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For Ma







i am this morning electric.


—Denis Johnson


This thing of darkness, I acknowledge mine.


—Shakespeare, The Tempest







HAPPY








Prologue


March 2004, St. Paul


CHOPPITY CHOP GOES THE AXE IN THE WOOD, YOU GOTTA meet me by the fall down tree … Moonlight slings through the windows. The hardwood floor is ice. A shovel of dirt upon a coffin lid … Blinding, the stars are rips in the sky. And I know they’ll come lookin’ for me boys. I know they’ll come lookin’ for me … In the bathroom, I yank out the earbuds, set the iPod on the dust-caked toilet tank, and turn the faucet on. Pipes groan on and off like dogs trapped in the duplex’s walls. It’s four A.M. and I’m twenty-four years old. I am Frankenstein’s monster. I can’t remember the last time I slept through the night.


I drop a towel, stopgap it against the crack below the door so I don’t wake my housemate, Jonny, and then snap the razor on. Over the sink, I squirt oil onto the blades. Rub the steel teeth with my thumb. I let the machine hum for ten minutes, then clean the gunk off with a T-shirt. My brain swirls when I scrape my scalp with the vibrating blades, again and again until I’m dizzy, palming the mirror so I don’t fall down. After I’ve finished the top, like I do each morning before I shave the back of my skull, I fingerpick the bloody rubble and pus off of the leaky scar. My brain surgery was over three years ago.


And then I work slow, shearing nubs of hair away for a half hour, clippering everything a second and third time, a fourth to shake it all up. A fifth to feel the buzzing, cicadas chewing through my eyes. Just this, just this, just this.


The apartment window fogs when I blow across the coffee mug. I trace fingers through the condensation, drawing eyes and a grinning, oblong face. While I sip, the portrait melts into Francis Bacon’s screaming pope. Through the filthy glass, I watch the street below thicken with morning light. A slow brightness envelops the elms. Daybreak weaves Dayton Avenue with a rich, stirless luxury. The Volvo, the old Ford pickup, a tricycle on the sidewalk, rakes and a spade in the neighbor’s overgrown yard—all of it shines.


The first time I wipe my hand through the steam I hardly notice the parked car. The window fogs again while I breathe. When I swipe again, I double take, then clean the glass with a sock that someone’s nailed to the wall. On the street, a hatchback Escort blisters with orange light like its insides are on fire. A green WELLSTONE! bumper sticker sits in the rear window. The sun hoists, and, inch by inch, the glow peels away. The backseat is down. The end is loaded with art supplies: two-by-fours and branches and doll parts, bottles of water and books, a blank canvas and a circular saw. Magazines and seed catalogues and gardening tools. I stare confused. The window glazes white as I exhale. Curled in the car seat, Ma is sleeping inside.
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March 1997, Macalester College



THE WORLD WHIRLS WHEN I CRACK OPEN. BOOKSHELF, poster board, the windows wink their eyes. The digital clock is a red blur. Every light pulses yelloworange and brilliant, and the TV is a blue splash.


When I stand, the dorm room spins and I tip, slamming my chin into the bed frame. My temple rocks off of the cinder-block wall and I crash back to the mattress. The first pounding breath is Good morning you asshole and my insides rubberband.


Woozy and flushed, I thrash through the bedcovers while the cave of my room rolls. I lip-smack away the bloody taste in my mouth. The more I struggle to focus, the more my vision twirls. I’m hazy faced. I’m fucked.


The bedsprings shriek when I slide off the mattress, and planting my feet in a heap of clothes, I rise for a second, and then go facedown. I gnarl the insides of my cheeks and bite my tongue. Rolling to my back, I gulp the blood down so I don’t choke.


“SHIT. SHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIT!” I yell, laughing. This is a dream; I’m the first man on Mars. “Jesus Christ, man! I’m down! MAN DOWN! Did you see that, Brad?” I look around the spinning dorm for my roommate. “I’m a fucking mess. A mess, man, a mess!” The floor is covered in moldy T-shirts and socks. “I’m like fuckin’ Gumby down here.” I try to slow my breath. “Hey, Brad. How ’bout a hand? Yo, Brad?”


Lying in the dust balls, I bark for help.


