otis Ray Pixlie found himself cleaning and tuning all his harps and packing them just so in his green valise, like he always did before a tour. Then he rolled up some shirts and underwear in his duffel bag and sat on the front porch of the Dewdrop Inn, trying to look like an experienced blues-harp legend and waiting for that big old tour bus to come barreling up the gravel driveway.

*

As the sky grew lighter, Oats pulled out his shades and kept on playing. He figured a guy on the road has to get used to waiting around and find ways to pass the time when he’s alone. He started working on his bending technique, trying to perfect the overblow on the six hole, when he felt, more than saw, Eddie sit down on the steps next to him.

“Two stupid walruses fall in the ocean,” Eddie whispered. “They travel to the ocean floor two hundred and twenty feet below at a constant speed of one-tenth of a mile per hour for every hundred pounds they weigh, but one of them makes it there about two minutes quicker. If the lighter one weighs three hundred pounds, and the only thing to eat is live gullible penguins, and each gullible penguin weighs only five pounds, how many additional gullible penguins did the fatter stupid walrus eat before drowning like a moron?”

Oats had to think for a couple of seconds.

“Nineteen,” he answered. “OK, here’s one for you.” 

“Hit me.”

“Aging silent film comedian Baggy-Pants Albacore had made a career out of slipping and falling flat on his back. Unfortunately, due to a shoddy contract and a life of hard liquor, Mr. Albacore is now completely broke and in desperate need of a $53,000 hernia operation. Fortunately, a wealthy but sadistic fan named Irving P. McHutchilence has agreed to pay Mr. Albacore handsomely for a private performance at the rate of $2,000 per fall. Unfortunately, the doctor says that each fall will further complicate the surgery and add an additional $1,375 to the bill. How many times does Mr. Albacore have to fall flat on his back for Mr. McHutchilence before he can finally free himself of the agonizing pain?”

“McHutchilence? What kind of a name is that?”

“Quit stalling,” Oats said. 

“Oh, OK. Eighty-five times, unless he dies first. But McHutchilence?”

“Why not? Hey, what are you doing up so early, man?”

“I came to see you off,” Eddie answered, suddenly whispering again.

Eddie was a tall, dark-haired kid from the nearby Pomo reservation, and Otis Ray’s best friend. Along with being an even match for Oats at story problems Eddie had always had a consuming passion for tractors. He knew every make and model by heart and collected pictures of unusual ones. This made him a bona-fide geek and he knew it, even if he was one of the coolest-looking dudes at school. No one, including Eddie, knew why he had a tendency to whisper.

“I’m just waiting for the tour bus,” Oats said unnecessarily.

“Cool.” Eddie took a crumpled-up paper bag out of his pocket. “Hey, I brought you something for the road.” He handed over the bag, and Oats looked inside to see three brightly colored condoms in shiny wrappers, alongside a melting Hershey bar.

It happens that people with red hair and freckles blush easily, even if they are widely renowned boy-genius harmonica players. 

“Uh, thanks, man.”

The screen door slammed, announcing the arrival of Hank Wilson Pixlie-Carson, the world’s most annoying human. Hank Wilson was almost six years younger than Oats, a lanky and athletic type with long straight hair that bleached out almost white in the summer. But his hair was stringy that morning, quite a fashion look along with his chicken pox pimples and Oats’ hand-me-down cowboy pajamas. His presence on the steps saved the two boys from further discussion about the condoms, plus even an annoying little brother can be missed when a guy’s on the road, so Oats was secretly glad for an extra chance to say goodbye, even though he would never actually have said so.

“Hey,” said Hank Wilson. “I got a story problem for you. Two ducks are sitting in the bathtub. One of them says ‘Pass the soap.’ The other one says, ‘No soap, radio.’”

“Uh, that’s not a story problem; it’s not even really a joke,” Oats said.

“No, it’s one of those fake jokes people tell you to see if you’ll laugh anyway, even though you can’t get it ’cause there’s nothing to get,” Eddie explained.

“Well, I think it’s funny,” Hank Wilson insisted.

Oats pulled out the chocolate bar and stuffed the bag with the condoms into his jacket pocket; then split the chocolate three ways and handed a piece each to Eddie and Hank Wilson. 

“Dude, what’s the deal about this tour anyway? How come you’re not going out with the hula hoop crowd this time?” Eddie had a crush on Hazel, a girl with long curly hair and a purple spangled leotard, who did an amazing hula hoop routine in the Lollipopalooza tour. 

“I told you, man. You know my parents’ friend Bobby Lee Crenshaw? He does shows here sometimes. He got his own label deal and a tour and needed a harp player, so…”

“I think I know who you mean. He’s an old red-haired guy, right?”

“Yeah, good picker, though. He’s usually a sideman for other people. My mom met him, like, a million years ago when she was a backup singer.”

“You better watch out for that guy, Oats,” Hank Wilson said quietly.

“Who? Bobby Lee?”

“Yeah, he looks at you funny.”

“Oh man,” Eddie chimed in. “What if he’s gay for you? What if you’re like, sleeping in your bunk on the bus and he sneaks in?”

“That is such a crock of shit.” Oats was about to add some more about that, when the screen door slammed again. 

“I don’t believe this! Chocolate before breakfast? Shame on you!” It was the boys’ Great-aunt Perle. Perle was a wiry woman with short graying hair, and her nephews thought that the coolest thing about her was that she knew yoga and could twist herself into a pretzel with her legs behind her neck. Perle made a big point of the fact that she only wore natural fibers and ate organic locally grown food, and though she lived in San Francisco, she was staying with the family to help out until Hank Wilson got better and their mom was out of her cast. Perle felt about chocolate bars the way some people feel about crystal meth. 

