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      Thank you to Gretchen and Donna

      for sharing the music.

      Thank you to the mountains

      for always, always doing your thing.

      Thank you to all the girls

      in all the ways you’ve held my hand.

      

      And to all you mountain bros?

      Well.

      

      This one’s for you.
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      Our flip flops slap the dirt in time to the music that’s thumping from the stage ahead of us. Me and Gwenda and Cleesa. We’ve got our wooden festival chairs folded up and slung over our shoulders with colorful Santa Fe print straps.

      We’re walking right next to the canyon and down below you can see people floating. Blobs of yellow inner tubes. The parking lot’s packed with people standing next to open coolers, red plastic cups in hand. Half of them never even go into the festival. They just pay the twenty bucks to sit in the parking lot and drink expensive ales out of the cooler and smoke something they bought at the dispensary a mile back. Listen to the music from here. They go late into the night out here.

      They go late into the night at the campsite, too.

      We’re camped across the street in the wall-to-wall tents in the empty lot. None of us got any sleep. Everybody’s up at all hours and a lot of people bring instruments and so you hear strains of music all night long. I’ll figure out how to sleep through it in a couple of days. Just in time for the festival to be done.

      But then the night and the hollow whoosh of air moving through vents feels too little. And the quiet will keep me up and I’ll wish for the night air. The night music.

      We come upon a group of guys in the parking lot, all of them shirtless and tanned. Hair a little too long. Ball caps on backward. Wearing Chacos on their feet. All of them look like they just came off a mountain. They eye us as we go by.

      Well. They eye Cleesa. Everybody eyes her. She’s got on a bikini with a red and orange sarong with hand-painted blue turtles tied low around her waist. She got it in Mexico last year. The wind that’s coming up blows it open just right.

      Mexico.

      We don’t say that word. We try not to even think it. I don’t know how Cleesa can even wear that sarong like she does. Like nothing matters.

      “Hey ladies,” one of them says when he means, “Hey Cleesa.” If only he knew her name. He’s turned and looking. Shorts are the lightweight kind that can double as swim trunks. These are the kind of bros that are going to end up in the water later and, drunk or not, dive off the cliffs that are a little ways back. Come up and flip their hair into all kinds of crazy fin shapes. His friends are looking, too. Group of them. Group of us. We’re outnumbered though.

      In two days when the music festival’s over they’ll be back up on a mountain. Probably working part time in the afternoons in one of the many hiking gear shops in town. This little encounter will be forgotten. If they’re lucky.

      This place isn’t up in the mountains, not really. Not up in the blue jagged line you see a couple hours out of Denver.

      Here is just scrub brush and red dirt and this one mesa that juts out behind Stage I. The perfect backdrop for Instagram photos. We’re walking toward it. Clouds are billowing up behind it. Afternoon storms are moving in. Massive and white, a dangerous shade of gray underneath. It’ll hit up there in the mountains for sure. Might dissipate before it gets all the way down here, though. Every afternoon is a stormy backdrop to a sunny day on this side of the mountains.

      We’re right on the edge.

      Cleesa gives a small smirk to the guy. Lifts her fingers slightly. Me and Gwenda just give a laugh and we all keep going.

      He holds his arms out and yells, “Come swimming later?”

      Cleesa just says, “Maybe,” over her shoulder. And I think maybe she means it. Maybe she means to come back and find these ones right here. This group. That guy. Go down into the canyon. Slowly untie that sarong right there where they all can see. Lay on a rock or swim down with the current, letting it push her along.

      Or maybe she just said it to be nice. So he wouldn’t keep talking. Wouldn’t yell anything else. Because sometimes they do. Chill mountain bros or not. Sometimes they don’t like to be told no. Easier to just agree and move on.

      That’s what Mexico should have been.

      Behind us, there are whoops and hollers and high-fives and Cleesa just shakes her head. Her mouth is curved. But is it a smile? Not every curve is a smile.

      Later, I’ll think about that moment.

      The way he looked. That flash of perfect—expensive—teeth against his tanned skin. The way his hair was curled up along the edges of his ball cap. Even the stone on the leather cord around his neck, black and shiny. Obsidian maybe.

      A beautiful boy, really. Unreal. A lot like Cleesa. But not her type.

      Somehow I’ll remember it all, his image as an Instagram photo in my mind. As if he turned and posed for a picture I didn’t really take. I’ll see the mesa behind him even though he was facing it. Turning himself as we walked. But I’ll see it that way. See it just like a photograph. As if I’m looking at him stuck in that moment. His face busted wide open in an expensive grin. A little red heart showing more than a hundred likes below him.

      That’s how I’ll remember it.

