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For Rene and John for your continued support and those scrumptious dinners at Asahi


Chapter One

A Different Summer

I can’t believe it’s summer again. I’ve finished two years at Latin School. Halfway to graduation.

And I just turned sixteen. Yeah. Sixteen. Wow. Am I an adult? I can do some things, like drive once I get my license. I can have sex here in Massachusetts. As if I’m going to, LOL. Though my parents can still forbid me to see certain people until I’m eighteen. Whoa! What? I can’t buy a drink yet. And I can’t vote. But I can pre-register to vote? What?

So, I’m, like, half an adult? A third? Two-tenths? Three-eighths? Double LOL!

Do I feel like an adult? Sometimes. And sometimes I still feel like that scared, confused kid with so much to learn about life. So, what is life going to teach me next? Where do I go from here? Where do I go from here?

!#$!@#!@$#!$!!!

Okay, RV, chill out. Stop getting ahead of yourself. Learn to stay in the moment like all those books say. Not just books, but Mr. Aniso too.

I hear you, Mr. Aniso! Hope you’re enjoying summer in— Where did you go? Ames, Iowa? Helping out your partner Ben’s parents. You’re such a good guy. Will I ever be like you? Helpful. Confident. And strong. Yes, strong. Maybe not macho strong on the outside, but definitely on the inside. As I keep pointing out to Bobby.

Oh, Bobby. Took him to our favorite place in the woods today. It was a perfect afternoon. Blue sky, green trees, those hills in the distance that always make me believe there’s a future. A good future. I wanted to share it with Bobby. Wanted to celebrate the start of summer, sitting on our rock, looking out at everything.

I don’t think Bobby was into celebrating anything. He just sat there, not saying a word, looking out into space.

Celebrate. Maybe it wasn’t the right word to use. I know Bobby teases me whenever I use a fancy new word—me and my words!—but “celebrate” isn’t fancy, is it? It’s regular, something everyone does. I know he probably doesn’t feel like celebrating these days, given everything he’s dealing with, but I’m just trying to stay positive. Is that so wrong?

I glanced over at Bobby. He just kept sitting quietly, staring straight ahead.

Wasn’t sure whether to say anything else that might come out as annoying. Or better to keep my big mouth shut. Last thing I ever want to do is upset him.

I decided a question would be okay.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked quietly, staring straight ahead too.

“Nothing much.”

“Oh.”

“Nothing much,” he repeated. “Only about last summer.”

“Last summer?”

“Yeah. Do you remember how we began last summer?”

“When we went to the park, you mean?”

“Yeah. Larz Anderson Park. It was nice, wasn’t it?”

The memory of sitting on the hill in that little grove of trees, looking over at the twinkling lights of downtown Boston, came back to me. And then another memory. Bobby’s hand on top of mine, making me feel happy and secure.

Today was and wasn’t the same. Bobby’s hand was resting on the rock right next to mine. I wanted to place my hand on top of his, connecting to that moment a year ago. But I didn’t dare. This was a different summer. And a different beginning.

“Crazy how things change,” Bobby said. “Who would have thought the beginning of this summer would be so different? Last year we said it was magic. This year—” He stopped, and his voice grew quieter. “This year it’s about my trying to be a human being again.”

I knew what he was referring to, of course. All the work he was doing to recover from that injury he’d suffered at the Thanksgiving Day game.

“How’s the rehab going?” I asked.

Bobby shrugged. “It’s going. Some days I think my vision is getting better and other days things are blurry again. My reflexes are a joke. And I still get tired. Very tired.” He let out a laugh. One of those laughs that’s more angry than happy, which I now associate with Bobby. “One good thing, RV. I won’t need practice when I become an old man. I know what that f-feels like now.”

I winced, hearing Bobby stutter. Something that had appeared only recently. I know the second concussion was very serious, making his brain swell, as his parents explained to me. Bobby was incredibly lucky the doctors were able to stop the swelling with some kind of intricate procedure that most probably saved his life. But Bobby’s parents also told me there was damage. Especially to his vision. Other cognitive damage too. “Cognitive,” a serious-sounding word. It was complicated, but as the doctors explained to them, injuring the brain affects a lot of areas. Symptoms might come out later and might take a long time to heal.

