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(six immature assholes, trying to do better)

Six people. One terrible tip. One inherited Italian curse.

Shawna Hansen
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“We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.”

— Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan

Two hours at the table. Four coffee refills for a table of five. Plates emptied. Restaurant’s full. Line at the door. The immature asshole club sat at that table, asking for refills, adding a plate of pancakes when I tried to bring them the check. Two hours. The tip: $20. I could have had $200 in two hours. No one spit in their syrup, but as they filed out, all five of them, five men I could have fallen for on sight, every one of them, left me $20. I said my mother’s curse.

“Che tirchio. Hai l’anima di una forchetta fredda. Che Dio ti mandi un cameriere che ti tratti esattamente come tu hai trattato me.”

For anyone who didn’t grow up with it: What a cheapskate. You have the soul of a cold fork. May God send you a waiter who treats you exactly as you treated me. It’s better in Italian. Everything is, which is the most irritating fact about Italians and I say that as one.

The soul of a cold fork. I have always loved that one. It isn’t a curse about being cheap. It’s a curse about being cold.

My mother gave me exactly two things: her bone structure and that sentence. She lives in Europe and rarely visits, but the sentence she taught me as a child on a beach on the Ligurian Coast stayed.

Her mother gave it to her, and hers before that, all the way down the line—carried over from the old country in one good suitcase and handed along like a knife.

Unbelievable that they tipped Kelsey Matthews, last of the line, table twelve, two hours, twenty dollars.

Those immature assholes. Tutti e sei. All six.

The violinist. The writer. The traveler. The lawyer. The ranger who lectured me about wages and then left me four dollars. And the empire builder, who couldn’t even be bothered to sit at the table but still managed to leave his voice there.

I told the back of the kitchen. Then I told my mother in Milan, my father in Manhattan, my sisters in three time zones, my best friend, and my priest—long distance, every one of them, which is how I have had a family my entire life. All my witnesses, and not one of them in the room.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​I. The Musician

[image: ]


“Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known.” — Carl Sagan

You know a man like Nate Ferro. Everyone does. You have sat behind one, some season or other—the man who is very good at musical performance and has decided, along the way, that being a master violinist excuses all the rest of him. Be a little patient with him. He is about to be set free, and by the last person on this earth who meant to do it. He sent his first plate back because the toast was rushing, so he can wait on the second one until I finish a couple of large tables.

The thing nobody told Nate about being first chair was that it put your back to the whole world.

Forty musicians arranged themselves behind him every Thursday in the function hall of St. Rose, and Nate faced front, faced the conductor, faced the smeared window where Route 1A went by in the dark—and everyone else faced him. He had learned the room by its sounds the way you learn a hallway in the dark. The cellos breathing on his left. The oboe’s little private tuning cough. The radiator under the stained glass that came on at eight and filled the whole hall with the smell of scorched dust and, under it, rosin, always rosin, the smell of his entire life since he was six years old.

And behind him, close enough that he could feel it on the back of his neck, Vivienne.

“You’re flat, you know,” she said, not quite under her breath, which was the art of the scorn. Loud enough to reach him. Soft enough that if he turned around she could widen her eyes and ask him what, dear, what did I say.

He did not turn around. He had a rule about not turning around.

Vivienne Poll had sat second stand of the second violins for eleven years and believed, with the serene certainty of the truly unbothered by evidence, that she belonged three feet to her left and one row up—in his chair. She was seventy-something and wore it like a grievance. She came to rehearsal trailing a wheeled oxygen tank she did not always use and a cloud of perfume that smelled like a gift shop at the mall, gardenia and peonies. She played the way she talked: a half-beat behind everyone and absolutely sure the rest of them were early.

◆ ◆ ◆

They were two pages into the Sibelius when she got her bow tangled—deliberately, he would have sworn it in court—with the corner of his stand.

The stand jerked. His music slid. The hardest passage in the piece, the one he had hit the gas driving home from the law firm to practice, the one that had to float, and the page went sideways under his eyes right as he needed it, and he caught the notes by memory and muscle and the pure spite of not letting her see him lose them.

“Oh—sorry, sorry,” Vivienne breathed, delighted.

Maestro Reyes stopped the orchestra. Twenty seconds of him explaining a dynamic to the brass. Twenty seconds was all she needed.

“You look tired,” she told the back of Nate’s neck, warmly, like a woman offering him soup. “You’re letting yourself go, a little. It happens. The playing starts sounding bad when the boy is more afraid of mistakes than in love with the music.” A pause, tender as a paper cut. “You used to be such a pretty boy.”

There it was. The little poison, slipped in warm. For three years he had told himself to be mature, which meant staying cold, uninvolved, not personally affected. He’d said next to nothing, gotten harder, gotten better, gotten more alone. He was an immature—no. He was a difficult man, everyone agreed, difficult with wanting to focus on the music, not the notes. The music deserved more than excuses about the fingers not hitting, the instrument’s voice not staying strong, quieting or living inside the passage. Woodshed, no regret. Difficult because the music demanded it, because not caring about someone being flat or not working the bowings took his concentration away from isolating the rhythm, polishing the cadenza, and drilling the shifts. He had decided a long time ago that caring and kindness took too much space in rehearsal and he could only afford the one.

He had built a whole personality on showing up prepared to run the music, fingerings marked, metronome worked. It was a cold place to retreat to when the complaining, and self-pity was too much when all that mattered was doing better next time. Hit it next time. But the cold space between the notes was his, and he kept it clean.

◆ ◆ ◆

At the rehearsal break he found her by the coffee urn, doctoring a cup with three sugars and a story she was already telling someone about a conductor in Vienna who had adored her. Nate never heard her say his name, but he heard the same fragments, “pretty boy,” “can’t see past the tall guy,” and “maybe he could move so I can see better.”

Eyes rolling down past his neck, he’d reached his limit tonight.

“Vivienne.” He kept his voice low. Not a scene. He had promised himself not a scene. “I’m going to ask you to stop the comments about me. I’d like you to stop talking about me or to me. All of it. During rehearsal, after rehearsal. The comments, the notes on my stand, touching the chair—the music stand. I’m asking you to leave me alone.”

It was, he realized as he said it, the most adult sentence of his life. No insult in it. No heat. Just a stone wall laid down politely on his own property line.

Something moved across her face—not hurt, he saw. Panic. The panic of a person who has only ever had your attention in the negative and is watching even that get taken off the table. Her chin came up. Her eyes went bright and mean and, underneath, frightened, and she reached for the biggest rock she had.

“You, Nate, you,” Vivienne said, loud now, gloriously loud, loud enough for the cellos and the coffee urn and the Chinese restaurant up the highway to hear, “are an immature asshole.”

◆ ◆ ◆

And Nate waited to feel the shame of requesting her silence to land.

He had been waiting to feel bad about that sentence his whole life. He had organized himself around not being the asshole—around being the responsible one, the prepared one, the one who practiced the real estate closing-day numbers in the car, the one whose mother had said, quietly, the year he chose the conservatory over anything that paid, that she only hoped he wasn’t being selfish. Three weeks ago the firm had reviewed him and scored him one point oh out of five. He had read it four times looking for the arithmetic. His supervising partner had explained the number to him afterward in a voice like a hand on a door: her only purpose in this conversation, she said, was to make sure she did not get more work out of it.

Immature. Asshole. The two words he had spent years staying one clean, cold step ahead of.

They hit him standing there by the urn with the whole hall listening. A caesura. Not the end of the
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