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I went looking for trouble / and trouble went looking for me /

well me and trouble, we met in the middle /

what a sight for the devil to see



 

I’m lazy, and I’m a coward, but I’ll do pretty much anything if a girl is watching.

And there’re several of them watching right now, really good-looking ones, maybe the best-looking in school, at least in that blond cheerleadery sort of way, because that’s what they are​—​Alison Johnson and Kate Schwartz and Patty Nordstrom and Marcy Ueland, all of them calling out to me and laughing and egging me on.

Which is why I’m doing something this dumb-ass stupid, standing in the canoe like a Venetian gondolier as I wobble my way across Cedar Lake, paddling an erratic line toward the beach where they’re all stretched out like languid kittens in bikinis.

“Hold tight, ladies!” I call out. “I’m coming to serenade you!” They cheer and hoot and applaud.

Whoa. Bad wobble. High-wire moment of flailing arms and stuttery teeter-tottering, then I recover. Not sure if the weed is helping or hurting.

“I’m fine! No worries!” I announce, and keep paddling.

How many different flavors of stupid is this? A few. First off because of course it’s not just the hot cheerleaders on the beach, it’s the hot cheerleaders and the four massive scowling guys from the varsity hockey team, and even from fifty yards away I can tell that they’re a lot less amused by my impending visit than the girls are. I can make out a torn-open case of Miller High Life and lots of empties on the beach, and each hockey player has a can in his hand. Just what they need to make them less aggro: beer.

As I was climbing into the canoe, preparing to set off from the little willow-protected cove where Devon and Alex and I were smoking the world’s worst pot, Devon said, “Dude, Todd Malloy is over there.”

Todd Malloy, legendary bully and scourge of the Edina public school system. Not nearly the biggest of them all, but by far the meanest. The sort of person who would push a kid with cerebral palsy. Which he’s done, because I saw him. And then punch the kid who makes a halfhearted attempt to intervene. Which he’s also done, because I saw that, too. Up close, because that intervener was me. I got a black eye for my efforts, and there wasn’t even a girl watching.

Just before I pushed off, Devon said, “What are you doing? You think you’re going to add those girls to your playlist?”

His term, not mine, for the girls I’ve been with.

“What you’re going to do,” he said, “is get your ass kicked.”

“Where’s your sense of romance and adventure?” I asked him.

“Where’s your sense of not getting your ass kicked?”

“It’s all right,” said Alex, who I’d thought was asleep, his spiky bleached punk-rock hair crunched into the damp sand. “He won’t even make it over there.”

Which is probably accurate. That’s part two of the stupid. Everyone knows you shouldn’t really stand up in a canoe, especially when you’re a wee bit altered, but of course being a wee bit altered tends to make you forget those sorts of facts. I’m pretty likely to do a header into the lake, and I’m not a great swimmer, so there’s a good chance I’ll drown and get eaten by carp.

Which might actually be a blessing, considering I’ve got the mandolin slung over my shoulder​—​stupid part three​—​and it won’t survive a dunk in the murky gray-green water any better than me. And it’s not just any old mandolin. It’s an actual old mandolin, a beautiful bluegrass mandolin. Vintage. Antique.

Also . . . it’s not exactly my mandolin.

Strictly speaking, it belongs to Rick the Lawyer, my mom’s boyfriend. He bought it to demonstrate to her that she’s rubbing off on him, that he’s learning to be like her, to be fun! Yayyy! A grateful lab rat in her grand project, Extracting the Stick from Rick’s Rectum: C’mon, Rick! Let’s take swing-dance lessons! C’mon, Rick! Let’s go to the circus! C’mon! Let’s go on a hot-air-balloon ride! C’mon! You should get a hobby! Wheee!

So he surprised her by getting the mandolin. Except you know how often he plays it? NEVER. And you know what it sounded like the few times that he has? ASS. It’s just another expensive thing for him to collect, like the way he has to have the most expensive watch and has to have the Audi TT, and the carbon-fiber bike that I think he’s ridden, like, once, and the frigging seventy-two-inch flat-screen TV in his downtown Minneapolis apartment. Which, yes, is the penthouse.