“All we can do is stay positive. And most importantly help Bobby stay positive, taking one day at a time.”

His parents’ mantra. Where have I heard that before? Easy to say, harder to put into practice.

I glanced over at Bobby again. No joke about being an old man was coming to me. And nothing positive to say that didn’t sound fake or patronizing. Ha! “Patronizing.” Can’t resist those ten-cent words, can I? Boy, have I learned about patronizing in the last few months. Saying something that pretends to be helpful and soothing to someone but is just fake. Like if I ever say, “Bobby, I know what you’re going through.” Or “Bobby, I know how you feel.”

Bobby will jump down my throat if I say anything like that. Being a Black person, he tells me he’s especially sensitive to anyone being patronizing. “People do it without even realizing it. And they don’t realize how much I hate it,” he adds, those big dark eyes of his flashing a deep anger. “I’m just me. Bobby Marshall.”

That anger in his eyes always scares me a little bit. But Bobby’s right. I don’t know how that feels, obviously. Or how it feels to have a serious injury that nearly killed you when you were just playing football, the game you loved. So, I keep quiet. And try to be honest. Painfully, slowly, haltingly honest.

And that means shutting up a lot of the time. As usual, Bobby sensed what was going through my mind. He turned to me and gave me a slight nudge, bumping his shoulder up against mine.

“I’m sorry. I’m a real downer, aren’t I, RV?” he said.

I started shaking my head and was about to say something patronizing like “Oh, no you’re not, Bobby,” when luckily, he stopped me, giving me another nudge.

“No, no. Go out and celebrate. Don’t make excuses for me. No excuses.” He shook his head. “Something else I’m working on. That’s with my therapist.” He let out another one of those half-angry laughs. “I’m seeing a therapist, a neurologist, a neuropsychologist, an optometrist, an ophthalmologist, my primary care guy, the rehab nurses, technicians. I never knew there was so many ologists! But enough about my wonderful summer.” He turned to me. “Tell me about you. How’s your summer starting out?”

“I’m going for my learner’s permit. That’s my big project for the summer. Since I’ll be sixteen, it’s time.” I pumped my fist. “And then I get my license in six months. It will be so great to drive!”

“Yeah.” Bobby made a face. “I have to wait on that.”

I felt bad, realizing how my enthusiasm sounded to him. So many normal things weren’t available to him. Not yet.

“But soon. You’ll recover soon and get your license. And we’ll go driving together.” The second the words left my mouth, I felt self-conscious. Didn’t I just tell myself not to be patronizing? And wasn’t what I just said a little patronizing?

Luckily, Bobby didn’t get mad. Or maybe he just didn’t care. “Yeah,” he repeated. “Soon.”

He was staring straight out ahead again. I didn’t know what to say that didn’t sound stupid or wouldn’t annoy Bobby.

Those moments when we are together but don’t know what to say to each other are terrible. Like today. Even though he was sitting right next to me on this beautiful summer day in this beautiful place, I felt like he was so far away. And I felt so alone. Why are those moments the worst when you really care about someone?

Luckily, Bobby spoke first. “Do you have a job?”

I nodded and told him I was about to start work at the multiplex the next town over.

That seemed to perk him up a little. “Oh, wow. All those free movies. Cool. What will you be doing?”

“I’ll be an usher.”

“An usher?” Bobby gave me a funny look. “Pardon me! Sounds fancy.”

I laughed. “Don’t go by the name. Yeah, maybe once in a while I help some little old lady to her seat. But mostly it means I’m a jack of all trades. I maintain the facilities, which means I clean the auditoriums and the bathrooms. Also, I tear tickets. I put up posters. I pitch in at the concession stand if they’re short. I check backpacks and packages if necessary. I help customers out with the POS system.”

“What’s a POS system?”

“That’s the computer screen customers use to buy tickets. You know, point of sale.”

