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Praise for King Cal:

 

"King Cal is a glorious and gripping story of the early days of a musician's life: that uncertain, chaotic time when a young dreamer begins to transform into an artist. I have never read a more accurate or emotionally affecting portrayal of that transformation. Warmth, humor, sadness, grime, joy, feeling broken, being broke — they’re all in the mix. Having lived through my own musical coming-of-age, I’m often dismayed by just how wrong most music-themed books get it. Not King Cal. This is one of the few novels about music that have felt utterly real to me. I finished it in three mesmerized sittings. And as the book wound its way to a deeply moving end, I was both desperately hoping that it would all work out for Calvin, our unlikely hero; and at the same time thanking Pete McDade for getting it so right."

 

—Dan Wilson, singer (Semisonic), songwriter ("Closing Time,” “Not Ready to Make Nice," "Someone Like You”), Grammy winner.

 

"When I am asked by parents of kids who are considering a life in popular music if I would recommend that path, I say that if their child can even imagine doing anything else with their life, they should do that. But if the kid can't conceive of any future but music, I urge them to offer encouragement. Now, I can just tell them to read this book."

 

—Elliot Easton, lead guitarist for the Cars and a member of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame

 

“Peter McDade’s new novel is a compelling exploration of friendship, identity and the healing power of music. Calvin is a shy young man who dreams of finding success as a songwriter with his bandmate and best friend, Grady. But after an explosive argument with Grady, the band’s future is doubtful, and his relationship with his girlfriend may be dissolving. Inspired by Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, McDade’s masterful novel follows Calvin through the course of a single day as he struggles to find the courage to face his fears and redefine his world and goals or lose everything he holds dear.”

 

—Christy Alexander Hallberg, author of Searching for Jimmy Page, host of Rock is Lit podcast

 

"Peter McDade has a remarkable ability to turn songs into characters. His writing shows how music and lyrics come to life through collaborations, solitude, tension, and inspiration. King Cal evocatively captures the challenges of music in the digital age, where a hit can go viral and change everything. McDade’s novels have portrayed studios and stages, and he once again conjures the spaces where music is currency."

 

—Ravi Howard, author of Driving the King and Like Trees, Walking

 

“King Cal perfectly captures the life of a young musician navigating the challenges of relationships and pursuing his dreams. It’s engaging, funny and highly relatable, offering authentic glimpses into the mind of a songwriter. The accompanying original soundtrack is a real treat, bringing the story to life even further.”

 

—Lindsay Murray of Gretchen’s Wheel
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Clarissa spent most of her life thinking about some one thing or another.

—Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway






	THURSDAY, JUNE 15

12:35 a.m.

 

Calvin stands in the parking lot behind the Variety Playhouse, watching Melli’s car drive away. Aside from some scattered trash and the lingering odor of stale beer in the air, he is all alone.

He remains standing in place even after she is out of sight, hoping her Honda will magically reappear. In the movies, just when all hope seems lost for our hero, the fates intervene and reward him with a happy ending. But Calvin’s life is not a movie. She really left without him. He wonders if this means she broke up with him. As impossible as that is to imagine, as much as his brain cannot even begin to think about the end of his first real romantic relationship, he has a more immediate problem. He doesn’t have any other ride home, the buses have stopped running, he’s broke and he used the last of his Uber gift card to get here.

The world is suddenly very quiet. After the noise of the show and the crowded dressing room and all the talking afterward, it feels weird to be standing in so much silence.

He takes out his phone. No notifications from Melli or Grady. Just missed messages from his brother Alex and the time in big, unrelenting numbers: 12:39. He has to be at work in less than five hours, a realization that makes him suddenly desperate to sit down. In one night he’s managed to lose his band and his girlfriend, and it turns out fighting with people you love drains you emotionally and physically. 