He brought the mandolin over to our house about six months ago during one of their “sleepovers”​—​that’s what my mom calls it when they both need to get some​—​and then he left it there. I think he was sort of showing off​—​Look at my new toy!—​because he knows I like to play instruments and write songs and whatnot, and other than a twenty-five-dollar keyboard and a garage-sale ukulele, all I have is the crappy guitar my mystery dad left behind when he died, which was before I was even born.

Sleepovers. Just call them humpy-humpy time. I’m sixteen. I get it.

I always used to ask my mom about my real dad​—​Who was he? What did he do? What was he like? She’d deflect and deflect and deflect, until finally one evening at dinner she blew up and slammed down her fork and said, “He was an asshole, okay?”

I was six. That’s the last time I asked.

Anyways, the mandolin. Rick leaves the mandolin at my mom’s, but he also tells me not to touch it. Like he’s taunting me. Actually, he tells my mom to tell me: “Honey, Richard would prefer that you only handle the mandolin when he’s there to supervise.”

I need you to understand how beautiful this mandolin sounds. Not plinky-plinky and annoying, but rich and warm and lovely, tobacco and honey and brilliant stars in the summer night sky.

It seemed a shame to keep that loveliness trapped and voiceless in a hard-shell case, so I started pulling out the mandolin and researching stuff on the Web and practicing a lot while my mom earned her twelve dollars an hour at the salon doing the nails of rich Edina ladies. I’m pretty much crap at, let’s see . . . everything. Life in general, really. But I can sing, and I can play things. I can play guitar and ukulele really well, I can play keyboards not too horribly, and I’m no Chris Thile, but now I can play this beautiful mandolin.

So earlier today, when Devon came rattling over in his dying Subaru and asked if I wanted to head to the lake and rent a canoe, I said, Hold on, let me grab something.

Let the stupid commence.

∗  ∗  ∗

What other stupid things have I done for girls?

In third grade I walked across the top of the monkey bars in the school playground because Martha Meinke was watching. I entertained her with the little dance I did in the middle of the bars, and then by breaking my arm when I fell.

I lost a tooth and gained a concussion for Danica Morgan, something involving a steep hill and a sled and a jump and an oak tree.

I gave Kelly Harmon a ride around the block in my mom’s car, which resulted in exactly zero injuries to either car or occupants, but I still got in trouble, seeing as how I was thirteen at the time. Grounded for two weeks, no TV, no sweet cereal, no comic books, no Internet, but worth it for the kiss I earned.

Later on, things got more complex.

I started running for Samantha Wu. That lasted three days and one puke.

I took Spanish because Annie Narcisse idly mentioned that she wanted to know what the Clash were singing in the background of “Should I Stay or Should I Go.” That lasted one semester and a D minus.

There was a brief and really weird episode I’d rather not go into where I joined an evangelical church group because of Jennifer Vikmanis.

I started smoking for Gretchen Olson. I tried to stop smoking for Abby Winter. There was trail hiking for Jessica Clift, PETA stuff for Elizabeth Conner, astronomy for Lara Denton (late nights; lots of naughtiness under the stars). I have a messy blotch of an abandoned homemade tattoo on my forearm which I started for Erin Baltimore.

What else?

Oh, right, the only thing I’m really ashamed of: For Hayley Benson I pretended for several months to like EDM.

And now today’s adventure.

“Are you ladies ready for awesomeness?”

“We’re ready!”

“Totally!”

More cheers and hooting. More dark scowls from non-females. I’m about twenty yards from the beach.

Did I mention that, amid all the other stupid, I shouldn’t be here at all? Because I shouldn’t be here at all. Where I should be is at the first day of summer school. Math. I have particular issues with math. I need to overcome those issues, or I’ll be repeating eleventh grade. So Monday mornings are reserved for summer school. But the weather is so nice this morning, and I’m sure I can just show up next week, and carpe YOLO . . .

