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			Praise for Joe Oestreich’s 

			Hitless Wonder

			“Finally, somebody gets it right: the real story of rock and roll is not about limos and paparazzi; it’s about driving all day in a beat-up van to play your ass off in a scroungy dive for gas money, year after year, hoping for that big break. Believe me, Joe Oestreich’s superbly written Hitless Wonder is the best and most honest memoir about the thwarted desire for rock stardom that you will ever read.”

			—Donald Ray Pollock, author of The Devil All the Time and Knockemstiff

			“Zippos up for Joe Oestreich’s smart, funny, touching, unputdownable Hitless Wonder—my new favorite memoir and a shoo-in for the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.”

			—Will Allison, author of Long Drive Home and What You Have Left

			“Joe Oestreich is a writer of uncommon skill—a virtuoso of language, a teller of tales, a cultural critic. This glorious memoir, Hitless Wonder, is story of rock and roll, passion, friendship, and the communities that sustain us. Get ready to rock!”

			—Lee Martin, Pulitzer Prize Finalist author of The Bright Forever

			“This insightful and entertaining story of a band that almost-but-didn’t-quite make it big in the 1990s is equal parts fascinating autobiography and a hilarious and savvy look at the harsh realities of the music industry.  This is not a story of failure, just a different kind of success.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			

			“To read Hitless Wonder is to experience rock and roll as played by the unglamorous 99 percent, living with public indifference and not making any money… [Watershed’s] guilt-free swan dive into the record industry’s next-big-thing machinery—a now extinct world of managers, A&R reps and in-studio sushi dinners—is as fascinating as any critically beloved punk band’s more angst-ridden ride.”

			—The Washington Post

			“[Watershed’s] story is a fascinating tale of Everyband, as recounted by bassist Joe Oestreich in his fantastic new memoir Hitless Wonder…The book is alternately hilarious and heartbreaking in chronicling Watershed’s many misadventures along the margins of the mainstream.”

			—The Raleigh News & Observer

			“Hitless Wonder [is] an excellent memoir that’s funny, painfully honest, and fascinating to anyone who’s seen a really good veteran band plugging away in a bar for just a couple of dozen people watching disinterestedly… [Oestreich] tackles all the existential questions that go with playing in a rock band in a conversational and intelligent manner, addressing what it takes to follow your passion all over the country for what looks like a lost cause.”

			—The Toledo Blade

			

			“Joe Oestreich has been one of my favorite songwriters and bass players since I drove to Watershed’s band practice to buy ten cassette tapes in 1986. His vulnerable Hitless Wonder doesn’t just describe the journey of a fierce brotherhood who didn’t sell millions of records. For those like me who were there for it, Watershed created unforgettable anthemic soundtracks from our Midwest teenage years, into college, and later—resisting and ultimately acclimating—to adulthood. What a ride!”

			—Nadia Prescher, promoter, agent, manager

			“Hitless Wonder is one of the best music memoirs I’ve ever read, and I’ve read a lot of them. The writing is wonderful, the stories great, but what stands above all of that is the deep question we all have to wrestle with: What is worth spending our precious time on in this life? Joe shows the pressure from friends, loved ones, and bandmates to either keep doing or stop doing something he loves—something that doesn’t have much outward success to show for it. What things from our youth are admirable and brave to keep carrying with us, and which are foolish and childish? Hitless Wonder doesn’t provide any answers, but it’s a hell of a fun way to grapple with the big questions.”

			—Eric Zimmer, author of How a Little Becomes a Lot and creator of The One You Feed podcast.

			“Joe Oestreich’s wonderfully, smartly, lovingly, and often hilariously-written Hitless Wonder is impossible not to like. It’s not the story of how his band, Watershed, ultimately conquered the music business. Instead it’s the story of a band that has lived the real rock and roll lifestyle, for all the good and bad that entails.”

			—Craig Calcaterra, Cup of Coffee Newsletter

			

			“In the 1990s, the Midwest teemed with stellar rock ‘n’ roll bands like Watershed, who followed their own path to rock ‘n’ roll semi-stardom. Hitless Wonder illustrates that life in the major label trenches wasn’t always glamorous, but it was always full of adventure and wildly entertaining stories.”

			—Annie Zaleski, New York Times bestselling author of Taylor Swift: The Stories Behind the Songs

			“As a hardcore Smithereens fan, the music of Watershed landed on my radar in the ‘90s when I was a teenager growing up in Ohio, in part because of the strong connection between the two bands. Hitless Wonder finally put me in the van, expertly chronicling Watershed’s journey from musical rags to major label lack-of-riches. Oestreich’s book reminded me of a very important life lesson: sometimes, perceived losses are actually major wins.”

			—Matt Wardlaw, Ultimate Classic Rock
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			Foreword

			by Rob Harvilla

			One of my most cherished personal beliefs that is 100 percent bullshit—and it’s further proven to be bullshit by the gracefully hardcore and triumphantly bittersweet rock and roll memoir you now hold in your hands—is that being in a rock band would solve all my problems. It totally would, though. I imagine me and three to nine of my very best friends (maybe it’s a ska band) effortlessly writing hundreds of brilliant songs, immediately getting a huge but also cool and punk-rock record deal, and merrily cramming into a touring van to rock and roll all night and party every day, etc. We got tons of chicks, we got tons of snacks, we got unrelenting joy and success and personal validation. And to quote Guns N’ Roses, it’s . . . so . . . easy. (Those guys were talking about something else, but never mind.)

			Every rock and roll memoir you’ve ever read has reinforced this (delightful) bullshit. You know the proudly clichéd plot arc: youthful aspiration, teenage flowering (and deflowering), The Band Forms, The Band Rapidly Ascends, The Band Hear Themselves On The Radio, dazzling superfame, copious chicks + snacks, heated but ultimately frivolous inter-band disputes, regrettable drugs-and-alcohol-based low points that almost kill us but only make us stronger, rehab + spiritual rejuvenation, The Band Improbably Returns With Our Greatest Album Yet. No real obstacles, no real problems, and in fact no real people outside the band itself: Anybody not in the van is a video-game NPC, a mere adoring fan, a powerless awestruck onlooker, a shiny trophy, a vanquished adversary. We’ve seen a million faces and rocked them all, etc., but we remember none of them even if we’ve married a few of them.