The coffee shop next to the Variety Playhouse has outdoor furniture, so he heads there. Everything is tied down with heavy-duty chains, but he can still squeeze onto a wobbly metal chair. It feels right to be chained in place. Looking for someone to blame for the sudden implosion of his two most important relationships, he settles on his parents. To say that he and Alex never had role models for How to Be a Couple is to say that potato chips are addictive, that dropping acid and heading to Six Flags in July is a bad idea. Twenty-two, and he can’t remember ever seeing either of his parents look happy when they were in the same room. What he can remember is Alex asking — the two of them on the couch eating frozen dinners at five o’clock — why Mom and Dad couldn’t be more like Bert and Ernie. “Good question” was the best answer he could think of. Maybe he shouldn’t be surprised Melli broke up with him after a year; maybe he should be surprised that he managed to keep the relationship alive for that long.

He stares onto Euclid Avenue. Across the street, a drunk couple loudly debates whether to go back to the Yacht Club. He wants to go home but she wants just one more and doesn’t want to fucking leave. They keep taking a few steps in each direction and backtracking, repeating the same angry phrases. Calvin places his phone on the table and then leans his head down as well, ignoring the sticky spot that greets his hair. All he wants to do now is not move for a few minutes. Or forever. 






WEDNESDAY, JUNE 14

6:00 a.m.

 

There’s always one waiting. Lights on, engine idling. Sometimes ten minutes early, sometimes five. Calvin studies this morning’s first car through the closed-circuit monitor above the register, wondering what the driver is thinking about: trying to understand how their life has gotten to the point of being willing to waste some of their finite time sitting in a car, waiting for the Burger Buddies reader board to light up? Or are they really just thinking they’re hungry, and this is the first place they found open, a modern hunter-gatherer waiting for a rabbit to hop into view? Even if he is ready early, Cal refuses to take that first order until the computer clock hits 6:00. There are rules in this universe that cannot be ignored. “WelcometoBurgerBuddiesmayItakeyourorder.”

It used to be two sentences, or at least a long sentence with a comma in the middle, but it now comes out as a single word. In theory it’s a question, but Calvin stopped bothering to phrase it like that a long time ago. The people in their cars never listen anyway; on days when he was feeling especially rebellious, he spoke in gibberish, and the unseen customer always responded as if nothing was wrong. Everyone knows their role at the drive-thru, and everyone wants to think as little as possible while playing that role.

Today’s first order comes through slurred and rushed. Maybe because it’s six a.m., or maybe the guy is stoned or drunk, or maybe Calvin is so tired everything is going to sound fuzzy all day. After two-plus years and thousands of orders his brain can still understand just fine: “Sausagebiscuitnomakeittwoandacokeabigcoke.” 

(Thousands of orders? Really? The accusatory inner voice that has haunted him since puberty, ready to pounce on any possible misstatement, lives on inside his head. But yes, after more than two years of working here full-time, it has to be thousands. That makes taking orders at Burger Buddies one of the things he has done the most in life, up there with days wasted in school and hours playing piano.)

Calvin gives the total and walks to the drink station. Pulls a large cup out of the dispenser on the wall, fills it with Coke, sets it on the counter and slides open the window. A red Volvo erratically stop-starts its way down the lane. When it finally arrives, window open and Pearl Jam blaring, the driver appears to be softly crying. Middle-aged; Buddy Holly glasses too small for his head; rumpled button-down shirt hanging loosely off his skinny frame. Oh, Sad Pearl Jam fan. You relate that much to poor Jeremy, or you just having a crappy day already? Two sausage biscuits are gonna make things better? A thousand calories gonna straighten things out for you? 

Calvin hands Pearl Jam his Coke, takes a credit card, swipes and returns it, avoiding eye contact the whole time — not out of politeness, just a desire to not start the day by watching a stranger cry for any longer than he must. At least it’s something else he can add to his list of Things Seen in the Drive-Thru: couples fighting; couples making out; several men without pants; naked babies; more Confederate flags than he would have expected, even in Stone Mountain; more joints and open bottles than he could count. This is the fifth or sixth person he’s seen crying, but the first adult man.