Ten yards. Todd Malloy is sitting up now and glaring at me, his irritation further evidenced by the complex rhythm he’s tapping out on his thigh with one hand, and on Alison’s incredible behind with the other. Weird fact about Todd Malloy: talented drummer. Or was. He used to play in the school band, and even when he was thirteen the upper school would ask him to play the drum set during school concerts. You’d think we’d be kindred spirits, united by music. But no. At some point Todd went to the dark side and became a jock, and jocks at my school don’t play instruments, they beat up people who play instruments.

My voyage is coming to an end in unexpected safety. I hop out into knee-deep water and drag the canoe onto the sand.

“Greetings, ladies!” Bows and little curlicue hand gestures, like a French aristocrat, the girls applauding. “I have arrived to entertain you! And you gentlemen, too!”

Alison, the loveliest of them all, says, “Hi, Austin!”

Todd Malloy says, “Hey, nutsack, get the hell out of here.”

“Todd!” says Alison, swatting at him. “Go ahead, play us something. Strum a tune!” She claps her hands grandly.

“‘Strum a tune’?” says Todd. “He’s going to run away and pee himself.”

“Okay,” I say, “just to set the record straight? I did not pee myself. Any requests?”

“Yeah, but you sure pussied out, didn’t you?”

“There were extenuating circumstances.”

“Yeah, like you’re an extenuated pussy.”

I will explain this exchange later, okay? It’s excruciatingly embarrassing, and at the moment I’m pleasantly buzzed and there are girls and let’s just leave it for now. Thank you.

“Well, at that time I didn’t have such a lovely audience,” I say. Really, I’ll explain soon. “So who’s got a request?”

“How about go screw yourself?” suggests Todd.

“A great song, but not for mixed company!” I say jauntily. Then, in cheesy lounge-singer voice, looking right at Alison: “How about a special tune for a special lady?” She smiles back at me. “Here’s an oldie but goodie by Elvis Costello. Anyone? Elvis Costello? No? Okay. The song is called”​—​dramatic pause, smoky slow-mo wink at Alison​—​“‘Alison.’”

“Awwwww!” say all the girls.

“Dude, you don’t get out of here and I’m gonna smash your friggin’ ukulele over your friggin’ head,” says Todd.

“No you won’t,” I say in the same jolly tone. “Because it’s not a ukulele. It’s a mandolin!” The girls are giggling. I play a chord. “Isn’t that a gorgeous sound?”

Todd gets to his feet. I don’t think he appreciates the subtle acoustic overtones this mandolin produces.

“I’m warning you,” he says.

Todd is wearing a shirt that says FIGHTING SOLVES EVERYTHING.

“Todd!” says Alison. “Go ahead​—​play!” she says to me.

“Thank you.”

I start playing, singing the opening verse.

“Awww!” say all the girls again.

GLERRRK!! That’s the sound the mandolin makes when Todd lunges at me and clamps a hand on the neck of the instrument, strangling the sound.

“Whoa whoa whoa! I haven’t even gotten to the chorus, the part where I go, ‘Aaaaaaalison. . . .’”

“Todd, stop it!” says Alison.

Todd yanks violently on the instrument, pulling it out of my hands, the strap popping off from the bottom peg. “Um . . . could I have that back?”

“I warned you!” says Todd.

The intelligent reaction here would be terror. But no. I’m stoned, I’m pissed off at Todd, the girls are all watching, and I can feel my pulse rising and my grin getting manic.

“I’ll tell you what,” I say. “You just go ahead and hold on to that, and I’ll finish the song a cappella.”

“Do you think I’m bluffing?”


  “Oh, Aaaaaaalisooo​—”



  WHANGCRUNCH!


This is going to be a really bad conversation with Rick.
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I didn’t crash and burn / I was on fire before the impact /

finished the third before the first act /

made sure to lose / before they attacked me



 

I have all this music in my head.

I hear it most often at night. Not like I’m writing it. Like I’m hearing it, fully realized. I lie there, listening to it, enraptured. Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not. The thousand twangling instruments humming in Caliban’s ears, that when he wakes he cries to dream again. I want to capture it, but when I try it’s like embracing a cloud.

