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Rachel Baiman

Kayla Rae Has Been Driving All Day

I first met Kayla Rae in September. I got a text from an unknown number saying 
she needed a fiddle player in three hours for a last-minute gig, and could I be at 

the rooftop of the Bobby Hotel to play five songs, pays $150 . I skimmed the message 
until I got to the part about the money and replied yes, I would be there. I guess 
I did a good enough job because two weeks later, I found myself on a plane from 
Nashville to Texas to play a weekend of shows across her home state. 

The heat made me itch uncomfortably as I stepped out of the Dallas Airport onto 
the curb. Kayla Rae called to ask what I was wearing (white tee, jeans, and a colorful 
handkerchief around my neck), and seven minutes later I had thrown my fiddle 
into the back of the white 15-passenger Ford and was climbing in, suitcase in hand, 
sweating as I hoisted it onto the seat beside me. 

Kayla Rae was in the driver’s seat, and my suitcase and I occupied the bench seat 
between her mother and a red-headed man wearing a ball cap in the back. Kayla 
was always perky, with good skin and blonde hair, a Texas prototype. She told me 
her boobs were fake the second time we met, waiting for an elevator in the hallway 
of a Hilton Garden Inn. “Well, I paid for them!” She laughed, jiggling them up and 
down with her hands. 

“I want some!” I said, as a way of letting her know I wasn’t judging, and also, I 
did kind of want some. 

Back in the van, she introduced me to her mom and her sister. “And that’s Tyler, 
he’s playing guitar.” The sister had two long braids and was wearing a camo hat 
backward over them. She had the same thick eyelash extensions as Kayla Rae, but 
she exuded a darkness that made them jarring, their attempt at sweet femininity 
ironically framing her angry eyes. 

When I was first starting out as a musician, I thought that getting gigs was about 
being the best player, being completely prepared, having good-sounding gear, and 
generally being professional. In reality, getting gigs is largely about being completely 
malleable as you tumble in and out of the most intimate lives of complete strangers. 
A perfect sideman arrives without expectation, listens closely, watches and reads 
everyone’s emotions, and fits seamlessly into the natural flow of the scene. 

I wondered what these women thought of my looks, plain and unaugmented. 
I didn’t mind the way I looked, but in this context, I felt distinctly un-feminine; 
unbeautiful, unkempt, and unpresentable. But there was also a certain power in the 
refusal to comply with these pageant standards, not that it had even been a conscious 
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decision for me. I felt a moment of gratitude for my ability to play the fiddle, a skill 
that gave me an irrefutable value in this circle. 

I glanced back at Tyler and said hello. He had a surprisingly nice face, but looked 
greasy and smelled, some combination of body odor, stale laundry, and cigarettes. 
The sister, whose name was Carly, barely looked up. Kayla hit the gas and we rolled 
onto the highway towards Dallas, brown grass and strip malls lining the black 
pavement. 

Conversation filled the car, a layer cake of Texas drawl, yelps of language piling 
up, frosted with bouts of laughter. Carly, the sister, mostly stayed quiet, looking at 
her phone, her shoulders hunched over, the bright white part in her hair between her 
braids staring back at me. 

Tyler told outrageous stories, each running into the next. His brother had a 
rooster that crowed with the wrong melody. The other roosters tried to teach him the 
proper cock-a-doodle-do, but he was just plain tone-deaf. It got to where he told his 
brother that if the rooster didn’t learn the notes, he was gonna eat him for dinner. 
This led to a drunken fight, but the brother must have been more sober than he 
seemed, because he was suddenly winning, and Tyler had to stab him with a kitchen 
knife. The neighbors called the cops but when they got there, one of the cops was a 
girl Tyler had slept with, so she let him off. 

“Was your brother OK?” I asked.
“Yeah, he was fine,” he said.
“So it was a gentle stab then?” I offered. Nobody answered.
That night we played in Dallas, a short opening set. It was an old theater, full of 

middle-aged folks in boots and hats, smiling and yelling their appreciation. Kayla 
was charming, cracking jokes, and turning her Texas way up. 

“I was giving an interview, and I said I was gonna use my record deal money to 
fix my foundation. Then the reporter asked, what foundation did I have? I said, ‘No, 
not a charity, I mean, the concrete slab under my house.’” The audience laughed. 