			

			Watershed bassist/co-leader Joe Oestreich’s Hitless Wonder, as the (gracefully hardcore) title implies, is different, and better, and wiser, and more humane, and somehow far more triumphant despite deviating from the rock-memoir formula right before the Dazzling Superfame part. Formed by Joe and his childhood best friend and permanent invaluable musical foil, guitarist and co-leader Colin Gawel, Watershed are a truly phenomenal rock and roll band beloved in their hometown of Columbus, Ohio, but criminally undervalued outside it. Watershed have written (roughly) hundreds of brilliant songs but indeed do not have huge hits in, like, the Guns N’ Roses or (oof) Jim Steinman sense. (That “oof” will make sense to you later.) I first encountered these (delightful + humane) fellas in the early 2000s, while working as a rock critic and arts editor for a cool and edgy and only occasionally outright bitchy Columbus alt-weekly called The Other Paper, and not to brag or nothin’, but I am 95 percent sure I, personally, am quoted in this book, describing the 2002 Watershed song “Can’t Be Myself” in print as “the monster hit of the summer.” I’ve published zillions of objectively stupid opinions in my illustrious career, but that ain’t one of ’em. As you read Joe’s book, you will come to love Watershed as much as I do, and I gotta admit it’s gonna make me pretty mad if you don’t listen to a ton of Watershed songs while you do it.

			Maybe start with the colossal jangling majesty of “How Do You Feel,” the version off Watershed’s 1994 live EP Three Chords and a Cloud of Dust (that’s a Columbus reference), recorded live at the Newport (that’s a super-cool Columbus rock club) before an adoring crowd of audible joyful Columbusites. (Joe’s book is full of so many simple and humble but unfathomably brilliant bits of rock and roll wisdom, including this one: “A live album is a lie. But like all good fiction, it’s a lie that tells a certain kind of truth.”) Definitely check out the absurdly exuberant pop-punk windsprint “Can’t Be Myself,” the monster hit of the summer (or so I have read) off the 2002 Watershed comeback album The More It Hurts, the More It Works, which also includes “Anniversary,” a heartrending breakup anthem all the more shattering for how kindhearted and reasonable and fundamentally decent it is. And please please please end your tour with the slow-burn scream-along title track to Watershed’s 2024 super-comeback album Blow It Up Before It Breaks, which, spoiler alert, came out 12 years after this book first got published. Hitless Wonder is a book about how and why this wonderful and awe-inspiringly resilient band won’t ever stop, and it turns out Joe meant it. 

			As a young-buck Columbus rock critic, I started a local-band column called Cusp O’ Fame. That name made me wince uncontrollably, but the other options were worse. (Another brilliant bit of Joe Rock Wisdom: Bands don’t choose the band name everyone likes best, but the one everyone hates least.) I interviewed dozens of Columbus rockers in various dive bars and trashy diners (shout-out the Blue Danube), and I loved them all, but no Columbus band got truly famous in my time, unless you count O.A.R., and come to think of it, those guys didn’t talk to me. Does the whole not-famous part make all those bands failures? Does that make all the rocking ‘n’ rolling not worth it? Another classic rock-bio cliché is that best times are right before the Dazzling Superfame hits: before the faceless crowds, the merciless paparazzi, the clueless critics (sorry), the various chemically induced rock-bottoms. The waiting is the hardest part, but the best part, truly, is not when massive success comes, but when you can feel it coming, when you’re still young and naive, when you’re still Doing It For The Love. One of this book’s gentle but startling provocations is: Does that all still hold true if the Dazzling Superfame never quite arrives? What if you’re just Doing It For The Love indefinitely? What if you never blow it up, and it never breaks?

			And meanwhile, what happens to everyone around you? One thing I love about Hitless Wonder is that everyone is a character, an active participant, a whole-ass person. Joe’s girlfriend and eventual wife, Kate, is not a faceless voiceless powerless victim of rock and roll circumstance, but an active presence with her own agency, and desires, and exasperation, and outright anger, and sage wisdom. (She keenly observes, for example, that Joe and Colin are the true married couple, and whenever you hear the boys’ voices triumphantly intertwine in any given Watershed song, you know it to be true.) The band’s various mothers and fathers are likewise legit fleshed-out presences, in their unflagging support or heartbreaking indifference. So are all the crazed producers (oof) and music-biz hangers-on; so are all Watershed’s various loyal and delightful and only slightly occasionally unnerving fans. (Joe is likewise brilliant in his taxonomy of rock fans, in his delineation between a Crowd and a Scene, in the peculiar way that Columbus’s minor-league desire for major-league recognition gently poisons everyone who lives here, in the eternal tension between the Used to Be in a Band Guy and the Doesn’t Know When to Quit Guy.) The view outside the touring van is not an unimportant indifferent blur, here. There are other people. There is cause and effect. There are consequences. There is an essential unflappable humanity that coexists, splendidly, with the rock and roll mythos, with the (delightful) bullshit, with the You Drive Us Wild, We’ll Drive You Crazy of it all. Both can be true: the truth, but also all the lies. 

			What sets Hitless Wonder apart, ultimately, is not the hitlessness but the nonetheless undimmed wonder. Rereading it recently, I was thunderstruck (AC/DC reference) by a simple scene, about halfway through, featuring Joe and his bandmates crammed together in one room in a Midtown Manhattan apartment while making the major-label rock and roll album that will not, as it turns out, solve all their problems. Joe writes: “There was just enough extra space to set up a card table, where we’d sip tallboys and play euchre, Herb and me versus Colin and Biggie, a buck a game. We passed the same crumpled bill back and forth. We’d never had so much fun.” And that, in addition to being the most Midwestern series of words I’ve ever read in my life, is the most beautiful, the most life-affirming, the most rock and roll thing I’ve ever heard. Being in a rock band sounds so hard, dude. I know that now. I’ll still always believe otherwise. That’s the whole point.  

			Quick reminder: If you don’t listen to a bunch of Watershed, I’m gonna be pissed. Okay. Thanks for hearing me out. Go have fun. They sure did. And they sure do. 

			April 2026

		

	
		

		
			Prologue

			Columbus, Ohio

			“I’m not happy about this,” my wife Kate says. I’m driving her parents’ old Chrysler, hustling her to Port Columbus for a 6:00 a.m. flight back to Sea-Tac. Even though it’s still dark, she slides on her Jackie Onassis sunglasses and turns to the passenger window. We speed past the soccer stadium, the fairgrounds, the skyline. She gathers her black hair into a ponytail. “Not one bit.”

