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For anyone who worked in radio—from spinning vinyl during a semester in college to those who made it a career.
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And for anyone who loved radio growing up and wondered what’s going on when the microphone is off.

“I couldn’t be myself . . . that just never works. 

You have to be yourself on the radio.”
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~ Bob Edwards

Long-time host of Morning Edition

as told to Terry Gross on the NPR show Fresh Air
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1. SWEET DREAMS ~ YES
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​

The dream swirled in Eva’s head all day, a nightmare really, of opening the microphone and not knowing her name.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor at her mother’s apartment, she tried to stay present, but her mind kept fast-forwarding to her first gig at the campus radio station. Would her voice be good enough? Would she even find her voice?

All afternoon, they had sifted through boxes of curled photos and faded memorabilia, a delicate dance between getting rid of stuff and overwhelming her mother. A rhythm emerged: Keep. Sell. Chuck. A picture of Eva and her mom dressed like sisters: petite frames, dark hair, matching dimples—Keep. A Jimi Hendrix concert ticket from the Dane County Coliseum—Sell. A wrinkled Brewers bumper sticker—Chuck.

With their heads close, they studied a Polaroid of Eva’s father under a bright spotlight on stage wearing his red beret, eyes closed, his face blissful. The smoke from a cigarette tucked into the head of his electric bass surrounded him in a blue swirl. Everything in the photo was now gone. The guitar. The hat. The charming man who adored her.

Eva read the caption, written in her mom’s artistic longhand. “Dean ‘Pop’ Chastine. Mississippi River Blues Fest, July ‘71.” Eva tsked. “That was ten years ago.”

“That was the summer you stayed with Grandma Chastine,” her mom said, sadness in her eyes. “You may have gotten your height from me, but you’re lucky you got your musical talent from him. Your pop was one cool cat.”

Eva stared at the picture of her father. He would sing in her ear, his voice rumbly, his face rough against hers. She tugged on her lower lip, wishing Artie could have met him.

The first time she’d laid eyes on her husband he’d been on stage wielding a guitar with his band, Artie LaVette & the Inverted Paradiddles. “I could get lost in those big brown eyes,” he’d said to her after the show, a well-used line, but it worked. Oblivious to the cold October rain, they had made out in a dark alley behind the Starlight Lounge, which led to a short period of infatuation. A whirlwind of dating, shows, and feverish sex. That was two years ago. She frowned. Artie hadn’t been the same since the band broke up and everything else went to hell.

Eva kissed her pop's photo before tucking it into her backpack. She wanted to have her dad near her that night.

“Oh wow,” her mom said. “Here’s a note he left before the Heartland tour with Steve Miller.”
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Honeybunch,





Didn’t want to wake you, but the bus is here. Don’t worry, the time will slip by as fast as a bebop solo. Tell Little Eva I’ll be home for her recital. Make her hit those keys like a pro! You’re my girls, the heartbeat in every note I play.





XOXO, Dean
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“Keep,” Eva said.

From a shoebox, she retrieved a bundled stack of Polaroids, all closeups: peeling paint on a gas pump, a cracked headlamp, rusty rivets on a steel girder.

“Once upon a time, I dreamed of being an artist,” her mom said. She yanked Eva’s long braid and smiled. “Chuck.”

Eva stood. She tossed the packet into an overflowing wicker basket. With her hands on her hips, she observed her mom’s cramped basement efficiency. Rust-colored shag carpet, a mini oven, a fondue set on the counter, the small icebox. How many times had she offered to help clear out Pop’s stuff? At least some progress had been made. The money from selling his Rickenbacker guitar and his standup bass would cover her mom’s rent for a few years. Near the door, stacks of boxes sat waiting for a ride to the thrift store. Yet size XL jackets hung in the closet, and crammed in a nook by the bed, the family piano suffocated under piles of men’s clothes: jeans, wool sweaters, his scarf collection.

Her mom opened a flat shirt box, unraveling an object from layers of tissue paper. “Oh my gosh! Check it out.”

Pop’s raspberry-red beret.

Eva pulled the hat on, lowering it to one side. “How do I look?”

“Like daddy’s little girl again.” Her mom laughed and tweaked Eva’s nose. “He thought you’d be famous, you know. His ‘Little Liberace.’”

Eva had forgotten he called her that. She wondered how he’d feel if he knew his daughter was about to play music—not on stage—but on the radio. “I’m Billie Soul,” she whispered.

“Why don’t you use your real name? Eva LaVette has a nice ring to it.” She rubbed Eva’s back. 

“I don’t want anyone to know it’s me. Not at first. What if I sound awful?”

Her mom got up from the floor and slipped an arm around her waist. “You’ll be great. Just be yourself.”

I don’t need to be myself. I just need to be a star. For Pop.

“What’s Artie doing tonight? Will he be listening?”

“He’s at Faye and Dwayne’s. The guys are going over their weekly fantasy football roster and then they’re going shopping for the party tonight. The annual Christmas bash.” 

“And you’ll be missing out on the fun? Come here. I’ve got an idea,” her mom said while she dug through a drawer in her vanity.