I try to get up again, and smash into the wooden legs of Brad’s bed, and fall back down. Each time I rise a giant fist knocks the wind out of me. Sitting on my knees, my head is all clatter and thud. I rock feebly from side to side. I go facedown on the warm slick floor.


I swish bloody acid between the gaps in my teeth and swallow back a mouthful of puke. Blood-fur covers my tongue. The computer monitor quakes when I finally make it up. I cover my head with a wet towel but nothing blunts out the throbbing. Half of my face is numb.


I must have drunk a bottle of Drano last night, snorted a bag of glass, and leapt open-armed from the top of the stairs. A tree. A roof. The moon.


There is a warm beer on my desk and more in the fridge. A bunch of Vicodin in the drawer. I pop a handful of pills and chug. With my eyes half-shut, I watch students milling around outside.


“HAPPY! HURRY THE FUCK UP.” THE SHAKING DOOR STARtles me. “Happy, let’s go!”


I’ve been staring out the window all day, watching campus beehive into spring while Sam Cooke sings the same songs over and over on my stereo. Hours ago, Brad came in and grabbed his backpack. My sketchbook was open in my lap but I hadn’t drawn anything, only rubbed my hands with oil pastels and fingerprinted the paper. I grinned at him, said I wasn’t going to class, that I had another sore throat, the crud, and then slapped myself. He laughed when I gave him the thumbs-up. I couldn’t feel my body.


“Yo!” Someone kicks the door again, and I realize the light I’ve been watching clamor through the oaks has nearly vanished.


“It’s time for practice, Happy!” The door jolts. “Let’s go, you pussy.”


“Happy. Get a move on!” It’s a different voice. The doorknob turns. “Move, man! Let’s go, Chet!”


My head is so fuzzy, a minute passes before I figure out they’re yelling at me. I’m still not used to these new nicknames—my girlfriend and Casey and Brad are the only people who call me by my real name. Some of my teammates started calling me Chet after Chet Lemon, an outfielder who used to play for the Detroit Tigers. Everyone else, even people I don’t know, calls me Happy. Happy, Happy, Happy.


“I’m going I’m going, you fuck-O’s!” The words mash in my mouth. A Chet Lemon baseball card is pushpinned above my desk. I woke one morning last week, whipped my pockets inside out, and a cooked chicken breast and the Chet Lemon baseball card fell out. Happy was written in Sharpie up and down my arms. My hands were flayed. They looked like they’d been dipped in blood.


“Just a second, guys.” I swallow a handful of amphetamines to get my heart going for practice. The door shakes and there’s more shouting. I fall again putting my sweatpants on, then clamber up and grab my baseball gear. “One goddamn second!”


Dizzy and Brian and Justin are in the hallway when I open the door. Justin looks angry. I flutter-wave my fingers like a parade queen but no one laughs. Brian throws a baseball into his mitt. “Ready to go, Hap?” Dizzy asks.


“Yeah, sorry. Taking a nap,” I say. All of the warping noise is giving me a headache. It feels like I’ve been asleep for weeks. I force a grin.


“We gotta go. Now!” Justin shouts, loping down the hall.


“Shit, Chester,” Brian yips over his shoulder. “We’re gonna be late ’cause of you. Coach will be pissed.”


EACH BASEBALL BOOMS; THEY CAROM OFF OF MY CATCHER’S mitt and pummel my forearms and chest protector. My mouth fills with bloody spit after I drop to block a curveball and it shoots up into my face—the mask tears away, burning my chin. Two pitches later, a fastball bounces in front of me and I take it in the ear.


“What kinda lipstick you wearing today?” Tree yells. “Little fuckin’ bitch!” He kicks the fake mound. “Shit!” The shout echoes through the Field House. “Who is this fuckin’ guy?”


“Fuck you,” I say under my breath. “Eat shit. Blow me. Suck a fatty. Die, asshole.”


I’m used to being the best. A sweet music usually floods me when I play baseball—my body whirs smoothly, perfectly, when I sprint around the diamond. Gripping the bat, I am wielding lightning. I caress my mitt’s leathery pocket and can feel my heartbeat. It is all a part of me. It is all mine.


But right now it feels like I’m filled with asphalt. I can’t see.