			Christmas and New Year’s are over, so now Kate is flying away from Columbus—the city that, until five months ago, we’d always called home—to Tacoma, where we now live. But that’s not why she’s unhappy this morning. She’s unhappy because I’m not going with her.

			Airport traffic is heavy for pre-dawn, and I follow a long line of droppers-off to the departing curb. “Where’s your boarding pass?” I say as I pop the trunk.

			Kate climbs out of the car, waving her pass between her fingers. “Where’s yours?”

			Tonight my band Watershed starts a two-week tour that will take us to Detroit, Milwaukee, and Chicago, then to Cleveland, New York, Baltimore, and down the East Coast. We’ll finish with a big homecoming show in Columbus. Kate’s the one with the plane ticket, but it feels like I’m the one leaving.

			The airport cop blows his whistle, trying to keep traffic moving. From the trunk, I lift the backpack I once gave her as a birthday present. We’ve packed it for trips to Vienna, Paris, and Caracas. She wore it on our honeymoon in Turkey. “Got your I.D.?” I say.

			She digs through her purse and nods at her license. “You’re lucky,” she says, “to have so much time to waste.”

			

			While I spend the next two weeks in mop-bucket bars, she’ll be busy writing a chapter of her PhD dissertation on fashion and sexuality. What she doesn’t say, but surely means, is that my bandmates and I have grown too old to load ourselves into an Econoline and live on beer and pretzels. The band has been together for twenty-three years—fifteen years longer than Kate and I have been married.

			The cop puts more air into his whistle, and it hits me that if somebody were to bet him which of the two people clogging traffic is a rock star—the bald guy in the sweats and slippers or the long-haired beauty with the big sunglasses—he’d lay his money on Kate.

			“Why are you doing this, Joe?” she says, pushing her shades to the top of her head.

			“We write songs and make records,” I say. “Then we go out and play. That’s how it works.” I hold the backpack up for her. It’s stuffed heavy with Christmas gifts and dirty clothes.

			She puts her arms through the straps and shimmies it into place. “We were supposed to spend these two weeks together. You promised.”

			Add this to a long list of broken promises.

			Setting her jaw tight, she stares blankly into the terminal. Her breath makes smoky plumes. “Nobody gives a shit about a Watershed tour,” she says, “except the guys in Watershed.”

			There was a time when all sorts of people cared, people with power and money. There was a time when even the airport cop might have recognized me.

			Kate shakes her head, almost laughs. Maybe everyone looks their best the minute before you put them on a plane, but standing here in the idling exhaust, my wife is more beautiful than she’s ever been.

			“I’ll miss you,” I say.

			She turns to me with dead eyes, a half smile. “I know you will.”

			I stretch one arm out to her, and the cop yells, “Come on, guy. Move it.”

			Kate starts toward the sliding doors, steadying herself under the backpack. “This better be worth it,” she says. Just before she disappears into the concourse, she hitches the pack higher on her shoulders, jerking the straps as if cursing the weight of everything she’s carrying.
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			1. The Headliners

			Detroit, Michigan

			First thing you learn is that you always gotta wait.

			Wait to get noticed. Wait to get signed. Wait to get famous.

			I’m standing backstage, behind black velour curtains, waiting to go on. Pre-show jitters have me shifting from my right sneaker to my left and back like a kindergartener ten kids deep in the restroom line. A Pabst longneck sweats in my hand. I take a pull, and I dry my palm down the thigh of my girl-cut jeans. Then I lean against a cinder block wall heavily Sharpied with graffiti (Call for a discreet blow job) and clever rebuttals from the graffiti annotators (What’s a discreet blow job? Will I notice it?). And I wait.

			Biggie pokes his head between the curtains, a Maglite stretching from his mouth like a metal cigar. “We’re set to pop,” he says. He aims the beam at my bass. “Let’s do this.”

			“Where’s everybody else?” I say.

			He takes the light from his mouth and draws figure eights across the backstage area. “They aren’t back here?”

			Before I can shake my head no, Biggie has pulled the curtains shut and disappeared.

			I take a drink and imagine what waits on the other side: a sports arena, the floor sold out from row A to ZZ. And girls smelling like fruit-flavored perfume and bummed cigarettes, wrapped tight in low-slung jeans, their belly buttons pierced, their breasts defying gravity thanks to the tautness of youth and the bra engineers at Victoria’s Secret. The girls put one hand on each other’s shoulders and boost themselves onto the folding chairs to see over the heads of the boys standing in front of them. The dough-faced boys—in their new concert T-shirts, half-drunk on parking lot beers—thwack each other and point out which steroided-up security guards to avoid when, the second the lights go down, they’ll ass and elbow up to the front row.

			Until then everybody keeps an eye on the stage, studying a roadie as he puts the gear through the final tweaks—the testing, testing, one-two-threes and waaaank-waaaank power chords—to make doubly and triply sure the guitars and amps are wired for sound. The digitally reproduced voice of AC/DC’s Brian Johnson blasts through the PA at 102dB—FIRE!—saluting those about to rock. Marijuana smoke wafts to the ceiling trusses. And every few minutes the crowd noise swells when a whole section thinks they’ve seen a band member mingling with the stagehands, VIPs, and contest-winners who huddle in the wings.

			Just before the houselights drop, the stage manager appears. He walks coolly from rig to rig, giving the microphone cables, speaker wires, and blinking red lights—the tangled landscape of rock—a final once-over. Then he pulls a Maglite from his back pocket and shines it toward the mixing board, across the sea of the floor, over the backwards ball caps of the boys in row J, over the hairsprayed heads of the girls in row K, through the rising smoke and devil-horn fists and AC/DC—FIRE!—commanding one and all to stand up and be counted for what we are about to receive. The message the Maglite carries fifty-two rows back to the soundman and the light tech and an arena full of kids who’ve paid fifty bucks and waited months for this very moment is this: It’s showtime.

			It is showtime. But from my spot backstage—in this Detroit bar, on this Thursday night—here’s what I see when I pull open the curtains: twenty by twenty feet of wide-open floor. No chattering girls in row K. No blustery boys in row J. There aren’t any rows. Hell, there aren’t any seats, so, no, there’s not even one security thug on duty. The spot right in front of the stage is anyone’s for the taking. But there aren’t any takers. Tonight in this club, dishearteningly named Small’s Bar, the front row is empty.