Calvin’s been working the morning shift for over a year, opening up with Little Ron and Annie. Breakfast is slow enough that the three of them can manage until more people start clocking in at ten, though sometimes there’s a rush of customers that requires Big Ron, the morning manager, to reluctantly emerge from the safety of the back office. Annie, who runs the dining room register, has to be pushing fifty but her husband left her for their oldest daughter’s best friend, so she’s probably stuck at the job until she can retire — which seems like it’s never going to happen. Calvin’s done the math: how much money Annie could possibly be saving towards what she would need to survive, even in some tiny crappy apartment, divided by how many more years she’s likely to live. Little Ron looks to be around the same age, and while Calvin would never put up with being called “Little,” Ron seems like someone who spends his life avoiding any potential conflict.

He pops open a paper bag and heads down to the breakfast board to wait for Little Ron to make Sad Volvo’s biscuits. Crying alone in my Volvo, crying in front of someone I don’t know. The lines slide into his head; he puts them on repeat in his brain, slowing down and speeding up the syllables to see if the idea might fit on top of the music he wrote last night. How did I wind up here? Luckily, the music playing in the background at Burger Buddies does not interfere with the music in his head. It’s the kind of generic classic stuff usually heard in elevators, aside from one terrible month when they tried Top 40. Sales went down, and bland strings, easily ignored, returned.

“Sausage biscuits ready to roll,” Little Ron calls out, much too enthusiastically for six a.m. “That’s how you do it!” 

Calvin wants to lean in close to Ron at moments like this, close enough to tell him, in a whisper no one else can hear, how ridiculous it is for a middle-aged man to be that self-satisfied at his ability to slice open two biscuits, stick a piece of sausage in the middle of each, and wrap them both up in thirty seconds. Instead, he says “Thank you” loudly, as if he means it, because the only thing worse than over-excited Little Ron is the Little Ron who gets sad because he feels unappreciated.

Calvin stuffs a napkin in the bag and hands it through the window. Sad Volvo, who has stopped crying at least, takes the bag and then just stares at it. Calvin has a flash of fear, imagining the guy turning to tell him some awful secret (my wife left me my mom died my kids hate me I don’t like who I am). But, after a moment, Sad Volvo shakes his head as if to wake himself, tosses the Burger Buddies bag on the passenger seat — already cluttered with bags from Hardee’s and Wendy’s and who knows where else — and loudly sucks some snot up into his nose before pulling away.

The drive-thru timer indicates the car sat at the window for fifty-seven seconds. 

The time on the register: 6:02. 

Only seven hours and fifty-eight minutes left until he clocks out.

Crying alone in my Volvo, even sadder because you’ll never know. My wife left me, my kids hate me, and I can’t remember who I am.

 

As is often the case, there’s a gap between that first order of the morning and the next, giving Calvin time to pour himself another cup of coffee. He should be able to use hours of sleep last night less than the recommended eight (five) and multiply it by some variable x to figure out how much coffee he will need to make it until two o’clock. If only he’d paid attention in math class. Then again, he clocked in at 5:30 and this is already his second cup, so he doesn’t need algebra to know the amount will be large today.

This is one of those days where he doesn’t mind feeling tired, though. If the exhaustion is because he was up late working on music and the results were satisfying, a pleasant buzz carries him the next morning. When a song comes to him like it did last night, determined to push its way out of his brain and into the world, he has to follow whatever path it creates. Even an idea for the vocal melody fell into place, and it usually takes a few days of living with the music for that to happen.

And now there’s an MP3 waiting on his phone, so he’s got something to look forward to. Having some music he is working on to listen to on his break can make the morning almost—

“WelcometoBurgerBuddiesmayItakeyourorder.” 

The screaming toddler should make it impossible to hear, but Calvin can filter the sound out; it’s just like mixing one track lower than another to bury it in the background of a song. Taking the frazzled mother’s order as he moves imaginary faders in his brain, he decides to add “Tune out crying babies” to his growing list of Things He Never Imagined Learning How to Do: 

1. Hold conversations with two different customers at the same time: one idling at the drive-thru window, making some complaint or asking for seventeen packets of ketchup or deciding at the last minute that, well, actually, they wanted bacon instead of sausage on that biscuit; the other in his headphones, slowly reading every item on the menu board aloud, as if this is the first time they’ve ever even seen a Burger Buddies. “Double Buddy? Is that, like, two little sandwiches on top of each other?”

