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The evening sky is busy tonight—high clouds racing, stars flashing intermittently. I watch the blinking lights of an occasional plane streaking slowly across the horizon from the east.

Behind me, sitting on the living room floor, Jenna is putting the finishing touches on her clay sculpture. The newspaper headlines beneath the sculpture are grayed out, smudged silent. A strand of red hair falls across her face. Her tongue sticks out slightly in concentration. She looks eighteen in these moments. Like a young girl working on her freshman college art project, still dreaming of the perfect man she hopes to meet someday. It’s a look she returns to only when she’s completely absorbed.

When Jenna was sixteen, seven very long years ago, she was a runaway. Or more accurately, she was run away from. Her parents divorced, and became so obsessed with finding someone else to love they forgot to love their daughter.

Jenna escaped by Greyhound from Minneapolis. She was going through the typical sixteen-year-old rebellion stage with no one to rebel against. She was the only one home most of the time, so she left one day without much fanfare. No detectives were hired. No police followed her. She would contact her parents every few weeks to let them know she was still alive. This was met with “Let me know if you need anything,” which sounds generous, but when you hear it so often you know it means the opposite. The few times she actually asked for something, it was ignored.

I was playing music in small clubs back then, trying to work my way up to bigger venues. My goal was to become famous—or at least visible—even though I didn’t have the kind of hunger you need to survive the repetition of applause. Nor did I get any emotional nourishment from standing in front of strangers night after night. I became bored and restless unless I’d written a new song to showcase. Some small internal alarm should have gone off, warning me that the kind of fame I imagined wasn’t what I actually wanted. That alarm went off way too late.

Standing on the balcony under the night sky, I turned and said to Jenna, “Sometimes the wind sweeping through the trees sounds like applause.” 

She was too busy concentrating to answer. Her red hair curled slightly at the edges, framing her face. She shifted her weight without looking up, still working.

I could see the ocean in the distance, lit dimly by the moon. Maui had a way of performing whether anyone was watching or not.

“What is that thing you’re making?” I asked finally. Without looking up, she said, “It’s a boat, with you in it.”

I laughed. “It doesn’t look very seaworthy. Are you trying to drown me?” 

“Only if you’re bad.” She smiled.

“And where are you if it’s only me in the boat?” 

“Still on the road. I can’t see you from there.”

I inspected the clay piece carefully for the first time. The human figure was leaning back casually, looking up at the sky. He looked peaceful. Possibly doomed. “I like it.”

“Dishonest critics are worse than ignorant ones. It’s terrible.” Her pajama shorts slid up a bit higher as she hugged her legs to her chest. She frowned at the sculpture, looking disappointed.

I held out my hand. She smiled and accepted it. I pulled her up from the floor onto the couch. It was 2 am, our typical bedtime.

“Let’s see if your creation can stay afloat without you lording over it all night,” I whispered.

We fell asleep on the couch leaning against each other’s shoulders. Before she dozed off, she smiled and said, “We’re back.”

I woke up at the first hint of sunrise. A faint purple line formed at the edge of the horizon. I slipped into the bedroom to get more sleep. She followed, lifting the cool sheets on her side of the bed and curling against me without a word.

The sun splashed the land with light while we dreamt. 

The world had lost track of us.
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Jenna had been living in San Francisco for two years when we met. San Francisco has a way of making you grow up fast. That was what she wanted. She was working as a waitress in a rock club using a fake ID. She had rejected come-ons from the club owner, the bartender, the bouncer, the band members, and at least three or four customers a night, yet still managed to keep her job. She knew which smiles got tips and which smiles got her out of trouble.

The day she turned eighteen, she began looking for something more interesting to do with her time.

I’d placed an ad in a local music magazine looking for help with my gear, someone to set up and break down on gig nights. At the time, shows were coming more often, which is how musicians trick themselves into believing that momentum actually means something. The equipment list kept growing: synthesizer, electric guitars, acoustics, amps, stands, cables. What I needed was a roadie. What I expected was a guy built like a refrigerator and a tolerance for long nights.

Jenna showed up instead.

She told me she had experience working in the music business. She told me she’d been around bands for years and knew how to set up gear. Being around bands for years—at least that was true. I had to teach her everything and then help her carry equipment to and from the van before and after each gig. So what I had actually found was an assistant roadie. And, without a doubt the most beautiful assistant roadie in the entire world of rock and roll.

Jenna was tough in a way that didn’t come off as distant. She didn’t complain. She insisted on carrying heavier gear than she should have. She took pride in getting stronger. She had an edge—not cruel, not bitter—just a clear understanding that the world doesn’t usually hand you anything worth keeping.

Some nights, just knowing she’d be there was the only reason I wanted to play.