Tyler looked the part of a handsome guitarist and smiled calmly while he 
strummed, but he wasn’t fooling me. He cast frantic glances my way as he chose a 
fret for his capo, unsure of what key the next song was in. 

After the show, upstairs in the green room, I sat down in a rounded black 
armchair, looking at my phone. Tyler was full of energy, starting up the storytelling 
gears again. “You’re a great sideman,” he said. “Not trying to steal the limelight. 
That’s really cool, most girls are always looking for a chance to promote themselves.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Aren’t most people?” I said. 
Just then Kayla walked in and I said, “You’ll have to hear what Tyler thinks about 

women.” 
“What did you say?” she asked Tyler, with a glare.
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“Naw, nothing, nothing,” he said. “She was just being real sweet, saying how we’re 
here to support you, and I was saying how most girls are always trying to make sure 
the attention is on them.” 

“Well,” said Kayla Rae, resignedly, “yeah, that’s true.” She sat down on the floor 
and examined her blonde weave in the mirror. 

“It’s hard down here for a girl to get anywhere, though,” she said. “There aren’t 
that many of us doing the music thing, and girls can be real...you know....”

“Even you and your sister used to be competitive like that!” said Tyler. 
“Well, that was different!” said Kayla Rae. “I mean, people were pitting us against 

each other, like that shitty guy she was married to.” 
“Fucking Lance,” said Tyler. “I hated that motherfucker.”
“Yes,” said Kayla. “And not just him!”
She had a wonderful way of saying “Yes,” with the weight of the word dropping 

emphatically and with great satisfaction. I’ve been waiting all of this time and you 
finally understand what I’m trying to say. It made you feel close to her. 

“I mean, people would come up to one of us and say, ‘you’re better than your 
sister,’” she said. “You know, they would think it was OK to say that kind of thing. 
And then Lance was just—oh, is this ‘Two Roses?’ I have to go sing.” Kayla Rae 
rushed out the door and down to the stage. 

That night we had a long drive back to Waco from Dallas after the show. I was 
tired from my early flight and had taken my contacts out to sleep on the van bench. 
By the time we pulled up behind a small house, it was 2 a.m. and I had no sense at 
all of where I was. I stumbled through the back door, wheeling my suitcase loudly 
behind me. I knew I should have said something polite like, “What a nice place!” 
But I didn’t have the energy, and could barely see, so I couldn’t come up with 
anything to compliment. 

The sisters pulled out an air mattress at the foot of a full bed that they were 
sharing, and fussed around looking for sheets and blankets. There was a brief 
argument because the mom didn’t want to go out to the camper to get an extra 
blanket and Kayla Rae asked Carly to do it. In the end, nobody did it. I didn’t care 
and fell into my air mattress with a sweatshirt over my face to block the light as they 
puttered around finishing their nighttime routines. 

I woke up late the next morning, and the house was empty. Kayla Rae had told 
me about a court date they had early that morning to deal with their dad’s estate. 
“My dad bought this house,” she explained. “He was gonna move it to his property 
and fix it up, but then he died, and this guy isn’t letting us take it, he’s pretending 
like it wasn’t paid for. I told him we were gonna sue his ass and he didn’t respond so 
that’s what we’re doing.” 

I walked around the house, gazing at framed family photos and wooden furniture. 
In the bathroom was a jewelry hook with stacks and stacks of necklaces, beaded, 
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sparkling, some with large crosses. Kayla Rae’s parents had divorced, and her mom 
had remarried. I tried to guess who belonged to whom in the family photos. 

I looked for a kettle in the kitchen but couldn’t find one, so I filled a soup pot 
with water and put it on to boil. I made a coffee and walked outside to sit at a metal 
table in the brown yard. There was a chicken coop next to a small wooden shed with 
a Texas flag painted on it. In the center of the brown grass was a bench with a fake 
metal cattle head and horns. I saw rope nearby and wondered if the cattle head was 
for roping practice, or if it was just decor. 

Soon, the sisters and the mom returned, and Tyler pulled up in his van. There 
was a long discussion about how everyone would fit into the vehicles and it was 
eventually decided that Tyler would ride back to Waco after the show with some 
people named Jerry Wayne and Shaina. Their names were repeated over and 
over in the conversation. Can you go back with Jerry Wayne? I love Jerry Wayne! 
That’s a good idea about Jerry Wayne. Later that afternoon, I gave my impression 
of the conversation to Kayla Rae and Tyler, stretching out my vowels “Jerrayyyy 
Wayuneeeee,” and they laughed and laughed. 