			I walk through the curtains and out to the floor. There are exactly five people in the audience. Five people who’ve paid five dollars each to see Watershed play a fifty-minute set. All five are excruciatingly well behaved, standing in the back, politely waiting for us to start. Everyone seems hyper-aware of his voice, speaking in hushed tones, not wanting to disturb the peace. The soundguy has cued up the Foo Fighters, but quietly. Detroit may be Rock City, but Small’s Bar is as loud as a library.

			I move toward the stage, where the opening band—a local act that was supposed to help fill out the crowd—should be tearing down their gear. But earlier, when we were checking into the Fairfield Inn, we got an e-mail from the guy who owns Small’s: Opener dropped off the bill. Tonight doesn’t look promising. I’m okay with canceling.

			We shook our heads and laughed. What else could we do? This is the first night of the tour. The launch party. Headlining in Detroit, baby. Home of Motown Records and the MC5, The Stooges and The White Stripes. If we drove two hundred miles to play for five people, so be it. No way we were canceling.

			Still, as I scan the back wall, where the crowd is leaning like a police lineup, it depresses me that I know four of the five by name. There’s Joe The Animal, a semi-pro football player who is probably borderline autistic. Thankfully he’s a hulking probably borderline-autistic semi-pro football player, and he always helps us load and unload the van. In fact, a few hours ago, when we pulled up to the club for load-in, The Animal was standing on the sidewalk wearing weightlifting gloves, doing torso twists and knee bends. “I got here early,” he said, holding the door open for me. “’Cause I know you guys will sell out a dump like this.”

			I didn’t want to undermine his optimism, so as I hefted my basses past him, I said, “We’ll find out soon enough, Animal.”

			He followed me into the bar, taking in Small’s and all its, well, smallness. “This joint doesn’t sell advance tickets or anything,” he said.

			I didn’t tell him that we rarely play venues that sell tickets of any kind, let alone in advance. A hand stamp? Absolutely. Wrist band? Sure. But tickets? “This is a real rock club, man,” I said. “We love playing shows like this.”

			Now, as I’m walking toward the bar to see if Biggie has found my bandmates, The Animal spots me. He checks his watch and gestures toward the mostly empty room as if to say, You love playing shows like this?
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			Compared to lots of bars we play, Small’s isn’t so small. It’s divided into two separate spaces: the band room and the barroom. The band room, with its painted cinder block and high ceiling, has the feel of a warehouse. Like Detroit itself, the room is industrial, utilitarian. If not for the wooden stage along one wall, it would be a perfect spot for silk-screening T-shirts or polybagging hex nuts. The barroom was built in 1923 as a bank, and the current incarnation recalls the original captain-of-industry–era design. Art deco lamps hang from the coffered ceiling, and stained-glass windows throw colors on a mahogany bar top. Connecting the two sides is a border zone with pool tables, a nook for bands to sell their merchandise, and two tiny and well-graffiti’d restrooms (think airplane lavatories with cocks drawn on the walls).

			The beauty of Small’s two-room layout is that you can isolate from whatever misery awaits on the band side by camping out in the bar side. And there, elbows bent on the mahogany, is where I find my bandmates—everyone but Colin, anyway. Dave Masica, the drummer, is trading a five for a Budweiser, his salt-and-pepper hair spiked high as the second cut at Little Turtle Country Club, where he works as a cook. One stool over is Mark “Pooch” Borror, the rhythm guitar player. He’s chatting up the bartender, who, with her bangs and tattoos, has got to be a jammer on a roller derby squad. Pooch wears horn-rimmed glasses, so if it was late enough and you were drunk enough, you might catch this scene and swear you saw Buddy Holly making time with Bettie Page.

			So there’s Pooch, chewing gum and smiling the smile that makes girls in the crowd—when there are girls, when there is a crowd—gather at his side of the stage and yell “Poochie!” But Bettie is focusing on our roadie, Ricki C., who’s winding through one of his greatest road story hits, about the night he met David Johansen of the New York Dolls.

			“So I say to Johansen,” Ricki says, “‘I was at the Dolls show in Columbus in ’74.’ And Johansen pauses for a second. Starts walking away like he didn’t hear me. Then turns back and says, ‘That’s funny. You don’t look queer.’”

			“Wow,” Bettie says, her lips shaped into a red O. “That’s perfect.”

			Now Biggie’s waving the Maglite in our faces. “You ladies gonna play sometime tonight?”

			I set my empty bottle on the bar. Without taking her eyes off Ricki C., Bettie twists a new one open for me. “You find Colin?” I say to Biggie.

			“You three—” He nods toward Dave, Pooch, and me. “Get your asses to the stage so we can start the minute I do.” And he walks away, in search of the AWOL guitar player.

			Dave laughs and says, “Playing in a rock band is stupid.” He and Pooch order up another round of Buds and settle deeper into their stools.

			By most quantifiable standards, playing in a rock band is stupid. Five paying civilians at five bucks a head means come 2:00 a.m., Watershed will make twenty-five dollars at the door. Divided by the four guys in the band, that’s $6.25 each. But nobody will pocket his six-and-a-quarter. We almost never see any cash. Instead we pay. For the gas. For the hotels. For the trips up and down the Wendy’s Supervalue Menu. We dig into our pockets to cover five or six shows in a row, hoping to eventually land a high dollar gig that will get us all reimbursed. Sometimes this gamble works, sometimes not. On our most lucrative tours, we come home with a hundred bucks or so. Usually we lose twice that. So we bankroll the gigs the American way: with credit cards. Rock now, pay later. Even Biggie, the tour manager, is out here on his own nickel. The only member of the Watershed camp guaranteed to land in the black is Ricki C., who works for the cut rate of twenty-five dollars a day. And he only turns a profit because he can eat for a week on Hostess cupcakes and skim milk.

			

			When Biggie filled up the tank in Columbus this afternoon, he paid $3.09 a gallon. The drive to Detroit was two hundred miles. At fifteen mpg—and fifteen is a generous estimate considering the Econoline is loaded with four band members, two crew guys, our bags, and all the amps, drums, and guitars—we’ve already burnt $41.19 in fuel. We haven’t yet played a note, and the one thing I know for sure about tonight’s show is that we’ll lose money. At closing time, Biggie will settle up with the doorman, and then he’ll stuff the bills into the gray pouch he keeps stashed in the dashboard. Tomorrow, tonight’s twenty-five dollar take will get us a third of the way to Milwaukee. Here in the minor leagues, bands don’t play for sex, fame, and fortune. They play for gasoline.