“No, I didn’t know.” For the first time it seemed that Bobby smiled. And laughed. A genuine laugh. “Oh, RV, I’m so glad one thing hasn’t changed. I learn so much from you. Even if some of it is crazy!” He reached over and put his arm around my shoulder, drawing me a little closer to him. “I know these past few months haven’t been easy.” Suddenly, he was back with me. “For everybody. You included. But I’m glad we’re still friends.”

Bobby was looking at me intently. No, staring at me, his big dark eyes a few inches from my face. I’m sure I was doing my RV blush, turning red, magenta, purple, and whatever other crazy shades there are on the color spectrum.

“I really do appreciate our friendship,” Bobby continued, turning away again. “I know sometimes I’ve been too busy to be the kind of friend you want, but things are different now.” There was that half-angry laugh again. “Not too much fun and football for me this summer, that’s for sure. Instead, I’ll be spending my time with all those ologists. Maybe they’ll give me time off for good behavior. Or cognitive improvement.”

I wanted to ask him how long the doctors said it would be before he was back to his old self, but I felt it was not the time.

As usual, though, he seemed to be reading my mind. “And don’t ask me how long it will take for things to heal. That’s something else I’ve learned. Ologists don’t want to commit.” He began to mimic one of his doctors. “Take it day by day, Bobby. The brain is an amazingly complex, sensitive organ, Bobby. We just have to keep at it, Bobby. And celebrate every improvement, Bobby.”

He stopped himself. “Well, I guess I’ll be celebrating too,” he said with a laugh. “Good. Both of us will be celebrating. You taking driving lessons and seeing free movies. Me happy that I walk around the house without getting exhausted or reading for ten minutes without getting a headache.”

*

So, I’ve been lying here in my room, trying to compose myself. It’s going to be a different summer all right. With Bobby, most of all. I will not let him down. I keep promising myself. No matter how difficult it gets sometimes. His parents say as much. Keep repeating how much they and Bobby value my friendship. Want to make sure I know I’m always welcome. They want me to understand that Bobby doesn’t see other people often, not even his teammates. That’s why it’s important he stays in touch with me. And I stay in touch with him. And they even admit he can be difficult at times. “It’s the injury,” they say. “He’s not used to being injured.” It’s not you. Please understand.

I understand. I understand. Or so I keep saying. But do I really? And what about me? What about when I need a little empathy this summer? “Empathy.” Another one of my ten-cent words. Different from patronizing, which is fake. Empathizing is real. Means you understand the world from someone else’s perspective. Makes you a better person.

Like Mr. Aniso. Giving up his summer to be in Iowa and help his partner Ben’s parents. Is that what I’m supposed to learn this summer? What empathy is all about?


Chapter Two

A Real Job and Learning to Drive

“We are one of the largest theatre chains in the US. We have over six thousand screens and over five thousand employees. This multiplex has twenty-two screens and measures over one hundred and twenty thousand square feet. We have one screen that is over one hundred feet wide, two that measure over eighty feet, four that are sixty to sixty-five feet, and the rest fifty feet or under. Our movies are shown in UltraLaserZoom projection, which our customers watch from their SonicSuede recliners. When they’re hungry or thirsty, they can order pizza, hot dogs, burgers, ice cream, lattes, cappuccinos, piña coladas, gin and tonics, taco wraps, BLT wraps, chicken bacon wraps, spinach salads, Caesar salads, Bento boxes, Pad Thai boxes, Chow Mein boxes, soup-and-salad boxes. And popcorn of course. How could I forget popcorn?”

That was Mr. Ellsworth, my new boss. He was telling me about my new job at the fancy multiplex theatre where I’m going to work this summer. He made it sound pretty intimidating. Or maybe he was just trying to impress me?

“Have I told you enough about our cinema?” he asked, stopping to catch his breath and popping a little white pill into his mouth. Then he leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on his desk. “Well, RV, anything else you want to know about us?”

I shook my head, trying to process everything he was telling me. He was the manager of this multiplex. He wasn’t the person who had interviewed me though. That was a woman. Mr. Ellsworth told me she was now working at another location.