Tree raises his arms above his head; lifts his left leg into himself, where it hovers for a millisecond; then pushes off of the pitching rubber and thrusts himself toward the plate, whipping the baseball at me with his right arm. I poke the mitt out at his pitches, stabbing at balls, and some ricochet away, blasting off of the concrete wall, but most of them burrow into me.


Justin and Ronnie—two of the other catchers—keep shooting me looks. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Chet? Happy forget how to catch a baseball? Let’s go, man.”


“Yo, Happy, you OK?”


I try to slap feeling back into my forearms and hands, and then gaze into my mitt. After twisting the laces, I put one of the strings in my mouth, yank it tight, and punch my fist into the leather pocket.


“It’s all good,” I tell Ronnie, but it feels like my veins are filled with Icy Hot. “Little sweat in my eyes.”


“Well, let’s go then, playboy,” Ronnie laughs. “Happy time.” He flips a ball to me but I miss it and it bounces away.


Coach tells me to take a breather so I go to the end of the Field House and sit on a bench. The gym floor is dizzying with colored lines; when we ran wind sprints I thought I was going to tumble headfirst and throw up. I put down as much water as I can and spray the bottle over me. When I lean over the trash can and spit, the ruby phlegm is as thick as yarn. I drop my skullcap over my face and stare into the foam so I don’t get the spins. My head is all fucked up. For the rest of practice I listen to my teammates’ tinny shouts, the pierce and crack of baseballs and bats and gloves.


“Happy, you coming over tonight?” Rick tips an imaginary bottle to his mouth and then yeeeeaaaahhs, refreshed. Everyone in the locker room laughs. “You know you want to,” he says. “See you at nine.”


“Don’t know, man. I got a ton of shit to do before spring break.”


“WHAT? This is college, Happy. You got nothing better to do,” he laughs. “We’ll sit around doing econometrics. Nothing better to do.”


“Nuthin’ at all!” Tom stands in front of the lockers buck naked, helicoptering a towel over his head. “Nothing at aaaalllllll!” he groans. His voice goes deep, and then he croons, “Eeeeeeconomeeeeeetriiiiiiiiiics!!”


“You’re a young buck, Happy,” Tree says dully. “You’ll learn. Put your Marx in your back pocket, wherever you wake up tomorrow, you’ll know it all. Assmosis, my young man.”


“Not sure, fellas. Feeling kinda fucked up.” I try to laugh, but I have to put my head down and close my eyes. “Got a cold coming on. The flu. Couldn’t see nuthin’ out there.”


“Didn’t look like it.” Tree laughs sarcastically. “You gotta man up, little bitch!”


“A bad day, Hap,” Tom says. “Just don’t do it again.”


“Shit, you don’t need to see anything to have a little fun.” Tree saunters through the locker room. “You can feel your way home. All those first-year girls. All those Miss Luckies! Oh, to be young again!” He walks by and shoves me. “Come on, Happy. Come ooooooowwwwn, little bitch!”


Ronnie lifts his fingertips to his lips and inhales. “Who’s gonna be the bad guy tonight, Happy? You? You gonna be the bad guy!” He flicks the fantasy joint to the floor and sashays toward the showers. “You want to be the bad guy.”


“You’re always the fucking bad guy, man,” I laugh. “I was playing. Course I’m coming over. Someone get me some gin and a case of bottles at Park.”


I’m cradling my head when Django slides out of the shower and fucks the air. He sings high-pitched and dances the cabbage patch, then the running man. He karate-chops the steam. Someone calls him an Ichabod Crane–looking motherfucker.


“HEY, SWEETIE,” JULIE SAYS, HOOPING HER ARMS AROUND MY neck and kissing me. My girlfriend stands on the dorm steps, athletic-slim and radiant. Wet, her hair is a deeper shade of blond. I’ve had a crush on Julie since the first day of college—I saw her smiling in front of the Union and knew she was the one. From that afternoon on, she seemed to be everywhere, appearing like a beautiful tic in the corner of my vision. For months, I inched toward her at parties and caught her eye around campus. I smiled, waiting for the relationship she was in to end, imagining her face on every girl I hooked up with.


“Well, well, well, gorgeous!” I grin.