			An economist would tell us that by driving three hours to perform for five people, we have not behaved in our monetary self-interest. It’s Econ 101, supply and demand. There clearly isn’t much demand for Watershed in Detroit, so we would have been smart to cut off the supply by staying home. Get a good night’s sleep. Wake up tomorrow and commute to our real jobs, jobs that actually pay. I used to think of gigs like this as investments in the future. We’re paying dues now, I’d tell myself, for the big rockstar payoff later. The trouble is I’m thirty-eight years old. So is Colin. Dave is forty-three. Pooch is the youngest at thirty-five. By music business standards, we’re too damn old for the rockstar payoff. So now I have to wonder, what future? Besides, we already had a shot at stardom. And we whiffed.

			Remember your crappy high school band? The one you formed after you finally got that guitar for your birthday? You practiced down in the basement, learning “Smoke on the Water” and “Ironman” and “You Really Got Me,” crossing your fingers you’d stick together long enough to write a song that some other crappy high school band might one day cover. A couple years later you called it quits, bowing to the entropic forces that went to work starting with that very first practice: egos, insecurities, differing motivations. Because crappy high school bands are supposed to break up, like the Bryan Adams song: Jimmy quit. Jody got married.

			My crappy high school band is headlining Small’s tonight.

			

			Colin and I started it the summer before our junior year. We didn’t know Dave and Pooch back then, but Biggie was with us, setting up gear and getting us to the stage on time. In the years since, we’ve played over a thousand shows, in thirty-four states and 116 cities. We’ve humped our amps through the doors at CBGB ten times. We’ve played the House of Blues on the Sunset Strip, The Metro in Chicago, The Rat in Boston. We’ve played on South Street in Philly, on Sixth Avenue in Austin, at the 7th Street Entry in Minneapolis, and above a gay bar called Rod’s in Madison. We’ve played fifty-eight different venues in Columbus alone. Small’s Bar is the fifteenth place we’ve played in Detroit. We’ve released six full-length albums; a batch of cassettes, 45s, and EPs; a couple videos; and a DVD. Colin, Biggie, and I have been together longer than The Beatles, The Doors, and Nirvana combined.

			Watershed’s long haul hasn’t been all sparse crowds and dive bars. At one point we almost made it. We were limo’d around Manhattan. We recorded in the same studio as AC/DC, Aerosmith, and Springsteen. We played arenas and amphitheaters, headlining shows in front of thousands, opening for bands everybody’s heard of. We were treated to fancy dinners and promised by insiders that we were the Next Big Thing. But we never had a hit song. Never had a video on MTV. Never won the notoriety that comes measured in songwriting residuals or on the Billboard Hot 100. And yet somehow we’ve stayed in the game for two decades, like a hustling utility man with a great glove but no bat, a hitless wonder.

			By now, most musicians we’ve shared the stage with, famous and not, have packed away their guitars and decided to sell real estate or insurance. In the Fifties, in fact, “selling insurance” was a euphemism for quitting. Hey, what’s Bill up to? Bill could be a shoeshine boy or a CEO, but if he was no longer rocking, he was selling insurance. Then again, in the Fifties, one nickname for the guitar was the “starvation box,” so it should surprise no one that rock and roll has always been a struggle. The story here is not that Watershed has had it tough. Every band has it tough. The story here is that most bands with Watershed’s career arc quit long before they’re reduced to playing for crowds they can count on one hand.

			So maybe doing this show is a little stupid. Maybe we’ve booked this tour because we’ve built an inertia that’s stronger than our better judgment. But I suspect the real reason is a million times simpler and more complicated. Watershed has dragged ourselves up to Detroit because we’re a rock band, and playing live—whether it’s for five people or fifteen thousand—is what rock bands do. Stupid or not.
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			Here at the bar, Dave is catching Pooch and me up on the gossip from the country club. “My Percocet dealer calls me Frankenstein now,” Dave says. He goes wide-eyed and zombie-like, his arms straight and stiff. “He’s created a monnnnster.”

			Biggie’s silhouetted by the jukebox, rubbing a dollar on his jeans to iron it flat. He’s given up the search for Colin.

			Joe The Animal has wandered over from the band side. “Still no Colin?” When none of us answer, he smiles and says, “I’ll hunt ’em down for you.” And even though The Animal’s voice is pure Michigander, something in that smile is reminding me of Quint, Robert Shaw’s character from Jaws. And I’m bracing for him to follow up with, and I’ll catch him and kill ’em for ten.

			“Forget Colin, Animal,” I say over The Replacements’ “Bastards of Young,” which Biggie has blasting from the bar speakers. “See this?” I motion toward Dave and Pooch, toward Biggie at the jukebox and Ricki C. down the bar. “The five of us? This is the band.”

			Pooch and Dave nod at this, one of our regular bits. Whenever two or three of us are separated from the rest, we badmouth the other guys. Say that we are the real band, regardless of who we happen to be at that moment. For all I know, Colin is standing out on the street right now telling anyone who will listen that he’s the band.

			Who could blame him? The whole operation was his idea, after all, sparked in the eighth grade, the year he talked me into buying a bass. Colin and I spent our afternoons that summer sitting on the floor of his garage, prepping copies of the Columbus Dispatch for our paper route. His hair was short and blond, the color of a Pony League infield baking in the August sun. Mine was feathered rusty brown—that same infield, but sprayed with a hose. Our hands were newsprint-stained and, snap, lined with rubber band welts. As we folded and rolled the papers, we’d talk Ohio State football, Reds baseball, and Georgia Championship Wrestling. But mostly, with Q-FM-96, Ohio’s Best Rock, cranking from Colin’s jam box, we talked Aerosmith, Bad Company, Blue Öyster Cult. Snap. Rainbow, Billy Squier, Bob Seger.

			We lived in the Columbus suburb of Worthington, named, as the Ohio-shaped signs at the city limits said, for Thomas Worthington, the father of Ohio statehood. Despite the historical pedigree, Worthington was a fairly run of the mill FILL IN THE BLANK-ington suburb. Town planners and real estate developers are suckers for _____ington. _____ington promises quiet charm, class and distinction. When you walk through the threshold of an _____ington home, you enter a community of ox-roasts on the village green and sticky block parties where the fire department brings a hook and ladder to spray down the kids. _____ington city councils pass zoning laws that mandate neo-colonial architecture for retail outlets and offices. Downtown _____ington is a painfully cozy strip dotted with a hardware store, a dress boutique, a flower shop, an art gallery, an ice-cream shop, and an old-time pharmacy. There are no golden arches in _____ington. Instead there’s a tasteful wooden sign that seems to announce apologetically, um, McDonalds?