“That happens a lot,” he explained. “Other locations might need a manager if someone can’t make it or there’s an opening that hasn’t been filled. So, we rotate. Especially when things are busy. And we’re busy a lot.” He stopped talking and stared at me, as if trying to emphasize the busy part.

Mr. Ellsworth certainly seems busy. He was late for our meeting, rushing into his office, already out of breath. He’s a little guy with a short beard and curly hair that’s receding. So, I judge him to be one of those fortysomething types who already has an ulcer from working too hard. And always nervous and high-strung. As if I need more of such people in my life.

Still stretched out with his feet on his desk, Mr. Ellsworth flipped one leg over the other. Then he launched into a big speech about how the customer is king and that to keep customers coming back, we have to give them the best experience possible. “Something they can’t get at home. Can’t. Get. At. Home,” he repeated, the words boring into me one at a time. He continued fixing me with his stare. “So, tell me, RV, when you go to the movies, what do you expect from the experience?”

I thought for a second, wondering if this was some kind of test. “What do I expect?”

“Yes.”

“Well, ah, I expect a good movie.”

“That’s it?”

“Well, mostly.”

He made a funny face, removed his feet from his desk, and popped another little white pill into his mouth.

“Besides your regular duties, you have another task here, RV. A task that’s part of every employee’s job here.”

“Yes?”

“I want you to always be thinking how we can make the experience here memorable for our customers. Different. Exciting. New. If you think we can do something better, let me know. If there’s something we haven’t tried before that you think is good, make a suggestion. Don’t be afraid. Just keep those ideas coming.” He was staring at me again. “Got that?”

I nodded.

He asked me if I had any questions.

I shook my head, still trying to absorb everything, forgetting any questions I might have wanted to ask him.

Mr. Ellsworth pressed a button on an intercom on his desk and called out, “Is Matteo around? Tell Matteo to come to my office.” He turned his attention back to me. “Matteo is one of our other ushers. He can better explain the details of the job to you than I can. And by the way—” He waved his little finger at me. “From what I can tell, you’re a serious young man. Good. You should take this job seriously.” He emphasized again how busy everyone was, how hard they worked, and how important it was to keep coming up with those new ideas.

A guy around my age appeared in the doorway. Mr. Ellsworth introduced us. Matteo stuck out his hand to shake. “Welcome—” He looked to Mr. Ellsworth to tell him my name.

“RV.”

“RV?”

I did my usual explanation as quickly as I could. “My real name is Arvydas. Are-vee-duhs. It’s Lithuanian, which is where my parents are from. But who can pronounce that name? So, I tell people to call me RV.”

“Like the camper,” said Matteo.

“Yes, yes.” I nodded. Would I have to go through this explanation my whole life?

“Guys, I have to run to a meeting.” Mr. Ellsworth stood up. He shuffled some forms that were on his desk. “Matteo, will you have him fill out this paperwork and show him the ropes?” He started out of the door and then turned back to me. “Remember, RV. This is a great place—when we all pull our weight. If we don’t, it’s not.” And he disappeared.

“Good ol’ Mr. E. He’s not a bad guy. Just kind of nuts.” Matteo laughed, handing me the papers to fill out. “So, if you know what’s good for you, RV, stay out of his way.”

While I filled out the paperwork, Matteo explained the different shifts and hours when I’d be required to work. He also confirmed what the woman at the initial interview had said, that there would be a shuttle bus to take us workers home after late nights. I was glad because it was a deal-breaker as far as Mom and Dad were concerned. They couldn’t always drive me back and forth to the theatre, and even though there was a bus, they weren’t too keen on my taking one late at night.

I sighed inwardly. If only I had my driver’s license already.

Matteo told me I didn’t have to worry about late shifts just yet. I’d start off working in the afternoon when things were less busy. “Don’t worry though,” he said with a smile. “Things get busy very quickly. Especially when people don’t show up and you have to fill in for them.”

When we finished with the forms and explanations, Matteo and I walked around. Matteo showed me the facilities, which seemed to have an endless number of floors, and he filled me in on my duties. When to clean the auditoriums. When to clean the bathrooms. Where to consult the schedule. How to deal with customers. When to know if the concession area needed help.