“How are you, babe?” She takes my hand like I’m escorting her along the balustrade at a ball. “How was practice? Are you getting excited for the first game?”


Lights from the rooms in Turck flutter across the grass. The door clicks locked as we kiss again and her mouth is sugary and warm.


The spring air is steamed milk and metal, and Julie’s hand is delicate. I have to focus on the concrete to stay upright.


The lights along the walkway look like fires in the dark, and I’m having trouble making out her words so I pull her down to a bench. The world is spinning as she scoots under my arm. I close my eyes and run my finger in tiny circles on the back of her head.


“Why are you being so funny?” She leans in and covers my face in kisses. “Hey, you! Silly boy!”


“I’m fine. Just spacin’ out. How’s your day?” I nest my head on her thighs and stare, unhearing, as she answers. I feel like shit. A pretty mouth is all I see when she talks; a pretty mouth moving, and the stars. I suck on her fingers until she slaps me softly.


When she pauses, I cut in.


“I can’t hang out tonight, Jules, I have a ton of work to do. Essays to read and a biodiversity paper to start. I have to go.”


“What?” She frowns. “Will you come over when you’re done? Lisa is going to be gone.”


“I’ll try to swing by, OK? I’ll call. And think about this weekend.” I smile and kiss her again. “We can use Casey’s car. Big Head Todd tickets, something at First Avenue. Anything you want. Anything.”


SLOUCHED AT MY DESK, I COPY A RILKE POEM—face to face with the sky—and e-mail it to Julie, and apologize for being so busy. I promise to make it up to her. The computer wobbles like I’m cross-eyed. The room spins. I send another message to Ma, asking if the ground’s thawed enough for planting, if she’s working on her sculptures. I tell her that the first baseball games are next week in the Metrodome and I’m excited and nervous, but all of the melting snow seems strange without her around.


Wherever we lived, there’d be a spring Saturday that would find Ma and me standing at the dead garden’s edge like Lewis and Clark. She’d press a shovel or a pitchfork into my arms, then lead me around the yard, marking the tree stumps that needed to be dug up, the swath of soil I needed to turn and break apart. Working beside me, she’d sing in the warming air. Hours later, I’d say I was finished and she’d point out what I’d half-assedly missed, the flowers I’d stepped on or dragged the hose over. I’d swear under my breath and go back to halving worms until she gave me permission to leave.


When I shut the computer down, darkness creams across the dorm like I’m in a Dalí painting. I close my eyes and the rustling trees sound like woodwinds.


Brad and Justin smack the walls walking down the hallway toward my room, their laughs subterranean. “Hey, guys,” I say loudly when the door starts to open. It stops, and a slant of brightness cuts over the tiles.


“What are you doing in there, Chet? Whacking it?” Justin laughs.


Brad peeks in. “What the hell? ARE YOUR PANTS OFF, AL?” He laughs. “IS THAT YOUR DICK IN YOUR HAND? OH, JEEEEESUS! MY EYES!”


“Don’t worry.” I turn on the desk lamp and blink up at them. “I just finished, you assholes.”


My best friend, Casey, slams through the door a half hour later, flinging condoms like Frisbees. “Gifts for everyone,” he sings. “Gifts! Gifts! Gifts!”


“Come in, Mr. Golden. Stewy Gold!” I yell. “Yes, presents! We win! We win!”


Slumped in bed, I drink a beer. Girls scream past our propped-open door. Casey dribbles a basketball back and forth between his legs and Brad and Justin watch TV. Justin talks conservative politics and Indiana, and Casey squawks “Bullshit” each time he tries to make a point. “Wrong, again,” Casey laughs, “cock breath.”


I feel sick and standing up is a Herculean task, but I smile at my friends. “This, right here,” I say, head tilted to the ceiling while I unravel a purple rubber, “is a very good thing.”


Brad mutes the television. Casey and Justin stop pushing each other. I exhale dramatically and the room quiets. “All of your hopes and dreams!”


“You fucking chucklehead.” Casey wings another condom off of my face and I fall backward into bed and everyone howls. “Fa dushiarchy fun face,” he shouts, and spins the basketball on an upright finger.


“Shit, Case.” I throw a condom at the ball but miss. “That doesn’t even make sense. You’re getting all fucking Finnegans Wake on us.”