			You know the place. If not a _____ington then maybe a _____ Hills or a _____ Heights, cul-de-sac–pocked towns your punk ass couldn’t wait to bolt from. The cops had nothing to do but harass you and your buddies for ding-dong-ditching or TP-ing or for whatever good old-fashioned, neo-colonial trouble you could get into. When you were growing up there, you hated   _____ ington. You hated it almost as much as you hated those spoiled pricks from your biggest sports rival, Upper _____ington.

			Our subdivision was called Worthington Estates, but don’t let the name fool you. The aluminum-sided houses sat on quarter-acre plots and were nowhere near estate-like. My house was indistinguishable from at least five others on my street.

			One afternoon in the garage, Colin flipped though the Arts section and read that Cheap Trick was coming to Columbus. “Oh, we’re going to this,” he said.

			For months I’d been cranking At Budokan loud enough to make my sister slam her bedroom door shut. I can still hear the opening seconds: Japanese girls in high howl, Tom Petersson checking his bass, the goose bump–inducing introduction, “All right, Tokyo! Are you ready? Will you please welcome Epic recording artists . . . ”

			Hell yes, I wanted to go see Cheap Trick. But mostly I wanted to go see Cheap Trick with Colin. He was cool, and I was not. He had a fort in his backyard. He had Atari. And unlike anyone else I knew, he’d already been to a rock concert. For his tenth birthday, his mom had taken him to Cleveland to see KISS.

			Now she walked from the side yard onto the driveway. “If you boys get hungry,” she said, exhaling cigarette smoke, “I’ll put a couple cheese dogs in the microwave.”

			I watched Mrs. Gawel turn the spigot that fired the lawn sprinkler. Even late into the summer, Colin’s lawn was deep green, Chem-Lawned to perfection, and so unlike my dandelioned and dog-shitty backyard. My mom was convinced that microwaves caused cancer, so she boiled our Oscar Mayers until the casings split open. She was also certain that TV rotted the brain, so we didn’t have cable. We made do with Masterpiece Theatre.

			Like all kids, I thought my parents were weird, but they seemed even weirder when compared to the Gawels. Colin’s dad sold wood products. His mom stayed home. Solid, suburban citizens. My dad was an ex-priest. And my mom was an ex-nun. They’d met in grad school and then left the church to get married. Now my dad was directing a facility that trained blind folks in employment skills, and my mom was teaching English part-time at Columbus Tech. They were both finishing PhDs at Ohio State. Given that my sister and I were the only kids in Worthington with an ex-priest and -nun for parents, we were weird by definition, but if I went with Colin to see Cheap Trick, maybe I’d pick up some residual cool.

			Colin and I scored seventh row seats, then rode the COTA bus downtown to the Ohio Center for the show. It was even more jaw-dropping than I knew it would be. Rick Nielsen’s guitar blew my hair back. Bun E. Carlos’s kick-drum socked me in the gut. Tom Petersson’s twelve-string bass knocked my balls into my throat. Split-second eye contact from debonair frontman Robin Zander had the girls next to me screaming like they were seeing The Beatles at Shea. The arena smelled like perfume, cigarettes, and weed. Piss and puke soaked the bathroom floor. When the band launched into their new single, “She’s Tight,” the arena rained panties.

			On the bus ride home, Colin said, “We have to start a band.”

			Like so many life-changing moments, this one came as an afterthought: six throwaway words tucked inside sixty thousand others as we talked a mile-a-minute on that bus. The lack of fanfare with which it was said was a testament to the inevitability of my answer. There was no internal debate on my part, no deliberation. Following Colin into battle was already my specialty. Earlier that summer he’d decided that I should take over half his paper route. Then he recruited me as his aide-de-camp in a campaign to terrorize his neighbors with Cottonelle and rotten eggs. So when Colin told me we were starting a band, I shrugged and said okay and that was that.

			As the bus rolled up High Street, past the Ohio State campus, Colin laid out his plan for rock domination. For Christmas his mom had bought him a Gibson Melody Maker, so naturally he’d be the guitar player. The only instrument I owned was the clarinet I’d played in third grade orchestra. But my dad kept a guitar in his closet, a Martin acoustic he’d strummed when presiding mass. As soon as I figured out how to play that church guitar, Colin and I would be a two-headed monster.

			Colin looked confused. “But I’m the guitar player.”

			“We need two, don’t we?” I caught our reflection in the bus window. We were all knees and knuckles, draped in the bootleg concert shirts we’d bought for five bucks in the parking lot. “Like Paul Stanley and Ace Frehley.”

			

			“Any schmuck can play the guitar,” he said. Then he flashed the same smile his dad surely used when selling his line of cedar hangers and shoe trees to department stores. “You get to play the bass.”

			I cringed. Bass was only slightly cooler than clarinet.

			“No, man,” Colin said. “Bass players are the coolest. Like Gene Simmons. Like Tom Petersson.”

			By the time the bus eased into The Estates, Colin had given our band a name: Sudden Shock! And a logo: SS in two stylized lightning bolts. We drew this logo all over the bus seat. SS. Lightning bolts. The next passenger must have thought the seat had been occupied by Hitler Youth.

			The bus pulled away from the curb, and we slapped each other five. Then Colin took off toward his house, and I headed toward mine, playing air-bass to Cheap Trick’s “Gonna Raise Hell” the whole way home.
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			Now, as if on cue, Colin walks into Small’s. He’s met by the doorman, who’s asking for five bucks and a look at Colin’s I.D. Slim-shouldered and 140 pounds, give or take a few Budweisers, Colin’s not much bigger now than he was on that COTA bus. Smiling his son-of-a-salesman smile, he explains that he’s with the band, and then he beelines for the bar. “So, Biggie,” he says. “What’s the beer situation?”

			Biggie pulls twenty wooden tokens from his pocket.“Free domestics.”

			“Beautiful,” Colin says.

			Dave and Pooch divide the tokens into four stacks of five.

			“Look at us,” Colin says. He’s holding a to-go coffee with one hand, mussing his hair with the other. “Out on tour. All set to rock.” He puts his hand on my shoulder and says, “We’ve got our balls back.”

			What he means is, You’ve got your balls back.