Tyler and Kayla Rae and I loaded into a small SUV. The van was headed 
somewhere else with the sister, and the mom was staying home. I sat in the back 
next to the guitars while Kayla Rae and Tyler talked and laughed loudly in the front. 
When Tyler got out to open the yard gate, Kayla Rae turned back to me and said, 
“He smells, right?” 

“He smells so bad,” I said, laughing. When he got back in, she cranked up the 
A/C, but neither of us mentioned his stench. 

Kayla drove us around the block to check out the house that she was trying to 
win back in court. The roof was drooping and the porch railing was torn off. The 
whole building, garage and all, was lifted off of the ground on stilts. “That’s how they 
make houses here,” said Kayla Rae. “They’re all on flat slabs, ready to move.” 

“I remember when me and some guys worked on a house that had a basement,” 
said Tyler. “There were five of us down there looking around like, what do we do 
with this thing? We’d never seen one before.” He laughed. Tyler talked about some of 
the other construction work he’d done. 

“Show her the shower, show her the shower!” said Kayla Rae. 
Tyler pulled up a picture on his phone and passed it back to me. The photo 

showed an immaculately tiled walk-in shower in a neutral beige. The back wall had 
an image cut into it of a naked man holding a bow and arrow, pointed up to the top 
right corner of the wall. It was illustrated in a classical style, like a two-dimensional 
Greek statue, but where those statues would normally have a humble, flaccid penis 
and balls, this man was in profile, with a giant erection pointing up, in perfect 
parallel to the drawn bow and arrow. 

“Wow,” I said, zooming in to see that the penis was made from a single piece of 
tile. “I had to cut that out with a grinder,” said Tyler.
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“I can’t believe you did that,” said Kayla Rae.
“That’s what he wanted!” said Tyler. 
“Who was it again?” she asked. 
“It was Joe Maddox, you know him, from Waco? His signs are all over, Maddox 

concrete and foundation repairs?” 
“Why did he want that?” asked Kayla Rae. 
“Didn’t ask,” said Tyler. 
The theater in Houston was a sister venue to the one in Dallas, with a similar 

layout and deco. A painting of Townes Van Zandt adorned the back wall of the main 
room, and there were oranges and bananas for us upstairs. Tyler was outside calling 
his daughter, and Kayla Rae said suddenly, “We’re getting to be close friends now, so 
I can tell you this, but what Tyler was talking about yesterday, Carly and I, we had a 
stepdad, and he did things with us he wasn’t supposed to do, and he’s in jail now.” 

“Ohhhh,” I said, stupidly. 
“It’s fine,” she said, holding up her hand. “Everyone’s had therapy, and it’s all good 

now, but what I’m trying to say is, like, whenever there’s been a problem between my 
sister and me, I think it’s been because of a man.” 

Tyler came back and I said, “I didn’t realize you had a daughter.” 
“Yeah, she’s fourteen,” he said. “She’s amazing. Willa is her name.” 
He showed me a picture. “Fourteen!” I said, surprised because Tyler looked 

young. 
“Yeah, we had her real young,” he said. 
“I remember when she was just a baby,” said Kayla Rae.
“Yeah, Kayla Rae cried when I told her I got a girl pregnant,” said Tyler.
“Yeah and that’s not the only time,” she said, throwing me a glance.
“You have other kids?” I asked.
“No,” he said, “I mean, there have been some pregnancies. But I always bring 

them to the clinics and pay for everything.” 
“He won’t wear a condom!” said Kayla.
“I don’t even know how to put one of those on!” he replied. I stared at him, biting 

the inside of my mouth. 
“It’s not just me! I’m not that guy,” he added. “I brought it up once with 

Christine and she said, ‘I’m not a dirty whore.’ I swear, that’s what she said!” 

*
Kayla Rae seemed calmer without her family entourage, and Tyler and I found a 
Vietnamese restaurant close to the venue while she took a nap to recover from her 
early morning court date. Tyler asked me to teach him to use chopsticks, and I told 
him I was also terrible with them. “I’ll just leave them attached so they do the work 
for me,” he said. 