2. Tell when the hash browns are ready to come out of the fryer from the change in the sound of the bubbling oil. 

3. Show up on time. He learned early on that the best way to survive a crappy job is to do it well enough that you set the terms of engagement. Consistently showing up when he was supposed to moved him into the top ten percent of employees. 

(Not that it came easily. The first nineteen years of his life he’d been late for everything, from school to important family gatherings. It drove his father crazy — he never forgave Calvin for being born at 12:02 a.m. on January 1. Three minutes earlier, and he’d have been a tax write-off for the previous year. Whenever he was late, his father would sigh, shake his head and lament the way his son was never on time for anything, even his own life.)

4. Embrace routine. Accept and appreciate the way routine makes survival possible. 

(Not everywhere, but certainly at work. It probably would have helped him get through school, too, if he’d been smart enough to figure it out. Doing the same thing every day allowed him to let his brain think about anything but where he was.)

5. Tune out crying babies.






6:45 a.m.

 

Not long after Minivan With Screaming Brat, there’s one of those unexpected customer surges. It’s normally closer to 7:30 before the big morning rush, so no one is quite ready to kick into a higher gear. Little Ron keeps dropping biscuits and saying, “Hello, Wednesday! Hello, Wednesday!” and even Annie looks flustered by the steady stream of dining room customers. 

Big Ron finally comes out of the office to see what is happening. As usual, management attempts to solve problems wind up creating more of them. He should go to the sandwich board and help Little Ron, who has trouble keeping up even with a small rush, but instead he tries to fill orders for Annie and Calvin. Orders can’t be filled faster than the food is made, but managers will do anything they can to avoid actually touching the food, much preferring to just demand the employees somehow break the laws of physics and make sandwiches instantly appear. Calvin has a soft spot for Big Ron, though, this pear-shaped man who only seems at peace when watching video clips on ESPN. 

Calvin suspects he’s the only employee happy to see all these customers. The more tired he is, the more helpful it is for the restaurant to be busy; the soundtrack in his head shifts from ambient Brian Eno to early Clash. Taking one order as he’s bagging another speeds up time, and the clock hand moves from seven to eight much faster than it would have otherwise. 

Mixed in with the morning rush there’s a handful of regulars. Calvin assigned a couple of these business dudes their own numbers so they wouldn’t have to repeat the same order; he had no idea how funny they would find it. The large guy in a tiny red Kia was especially pleased, and at 7:45 — same as every weekday, plus or minus five minutes — he shouts “Number 4” into the speaker, giggling. Calvin can never decide if Red Kia is the kind of guy who takes joy in everything, or if he leads such an uneventful life that being given a number by the drive-thru cashier is a cause for celebration. 

“My man.” Red Kia passes his credit card. “How’s it going?”

“Hey hey, another day in paradise,” Calvin says. 

“What’s up with all these other cars?”

“Right? I tried to clear them out before you arrived.” He swipes the card and hands it back, unable to avoid a large yawn, a sudden wave of exhaustion washing through his body.

“Late night, huh?” Red Kia says with a knowing grin. “Believe it or not, I remember being young enough to stay up partying and still get to work.”

Calvin nods, one young party animal to another, instead of explaining that he was alone in his room all night writing a song. It’s much easier this way, and it helps him maintain a clear line between Real Calvin, who will someday only play music full-time, and Burger Buddies Calvin, who wears a ridiculous outfit and stands at a little window passing out bags of—

“Ham egg and cheese up! Take that, Wednesday!”

—ridiculous food.

He hands Kia his croissant, accepts the traditional fist bump and returns to that list of Things He Never Imagined Learning How to Do. 

6. Bond with lonely businessmen. 

7. Pretend to take ketchup seriously, even though he still thinks it insane, the time and energy spent talking about something he finds inedible: complaints about the number of packets received, instructions about the amount that should top a burger, sober edicts from management about when it should be given out (only upon request, one per each item that could possibly use ketchup. Kendall had fun with that last one: “I do like it on my pie, sir. Can I give a packet for each pie ordered?”)

