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			Bev has broken Colby’s heart.

			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.
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		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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		Excerpt from We Are Okay

	
		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 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
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