			Watershed hasn’t played a show in five months, not since the August night in Columbus when we celebrated the release of our live CD, Three Chords and a Cloud of Dust II.1 A couple days later I committed the cardinal sin. I moved away. Far away. Kate and I packed our furniture into a freight-sized Penske and drove across the country to Tacoma, Washington, where I’d taken a job as a visiting English professor at Pacific Lutheran University. For one year I’d teach and write, and Kate would finish her dissertation. Colin was hurt, disappointed, pissed off. As far as he was concerned, I’d checked my balls at the state line. Still, we promised to keep the band together despite the 2,500 miles that separated us. And sure enough, before Kate and I had unpacked in Tacoma, the e-mails from Colin were flying.

			Subject: Rocking

			We owe it to ourselves to work the live album. When does your school let out for Xmas?

			Rock,

			CG

			I deleted the first few messages because I knew everybody was too busy at home to head out on tour. I was acclimating to a new city, a new time zone, a new job. When we weren’t on campus, Kate and I were cruising up to Seattle for dim sum or hiking Mount Rainier or ferrying to islands in the Puget Sound. Biggie was newly married and knee deep in planning his honeymoon. Dave and his wife, Sarah, had just brought home their second child, a son. Pooch and his wife, Christy, were potty training their daughter. And Colin had finally scraped together enough cash to buy the coffee shop where, for ten years, he’d worked as a barista. Now he was clocking sixty hours a week at Colin’s Coffee, working to keep up with the tuition at his five-year-old son’s Montessori school. And yet somehow he found the time to call the clubs, e-mail the booking contacts, and send the promo packages. By December this tour was on the calendar.

			

			One Saturday morning, while Kate was at her 8:00 a.m. yoga class, I sat at my desk in Washington State—a continent away from my best and oldest friends—and I read the e-mail from Colin that spelled out the itinerary. There were ten shows all told in a span of sixteen days. I scrolled through the list. Detroit, Milwaukee, Chicago. Cleveland, Toledo, New York. Then down to Baltimore, Charlotte, and Raleigh. We’d cap it all with a headlining show at Columbus’s Lifestyles Communities Pavilion, a venue that—despite its unfortunate, vaguely prophylactic-sounding name—held 2,200 people. Playing the LC would be a high profile homecoming, for Watershed and for me, but more importantly, a room that size would let us know where our career stood. A huge crowd would be evidence that we still mattered. An empty house might convince us to finally hang it up, to spend more time with our families, our day jobs. Either way, booking the LC was a gutsy call by Colin, like going all-in in Texas Hold ’Em.

			I scanned through the tour dates one more time, and then walked to Kate’s office and stood before the US map she’d hung on the wall. I ran my finger eastward from Tacoma, over the Cascades and the Rockies, across the Great Plains and into Ohio, then northbound up US 23 toward the mitten of Michigan. If Kate had been home, I would have said to her the same thing Colin just said to me: We’ve got our balls back.
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			“Order-up quick, ladies,” Biggie says, tapping his Maglite on the bar. “Time to make with the rock.”

			Colin rakes his stack of drink tokens. “Joe The Animal isn’t going anywhere.”

			Biggie and Ricki C. beat it to the band side to run the guitars through one last tuning, and Bettie the bartender raises her eyebrows to ask who wants what.

			“I’ll take five Budweisers,” Dave says. “How many you want, Pooch?”

			“Four,” Pooch says to Bettie. Then he flips his last token toward Dave. “And one Percocet.”

			

			While the drummer and rhythm guitarist negotiate their buzzes, I slide over to Colin, who’s alternating between coffee and beer. A poor man’s speedball.

			I ask him where he found the coffee. Small’s Bar is in Hamtramck, a part of Detroit you wouldn’t want to explore at night on foot.

			“King Video and Convenience Mart,” he says. “Across the street.” He makes a wafting motion over the cup. “It’s not bad. I’m getting notes of beef jerky and pork rind.”

			Bettie is lining up beers two at a time, and Dave is reaching into his coat pocket, fulfilling Pooch’s painkiller prescription.

			“On the road again,” I say to Colin.

			“We needed to get out of the house and rock a little bit,” he says.

			“You made it happen.” I raise my beer to him. “Credible bars. Visible cities.”

			“I don’t give a shit about the gigs. It’s great just to be hanging out with my friends.”

			Like Colin, I’m jacked to be back with the guys. But as we stand here, sipping beer, I have no doubt he does give a shit about the gigs. We all do. We need this tour to tell us there’s still a place in rock and roll for old lizards like us. But neither of us can say as much. Not out loud. Not when we’re about to take the stage for five people.

			Soon Biggie’s heading our way. He looks ready to beat somebody down. “Seriously,” he says. “Let’s go-fucking-go.”

			I shoulder my bass and walk to my usual spot in front of Dave’s drums. Pooch stands to my left, plugging his Les Paul into his amp. Colin’s bending to his overdrive pedal at stage right, tweaking the knobs. Satisfied, he twists the volume on his Telecaster and hits two searing D-chords. Wank-wank. Then Pooch flips his amp’s standby and joins in. Wank-wank, wank-wank. I thump a couple eighth notes to make sure my rig is working, feeling the low rumble in my scrotum. After five months grading essays and keeping office hours, these noises, distorted and raw, add up to a beautiful racket.

			Dave pops his snare a few times, tightening the lug nuts until the drum cracks the way it ought to, and then he looks to Colin, who nods and mouths Go, Dave. Go. And the drummer launches into “Suckerpunch,” tonight’s opening song. Colin jukes up to the mic and counts “one, two, one-two-three-four.” Watershed is off and rocking.

			I sing the first line, and with the houselights down and the PAR cans shining in my eyes, I can’t see the audience at all. I can almost fool myself into thinking we’re headlining for twenty thousand up the road at The Palace of Auburn Hills, for the boys in row J and the girls in row K and the poor suckers back in row ZZ. I know that as soon as I take two steps to the left, where the lights aren’t directly in my face, I’ll look out and see Joe The Animal and BAM, I’ll be right back at Small’s. Playing for five people. But that’s okay. There’s no point worrying about the 19,995 who didn’t show up tonight; our job is to play for the five who did.