Eva adjusted the beret in the mirror, conjuring Billie Soul: Born in Memphis and named after Billie Holiday, Ms. Soul is the daughter of a record producer and a sheep farmer. A piano virtuoso from the age of five, Billie shares her vast knowledge of rock and roll on her late-night radio show, Vinyl Grooves. She’s married to Mark Hamill, Luke from Star Wars.

“Try these on,” her mom said, passing her a pair of tinted granny glasses.”

My disguise. Eva smiled as she curled the wire stems behind her ears. The spectacles looked more hippie than jazz, but the pink tint matched the beret. She spoke into a perfume bottle. “Good evening, cool cats and kittens. I’m Billie Soul and here’s a little number from the Mississippi Blues Collaborative with Dean Chastine on bass.” She knew the campus station had the recording. The listeners would eat it up—a DJ playing her own father’s music.

From across the room, Grandma Chastine’s old cuckoo clock chimed, the mechanical bird emerging five times.

“Crap! I’m supposed to pull records before my shift.” Coco Nix, the student mentor, would be miffed if she came in late. Eva cleaned the pink glasses using the tail of her flannel shirt. “I have to split. The bus will be here soon.” She zipped up her navy parka, a coat she’d had since freshman year of high school.

“I’ll be listening,” her mom said, smiling.

She kissed her mother before racing out the door.

Oh, man. Here goes nothing.

###
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Eva liked being a passenger. She peered out the bus window into homes glowing with incandescent light, catching glimpses of people at their kitchen sink or watching TV, their blinds still open in the twilight. She pressed her face against the cold glass, thinking how nice it would be to have a beard like Artie’s.

The bus passed La Crosse South, her old high school, home of the Tigers. Shaking her head, she thought of the unofficial class motto: Sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll, baby! The school’s clock tower was still standing. She wrung her hands; she was on in twenty minutes!

Most students had done the required air shift early in the semester, and now they were the cool kids on campus. Instead, Eva chose to practice until she was perfect. She hoped it had been enough, as an idea had been growing all semester: if her voice sounded good, she could change her career path and switch her major from teaching to broadcasting. It was now or never.

The bus passed the “World’s Largest Six-Pack” and lumbered down Front Street. Along Riverside Park, illuminated by streetlights in fog, the lonesome La Crosse Queen paddleboat sat on blocks. Eva’s inner DJ kicked in. From the summer of ‘75 and the LP What Were Once Vices are Now Habits, the Doobie Brothers with “Black Water,” their first number one single. The summer before last, she and Artie stood at the stern on a balmy night, watching the paddlewheel churn foam into the black river as it glided between bluffs. Under the stars, Artie took her by the hand and called her “pretty mama”—just like the song—while Dixieland music tinkled up from the lower deck. It had been the most romantic evening of her life. Life. When the baby kicked for the first time, Artie was behind her with his hands on her stomach. As the paddlewheel turned, she’d felt the first inkling of love for him.

With a squeal of the brakes, the bus stopped in front of the J. Wayne Communications building. She hustled out the door, her boots sloshing in a pile of slush at the curb, her backpack flying as she sprinted up the three flights to the radio department. Just as she approached master control, the on-air light blinked on.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​2. TO PLAY SOME MUSIC ~ JOURNEY
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Eva waited outside the studio for the red on-air light to go off. Bending down, she quietly unzipped her backpack to retrieve her brand-new radio operator’s license, a manila-colored ticket to a golden career, and an expensive pair of Koss headphones, a purchase she hadn’t disclosed to Artie.

Her breathing became quick and shallow; her first time on the air would be in minutes. What if she stammered or accidentally swore on a hot mic, like Coco’s cousin Dustin had?

The light blinked off. She took a deep breath and squared her narrow shoulders. Inside the dark, cozy studio, music throbbed low on the monitors, subdued by black foam walls. Familiar smells surrounded her: the scent of vinyl and audio tape, the grease used to lubricate warm equipment like turntables and reel-to-reel decks, the lingering trace of cigarettes and coffee. A U-shaped workstation, encircling a control board packed with sliders and switches, dominated the room. A gooseneck lamp illuminated the board. On the right sat two turntables, one spinning at a lazy 33⅓ revolutions per minute. Above the board, a shiny microphone hung from a suspension boom.

The mic! Eva’s heart drummed a syncopated beat against her ribs. She dropped her backpack on the counter near the guest mic and shook melted snow from her parka before draping it on a chair to dry.

Coco Nix, a senior and Eva’s mentor for the evening, burst in from a door in the back, holding a stack of records in front of her like a birthday cake.

“Hey, LaVette. You should have been here an hour ago. I had to pull your records.”

Eva adjusted the beret and ran a hand down her long braid, wet with snow. “I’m sorry, Coco. I was stuck helping my mom.” At the board, she plugged in her headphones and sat.

Coco leaned the albums on the floor against a cabinet. “Hey, are you okay? I like your getup, but you look shook.”

“I’m petrified. Look. My hands are shaking. What if I blow it?”

“You’ll be great! Just relax.”

“How many people will be listening?”