“Sarah Jean,” Perle shouted. “These boys are eating chocolate. And you with the chicken pox,” she scolded. “Shame on you.”

Perle lunged at Hank Wilson and he dove under the porch just in time, stuffing the rest of his chocolate into his mouth before she could grab it away. Of course all the scuffling brought everyone else outside. Oats’ mom, Sarah Jean, on her crutches with her hair wild all over the place, and his dad, Greg, wearing sweats and a San Francisco Giants baseball cap appeared in the doorway, and everyone started talking at once.

Sarah Jean motioned Oats over, so he got up to give her one of those hugs moms love. She held onto his shoulders really tight and held his gaze with her own.

“I know you know how to behave,” she began. “But sometimes when grown men go out on the road they can get a little crazy. You just stay close to Pete and Bobby Lee and don’t let anyone put you in a situation that might be…”

“Mo-o-om, I’m not a baby. And yes, I remembered to pack my toothbrush and I have my cell phone charger in my bag. And if the guys start watching porn or something I’ll go read a book. I promise.” 

“Yeah right,” whispered Eddie.

“OK, I know, I know, but remember…” And she kept on holding her son’s shoulders and delivering last-minute instructions while Perle lectured Hank Wilson about the chocolate and Greg started banging a surf beat on the porch railing because it was an awkward moment and he was a drummer and they bang on anything you put in front of them.

They were all still at it when the tour bus arrived. So instead of pulling off looking like a cool loner musician waiting by some mythical crossroads, the first impression Oats gave the guys in Bobby Lee’s band was that of a kid with a wacked-out family, some of them in cowboy pajamas, some of them yelling and banging on things. Sometimes a guy just can’t look cool no matter how hard he tries.

The bus pulled up with a hydraulic-brake screech, and Bobby Lee jumped down out of the shotgun seat and took a long, slow look around at the menagerie on the porch that called itself Otis Ray’s family. 

Bobby Lee walked over to Otis Ray.

“You ready to roll?”

“Yes sir.”

“Then let’s roll. The boys are waiting.”

Bobby Lee ruffled Oats’ hair and pointed toward the bus, then walked over toward Sarah Jean and Greg. 

Eddie leaned over and whispered, “See what I mean? He’s queer for you. Watch out for that guy.” 

“Bullshit, it’s you he wants.” Oats gave Eddie a shove and held out his hand for a fist bump before picking up his duffel bag and harps. 

“Bye, man,” Eddie said softly. Oats turned and waved, then disappeared inside of the bus.

Meanwhile, back on the porch, Sarah Jean extracted one more solemn promise from Bobby Lee to keep Oats safe. Finally, Bobby Lee turned away and, after delivering a high-five to Greg, walked toward the tour bus.

Oats leaned out a window to see everyone waving and yelling all at once, and Eddie looking pretty forlorn but kind of brave and tall, resigning himself to a summer hanging out with the extremely annoying Hank Wilson Pixlie-Carson. Then, just as they were about to pull out of the driveway Oats heard Greg say, “OK, gang—count of three: one…two…three…” and the entire family turned around at the same second, pulled down their pants, and mooned the bus, even Aunt Perle if you can believe it, to the delight of the driver and especially all Otis Ray’s new bandmates. Everyone cheered and yelled out the windows, but a certain harp player was blushing so hard by then that he thought his whole head must have looked like a lobster.
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Arizona was startled by a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. Her large green eyes looked tired and sad, but the woman in the mirror didn’t seem like the kind of person who would take all the money out of the cigar box and leave her husband in the middle of the night. Her brain was swirling with questions—about the checks, and the weirdly biblical threat, but also about Jerry’s behavior over the last few months and her own intense reaction. Who was this man she thought she knew so well? When had the lies begun? She remembered a few odd phone calls, unexplained absences, Jerry’s discomfort the day she’d dropped in unannounced at his office and discovered him, flustered and disheveled, “in conference” with a client. She had dismissed these events as coincidental or unimportant, though Jerry became increasingly evasive. Maybe if she’d tried harder, insisted on counseling, consulted a psychic…

She couldn’t help thinking about the wedding photo and their simple, adoring happiness that day. When had it all gone sour, to the point where she felt compelled to run for her life? 

They had met on Arizona’s twenty-third birthday in a tapas restaurant near Venice Beach. She was being toasted by her three best girlfriends; he was at the next table with a group from the law firm where he worked. They were all sleek, good-looking men, but Jerry stood out with his fit, toned physique, thick black curls, olive complexion, and startling blue eyes. One of the guys started flirting with one of the girls, and after the second pitcher of sangria someone else moved the two tables together and they became one noisy gang. After the third pitcher, Jerry stood up and tapped on his glass with a spoon.

“I would like to propose a toast to a most beautiful birthday girl,” he said. 

“Hear, hear,” everyone shouted. Some of them wolf-whistled, while others loudly told their friends to shut up. Jerry finally had to tell them to shut up.

“Right on, man; awesome.”

“Here’s to the astounding birthday-ness of this lovely lady,” he said at last. “Happy birthday to you, Miss Albuquerque!”

“Um, her name’s Arizona,” said Ginger, a literate sort.

“Whatever,” Jerry slurred as he sat down with a thud, and Arizona smiled her thanks across the table.

After the party broke up, he proposed a stroll on the beach. They walked barefoot, holding their shoes while chilly ocean waves rolled over their toes. Jerry told her about his work at an entertainment law firm that specialized in intellectual property rights, his devotion to NBA basketball and his Lakers season tickets, his eccentric and very Jewish (but not religious) family. She told him about her equally eccentric and non-religious Jewish family, the amusing story of how she got the name “Arizona” (her eccentric parents were moving from New York to California, and she was born on a
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