Sometimes it happens during the day, and when I was younger I’d freeze in place, my eyes distant, face slack, as it played. My mom took me to a specialist to see if I might have a seizure disorder, but they didn’t find anything.

I have words, too.

Lots of words, lyrics that materialize from nowhere. A nonstop conveyor belt of words, words tumbling out of me, scribbled on random scraps of paper and thumbed desperately into my phone, each new snippet of song fighting for attention before I can complete the one that preceded it.

Devon calls me Half-Song Austin.

Maybe you should focus on finishing one of them, he suggests.

Or put a bunch together, says Alex, and you’ll have, like, ten great songs to perform.

Perform? He can’t even get up on a stage, counters Devon.

True story.

I have some sort of mental block. Once there’re more than, say, a dozen people in front of me, they become an Audience, and I can’t. I just can’t. There’re always just . . . problems. Things happen. I’ve somehow managed to screw up or flake out on every opportunity I’ve ever had to perform in front of a real audience:


	The big party in Jean Salita’s backyard: Got a little too stoned beforehand.


	The open mic at Calhoun Coffee: Got lost.


	The second open mic at Calhoun Coffee: Got the date wrong.


	The third open mic: Weed again.


	The fourth open mic: Don’t be foolish. There was no fourth. Three-strike rule, friends.




They were all honest mistakes, I say to Devon.

Uh-huh, he says.

Honest or not, they pale in comparison with my real masterpiece. Which brings me to that explanation I promised earlier.

Jennifer Donaldson was in choir, and I wanted to impress her. You would too, if you saw her. So I auditioned for choir. Then dropped the class after a week, because really? Carmina Burana? But Mr. Peterson, the choir teacher, was always trying to lure me back. “Open-door policy, Austin!”

So, a few weeks ago: It’s late in the afternoon on the day of the year-end choir concert. The kid who was supposed to sing the solo on Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah” gets stomach flu. A panicked call from Mr. Peterson: “Austin! I have a situation! Do you know the song? You do?! Listen, I’m going off the reservation here, because you’re not a member of the choir, but . . .”

I decline. He counters with promises of extra credit. Mother gets involved, applies pressure. I retreat to my room to consume illegal substances. Judgment altered. Bad decision made.

The concert is practically starting when I arrive. No time for rehearsal, just a rapid set of instructions, Mr. Peterson grabbing me by both shoulders and saying, “Austin, thank you.”

Five songs in and it’s time. The band is vamping. The choir is on the risers, hmmm-ing and oo-ing. The sold-out auditorium is silent and expectant. It is now the moment for Austin Methune to stroll from the wings to the spotlight-illuminated microphone and break everyone’s hearts with the purity of his singing.

Except Austin Methune never materializes. He is otherwise occupied, being at that moment in the prop room with a certain senior named Emily Sanderson and having lost track of time.

Which in the perverse high school scoring system you’d think might launch me into hero status. Except I couldn’t even get any cred for it: Emily made it clear that if I told anybody (a) she’d deny it, making me look like a pathetic liar, and (b) her boyfriend would adjust my life span to however long it would take for his fist to travel to my face. I couldn’t even tell Devon or Alex, because any vow of eternal silence from them would be good for about an hour. So the conventional wisdom became that I simply chickened out, and it was humiliating and agonizing and argh argh argh I can’t bear to even think of it. And I can tell myself that there were extenuating circumstances, that I didn’t pussy out, as Todd so crudely puts it, but . . .

I pussied out.

Sheer self-sabotage.

So when I say I’ll do anything if a girl is watching, I will.

Except the one thing I really, really want to be able to do.

“Maybe,” Alex told me once, “maybe you just need the right girl watching.”

Devon says, “Half-Song, you can’t finish anything, and you can’t perform. You won’t put anything online​—​”

“Have you seen the comments people put on there?”

“Fine. Whatever. So how’s your Big Secret Plan going to work?”

The Big Secret Plan: The second I graduate high school, I’m heading to New York. I’m going to be a singer-songwriter like Jeff Tweedy or Rhett Miller or Shane Tyler. And I’m going to write songs that make people think and feel, and I’m going to be successful and famous. I’m going to be successful and famous and inhabit the distant orbit that people like that do, free from gravity’s smothering pull, the pull that drags everyone down into sameness and sadness and defeat. Free in a way almost no one gets to be.