Coco put a finger on her chin. “Listenership peaks during Morning Edition but by nighttime, five thousand or so.”

“Five thousand?”

“Don’t worry, LaVette. They’re not listening to critique you. They want to know the name of a song or hear the forecast. Speaking of, I’ll go clear the wire.” As Coco swung through the door to the news department, the Teletype dinged. “Something’s up!”

“Really?” Holy crap. Eva hoped it wasn’t a big story, something to throw off her game. The format at night was supposed to be all music: blues, bebop, fusion, smooth jazz. Announcers were to break in only for a tornado warning or an emergency alert. Like when Mount St. Helens exploded or President Reagan was shot.

Coco returned, waving paper ripped from the Teletype. “A winter storm warning.” She handed the bulletin to Eva, who had been cuing and re-cuing a record.

“Whew. Thanks.” Eva rehearsed the weather alert out loud, then practiced hand movements from the mic’s volume knob to the turntable switch and back to the mic.

“Are you using your real name?” Coco asked.

“Oh, no! I’m going incognito.” Eva lowered her voice, peering over the tops of her granny glasses. “I’m Billie Soul.”

“Ooh. Sexy.”

“Yeah? That’s what I’m going for—a jazz siren. The opposite of me.” What would people say when they found out rock-and-roll Eva was playing jazz?

“Just be careful.”

Eva turned to look at Coco, who had taken a seat behind her. “Of what? Stalkers?”

“No. I mean, it takes a big ego to work in this business.” She held her arms out wide and bowed over her knees. “It’s like theater. You’ve got to be larger than life. Just don’t get lost in your on-air personality.”

Eva laughed. “There’s no chance of that.” She’d always been an underdog: undersized and understated. The rolling chair squeaked as she turned to the board.

Coco stood behind her. “Keep the cart machines loaded, just in case. Pull the mic a little closer to your chest; you want it to pick up the low tones in your voice. Or just raise the chair.”

The adjustable chair whooshed when Eva pulled the lever. Her platform boots dangled. Carts. She selected a few prerecorded announcements from a rack under the counter and pushed the rectangular plastic cartridges into the small, square players. Carts looked like 8-track tapes, just a little smaller. She remembered cruising around town with Faye in her dad’s car listening to the only two 8-track tapes Eva owned—Head East and Styx. 

“There’s so much to remember.”

“Practice makes perfect,” Coco said.

“That’s what my pop used to say!” Eva touched her wrist.

No doubt, her pop would have sat by the radio all night. He’d been her biggest fan, the loudest in the crowd at her piano recitals and spelling bees. Middle school flew in her face, the time she flubbed an easy word at the state spelling bee, and the kids had a good laugh at her expense.

“Feeling nervous isn’t just a sign of anxiety, LaVette. Channel that excitement,” Coco said. “Pretend you’re with friends smoking a spliff, playing music. Imagine someone you love across the mic.”

Eva fished her pop’s Polaroid out of her backpack and placed it behind the microphone. When “The In Crowd” by Ramsey Lewis started to fade, she segued into a record by Pat Metheny. “How do you pronounce his name? I took Fundamentals of Jazz last semester, but it was mostly the early stuff.”

“Metheny. Rhymes with weenie.” Coco giggled.

“You’re funny.”

They leaned back and listened. Coco had a cool way of nodding to the music.

“Is Coco Nix your real n—?”

Suddenly, the record skipped. A clipped guitar riff stuttered over and over. Eva’s hands locked onto the arms of the chair. Time suspended. Her mind blanked.

Coco dove forward, knocking an ashtray off the counter and somehow wedged her hefty body between Eva and the board. She dumped the skipping song and started a public service announcement. “It’s okay. The PSA will buy you sixty seconds. Now hurry. Cue up another record.”

“Ugh. I can’t believe this,” Eva said. Her hand shook as she gave the scratched record to Coco. “I haven’t even gone on the air yet. I feel so stupid. Should I apologize?”

“No. It’s not your fault. Anyone who just tuned in doesn’t know the record skipped, so don’t tell them. Put your mistakes behind you. It’s not like dead air—that’ll get you fired. Radio is ephemeral; stay in the moment.” As Coco monitored the PSA, she laughed. “You should have seen your face. Your eyes bugged out like you were sitting in the electric chair.”

“Me?” Eva grinned, despite how dumb she felt. “You should have seen yourself fly across the room.”

“It’s good to see you smile, LaVette. Smiling affects the shape of your voice. It’s contagious, like yawning. Even a fake radio smile makes people engage their ‘zygomaticus major’ muscles and smile with you.”

Coco pointed to a yellow smiley-face poster taped to the window in between the format clock and a hand-drawn No Food - No Drinks - No Smoking sign.

Eva took a sip of her Tab.

“You’ve got thirty seconds,” Coco said, glancing at the clock. She bent to scrape up the spilled cigarette butts.

Eva donned her headphones. She locked eyes with her pop and smiled a genuine smile.