They each say “No, thanks” when I ask them if they want to hang out with the upperclassmen, so I pack my backpack with booze and leave.


“AWWW SHIT.” I CAREEN INTO THE DOORWAY OF RICK’S ROOM when I walk in, raining papers and pens from the empty Busch Light boxes they’ve stacked into an end table. Beer bottles chime in my backpack.


“Easy, Happy.” Tom looks up, dead serious. “Get ahold of yourself, man!” he laughs, then shakes my hand.


Tree stares at me, leans to Rick, and says something about the freshman being fucking worthless, just loud enough so everyone can hear it. “Kidding, bradda!” he shouts, punching my arm.


“Man, check your shit.” KJ pushes me. “You’re fucking bush league! BUSH LEAGUE, HAPPY!”


Rick spits in a bottle, pulls down his hat, and nods hello. “Nice to see you, Happy.” He smiles. “Glad ol’ Chester got all his shit done.”


“Whoo ha!” I yell like Busta Rhymes, punching my fists and forcing myself to laugh. “Whoo haaaaa! I’m canned already. What a fuckin’ night! Sorry, fellas.” Everyone chuckles watching me fall sideways onto the couch. My head throbs. The world bounces in time with my heartbeat. I hiss a beer open with my key chain, and Rick tosses me a tin of Skoal. When we clink our bottles together it feels like I’ve got a tuning fork inside my chest.


The drinks spill as we spout our apocrypha, and I tell them how good my life was—the big game, the Super 8, at the farmhouse, the playoffs, in the cornfields, the state tournament, the superhero, the pond, jumping naked off the cliffs. And then the tapioca-thick sex stories—the backseat of a Buick, the church parking lot, a friend’s mom’s minivan, with the parents upstairs, while my friends pounded the car’s steamy windows, under the stars on home plate.


“Moving to Iowa Falls was like going back in time,” I say, belching out weed smoke. The light is frayed, grayscale. Empty bottles turret the tabletops.


“BACK IN TIME!” KJ slurs. “Fucking Huey Lewis and the News!


“Fireworks over Riverbend Rally and jumping from motorboats and weed in the ditches. Camping and skinny-dipping when the fire started going out.” I go on and on, laughing to myself, eyes sewn shut. “It was like Grease or something. Cruising Main Street and fistfights. Dances after football games and homecoming parades. It was all Mayberry and shit.”


“MAYBERRY! MOTHERFUCKING MAYBERRY!” KJ yells, standing. He mutters something about pissing and uses the wall to feel his way out of the room.


“It’s called Iowa, Happy,” Ronnie says. “No bad guys come from Iowa Falls. Not until Happy Lemon! Yeah, playa!” He laughs and nods, then says that nothing was better than SoCal back in the day.


“Stockton,” Tree says solemnly, and pretends to pour his beer on the floor. “Get that shit right.”


“Shiiiiiit, bro!” Ronnie leans back into the couch and smiles. “Fuck that place.”


I laugh and keep talking, but hardly anyone is listening anymore. Tom and Tree and Ian are watching TV and playing cards. KJ comes back and passes out cold, and Ronnie is blazed. I chug and mumble to myself about fields of soybeans and corncribs in the moonlight. Gravel jamming through the countryside in old Chevelles. Getting high and the Doors and tripping our balls off and Black Sabbath.


“We had fucking birds in the freezer, man.”


“What the fuck did you say, Happy?” Ian turns.


“Pull it together, man! You’re hardly speaking English.”


Everyone is looking at me.


“Birds. We had dead ones … dead birds in the freezer. I’d get some ice, and there one would be. Dead grackles, man. A house finch. Fucking birds, you know? A bird. Wings and beaks and shit? Birds.”


“GRACKLE!” KJ is awake again. “Fucking grackles. That’s crazy good.”


“You serious? That’s fucked up is what it is.”


“Loco shit, Happy.” Ronnie laughs. “But my moms had a taco stand!”


“What? A taco van?”


“GRACKLE!”


“Naaaw, I’m playing, you fool! Fucking taco stand.” Ronnie slaps his thigh. “Jesus, no, silly fucks. It was all concrete jungle for me. Ghetto birds!”


“CAAAWWW! CAAAAWWWW!”