My head was spinning. I felt like I’d never figure everything out.

Matteo was laughing. “RV, you’ll get the hang of things after a few days. Don’t look so scared. Stai calmo. Stai calmo.”

“Huh?

“That’s Italian, in case you were wondering. We say that a lot in my house. We’re Italian through and through.”

With Matteo’s dark hair and big dark eyes, that certainly made sense.

“In case you were wondering, my name means ‘gift of God.’” Matteo was smiling broadly now. “I don’t know what my parents were thinking. I don’t think I’m anybody’s gift. So, don’t judge me by that.” His smile had turned into a chuckle.

I laughed too. “Okay. I won’t.”

We talked some more as Matteo showed me the different floors and glitzy surroundings of the multiplex. He told me a little more about his family. “Yeah, my folks are very traditional. Really into the Italian stuff. Wait till you hear the names my brothers and sisters have.”

I asked him if his parents were recent immigrants to this country like my parents.

“Not recent immigrants. Great-great-grandfathers and grandmothers came over a hundred years ago. But my parents are very loyal to the mother country. Honoring your heritage and all that.”

“Yeah, heritage,” I said, laughing. “I know that word well. My parents are loyal to the mother country too.”

Matteo continued showing me around. As we walked through more cavernous halls and corridors, I began to look at everything in a new light. When we would come here for movies with Mom and Dad, I never paid much attention to the glitzy surroundings. It was all about the movie. Now, there was a sense of responsibility on my shoulders, with Mr. E’s words echoing in my ears. And why did Matteo make those comments about being short-staffed or people not showing up?

I asked him about it.

“Oh yeah. People come and go here a lot.”

“Is Mr. Ellsworth a tough boss?’

“No. Just nervous about things. I told you, just stay out of his way.” I still must have looked nervous myself because Matteo put his hand on my shoulder. “RV, it will be okay. It’s not a bad place to work as long as you don’t goof off too much.” He gave me a sly smile. “And if you do want to goof off occasionally”—he lowered his voice—“I can show you where you can do that safely too.”

I smiled back, thanking Matteo. I liked him; at least that was my first impression. He seemed like a nice guy. Not full of himself or hyper like Mr. E. The thing I noticed most about him was his eyes, huge and dark and glistening. And what about that sly little smile? He made me feel like his secret buddy already.

We arrived at a closet with cleaning supplies. Matteo proceeded to show me all the implements I’d be using and went over schedules and cleaning routines again.

He looked at his watch. “Oh! I have to run.” And he was off, saying he would catch up with me later.

I picked up a mop and made my way to a bathroom Matteo had told me needed cleaning next. I thought back nostalgically to last summer when I worked at Ed’s Garage. There I only had to worry about the personalities of two people and a garage with a small convenience store. This huge, glitzy place was totally different. Was this what a real job was like? People rushing around, busy, breathless, popping pills when they reached a certain age?

I thought again about the cozy little service station with only Ed and Melissa working there. I hoped they were doing okay and were not being harassed by any more tough hoods from wherever. I promised myself to stop by and say hello. And see who they hired to replace me.

“Replace me,” I repeated to myself with a little chuckle. As if I belonged there. “No. This is a different summer. Like it or not. Now I belong here.”

*

“You didn’t ask about movie passes?”

“I forgot.”

“You forgot? That’s the most important part of the job!”

“Kalbėkit lietuviškai!” “Speak English!”

A great start to dinner tonight. No one seemed to care much about my first day on the job. Ray was giving me grief because I forgot to ask Mr. E or Matteo about movie passes. Mom was focused on Ray, reminding both of us not to talk English in the house. And she lectured him about staying out too late with his girlfriend, Roberta. She’s in a bad mood, anyway, because our churches in town are going ahead with a merger and Mom’s efforts to organize demonstrations against the decision are going nowhere.

Dad’s a little happier for a change. He’s happy about the merger because in place of one of the churches a big new complex is planned. And when I say big, I mean huge. Apartments, stores, restaurants, one of those fancy everything-you-need-at-your-doorstep places. And that means more construction jobs, a lot more. Dad’s focused on getting one of them and leaving the company he doesn’t particularly like now. He’s even talking about trying for a promotion at a new place.