###
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Sound waves generated by Eva’s voice were transformed by a transducer into acoustic energy. The signal surged through copper coils and gained amplification before being transmitted into the night, and in an instant, reached the cars and kitchens of the Coulee Region.
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BILLIE SOUL: Good evening. This is 90.7 FM, La Crosse Public Radio. I’m, er, Billie Soul. Um, more music is coming up. Jazz and blues to fuel your soul. First, here’s a special statement from the National Weather Service.
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Despite gargling her words, her voice resonated inside the headphones like a shot of smooth Wisconsin brandy. Thousands of people were listening, waiting to hear the weather warning. Deep in her soul, Eva experienced the buoyant emotions of every young announcer who had sat in the same squeaky chair breaking their chops at the same daunting control board, their hearts in their mouths, their fear betrayed only by a crack in their voice. I’m doing this. I’m really doing this. She filled her chest with air and spoke with authority.

––––––––
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BILLIE SOUL: A winter storm warning is in effect until midnight. As the temperatures drop, freezing rain will be followed by heavy snow, making roadways dangerous. Travel is not advised, so stay in, get comfy, and turn up this groovy track by Stanley Turrentine. From the album Salt Song, here’s “Storm.”



––––––––
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Eva untangled her braid from the headphones’ curly cord and took a slow, long breath, savoring the adrenalin high. Reflected multiple times in the fishbowl of a studio, red and green audio equipment lights glittered around her. She spun in the chair, craving more of the heady feeling. 

“What a rush, Coco. I feel ecstatic.”

“You just got bit by the radio bug. It’s addicting.” Coco reached over and squeezed her shoulder. “Love at first mic.”

“I feel it in my bones—I want to be a DJ. Hard rock, blues, funk, heavy metal. Any of those would be cool.”

An hour later, after taking the transmitter reading, Coco returned with two PowerHouse candy bars. “Want one?”

“Temping, but no, thanks.”

The phone line blinked. Eva’s first call. She smiled and pressed Line 1. 

“La Crosse Public Radio.”

She took a request for John Coltrane. People are listening. To me.

“‘Giant Steps’ is a good cut. Short though. Under three minutes,” Coco said. She dug out the album, handing it over. “God, it stinks in here.”

“Dumping that grody ashtray didn’t help.” Eva set the record on the turntable.

“Professor Holt says smoking adds grit to the voice. Usually, he’s a real square—but I’m glad I never tried it.” Coco bit into a candy bar, talking with her mouth full. “Nicotine is ten times more addictive than heroin.”

Eva was glad she’d never smoked, either. The phone lit again.

“La Crosse Public Radio.”

“Hey, runt!” Artie yelled above the party crowd.

Tightness gripped her shoulders. “Artie, you’re on the speaker.”

“We’re listening on the stereo,” he said, sounding trashed.

Eva supposed he deserved to have fun; he’d been working hard to pay the rent while she finished school, two more years, at least.

“Dwayne says you sound tall.”

“I do?” she asked. “Artie. Listen. I’ve been thinking about something for a while, and tonight, well, now I’m sure.” She drew in a deep breath. “I want to be a DJ. I’d still be teaching music—but on the radio.”

“Hold your horses, Eva.” His voice shifted into annoyance. “Teachers make good money. We need to save for a house.”

“Coco said I could make big bucks in Chicago or LA.”

“We’re sure as hell not moving to Los Angeles, Eva.”

“Well. How about Madison?” That would appeal to him. He loved the Wisconsin Badgers. She glanced at her record.

“I don’t know. I like the idea of you teaching.”

After she had to give up her dream of being a performance major, Artie had pressed her into teaching, extolling the perks: summers off (to take care of future kids), paid holidays, long breaks at Christmas and Easter, state benefits, a decent pension.

“I get it, Artie. Your mom’s a teacher.” A chain-smoking gym teacher. Eva envisioned his mother with her cropped gray hair and an ever-present whistle hanging on her saggy chest. Maybe I need a whistle to get him to hear me. “But you’re not listening.”

“Let’s talk about it tomorrow. I gotta tap the keg.”

“It’s slippery out. Tell everyone to be careful—”

He had hung up.

“Was that your old man?” Coco asked.

“Yeah. Damn it.” Eva slapped the counter and turned to Coco. “I’m sick of everyone telling me what to do.”

“You need to do a break,” Coco said, deadpan. She picked up the stack of played records and headed into the library.

Eva leaned back, contemplating her decision. To hell with Artie. Nothing could be better than a job playing records all day, especially at an album-oriented rock station. And finishing school on time would sweeten the soundtrack that was her life.

She adjusted her beret, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. In just a few hours, she had transformed from a nobody into a real-life disc jockey, a cool cat, and brave, too. She glanced at the picture of her pop propped behind the mic and wondered how her father would feel if he knew she was trading her dream of being a performer for the airwaves, her fingers no longer dancing over the keys but reaching for a microphone.

How many people would want a job where every mistake is broadcast to the world? Being live felt vastly different from playing radio in the practice studio with its forgiving foam walls. If she flubbed a name or stumbled, she imagined, people listening in their cars or kitchens would mock her. Maybe even call in and say nasty things. Like in fifth grade, when she was chosen to recite the morning Pledge of Allegiance and she froze over the intercom, forgetting the memorized words. She’d hid in a bathroom stall until the principal sent for her mother. Her asshole classmates had taunted her for weeks. Lamebrain. Moron. Runt.