      That’s how I’ll see it when they find him in the river below.

      Unsmiling.

      Unmoving.
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      There’s always a girl like Cleesa. But I forget sometimes.

      Me and Gwenda are normal. We’re okay. Give me a good deep berry lipstick and I can turn heads if I dress all in black to match my hair, my coloring. It’s the shock they’re noticing though. The drama. I do what I can. I don’t tan like they do despite my dark hair, dark eyes. I go from pink straight back to white. A bluish white even.

      And Gwenda’s got blonde hair like Cleesa but she’s not like Cleesa at all. She turns heads just because she’s blonde. Because you expect someone like that who’s also thin and in good shape to be pretty. No one really notices the dark roots or the way she has an almost underbite. Gwenda’s always got a spray tan and manicured nails. Keeps white blonde streaks in her hair so you look at her and you think pretty. She’s got all the markers to say she is.

      But Cleesa.

      Sometimes you forget. Then you see the way someone double takes when they notice her. Notice what she is. Shock on their face. She’s like something out of a magazine. And she knows it. How could you not? She owns a mirror. She’s spent her whole life looking out at ordinary all around her. Of course she knows.

      She’s blonde but it’s darker than Gwenda’s white streaks. It’s a honey color. Rich and smooth and almost brown in parts. And her eyes aren’t blue like you’d expect but a rich green. Fake-contact green. And she tans easy. She shouldn’t. She never really gets pale. There’s always an even layer of warmth.

      You can’t hate her for it, though so many girls do.

      How many trips have we been on? How many times have we been in some dinky bathroom in some dinky bar, there only because of the vast ocean and the sherbet sunsets swirling outside and tiki torches and mixed drinks shaded by tiny paper umbrellas that make the whole thing look like more than it is.

      And there’s always a girl or two or a group of them with lobster red shoulders and limp hair in flowered sundresses with thin straps and they look her up and down. Say something under their breath or into their own mirrors as they gloss their lips or scrunch their salt-dried frizzy hair.

      But Cleesa isn’t one of a kind. She’s just a kind. And there’s always a girl like that.

      You just forget what she is sometimes, is all.
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      The storm comes out of nowhere.

      At least that’s what it feels like.

      The Pink Locusts are playing on Stage I. That’s where the three of us ended up after our walk across the parking lot. After the bros and the one who yelled out to us. I think Cleesa picked this show just for the word pink.

      They’re a girl band and just on the edge of what this festival seems to host. All are welcome, the entrance sign assured us at the beginning of the festival. But most are white and play bluegrass. These girls, though, are progressive grass. Too-short bangs and lots of piercings that flash silver and no makeup except for red, red lips. A look I can get behind. They’re dressed in vintage 1940s house dresses except for the lead singer who has on a cropped peasant blouse and biker shorts. But they all wear shoes that look like girly Mary Janes except they’re up on square heels. High heels but old fashioned. The lead singer’s microphone is the old-timey silver-ribbed kind and they share it more than they don’t. You almost imagine them a hundred years ago standing in some little boxed-in recording studio. The air all smoky and dreamy. The bass player is actually plucking strings attached to a stick shooting up from a washtub. And one of them is on washboard.

      But the sound of them. The mandolin shreds. Almost like a hard rock guitar solo. And a lot of the choruses are half-wail, half-scream. Full of a deep ache. A plea. Like that lead singer’s singing straight from her rib bones. Even so, their voices come together in a perfect blend, especially the high-wailing wanting parts of the song. Like butter melting in drips straight into your open mouth.

      Cleesa contemplated getting a shirt—not because she liked the band but because it was pink. Had the line drawing of a locust on it with a sketched in square framing it. The lines sometimes disappearing. “Looks like something Xeroxed she said. “Like something underground.”

      Despite how she looks—classically pretty—she tends to like things on the edge, on the fringe. Or as she says, underground. Which makes me shiver when I think about it.

      We unfolded our chairs but by three songs in the crowd is on their feet, hands up in a kind of high and drunken praise. This crowd is definitely the hippie crowd. Lots of dreads and long beards and twirling paisley skirts and overalls with only a bandeau underneath. Hems scraping the dirt. Feet bare.

      And you don’t really need to have stopped at the dispensary or have drunk from a red plastic cup to get that high feeling. We all get swept up in the music. Riding on its currents.

      We don’t even notice that jagged lightning coming up from behind them on the stage. Their echoey voices cover up the thunder that’s growling just over there. If anything, the ones who do notice just dance harder like time is short and you’d better make the most of it.

      There’s always a moment like this, every trip we take. A moment where you forget everything.

      I look over and see Gwenda and she’s already picked up some of the words and is singing along like she’s always known them
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