I have yet to present this plan to my mom.

I love her, and she’s awesome, but holy fuuuuh can she be moody. Like, she enjoys it when I sing old songs to her or make up silly verses and play them, then abruptly she’ll get sad and say, okay, that’s enough. The one time I floated the idea of me not going to college, because what’s the point, she reached over, took the guitar from me, and said, “If you ever say that to me again, I will slap the crap out of you.”

I believe her. Three weeks ago, I was listening to Shane Tyler’s Good Fun from a Safe Distance on CD, something dusty and untouched from her collection. She yelled at me to turn it off. I didn’t. She stomped downstairs, ripped the CD out of the tray, disappeared. Then there was a horrific ten-car pileup of a noise, an explosion of grinding and popping and whining gears, the sound a garbage disposal makes when it’s force-fed a CD.

Moody.

A seizure disorder. Christ. I just want to listen to the music. You understand, right?

∗  ∗  ∗

The music.

When Todd hits me with the mandolin, the music explodes in my head, a cacophonous burst like a cosmic orchestra and choir tuning up, fireworks erupting behind my eyelids. Somewhere behind the noise, I can hear everyone say, “Ooh!” and I stagger, stunned, my hand coming up. The orchestra and choir are fading, my vision returning as I unscramble my brain and reconstruct what just happened​—​did he really just hit me?​—​and that’s when I spot the crushed mandolin lying in the sand, so deeply wrong, like a swan with a broken back. I whisper, “Oh, crap.”

I drop to my knees and stare dully at the mandolin, dimly aware of everyone else repeating Oh, crap! too​—​in surprise and dismay in the case of the cheerleaders, pure joy for the hockey players. They’re laughing gleefully and high-fiving each other. Alison is saying, “Todd! Todd!” and swatting at him.

“I friggin’ warned him!” he keeps saying. “I warned you!” Like that somehow makes it reasonable that he has clubbed me over the head. I pick up the wrecked mandolin, gently brushing the sand off of it, and all I can think to say is “Dude, that’s so uncool, that’s so uncool,” over and over, and I think a majority of rational people would agree. Not the hockey players, though​—​they clearly think it’s so very cool, about the coolest, funniest thing they’ve ever seen.

On the plus side, the cheerleaders respond by gathering around me in a cooing, protective cocoon, mothering me, making sure I’m okay, pausing now and then to direct a high-pitched rebuke at the jocks. Alison is particularly solicitous, which, awesome:

“Austin, are you sure you’re okay? You poor thing. TODD, YOU ARE SUCH AN ASSHOLE! Oh, you poor thing, you’re bleeding!”

Her attention, of course, just makes Todd even more pissed off. “Methune, you better take your goddamn banjo the hell out of here or I’m going to hit you again.”

“TODD SHUT UP YOU ASSHOLE! DON’T TOUCH HIM! Let me see your head, you poor thing.”

I play up my injuries and indulge in the coddling and, yes, probably push things a bit too far, especially when I do my best Cumberbatch and tell Alison, “My God, you’re absolutely gorgeous,” and profess my love (all the girls: Aww! again). It’s also possible that I tell her my phone number and ask her several times to call me. Which leads to more pushing and shoving, with me on the receiving end, which leads to Alison shrieking at Todd, “We are SO BROKEN UP!”

Boom. Dramatic, stunned silence. Open-mouthed wide-eyed oh-my-God looks between the cheerleaders. Todd’s turn to stagger, like he’s been clubbed. Total reality-show highlight-reel moment.

Then everyone turns to me as it dawns on them that Alison’s abrupt dumping of Todd means she no longer has any sort of leverage over him or his behavior. Meaning I have no leverage over him either. Meaning time to go. Now.