No. She did not want to teach bratty kids. How would someone as short as her have authority over them? And enrolling in the teaching program—which she had already signed up for—tacked on another year to her studies, time not earning a salary. Thousands more on tuition. Hmm. Saving money would get Artie’s attention.

Coco came in with more albums. She glanced at the clock. “Did you give the legal ID? You have to say the call letters and city, in that order, within five minutes of the top of the hour.”

Amused at Coco’s serious tone, Eva said, “Yes, I know. Every hour on the hour. I did.”

“Hey, now.” Coco smiled as she handed over the records. Her stomach growled. “These should last until midnight.”

“Thanks,” Eva said. “Hey, if you’re hungry, I’ve got a peanut butter sandwich.”

“I’ve got the other candy bar.”

The studio door swung open. Dustin, Coco’s cousin, breezed in, his face flushed from the cold, his wire-rimmed aviator glasses fogged along the bridge. He yanked off his leather cowboy hat and with his fingers, combed his mussed hair. The long layers fell into place from his middle part. He stomped his boots. “Cripes, my feet are fuckin’ freezing. Why are the lights off?”

“It’s called atmosphere,” Coco said. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see who that sexy-sounding woman Billie Soul is.” He winked at Eva. “Oh, it’s you. The girl with the dimples.”

They had seen each other around campus. A coy smile played on her lips. Beware of the guys with bedroom eyes, her mom always said.

“I’m here to redo my final project. Professor Holt could hear the splices on my tape. Tk—tk—tk.” He laughed. “I’d better get cuttin’. Don’t forget to catch my show tomorrow afternoon.”

Dustin’s warm, rich voice reminded Eva of melted chocolate. He breezed out, leaving behind the provocative scent of Jovan Musk Oil.

“Dusty’s a brat,” Coco said.

Dustin was the opposite of Artie, who rarely flirted or joked. Eva’s eyes narrowed. Artie the spoilsport. And he wants to dictate my career? Dustin seemed so cool.

“So. Radio runs in your family,” Eva said.

“Yes, and Dustin’s dad worked in radio, too. I fell in love with it when I was little. My parental units are both psychiatrists and they bicker constantly. Psychoanalysis or behavioral treatment? Cognitive or humanist therapy? Blah-de-blah-blah. I’d curl up in the back seat of the car with my transistor radio. The DJs felt like my best friends.” Coco rolled her neck, working out the cricks. “I love my parents, but I couldn’t wait to get away—that’s why I came to La Crosse for school.”

Eva pictured a round-faced little girl with straight black bangs and piercing green eyes, ignored by her intellectual parents. “You’re a baby shrink!”

Then, Eva remembered the folded envelope from her backpack. “I made this for you.”

Coco gasped as she opened the envelope. “Love beads? Cool, man. Great colors. Thank you.” She stretched the choker over her head, patting her neck with her fingers. “You’d better get a song ready.”

The microscopic diamond in Eva’s wedding ring winked as she picked up a Chick Corea album. She read the jacket. “Interesting. Chick started playing piano when he was four, then he started the drums.”

“That’s why his keyboard technique is so percussive,” Coco said. “Talking about the artists is way better than babbling on about celebrities or pop culture. It drives me nuts when announcers lean on that drivel—it’s a crutch. I mean, who gives a crap about Elizabeth Taylor, or Billy Beer, or Kristy McNichol?”

###
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At midnight, they shut down the transmitter, filed the program log, and locked the doors.

Outside the J. Wayne Communications building, the young women lingered. Fluffy snowflakes filtered down, blanketing the deserted campus with quiet. After the noisy studio, the world seemed muted, as if pressed by a damper pedal on a piano.

Coco pulled a stocking hat over her boyish haircut. “It’s surreal out here,” she said, hushed. Her frozen breath floated in the night air.

“Good snowman snow,” Eva said, making tracks in it with her boots. “So, what’s your plan, for after college?”

“Ultimately, I’ll be a music director at a rock station in a big market. Like KIIS-FM in Los Angeles. I’ll discover new bands. Rolling Stone will write about me.”

“You have it all worked out! With my background, I’d be a shoo-in for music director,” Eva said.

“You would. When I’m famous, I’m going to live in a high-rise with a rooftop pool surrounded by palm trees. I’ll fly to my morning gig in a helicopter.”

“So glamorous. Will you pick me up?” Eva imagined commuting over a cityscape, coffee and newspaper in hand, so accustomed to the view she no longer looked.

Coco gave her a mittened high-five. “Yeah, baby! Sounds like a plan. We’ll be the first all-girl morning show.”

“You think my voice is good enough?” Eva asked.

“Definitely. You sound fabulous. You have everything you need to succeed,” Coco said. “I guar-an-tee it.”

Eva sighed in relief, forgetting to let the compliment sink in. “Hey, man. Why don’t you come to the party with me? It’s only a few blocks.”