			So Dave will chuck his drumsticks to the ceiling and catch them without missing a beat. Pooch will jump like a young Pete Townshend, putting the exclamation mark on a big chord. Colin will hop across the stage like the bastard son of Chuck Berry and Angus Young, spitting beer into the lights and urging the audience to clap and sing along. And the show will end with Colin and Dave flat on their backs, the stage littered with guitars and cymbal stands and beer bottles. All the while I’ll be thinking, Go ahead. Call it a comeback. Watershed’s back in the van, back on the road, aiming toward Chicago and New York and a big-ass room in Columbus. But first, tonight. Topping the bill in Detroit. The main event in Motown. Arena or no, we’re headliners. And the word will rattle around my skull, carrying me through the between-song silence, until the moment immediately after the show, when I’ll take the piss I’ve been holding for an hour, and there, on the wall above the toilet, I’ll read graffiti that says, Some nights you headline, some nights you just play last.

			
				
					1 All career-making live albums have a sequel. Think: KISS Alive II, Cheap Trick at Budokan II, Frampton Comes Alive II, et al. Three Chords II is, of course, the follow-up to our 1994 live release, Three Chords and a Cloud of Dust. Trouble is the original Three Chords wasn’t exactly career-making. It was pretty much ignored.
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			2. Happy Days

			Milwaukee, Wisconsin

			“Thank you! Goodnight!”

			I take off my bass and raise it high in the air, as I’ve seen so many MTV-caliber rock stars do. I stand there, proud as a torchbearer, sweating like a sparring partner, holding my guitar by the neck, headstock nearly touching the lights, and I want so badly for the crowd to chant our name. To cheer for one more song. To stomp their feet and slam their seats and not let us go anywhere. I want them to want me. I’m begging them to beg me.

			But this is the minor leagues, buddy, so here’s what we get: We get golf-applause. We get a “yeah!” or two. We get five minutes to get our shit off the stage.

			What do you do for an encore when there is no encore?

			I head to the merch table, where some kid with multiple piercings walks up and says, “You guys rocked. Where you from?” And he looks over our CDs and asks what album that last song was on, but he doesn’t buy because ten bucks is ten bucks and beer ain’t cheap. Then he pulls a CD from his coat pocket, hands it to me, and says, “If you ever want to trade gigs with us, man, look me up.” I don’t want to open for this guy’s band. I don’t want his band to open for us. But for some reason I feel guilty about taking his CD, so I swap him one of ours, quid pro quo, even though we can’t afford an even swap because our record company charges us five bucks per disc. Now, thanks to a trade I didn’t ask for or want, we’re down five. We’ll have to sell another CD to get back to zero. But nobody else is showing the slightest interest. They’re grabbing their coats and purses and filing toward the door.

			I beat it to the bar, and no, beer isn’t cheap. I drank through my drink tokens by mid-set, so now I have to crack my own wallet, and this gets me thinking there ought to be a law, some equity-in-the-workplace statute that mandates unlimited beer for bands. Free draft at least. And food too. At 50 percent off, minimum. Because it suddenly occurs to me that the last thing I ate was a truck-stop banana and a granola bar, and that was about ten hours ago. Since then I’ve had two cups of coffee and six beers.

			I ask Bettie the bartender if anybody’s serving this late, and she tells me about a diner that cooks up a furiously good omelet. It’s just ten miles down the expressway. Take the second exit. Or is it the third? No, the second. Then go though two lights, make a left and another left and it’s right there. You can’t miss it.

			But we can miss it. We will miss it. And I don’t want to drag everybody on a wild omelet chase anyway. They’d all be asleep by the time we reached this house of furious eggs. So I ask Bettie, whose cleavage, I’m just now noticing, is dotted with freckles, how ’bout Taco Bell? She pulls a ballpoint from her back pocket, and I force myself to maintain eye contact as her wifebeater slides up her belly, revealing three inches of milky skin and a string of panty elastic. Scratching directions on a napkin, I think: This is rock and roll, right? Instead of charting a course to a cheese chalupa, shouldn’t I be drawing a map back to her apartment? Shouldn’t she be sliding me four quarters to drop into the ladies’ room condom machine? Isn’t rock = sex a universal law on par with Newtonian physics?

			Never mind that I’m married and I’d never cheat on Kate. Even if I weren’t wearing a ring, the odds of me bedding the bartender or anyone else tonight are roughly as long as me launching our van to the moon.

			One: The crowd’s light. From a sheer numbers perspective, if there are only two or three women in the bar, how many of them are realistically looking for casual sex with an obscure musician from out of town? Casual sex with a rock star maybe, but it’s tough to make a case for your rockstardom when you’ve just played for fewer people than are at this moment idling in the Taco Bell drive thru.

			Two: Say there exists in the world a woman who fantasizes about hooking up with little-known bass players. Say she’s in the bar tonight. Even say she walks up, grabs me by the shoulders, and says, Fuck me, you four-stringed beast. Where would we do it? Her place? Okay, but how would I get there? Chances are she doesn’t sleep in a cot above the bar. She probably lives across town, in the suburbs. And even if she’s sober enough to drive me to her pad (forgetting for the moment that sober women rarely shake you by the shoulders ’til you fuck them), and even if she doesn’t have a boyfriend/roommate/parent that might nix the deal, and even if we could manage to wrangle a condom and do the deed before either of us passed out, then still, how do I get back to the van before the band takes off for tomorrow’s show in Milwaukee? Straying too far from the herd, making the band drive hell’s half acre in search of your horny ass is a surefire way to get ’em all strangling mad. Bands break up at those velocities.

			So why not do it in the van? After all there’s a whole bumper sticker genre dedicated to that very act: If the van’s rockin’, then don’t come knockin’ etc., etc. Thing is, the van is the sun around which a band’s galaxy rotates, so except for the forty-five minutes we’re on stage, somebody is always holed up there—Dave calling his wife, Pooch swigging a beer, Colin tuned in to the last inning of the ballgame. Assuming I could carve out ten minutes when the van is empty, and assuming this bass-fetishist and I could pull off the gymnastics required to get our pants down and our pelvises close enough to physically do it without hitting our heads on the ceiling or falling off the bench seat and onto the floor, then we’d still have to compensate for the frigid weather; the various and sundry smells (sweat, smoke, flatulence, last night’s Taco Bell leftovers); the backpacks, duffel bags, and wet clothes heaped on the seats; and finally, the used water jugs and beer cans and Gatorade bottles scattered everywhere—some of which now contain tobacco spit or urine. Overcome these disincentives and I’d bump up against a single hard truth: A woman who consents to sex in a van littered with spittle and piss is not a woman you should have sex with.

			

			What about the hotel? Sometimes there isn’t one, so the plan is to drive through the night to the next gig, in the next town, where we have booked a room. And when we get there at nine or ten in the morning, we’ll try to
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