I sprint to the canoe and launch it with the ruined mandolin in one hand, then toss the instrument into the half inch of water at the bottom of the boat and sprawl into it myself, all clumsy awkwardness and banged limbs and digits as I struggle to get upright and wrestle with the oar and start desperately paddling, Todd and his buddies pelting me with clods of wet sand and sticks and at least one half-filled beer can that comes within an inch of cracking me on my already-injured skull.

When I’m far enough offshore, I shout back at Alison, “Call me! I love you!” and duck another Miller High Life.

∗  ∗  ∗

Devon and Alex are waiting for me when I get back to the cove, wading out to help pull the canoe to shore, holy crap–ing about the busted-up mandolin and the blood trickling down my face from the wound near my hairline.

“Dude, what the hell!” says Devon. “I told you​—”

I cut him off, a hand held up for silence.

“Oh, great,” says Alex. “He’s got another song.”

Indeed I do. I sing them the snippet I’d been working on as I canoed my way back to them: “I crossed the night-black waters / the dark and angry sea / to tell you that I loved you / and ask if you loved me”

“Yeah,” says Devon, “and then you got your ass kicked.”

∗  ∗  ∗

I ride back home in Devon’s car, Devon telling me he’s just about had it with my crap and berating me for ruining the afternoon and never paying for the weed and for getting blood on his seats. He adds, “Half-Song, here’s what I don’t get. You go over to serenade those girls, even though you know you’re gonna get mauled. But you can’t just get up onstage and perform? You’re frigging useless.”

“That’s okay,” I say, “you don’t have to try to cheer me up.”

Next: What do I do about the mandolin?

Get rid of it, Devon says. If and when they figure out it’s gone, act dumb, say maybe it got stolen. They can’t prove anything.

Fake an accident, says Alex. Fall down the stairs with it, pretend you’re hurt. Get their pity.

“I could just fess up,” I suggest.

“True.”

“You could. You could fess up.”

Pause while we all consider that.

“Fake accident?” I ask.

“Fake accident,” they agree.

Rick will be over at some point next week, I figure, and I’ll offer to fetch the mandolin, and then​—​crash thump bam—​I’m falling down the stairs, and Oh, no! What have I done!

It’s going to work.

I drop the mandolin at home and ride my not-at-all trusty motorcycle to the market to do my shift as a grocery packaging technician​—​Paper or plastic?—​and conjure up some texture and detail for the narrative as I work. I’m still adding finishing touches on the way home and walking up the front path to enter the house, and​—​

My mom and Rick are sitting on the brown sofa in the living room, the mandolin on the table in front of them.

“Austin,” says Rick, “may I speak with you?”

Like I said, this is going to be a really bad conversation.

∗  ∗  ∗

“If I were still a prosecutor for the District Attorney’s office, I would address the court and say, ‘Considering the value of the instrument, one could easily make an argument that these actions constitute felony theft.’”

“Oh my God, Rick,” says my mom.

It’s a far worse conversation than I’d even imagined.

We’re sitting in the living room, my mom and Rick next to each other on the sofa, me in the chair. On the low coffee table in front of us is exhibit A, a vintage Gibson mandolin with its delicate arching back staved in and ruined, the curvature of the splintered wound conforming more or less to the shape of my skull. Corroborating evidence: the large Band-Aid on my forehead.

“Rick,” says my mom, “Austin is going to replace the mandolin.” She sights down an index finger at me. “You are going to pay Rick back, mister!”

Rick waves a hand, dismissing the idea.

“No, he is going to pay you back!” insists my mom.

“I’ll pay you back,” I say feebly, already dreading the weeks I’ll have to work bagging groceries to earn the . . . what? Several hundred dollars?

“I doubt he’ll be able to do that,” says Rick, “unless he has approximately four thousand dollars lying around.”

Holy shyuuuuuuuh . . .

“Oh my God,” says my mom again.

∗  ∗  ∗

What can I do? The mandolin is still moist and covered with sand, so I tell them the truth as to borrowing it to play songs in a pastoral setting. I absolutely do not tell them about Todd playing whack-a-mole with my head. I tripped, I fell, there was a rock, end of story. You think I’m going to squeal on Todd? And have that get around school? No way. I’m in enough trouble as it is.