“Nah, I’ve got to get truckin’. I need my beauty sleep. I’m doing the morning shift.”

“Aren’t you going home to Madison for Christmas?”

“No. Professor Holt is giving me extra credit by working during the break.” Coco turned away, sliding her untied high-tops through the snow, leaving skid marks on the slippery sidewalk. She lifted a fist. “Radio sisters, forever!”

“Far out!”

As an only child, Eva had always wanted a sister. 

She ducked her head into the falling snow, hurrying toward Faye and Dwayne’s apartment. After a few steps, she hesitated. The way Artie cut her off and dismissed her idea about radio had created a shadow over her first experience on the air. This was her career, not his. Like her pop said, life was like a barge on the Mississippi. The direction she took at this moment—at twenty years old—if she went off course by just one degree, she’d end up mired on the banks of the river.

“Screw him. I’m Billie Soul.”​
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3. HAD TO FALL IN LOVE ~ MOODY BLUES
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As graduation day approached, Eva and Dustin worked in the windowless production booth between the main studio and the news department. Their final assignment: writing and producing two hypothetical commercials. She wound blank tape onto a reel. He filled out the label: Bill’s Car Wash, :60, Dustin Nixon and Billie Soul, April 5, 1984. If anyone asked what her favorite area of radio was now, she’d say production, a class more fun than news reporting, which she also loved.

While Eva ran the board, she stole glances at Dustin over at Mic 2. What a fortuitous stroke of luck, she thought, to be partnered with him again. Over the last few years, they’d gotten to know each other in a chummy, supportive manner. But she knew of his reputation. The girls called him “Hotrod,” not just because of his ’73 Barracuda.

“Let’s do one more take, Billie,” he said from across the counter.

He set down his pen, brushing feathered bangs away from his forehead. Behind his aviator glasses, his steady gaze made Eva giddy. She told herself it was simply their infectious passion for radio.

At the control board, she hit Record on Reel 1. They made it to the last lines of the sixty-second script without any screw ups.
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DUSTIN: The torrid days of summer are coming! So, get your jalopy to Bill’s Hippie Dippy Car Wash!

BILLIE: Bring your pickup, your Pacer, your Corvette or convertible.

DUSTIN: Mention this ad for a dollar off.

TOGETHER: And don’t forget to put the top up!




––––––––
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They held their breath until Eva hit the Stop button, then laughed themselves silly.

“That was a really good call to action if I say so myself,” she said after settling down. “And you. Way to work a word like ‘torrid’ into a car wash commercial.”

“Thanks. I have an affection for words,” Dustin said. He placed the reel into the box. “You know why we catalog the masters, right?”

“Yes. No dubs from dubs. Always start with the master, because the original is best.”

Professor Holt poked his wizened head into the studio. “I’m on my way out. Did you reorganize the library, son? I can’t give you the extra credit until it’s done.”

“Yup,” Dustin said. He waved an arm toward a shelving unit. “The reel-to-reels are now filed by date. I alphabetized the sound effects library.”

Holt left. Dustin leaned into the black foam wall, his body long and slim.

“Have you checked out these sound effects?” he asked. “There’s everything from a baby crying and car crashes to dishes breaking and comical boings.” He wiggled his head and made his eyes big.

“Outta sight! I don’t suppose we should add a car crash to the car wash spot,” Eva said, laughing. “Professor Holt should give you an A for all the organizing you’ve done in here.”

“He’ll give you an A just for your ‘torrid’ voice, Billie Soul.”

She let out a nervous giggle. He likes my voice. “Do you really think so? I haven’t had one bite on my tape and resume. You’re lucky; you don’t have to worry.”

“Right-o.” Dustin nodded. He was bound for an NPR station in Minneapolis after graduation.

In fact, many of the students had gigs lined up. Like everyone else, Eva sent her tapes and resumes to every station around. To no avail. After a tip, both she and Coco had applied at Z100, the local Top 40 powerhouse as they were looking to hire their first woman DJ.

“I’m jonesing for a smoke. Let’s take a break,” Dustin said. He slapped on his leather cowboy hat and drew a pack of Camels from the breast pocket of his suede jacket. With an unlit cigarette between his lips, he sang Cheech & Chong’s “Basketball Jones.”

Eva put on her pop’s beret and her jean jacket, laughing at his falsetto. They headed down the hall past the main studio window, where they pulled goofy faces at the student on the air.

“There’s a secret passageway to the rooftop.” Dusty propped the door with a folded piece of paper. Outside, the sun hung low in the sky. They moved to the edge of the roof and looked out at the sprawling campus. Eva’s mind wandered through the countless days she had spent navigating these grounds, her shoulders weighed down by her backpack full of books and more recently, reels of audio tape.

The cool spring air lifted Dusty’s long layered hair. She was a little envious; his tawny locks were thick and full, yet smooth and shiny, not frizzy like hers.

“Want one?” he mumbled, cupping his hand to light the cigarette. “Everyone in commercial radio smokes. It makes your voice deep and sexy.”

“I heard that, too. Can’t hurt, I guess,” Eva removed the cigarette from between his fingers, noting how clean and square he kept his nails. The filter was moist with his saliva. She sucked the smoke deep into her lungs as if it were a joint and began to hack.