And he’s focused on one more thing. Me. Not my job. Something more important to him: teaching his son to drive.

“Nu, Arvydai. Važiuosim pasivažinėt šį vakarą?” Dad said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “Well, RV. We’re going for a drive this evening?”

I hesitated before telling him I had to cut the grass.

Dad gave me an annoyed look, which I ignored. He’s really eager to start giving me driving lessons. I got my learner’s permit right after my birthday. Thought I was so excited to start driving! But then it hit me. Before driving come driving lessons. I need someone over twenty-one to ride beside me. That means Dad because Mom’s not interested. Well, I know Mr. Aniso, who’s over twenty-one, too, but I would never ask him. And besides, he’s away.

I keep pushing off Dad’s efforts to get me behind the wheel, telling him I’ll be taking driving lessons through school this fall.

Dad says that’s fine but it’s important for me to practice with him. He didn’t say this, but I wonder if he secretly thinks I’m such a clod that I need more practice than the average person.

Maybe. Or maybe teaching me driving is one of those dad-son bonding opportunities Dad craves. He and I have so few of them. I get that. He loves cars. Loves tinkering with them and fixing them. He’s a great driver too. Loves to take the family out for Sunday drives. Says it relaxes him.

Cars don’t relax me though. I’d rather be reading a book. Yeah. Another nerdy thing about me. Cars scare me. You’re supposed to be in control of that big, powerful machine. What if you’re not? What if you do something wrong? If I can’t throw a basketball or catch a football to save my life, who’s to say I won’t mix up the gas pedal with the brake?

Besides, Dad’s such a demanding teacher. I remember when he tried to teach Mom how to drive a stick shift. They’d come back all flushed and pissed off at each other. After a few times Mom swore she’d pay for lessons herself. And that’s how she got her first job, come to think of it. Good ol’ Mom and her—what’s the word they use in old movies?—gumption. She wants to do something, she does it. Me, I have more nerves than gumption. I’ll need some of Mom’s gumption if I’m to learn how to drive and keep my sanity.

Why did I ever look forward to driving? Someday I’ll run out of excuses to keep putting Dad off. Not today though. I jumped up from the table when I finished eating and got the lawn mower. Boy, I’ve never had so much energy cutting the grass.

I did spot Dad looking at me through the window as I was zooming around in the backyard. I felt a little bad. He didn’t look annoyed anymore. Just kind of puzzled, like he was trying to figure out who this kid was who would rather be doing chores than going out driving with him.

I made a silent promise that I’d agree to go driving with him soon. Maybe it’s time to get over those nerves of mine. And try to bond with Dad. At least a little bit.

Funny, I try to do what I’m supposed to, be a good son and a productive member of this family. I do love them for all their annoying quirks. But sometimes I can’t do what’s expected of me. I just can’t. I feel like I’m so different, especially from Dad. I wish he’d understand that. But he’s so different from me, I think he has a hard time understanding anything about me sometimes.

Yeah, this is going to be a different summer all right. A real job. Learning to drive too. Maybe I’m more than half an adult. How about five-eighths? Or three-quarters, LOL.


Chapter Three

A Late Bloomer

“RV, please come. You know history isn’t one of my strong subjects.”

“Are you sure you want me there? Don’t you want to be alone with Guillaume?”

Carole giggled into her phone. “We spend plenty of time alone.” Then she added, “Don’t you think it would be a great way for Guillaume to learn about the US?”

I couldn’t disagree with that. And that’s how I agreed to join Carole and Guillaume for Carole’s latest project: walking the Freedom Trail in Boston. Besides, I’m taking AP US History next year, so I had to agree it would be a good refresher for me too.

I met them at the designated area at the first stop, Boston Common. They were standing by a plaque in the ground, and Carole was reading from an app on her phone. “The Freedom Trail is two and a half miles long and takes you to sixteen sites significant in the America’s Revolutionary War. On this walk you’ll learn about important battles, buildings, churches, and burial grounds that all have a connection to America’s birth as a nation.”
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