“Austin,” says Rick, shifting to the slow, deliberate speaking style he uses when he’s signaling that something is important, “I would feel. Remiss. If I didn’t. Express. My . . . deep disappointment.”

He doesn’t look at me as he says it, instead delivering his disapproval to a fixed spot somewhere on the tabletop in front of him. His fingers are steepled together, and he does a little dip with his hands to emphasize each major syllable. It’s only after he says “disappointment” that he shifts his gaze to lock onto mine so I can feel the full weight of his reproach.

I drop my gaze. I hate him at this moment. Just hate him. I hate him and his blond hair and designer glasses and golf shirts and Prada shoes and forty-two years, eight years older than my mom. I hate him even more so because I’ve provided him with yet another opportunity to play parent, a creeping and creepy pattern that’s been growing in frequency since he appeared on the scene a year ago. Rick offering to take me to museums or movies or to see music. Rick buying me presents on my birthday. Rick wanting to hear my songs. Rick giving me life advice. Rick really thinks you’re special, says my mom. He thinks you’re great. He truly loves you. Well, guess what? I hate him.

I know what I’m supposed to say but can’t.

My mom kicks me in the right shin.

“Um srry,” I mumble.

“What?” says my mom.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat.

No one moves. Then she says, “Rick, could we . . . ?”

I don’t look up to see what she means, but I hear him rise out of his chair and I watch his feet and legs stride out of the frame of my field of vision. I listen to him pass me to my left and step out the door to the front porch.

“Austin,” says my mother. “Austin, look at me.”

I look up and feel my face flush, my heart beating.

“Austin, they told me you weren’t at summer school today.”

“Yes,” I whisper hoarsely. “I’m sorry.”

She nods. Then she reaches over to the oversize book sitting on the coffee table in front of her, lifts one side of it, and pulls out a glossy brochure from underneath. She wordlessly positions it on the table so that it’s facing me.

MARYMOUNT ACADEMY it says.

The cover photo is of a line of boys my age in uniform, standing at rigid attention against a Photoshopped background of the Stars and Stripes.

I look at her, mouth open.

“I’ve already contacted them,” says my mom. “They have scholarships. You remember cousin Eddie?”

Legendary cousin Eddie, famed in our two-member family lore for sticking up a Tulsa convenience store at fifteen. I continue to gape.

“He went there. He was being even more of a little turd than you​—​although you’re giving him a run for his money​—​and it straightened him right out.”

“Mom,” I finally stutter, “you can’t do that.”

“Yes I can,” she says. “I can and I will. I swear it. Austin,” she says, her voice dropping to a whisper, “I love you, but you’re scaring me. You have to complete your summer school. You have to graduate. You have to grow up. You have to. And now you do this. Austin, I just can’t . . . I don’t . . . I really . . .”

I see it coming and I’m cringing, steeling myself, and now it’s here, the point where she breaks down, where the tears well up and her sentences fracture into disorder and incoherence: “. . . might lose my job . . . don’t want to ruin things with Richard . . . can’t deal . . . can’t deal . . .”

You understand it, right? How a mom can be your best bud, and fun and funny and full of life and want to take you hot-air ballooning or polka dancing and attract someone like Rick to her because of that spirit, and still be like this​—​so fragile.

It destroys me when she acts this way. It’s far worse than the threat to send me to military school. She can yell at me or ignore me or grind CDs in the garbage disposal or throw a bowl of cereal at my head, which she did once. But this, I have no defense against it. All I want is to make it stop, to make it better.

“I’m sorry, Mom, I’m sorry,” I say over and over. I feel her dread that she’ll be abandoned, that Richard will go, and I realize that even though I can’t stand him, I don’t want him to leave my mother. And I really don’t want to join the proud ranks of Marymount Academy. Right now, I’ll do anything to fix it all. It’s the new Austin from now on, hard-working, no screwing around, no stress for my mom. “I’ll fix it, Mom. I’ll fix it,” I say, hugging her, and she garbles something at me that I think indicates she wants me to go say as much to Rick. So I do.