“You’ll kill yourself doing that!” Dustin smacked her on the back. He lit one for himself. “Slow down, lady.”

A buzz rushed from her lungs to the top of her head. “Whoa,” she said, reaching for the wall. Something about the way the smoke streamed from her mouth and through her teeth felt powerful, like a fire-breathing tiger.

With his lips making an “O,” Dustin puffed out perfect smoke rings. “So, Billie. What brought you here to this moment in time, pursuing your radio dreams?”

A loaded question. “I was going to be a concert pianist, but . . .” With the toe of her boot, Eva scuffed at pea gravel. “My father was a performer. He was a session musician, but sometimes he toured. I was daddy’s little girl. His star.” Her throat caught. She waved her hand. “Forgive me for getting emotional. He passed away when I was fourteen.”

“Jeepers. I’m sorry.”

Dustin blew smoke from his nostrils. Eva copied him. The smoke burned her nose, a good distraction.

“Thank you. Radio just crept up on me.” The advisor in charge of the teaching program had recommended Radio 101 for Eva instead of Public Speaking due to her diminutive stature and demure nature, adding it would be more fun, too. “I didn’t expect it to hook me. Take news reporting. Professor Holt really pushes us. There’s nothing like the thrill of doing a phone interview, banging out the story, carting up the sound bites—er, actualities—and rushing into the studio just as the news sounder plays.”

“Your face lights up when you talk about radio. I dig it. My dad, Coco’s uncle, was a newsman.” A pained look came over his face. “I lost my mom when I was little. Brain cancer.”

“Oh, god, I’m so sorry. Pop was killed in a car accident.”

Her fingers looped around her wrist. Stinging hot tears welled up, catching her by surprise. Bouts of grief always hit like a wave: a nauseous feeling in her gut that rolled through her like a black cloud. She sniffed back tears.

Facing her, Dustin shifted his weight. At five feet ten, he seemed so much taller than Artie. For a second, she thought he was going to lean in for a kiss. Instead, he tweaked the edge of her beret. 

“You have cute dimples.”

She stepped back and took a gentler puff from the cigarette. Smoke curled into a question mark in the air. What was she doing out there with Dustin? But what did it matter? Artie was at his bookkeeping job at Penzle’s School Supply.

They stared out over the campus, smoking in compatible silence. The cigarette made her feel bad, as in badass, like she should be wearing leather. She glanced at the rooftop door. They should get back inside.

“Dad told me this story about an announcer who locked himself out of the station,” Dustin said, laughing. “It’s a radio urban legend.”

“Really? Tell me.”

He moved in close, lowering his voice. “Radio stations used to air church programs on Sunday mornings, recorded on vinyl.”

“Vinyl? Not tape?”

“Yup. During the first part of the service, a guy running the board ran out of cigarettes. After one side played, he flipped the record, which gave him twenty minutes to drive to the filling station down the street. After buying his smokes and a jumbo soda, he jumped into his car and on the radio, heard the preacher saying, ‘. . . and you will go to Hell . . . zrrppp! . . . and you will go to Hell . . . zrrppp!’ Over and over.”

“The record was skipping the whole time? Holy shit.” Eva tapped ash from her cigarette onto the raised concrete edge of the roof.

“As he got back to the station, the program director tore into the lot, tires screeching.”

“I bet his ass was grass.”

They laughed hysterically, bending and holding their stomachs.

He tugged the end of her braid. “It’s getting late. We need to write a second spot.”

Eva closed her eyes. “How about one for the cineplex about a zombie movie. It could feature Three Mile Island survivors.”

“Funny. I really wanted to use one of my impersonations. Ayyyy!” he said, holding his palms out like Fonzie from Happy Days. 

They ground out their cigarettes, brainstorming as they left the rooftop. Back in production, they recorded Dustin’s spot, laughing so hard at his impression that it took a dozen takes.

After he left, she gathered scripts and put the splicing tape and block back in the box. It was almost six o’clock; she sure hoped there was a message from Z100 on her home answering machine. Was there even a remote possibility she could beat Coco for the job? Working in Top 40 would be fun and super-high energy. But playing the same forty songs, week after week, day after day, though? B93, the AOR station, would suit her better. Album-oriented rock: sophisticated, few ads, deep tracks. Billie Soul would dig it.
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The only message on Eva’s machine that night was from Coco, who wanted to meet for a drink. At the student union, the girls slid onto tall stools. With his back to them, the lone bartender scooped popcorn from a butter-shiny glass machine. Only one other customer sat at the long bar, a guy with a scruffy beard, his nose in a book.

Coco wrapped her knuckles on the rail and ordered two Old Styles. She pulled a twenty from a stack in her billfold. “My treat.”

“When we first met, you called Dustin a brat. I think he’s nice.”

“You didn’t grow up with him. One time, he bet me five bucks I couldn’t chug a glass of milk. Little did I know he’d put a worm in it.” She gagged, pressing her hand to her throat.

Eva laughed. “Sorry, I think it’s funny.”