8. Speaking of Kendall: Become good friends with a Black guy from a small town in Alabama.

(“I’m your first Black friend, right?”

“Wait, we’re friends?”

“Fuck you. Just say I’m your first.” Hand held up to cut off objection. “And no, Sly Stone, Hendrix, Prince — they don’t count.”

“So, they weren’t my friends?”)

The phone in his pocket buzzes during the rush, but even when he has time to check, he doesn’t. His brother doesn’t message this early in the day, so it’s probably Melli, and he likes to save her messages for his break, a reward for having made it through the first half of his shift. It could also be Grady. It was early for someone in a touring band to be awake, but maybe he’d been up all night, playing video games and watching movies the way bands did when they had enough fans to travel on a bus. Four weeks, Grady had promised. He would go on tour with One Four Three, a local jam band that was having some inexplicable success, for a month. Make some money, make some connections, then come home so he and Calvin could get back to working on their own music. 

That was four months ago.

Tonight will be the first time Calvin has seen Grady since he left, so they can finally talk in person, instead of by text, and work out a timeline—

“WelcometoBurgerBuddiesmayItakeyourorder.” 

—for getting back to The Plan. 

The Plan had been one of Calvin’s greatest achievements, one of the few things in his life that worked exactly the way he wanted it to. It had been put on pause when Grady took the gig with One Four Three, but hopefully that will be over soon.

 

They met in eighth grade. Calvin’s parents both moved after the divorce, dumping him into a new middle school. It was actually a relief, to start over. No one knew about the countless mistakes he’d made in gym class that cost his team a victory that, for some reason, mattered to the other kids, or the way he preferred to stay inside during recess to read and talk with his teachers. 

The new school was bigger, allowing Clean Slate Calvin to disappear into the throngs of teens crowding the hallways, and that was fine by him. The less he spoke, the lower the odds of saying the wrong thing. The back-and-forth of conversation baffled him; it seemed like some skill everyone else must have learned while he was daydreaming. How did people know when it was their turn to say something? When was it OK to interrupt someone, and when was it not? He eventually figured out that he needed to listen to people talk for a while before he had a sense of their individual rhythm, which told him when he could answer.

That’s why he’d first noticed Grady: Grady seemed to know how to talk to anyone. 

One day at recess, not long after Christmas break, he was standing close enough to Grady and his usual posse of four or five other mid-level dudes to hear them talking about forming a band. Music was one thing that did make sense to Calvin, the only thing that made living in either his mother’s or father’s place bearable — listening to it loud, in his headphones, and, for the last three years, making it himself. He was amazed in fifth grade when his parents did exactly what he wanted them to, combining their Christmas and birthday spending to get him a keyboard. Even got him the exact one he asked for. “Not paying for any lessons,” his father added, but Calvin hadn’t wanted any lessons. He had more fun watching YouTube tutorials and figuring things out on his own.

So, when he heard Grady pointing to people and asking what they’d play, he wandered closer to their circle. Too close. This time he was noticed. 

“What about you?” Grady asked, looking at Calvin.

“Who the fuck is that?” asked someone else.

“It’s Kevin. He’s in my homeroom.”

Later, Calvin would be proud of himself for not walking away after receiving so much attention. Not only did he stay, he corrected Grady. “Calvin.”

Grady shot Calvin a look he would see a lot over the years — that stare that let you know he heard what you said but was still convinced he was right. “Calvin? You sure?”

“Uh, yeah, man. I’ve known myself my whole life. My name is Calvin.”

Grady laughed. “I guess that’s fair enough. So?”

“So what?”

“What does Kevin-Calvin play?”

“Keyboards,” he said. “What about you?”

“Guitar.”

Calvin nodded. They were talking about music, so he felt less stressed than he normally would talking to someone he didn’t know. He decided to risk bantering. “And do you, like, really play? Or just say you play because you want to?”

“Kevin-Calvin with the tough questions,” Grady said, nodding as if in appreciation. “Not for long, but I really play.”

