
I stood on the corner of State and Rodney in my Keds and Levis, hands stuffed in the pocket of my hooded sweatshirt, waiting for Mark. I could see him a ways off, kicking along the sidewalk. I was impatient and shouted for him to hurry up. In my sweatshirt pocket I could feel the ten-dollar bill I had earned from mowing lawns that spring, and I crumpled and uncrumpled it between my fingers while I waited. It was 1987; we had just graduated from elementary school and were gearing up for the plunge into the middle school.

“Ready?” I asked when he got to the corner.

“Yep,” he said.

We walked down Rodney, past the old Governor’s mansion, past the May Butler school where my mother had worked for a short time, teaching life science to high school dropouts, when it was the Project for Alternative Living. We shuffled down past the Red Meadow and Jester’s Bar, their sidewalk curbs all fender to fender with Harley Davidson motorcycles. We talked about school, about the girls we would meet at our new school. Mark had had more experience with girls than I had and he talked about dating, how you’re not supposed to talk about school on a date.

“It’ll just make ’em bored,” he said.

“Really?” I said. I was imagining myself on a date with a girl: we were sitting at a booth at the Parrot confectionary; she toyed with her sundae straw while I yammered on about my English homework. I tried several times to revise the fantasy in my mind, but I couldn’t get the me in the fantasy to talk about anything but school. I was doomed.

We were walking to Pegasus Music at the mall, that day, to buy a cassette. Actually, I was the one buying the cassette; Mark was just along for the walk. It was a Saturday and we both had little else to do.

The air was crisp and there were melting remnants of snow on the edges of the sidewalks—the glacial core of a drift that had fallen in February, now seeing its final demise in April. Veins of mud ran across the surface of the snow.

At the time, there were two record stores of note in Helena, Montana, where I was born. One was Pegasus Music, where Mark and I were walking that afternoon, and the other was Henry J’s. Henry J’s was on the west side of town, on Euclid, past Ben Franklin’s. It was owned by two guys in their forties. The clerks wore mustaches and bandannas and they played the Rolling Stones over the in-store stereo. My dad bought records there because it was on the way to our house in the valley and I often went in with him. I remember someone buying a Prudence Dredge record there, the one with the cartoon cover, and I overheard the clerk highly recommending it to the purchaser. The first two records I ever owned came from Henry J’s. They were Chicago 16 and Cargo by Men at Work and my mother had bought them for me for my birthday. I had heard each of the records’ respective singles on the radio and had asked for the albums by name, along with my usual list of the year’s latest Star Wars toys. It was seen as a sign of my maturation.

We walked past St. Helena’s Cathedral, with its stained glass windows and spires, and I told Mark about how I’d heard that someone, back in the old days, had flown a plane between the two spires to win a bet. We both stopped for a moment and stared up a the spires, at the golden crosses atop each spire and imagined a bi-plane speeding, wheeling, through the space between them, its goggled pilot still drunk from the night before.

“Really?” asked Mark.

“Yep,” I said, and we kept walking.

We turned right on Neill Avenue, walking carefully over the weather-wracked sidewalks, the cement all cracked and upended by another harsh winter. Crossing Montana Avenue, we stopped momentarily at the Mini Mart for Sweet-Tarts and taffy. In the corner of the store there was a video game called Shenobi where for twenty-five cents you assumed the role of a martial artist in your choice of red or white robes, fighting for the love of a short, digitized geisha who expressed her love for the winner in pixilated hearts that appeared above her head. With the change Mark had in his pocket, we played a few games; he played the white-robe fighter, I was the red-robed. When neither of us succeeded in winning the affections of the geisha, we shrugged our shoulders, pocketed our candy and continued on our walk to Pegasus Music.

The last few blocks to the Capitol Hill Mall were quick and the scenery was bland. Neill Avenue past Montana Avenue was just a series of strip malls and office buildings. The mall parking lot was full, this being a Saturday, and we zigzagged between parked cars to reach the entrance through the J. C. Penney’s on the west side. We followed the granite tiles in the floor that made a trail through the clothing racks and perfume counters of the department store, to the place where Penney’s gave way to the mall’s main corridor. There was only one corridor in this mall and it ran east to west in a straight, continuous line.

We were hungry but I wanted to go to Pegasus Music first. We didn’t know if we’d have money left over for Bob’s Pizza, where the food sat under brilliant red lights on the counter top and the counter girls were beautiful and bitter and mean. We could see Pegasus Music from yards away; the neon above its entryway cast bright blue and pink reflections across the polished mall floor. There was a horse with wings in white neon galloping along the pink and blue rainbow above the doorway. Inside, everything was brilliantly white. We walked along the rows of racks of tapes that covered the walls, gliding our fingers along the spines of the cassettes. A boy sat behind the cash register, silently flipping through a magazine. He looked up briefly to watch the two of us entering the store, and then looked back at the pages.

Mark wandered off to the two rows of compact disc bins that sat in the middle of the room and began shuffling through the CDs in their long, colorful boxes and shoplifter-proof plastic sheaves. I walked to the R’s. There was a poster over the tape racks advertising the Jesus and Mary Chain’s Darklands, and I stopped and marveled at their black hair and their black sunglasses. I decided I wanted hair like the Jesus and Mary Chain’s. I wanted black hair and black sunglasses. Hair that sprouted from my head like a geyser. I wondered how they got it to stay up like that.