“I got the job at Z100,” Coco blurted.

Eva put her hands to the sides of her head, her mind totally blown. The radio station hadn’t bothered to let her know. Like a shitty boyfriend who breaks up with you but never tells you. The bartender slid overflowing mugs between the women, a cold buffer. Eva took a swallow of her beer—and her pride.

“Congratulations, Coco. When do you start?”

“Right after spring break. I’m spending it with my folks in Madison.” She looked Eva in the eye. “I know you wanted it, too.”

“No, I’m happy for you. You should be celebrating.”

Coco’s eyes sparkled. “I’m gonna get paid to be a DJ!”

“I hope I will, too,” Eva said. “And I won’t just live in a high-rise with a pool, I’m also going to have a personal chef.”

“Don’t worry, LaVette. We both know radio is a tough gig to get, especially for us women. Something will happen. I guarantee it.”

“Well, I can’t wait to listen to you,” Eva said. She elbowed her friend. “You’re taking me out to dinner, though.”

The crack of a cue hitting balls drew their attention to pool tables in the back room. A young man bent behind a girl as she leaned over the pool table, helping her guide the cue, one hand on her bum.

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Okay,” Coco said, playing with the love beads around her neck. “Not many college kids are married—were you and Artie high school sweethearts?”

“No, he’s older. I met him here at school. He’s from Sheboygan. We had just started dating when—” She huffed. “I got pregnant.”

A look of shock appeared on Coco’s face. The bartender brought them a basket of popcorn. 

“Artie’s mother said I should drop out of college. Behind my back, she called me a Protestant tramp. Even though he’s the only guy I’ve been with.”

“You had a shotgun wedding.”

“The shotgun wedding that backfired. Don’t get me wrong, Artie is a good guy, he works hard, and he’s a killer guitar player.” Who really had wanted the child.

Coco’s eyes widened. “Who’s watching your kid tonight?”

“The baby was born premature. He only lived a few days.”

Eva covered her mouth with the back of her hand. The frail infant spent his brief life in an incubator. They’d sat with him day and night, singing and talking, telling him he could grow up to be anything. A pitcher for the Brewers, Artie had said. Discouraged by the doctors, they never named him. She heaved a terrible sigh. Normally, she didn’t allow herself to think of the baby. Pop is rocking him in his strong arms up in heaven, under a rainbow. She wiped her nose with a bar napkin, then knocked back her beer, tapping the bottom to drain every drop from her glass.

Coco signaled to the bartender.

“I’m sorry, Eva. That’s really sad. How did Artie take it?”

“As much as he wanted to be a dad, he’s a baby at home.” A harsh statement: she recapitulated. “Maybe I’ve watched too many romantic movies where the man sweeps a woman off her feet. Ever since I was little, I wanted to fall madly in love—to make beautiful music with someone. Or at least play it.”

On their wedding night, they made love on pure-white sheets and through the open screens, a churning, loud Lake Michigan provided the soundtrack. She whispered “I love you”—wishful words that hadn’t come true. Not once had Artie said the word “love,” not for her or her cooking or the way she looked.

“I know it’s stupid. I’m just a small-town girl looking for love.”

“Okay, Cinderella.”

The bartender set down two glasses of beer with nice heads. Coco sipped, giving herself a foam moustache.

“My parents say when people fall in love, it’s for a version of someone that exists more in their heads than reality,” she said. “After a while, Mr. Perfect isn’t so perfect anymore. You give away your power when you believe someone else is responsible for your happiness. You’ve got to love yourself first.”

Eva played with her braid. She hated it when people said that. What did “love yourself” mean? Taking bubble baths? Eating healthy? Fame and success would go a long way in building her self-esteem and confidence. Was that self-love?

“I’ll never let a lover define who I am,” Coco said. “I just want to be a DJ and have fun. No kids for me.”

Eva laughed. No woman she knew talked like that. It seemed verboten to say the words. “My friend Faye can’t wait to be a mom. I’d rather have a cat than a kid, for now anyway.”

The bartender approached with two shots, compliments of Scruffy Beard Guy who nodded at them from down the bar.

“Here’s to you and your radio lover. May you have many happy years together.” Eva raised her shot glass.

Coco clinked, then gave her a sisterly punch on the arm.​
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4. EVERYTHING IS COMING OUR WAY ~ SANTANA
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Eva’s song ended abruptly. In the middle of the console, the twin VU meter needles—stereo left and right—lay limp. What song was only twenty seconds? Why hadn’t she cued another? Dead air stretched on as she searched the studio, but the shelves were devoid of a single record. Her heart pounded. Where was the emergency PSA?

Panicking, she called out to Coco. “Cocoorrgle graahhgle . . .”

Her eyes flew open. The dead-air dream faded like the end of a sad song. Next to her in bed, Artie snored.

Despite the nightmare, she wanted to fall back asleep, to be on the radio once again, to watch the audio meters dance as the music played. But the bright morning sun squinted through their skewed mini-blinds and, like reality, glared in her face. Was her dream of being on the radio truly as dead as the airwaves in her nightmare?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A NOVEL






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