“Right,” I said. “Good plan.” 
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The show went smoother that night. The sound was better and Tyler got most of 
the keys right. After we played, we sat in the balcony to watch the headlining band, a 
Texas songwriter who was famous in the ’90s. “The backup singer,” I said, feeling like 
I had just solved a cold case, “her boobs are fake, right?” 

“Definitely,” said Tyler and Kayla Rae at the same time. 
That night while we waited for Kayla Rae to pack up, Tyler told me about Kayla 

Rae and Carly’s stepdad. He was their high school principal and married their mom. 
He started a relationship with Carly when she was fourteen or so. “He had her in his 
office and stuff,” said Tyler. “And it was emotional. He had her thinking they were 
gonna run away together. Then he started making moves on Kayla Rae. Carly found 
out and got really jealous, started being really mean to Kayla. That’s when their mom 
figured it out. I think she’s felt so guilty ever since. And it was small-town stuff, so 
everyone knew what was going on. They had a really hard time during the trial ’cause 
guys kept leaping at him in the courtroom, trying to beat the shit out of him.” 

I thought about Carly, and her angry eyes under her ballcap. Kayla Rae told me 
Carly had a big record deal when she was twenty. That she’d originally moved to 
Nashville to sing with Carly. They’d patched things up after her divorce. 

“Lance, though, Carly’s husband, he was the worst,” continued Tyler. “When 
she tried to leave him he threatened to tell everyone that she’d been in love with her 
stepdad. I should have killed that fucker. Those girls are like family to me.” 

That night when we got back to the hotel, Preston, the headliner, was drinking 
whiskey in the lobby with a few guys from his band. I grabbed some paper coffee 
cups from behind the empty bar counter and we sat down to join them. 

“I’ve got a toast, I’ve got a toast,” said Kayla Rae. “Here’s to rattlesnakes and 
condoms; two things I don’t fuck with.” 

Laughter erupted. “She can really pull that off, can’t she!” said the steel player. He 
had puffs of gray hair and had played his whole set sitting on a pile of three purple 
plush pillows stacked on a folding chair. 

I looked sideways at Kayla Rae, who seemed fluent in this language of crowd-
pleasing. She’d barely slept and had spent the morning defending her dead father’s 
house on stilts. I didn’t know how she found the energy to perform for these men. 

Preston held court while we drank, telling story after story about his family, his 
upbringing, and his success. He talked about his grandparents during the Great 
Depression and got verklempt. “And my grandmother was a school teacher and they 
were begging teachers to go teach in the black schools. They were paying a premium 
but nobody would go. And my grandmother said, ‘I will! I’ll go and teach those 
kids,’ and I’m so proud, I’m so proud of who I come from,” he said with tears in his 
eyes. 

Kayla Rae stared at him with admiration, nodding and gasping at his stories. I 
had a strong desire to punch him in the face. He continued, “And when I sent that 
editor my story she said, ‘Preston, that’s as fine a paragraph as I’ve ever read,’ and 
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that’s when I started my book.” The whiskey had taken charge of my thoughts now 
and I saw Preston as a kind of tarp, sagging, engulfing the whole group. And there 
was Kayla Rae, straight like a tent pole holding him up. And on the edges of this 
sagging tarp were her mom and her sister, tugging, tugging, with their pain and their 
needs. And Tyler was pulling on her too, and her pedophile stepdad, and those other 
Texas music darlings, always competing, and her whole hometown loving the drama, 
and her heavy silicone breasts, her synthetic eyelashes, and her dead father, and the 
man holding his house hostage. 

Eventually, the party broke up, and the puffy-haired steel player and Tyler 
wandered over to the bar to get more ice, chatting about recording and gigs they’d 
seen each other at. 

Later, Tyler said, “You should have come over and talked to us. We were getting 
into spatial audio...oh, but you wouldn’t have liked it, though!” he said, his tone 
suddenly mischievous. “He was just saying how he always makes sure to mix the 
hot licks into the front left, cuz it’s the man’s side, you know, the driver’s seat!” he 
laughed. 

I looked at him. Straight into his stupid, charmingly blue eyes. “Kayla Rae has 
been driving all day,” I said. 