One Saturday night I was playing at Uncle George’s, a club downtown owned by MAD George. MAD was an acronym for More Addicted to Drugs. George had earned it. There are a lot of odd birds in the music business, but he had a habit that made me, and all the other bands that played there, want to kill him. He would let you set up your own sound using his very expensive soundboard but during the sound check, if George got drunk enough or snorted too much coke, he’d come over and scream, “Too loud!” and pull all the faders down to zero with one swipe of his long, hairy arm. He called it producing.

That night, I was guarding the soundboard while Jenna was setting up onstage. She surprised me by pulling out a recording she’d made of my previous show and running it through the house system. I asked her to check the mic. She tapped it, heard it was live and half joking started singing along to my song.

She was in a relaxed mood. She mocked the exaggerated gestures singers use to pull focus, leaning into the mic and looking straight at me. It was funny. It was effortless.

I turned the track off.

She stopped singing and turned away to plug my keyboard into the amp. “Wait,” I said. “Keep going. I’m having trouble getting a level.” 

“Sing?”

“Yeah. Just sing it without the music for a minute.” She hummed.

“Louder. Sing. I need to redline the vocal.”

She pushed her hair away from her eyes and started singing a song of mine that had been playing over the PA. But I wasn’t dialing in the sound on channel one of the soundboard. I was standing there listening, stunned. If an audience had been in that room, they wouldn’t even have remembered my name.

A few gigs later, she was singing harmonies on half my set. Rehearsals were effortless. She knew the songs, the phrasing, the emotional turns. She loved our connection, the quiet seconds before stepping onstage together, the way even the smallest crowd was secretly hoping something great would happen. She inspired me to feel the same way. She pushed me to get as close to great as possible. With every gig.
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All-Star City Music Hall. was the place in town where every local rock band wanted to showcase their music. It was a very sophisticated two-tier auditorium with tables and chairs on the bottom level and rows of seats on top. On the weekends about a thousand people jammed their way in to see musicians like Mike Doughty or Ziggy Marley. But weeknights belonged to the local bands.

The local acts were lucky to pull in four hundred people for a show, but the owners were determined to support local artists while making serious money the other three nights a week with nationally known rising stars.

We were booked for a Wednesday night as the opening act for a big local band called Henna, who we’d heard before. They were good, they played pretty well, jumped around a lot, and had a very decent drummer. The crowd came for energy. And Henna definitely supplied it in volumes.

Jenna and I couldn’t rely on a wall of sound like they did. It was just the two of us. We had no bass player, no drummer. We couldn’t afford a full band. I played guitar through my big amp and my Nord 88 synthesizer.

Before I met Jenna, I would play these gigs alone. I had a medium-sized fan base. My voice was pretty good. At least I didn’t sound like anyone else. My looks were not a negative, demographically speaking, but I didn’t look like Jim Morrison either. And I could not—and would never—want to dance around and entertain like MJ, or eat a live bat on stage, or set my guitar on fire. The songs would have to carry the show, and mostly they did.

On some nights I would completely lose myself in the moment. I’d feel the energy created between the crowd and me, and, despite the very artificial environment that merges image and theater, I would drop into a transcendent place. And the crowd would drop into it with me. The synergy would create something critics might call a great show, if any critics had bothered to be there. For me the best part was that the songs were heard and appreciated the way I dreamed they would be.

Those rare gigs kept me going for a long time. But I couldn’t recreate them at will. I felt like a ballplayer who was a hero in the last game: Here he comes, walking up to the plate in the ninth with two outs and the bases loaded. Two runs wins it. One ties it. And that pitch comes in, looking fat and hittable, but then it starts to tail off right at the last second, and that home run he’s hoping to hit turns into a line drive to the right fielder. Game over.

What I wanted even more than those occasional magical nights on stage was to record my songs in a recording studio, where they would live in their own perfect world forever. All I had to do was zone in for one great take, capture each song at its highest moment. Then I could let those songs go and move on; I would always have them. After that I would never need to play any of them live again.

But once Jenna started to sing with me, something changed. I loved being on stage with her. She was never nervous. Never edgy before a gig. If something went wrong on stage, she would find a way to improvise and laugh about it with the audience. And suddenly everyone was laughing with her.

Before a gig she would bring a sense of fun and calm into the dressing room, making sarcastic jokes about the club owner just before we hit the stage, straightening my shirt, combing my hair with her hand, and wishing me luck. These were my songs, my show.

This night opening up for Henna at the Music Hall was different. Because on this Wednesday night, in front of five hundred people, I was letting Jenna sing her first lead vocal. I was letting her sing one of my best songs. The truth was, she could sing it and deliver it better than I could. That revelation was simultaneously joyful and disappointing  to me. My ego felt threatened, but my love for the song won out.

The dressing room was down a flight of stairs from the stage. It was larger than most of the
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