“So, you own a guitar?”

“Of course. I mean, my brother does.” He shrugged. “What about you? Do you actually own a keyboard?”

The two of them spent the rest of recess talking about music they were into and what kind of band they’d want to create. The other guys Grady had been talking to slowly drifted away, and it turned out none of them owned any of the instruments they said they “played.” Grady seemed bummed when he found out, but none of them had talked about music the way Calvin and Grady did, so Calvin suspected they were all bluffing. A big band could have been a cool thing, but also would have meant more people to deal with, and Calvin was worried enough about dealing with one. By the time the day ended, he’d become so excited by the idea of actually having someone else to make music with that he worked up the nerve to track down Grady in the hallway after school.

“There are lots of bands with just two people,” he’d said, as if their previous conversation had never stopped. Grady had proclaimed that bands couldn’t work with just two people, and Calvin had spent the rest of the day working up a counterargument. “White Stripes, Black Keys, Twenty One Pilots—”

“Yeah, but those are all guitar and drums. Guitar and keyboards is pretty impossible to make work.”

“Nah.” Calvin worked hard to mimic the chill tone he heard so many of Grady’s friends use, trying not to make it obvious how much this meant to him. A day earlier he hadn’t imagined ever being in a band, ever, but once the possibility emerged, however faint, he suddenly couldn’t bear any more time passing without making it happen. “I can create plenty of loops to play along with. I mean, Twenty One Pilots have layers and layers of loops and shit. And, hey,” he continued, thinking of an indie band his younger sister had just played for him, “the Generationals? That’s just two guys with keyboards and guitar.”

“The who?”

“Generationals. From New Orleans.” 

Grady pulled out his phone, pulled up Spotify and searched for them. “I’ll check them out,” he said, moving toward the buses. Calvin turned in the other direction, since he walked home, and cued up some Generationals himself. It was the first time he’d suggested music to anyone besides his sister Alice and he suddenly worried that he’d made a terrible mistake. If talking to other people meant you doubted yourself so much your stomach hurt, he wondered if it was worth it.

The next morning put that fear to the rest. Grady found him before school even started, wanting to talk about particular tracks he liked and to get Calvin’s phone number so they could set up a time for their first practice. “I wanted to text you about this last night, but, like, no one I asked had your info. You some sort of narc or something?”

“I prefer the term ‘undercover operative,’” Calvin said, texting Grady his info. “If you share this with anyone, you know, I’ll have to kill you.”

After a few weeks of sending each other songs that might work, Grady showed up one Saturday with his guitar. Calvin would have preferred to go to Grady’s house, which he imagined was more normal than his mother and stepfather’s Lysoled prison. He couldn’t think of how to get there, though — it was too far to bike, especially with his keyboard and amp, and he couldn’t imagine any of the four “adults” in his life being willing to drive him. So, he picked a day when his mother and stepfather would both be at work and prayed one of them didn’t get home early and scare Grady off. 

Alice, who hadn’t yet asked Calvin to call her Alex, could not hide her disbelief when Grady walked through the front door. “Wait, you’re here to see Calvin? My Calvin?”

“Yeah, of course. You must be Alice.”

“And he even told you I exist?” She stared at Grady skeptically. “You sure? That would mean you’re almost, like, friends or something.”

“Goodbye, Alice,” Calvin said, quickly steering Grady toward his room. He was hyper-aware of how nervous he was as they set up, his voice cracking more than once as he talked too much and too quickly. He had spent hours learning the songs they’d planned for this practice — one pick each — but was still worried Grady would think he wasn’t good enough. 

Grady’s choice was “Karma Police.” Calvin loved Radiohead and had figured that one out on his own months ago. After a lot of internal debate about whether to play it safe and choose an early Beatles song or another Britpop classic, maybe something by Blur, Calvin ambitiously picked “Blank Space.” It was a song he’d studied closely, a mechanic looking under the hood to see how something could sound so smooth and perfectly arranged. Grady groaned at the idea of Taylor Swift, but after he’d listened to it, he conceded it was indeed a great pop song. Calvin’s biggest worry, as they tested the vocal mic and edged closer to actually starting to play, was that they wouldn’t be able to pull it off. Or, more specifically, that he wouldn’t. 