In the R’s, I traced my fingers over the spines of the cassettes until I got to the Replacements. There were two of them: Pleased to Meet Me and Let It Be. With a little difficulty, I slid both of them from their space on the rack, letting three R.E.O. Speedwagon tapes fall down into their place. I scanned the song listing on both of them, turned them over, and studied the covers, side by side. On one were two hands shaking, on the other were four guys sitting on a rooftop. I squinted at this one, studying each of the characters individually: one was mop-topped and looked like he was rubbing something out of his eye; one had black curly hair and was looking away from the camera, like he didn’t know that the picture was being taken; there was a blond haired one behind him who was smirking; and one guy in the back with unruly black hair, craning his neck over the other three to make good for the camera. I slid Pleased to Meet Me back into the rack above the R.E.O. Speedwagon tapes and walked to the cash register, Let It Be in hand. Mark saw that I was ready and put away a CD he had been looking at.

The boy at the cash register looked up from his magazine and took the tape from my hand. He took my ten-dollar bill and gave me a couple bucks in change. He slammed the tape into a machine that removed the security sheaf and handed the naked, cellophaned cassette to me. “Have a good day,” he said, halfheartedly, and returned to his magazine. Mark and I smiled at each other.

We shared a piece of pepperoni pizza from Bob’s Pizza and talked about the counter girls.

We walked home in silence and I absently swung the plastic bag with the tape in it back and forth. We took a different route back; we headed up Montana Ave., past the Capitol building. There was a soccer practice in session and a crowd of kids decked out in YMCA t-shirts ran at each other wildly while their coach paced the distance between two orange cones, barking drilling instructions. We turned right on Broadway, down past Jefferson School and took the short cut on the lee side of Sugarloaf Hill to make it to my mother’s house. The house was empty when we arrived and we helped ourselves to the granola bars in the pantry.

“Let’s listen to it,” Mark said, between mouthfuls.

I wrestled the tape from the cellophane and put it in my mother’s tape deck. From the speakers came a breath and then the first chords struck. The song was called “I Will Dare,” and Mark and I stared at each other in rapt attention. I had heard the song before; my uncle had sent it to me on a tape that Christmas. The next song, “Favorite Thing,” had us nodding our heads to the beat. By the third song, with its frenetic bum-chick drumbeat, we were jumping around the room, trying to do our best imitation of slam dancing. We tripped and laughed and caught ourselves, trying not to destroy any of the pottery that sat on the side tables of my mother’s living room. The song dipped into a sort of jazz break down and we stopped to catch our breaths. Then the next song came on and we were back at it, but this time we were throwing each other around the room and we were shouting too. The song was about someone named Tommy getting his tonsils out. The chorus went “Rip, rip, we’re gonna rip ’em out now!”

We ran into the pantry and grabbed a can of red spray paint and sprinted out into the yard where we found a dejected plastic sled, leaning up against the fence. Howling, we spray painted “PUNK ROCK!” all over it.

*   *   *

Mark was blond haired, blue eyed, broad nosed and pretty tall for his age; when we played Star Wars, I was always Han Solo to his Luke Skywalker. We grew up right across from each other at the end of South Rodney Street in Helena, on top of a hill called the Rodney Hill. There were two ways to our houses: the straight way and the crooked way. The crooked way ran a rough half-mile along the west side of the hill on a windy dirt road. The straight way went straight up the steep incline of the Rodney hill and in the winter would be covered with an impassable sheen of ice. The straight way was a deathtrap for the unprepared driver; the only way to attempt this passage was to gun it from five blocks out and try to make the entire hill without slipping. If you started slipping, you were doomed. More than a few people attempted the straight way in the dead of winter only to spin a 360 halfway up, and slide back down. If the snow was bad, the crooked way, with its small hills and blind corners, would be impassable until it was plowed and your only choice would be to brave the straight way. The more faint of heart would park their cars at the bottom of the hill and march up the hill on foot. The straight way proved a brilliant sledding track and in the 70s, on a particularly wintry day, some friends of my parents sledded the entire distance from the top of the hill to the public library, a mile away, on the back of a wooden Radio Flyer.

Our parents had been friends for longer than we had been alive and Mark’s mother often told me about how she would baby-sit me when I was a baby and Mark was still in her belly. She would lay me over her belly and I would fall asleep and Mark, who was normally very active in the womb, would stop kicking for a bit and would fall asleep as well. Mark lived in a brown shingled house with a big yard and a basement that smelled like cat pee and mildew.

When we were very young we liked to mug for photographs by hugging each other fiercely, with our noses all scrunched and our eyes pursed shut and our cheeks pressed tightly together. We would do it at the slightest provocation—as soon as an adult would bring out a camera, we were there, our arms wound so tightly around the other’s torso that we struggled to catch our breaths. Mark always had a drip of snot running from his nose to his upper lip. In second grade, Mark’s mother moved to New Zealand and took Mark with her and I was deprived of my best friend for six months. At the after-school daycare that we both went to, I was quiet and removed and didn’t speak to anyone. When he got back, most of the second grade year had passed. He called my house from across the street.

“I’m home!” he said.

We ran out of our houses to meet each other in the middle of the gravel road. We stopped short of embracing each other and looked at each other, puzzled.

“You don’t have snot on your nose,” I said.

From that point on, we never hugged each other like we had before he left for New Zealand, even when the adults with their cameras asked us to.

Our houses on top of the Rodney Hill marked the southern end of the Helena city limits and looked out on an expanse of private property and National Park land that stretched for miles behind our houses. In the gullies and washes surrounding the Rodney Hill there was a variety of
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