He cocks his head expectantly when I step out onto the front porch​—​Well, young man, what have you got for me?—​and I have to fight the urge to scream. Instead I say, “Rick, I’m sorry. Really. It was dumb. I’ll pay you back. I don’t make very much money at my job, but I’ll figure something out. I promise.”

He nods sagely. “I appreciate your taking responsibility. I’ve discussed the matter with your mother, and also the matter of your grades and summer school. Which is equally important, if not more so. And actually, Austin, I think we can address both issues, and I’d like to propose a solution.”
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I’ll throw stones at you / until you notice / break your heart /

so you’ll fix mine / drive you off / so you’ll come closer /

I’ll be your anti-Valentine

 



School smells different during the summer. It sounds different too: empty and echoey and hollow. A barely detectable airy whoooosh of the HVAC system. I sort of like it, the sense of unrippled serenity, the interior cool and quiet and deserted, and I feel self-conscious about the squeaking of my high-tops on the polished granite of the corridors.

There were a few cars in the parking lot when I arrived on my motorcycle, but so far I haven’t seen or heard another soul​—​I just went in door five, surprised that it was open, and made my way through the near silence toward the classroom where I’m supposed to meet my math tutor.

Rick has arranged for me to have a math tutor.

This is part one of the penance I shall be paying to expiate my mandolin-related sins: each Wednesday I shall attend tutoring sessions to supplement my Monday-morning summer school class.

Which is annoying, but it pales in comparison with part two. Part two is indicated by the shirt I’m wearing as I squeak squeak squeak my way through the halls. It’s a blue-collared polo shirt. On the left breast it says RICK’S LAWN CARE SERVICE.

Did you think Lawyer Rick is just a lawyer? Oh, no.

Lawyer Rick is also Entrepreneur Rick, investor in and part owner of several fascinating businesses. One being a restaurant. One being some sort of cloud-data computery thing. The third being the creatively named Rick’s Lawn Care Service.

So almost every day, with half days for summer school and tutoring sessions, I’ll be an indentured Lawn Care Servant, tending the grounds of the retirement homes and industrial parks of suburban Minneapolis. It offers more money and more hours than bagging groceries. By the end of the summer I’ll have enough to pay off about half of the cost of the mandolin.

The remaining debt will be forgiven if, and only if, I faithfully attend all my summer school and tutoring sessions and pass algebra.

I have signed an actual contract to this effect.

The contract being my mother’s suggestion. “Great idea!” said Rick, and he lawyered one up in about twenty minutes, and then I swear to God we went to a bank in downtown Edina and got the contract notarized. I signed it in the presence of Rick and my mom and a smirking bald guy in a bad suit, Rick countersigned, and my fate was sealed with an embossing stamper.

Afterward, my mom stood there smiling while Rick shook my hand and patted my back with his other hand​—​I hate when he touches me​—​and said, “Congratulations, Austin. To a new beginning.” I wanted to emboss his nuts.

But you know what? It’s all good. I actually feel optimistic today. Healthy. That presatisfied feeling you get when you’re being responsible and doing something that you’d rather avoid. Granted, that’s not a sensation I’m all that familiar with. And granted, it’s all contractually obligated.

But this morning, I’m on the right track. This morning, I’ll sit with my tutor, I’ll apply myself to bettering my knowledge of mathematics​—​it’s the key to the universe, really​—​and after I’ve improved myself intellectually, I’ll go and begin my first day of work and improve myself physically and fiscally. Physically and fiscally, I repeat to myself as I march along. Fiscally and physically.

I pass the room where I did English last year. I liked the teacher, Mrs. Jensen, who is one of those who’s about sixty years old but will still drop an F-bomb and barely bother to apologize.

“You know what you are?” she said to me once, after I’d failed to complete another assignment.

“Um . . . I bet you’re going to tell me.”

“Yes, I am. What you are is a SmartTard.”

“SmartTard. Smart and . . .”

“You know what I mean.”

“Are you supposed to say stuff like that?”

“Hell no. But I can’t think of a better description for you. You’re smarter than lots of these other kids, but you won’t get off your ass and get stuff done. I see you with books all the time. I mean, you’re reading that, correct
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