“Do you mind if I take a crack at singing first?” Grady asked.

Calvin shrugged. “Sure.” The truth was that was just what he had hoped Grady would say. It had always made more sense to Calvin for Grady to sing. Lead singers needed to have that strut of confidence. The moment Chrissie Hynde, Prince or Taylor Swift came on stage, everyone in the building knew exactly who was in charge.

He was hoping they’d begin with “Karma,” but Grady was adamant that they begin their musical career with Taylor: “It’ll be a much better story, years from now, when people ask what our first song was.” As soon as Calvin hit play on the drum loop he’d programmed, Grady clapped in delight. Calvin immediately relaxed. Unlike school, it turned out music was something he was good at. By the second time they ran through “Blank Space,” it sounded like a Taylor Swift song but also like something new. Grady’s voice was strong, with a unique tone that caught Calvin by surprise, in a good way. He helped Grady through some of the tricky spots and tried not to look surprised when Grady asked if something should be slower or faster, or if his guitar tone was correct. This must be what it’s like, he realized, for those smart kids to walk into a class and ace a test.

The hardest part for Calvin, that first practice, was the non-playing time. When Grady suggested they take a break and get a drink, Calvin turned into the sweaty, nervous kid in some bad movie with no idea what to do. But Grady just wandered into the kitchen, chatted with Alice and settled for an apple when they explained about their stepfather’s ban on all salty snacks. 

The summer before high school started, Grady was over once or twice a week and, much to Calvin’s surprise, he started to enjoy the breaks — the bullshitting between songs, even the hanging out with Alice — almost as much as playing music.





9:00 a.m.

 

When the crush of cars slows down the adrenaline burst that had kept Calvin going fades away. He drinks another large coffee while taking care of the odd mix of late-morning customers: stray moms stealing a secret snack, college kids smelling of weed grabbing hash browns on their way to class, pain-in-the-ass construction workers needing a half-dozen sugars for their coffees and extra salt packets for everything.

All alone in my Volvo, nothing outside my window.

He stares out the drive-thru window. The contrast between the clear blue sky and the landscape of fast-food places and strip malls stretching out as far as he can see feels especially stark this morning. Who would have guessed that, after all those days spent driving around after school with Grady and his older brother Ken, complaining about their small town and dreaming of a closer place to get a burger and fries, he would wind up surrounded by fast food and end each work day shrink-wrapped in the smell of grease?

All alone in my Volvo, where did all my words go?

“WelcometoBurgerBuddiesmayItakeyourorder.” 

“Large coffee, two creams, please.”

“You got it,” he says. The woman’s specificity pleases him; if only everyone would just tell him exactly what they need instead of just asking for “some” of something and being unhappy with the amount he gives them.

Calvin is working on a list of other parts of life that would benefit from people being more specific — teachers and parents, for example, in terms of expectations; friends who clearly define what they need and when they need it, instead of trying to make you guess — when a yellow Beetle pulls up to the window. A smiling, older woman is behind the wheel, three enormous baskets of flowers on the passenger seat. Is she on her way to a wedding? Some sort of Uber for flowers? The woman stretches her arm out toward him, far enough so that he doesn’t have to strain to take the credit card. After he returns it and hands her the coffee, he flashes a thumbs-up. 

“I’m awarding you customer of the day,” he says. “Bonus points for clear language and not making me climb out the window to reach you.”

Flower Lady winks at him and gives a little honk as she drives away. The whole exchange took less than thirty seconds, and she never said a word. Everything is so much easier when people just do what they’re supposed to do.

All alone with what I don’t know, wondering what to do / I wish someone would just let me know / How to get back to you.

None of the lyrics he worked on this morning sound particularly great, but playing with the words helps calm his other thoughts. He takes out a washcloth and starts to slow-walk wiping down the counter, trying different combinations of syllables and sounds, hoping to look just busy enough no one asks him to do anything else.
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