“We had birds in the freezer.”


“Happy’s studying too much, it’s making him hallucinate. He thinks he’s fucking Audubon.”


“Assholes.” I pick a shred of loose chew from my lip. “Ma and Bob are artists, man. We had wild shit—bowling balls rolling around the floors, busted mirrors on the walls. Snakeskins tacked above the dinner table. It was awesome.” I shake my head and try to laugh it off. I don’t usually talk to my teammates about how I was raised because I want to fit in with them. “Fuckin’ loved it.” I smile, but part of me has always resented it.


“Happy, you’re a goofy bastard. You know that, homes?”


IN THE MORNING, BOTTLES AND ASH ARE FANNED ACROSS MY desk. The drawer is wrenched open: Rx bottles, painkillers, pep pills, pens, and a baggie of weed. I teeter down the hallway and find Casey shaving in the bathroom. Behind him, I pirouette around the wet floor.


“Well, if it ain’t the one and only Willy Lump Lump.” He runs a razor down his chin. “And how are you on this shittastic morning?”


“Don’t fuck up, Case,” I yell. I jump around, mess up my hair. “Don’t cut up that Jay Leno chin of yours.” I laugh in his ear. “Don’t fuck it up, man.”


He drops the razor into the foamy sink and stares at me in the mirror. “What the fuck do you want, Lemon?”


“Nothing.” I wolf-whistle, trying to remember what happened last night.


“You sure?”


I nod.


“All right then. Leave me the fuck alone. I’m working here, pal.”
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“ALI BABA, THIS IS YOUR MA. CALL YOUR MA, ALI,” SHE warbles on the message. “Call me call me call me call me. Ma Ma Ma Ma Ma. Call call call. Me me me me.” She’s still rambling, saying she loves me and banging pots and pans, when the machine cuts her off.


Brad’s gone and our room is a cesspool. I can’t remember if I saw him this morning.


For a week I’ve felt like an aquarium filled with mercury and belly-up goldfish. I can’t shake it off. Each baseball practice is a brand-new beat-down.


I rest against the cool cement wall and listen to the message again. “Ali Baba, this is your Ma. Call your Ma, Ali.” A withered plant is toppled next to a box fan on the windowsill. Mold like piecrust. “Ma Ma Ma Ma Ma. Call call call. Me me me me.”


Students are lounging outside, sitting in the grass and standing in groups on the walking path. It’s finally getting beautiful in Minnesota. Trees are sucking winter up through their roots, exploding luscious and green.


All last summer Ma had packed for her next move. She’d only take breaks to come watch my ballgames, trying to see as many as she could before blowing out of Iowa Falls. I was so excited to leave for college—to finally be out of the house—that I hardly helped her. I was pumped—since she was moving before the season finished, I got to live with Jonny for a month.


I came home after the last game Ma came to and she was standing in the room where all of her records had been. Her chin was tucked to her chest like the guitar in her arms was whispering. A crown that came out of the bronze mold with QUELN on it instead of QUEEN squatted on the homemade bookshelf behind her. A box filled with all of the drawings and paintings and sculptures I’d made for her was splayed open on the floor.


She plucked a string, listened, and then twisted a tuning key. The late afternoon sky reflected off of the guitar’s body, and her face, usually red from hours of gardening, was the color of honey. Her long white hair was latticed with light. She slid her fingers down the frets, strummed big one time like a rock star, and started singing the Bonnie Raitt song she always listened to in her art studio.


We had lived in that tumbledown duplex on Bliss Boulevard for four years—the longest we lived anywhere—and Ma is a hoarder. Acrylics and charcoal and pastels and crayons, piles of scraps she was saving for sculptures and collage. There was a shitload of books—science and health safety texts from the ’50s, the history of everything, art of the world, atlases of countries that no longer exist, and a partial set of Funk and Wagnalls encyclopedias. There was ancient hi-fi equipment, an orchestra’s worth of instruments. A dozen cracked bowling balls. Spider plants. Wandering Jew. Gardening trays of zinnias and begonias and black-eyed Susans. Cut-in-half plastic bottles—green leaves sprouting through the dirt. Christmas cactus. Snakeskins. Horseshoe crab shells, beetle husks, and duck wings. Two printing presses and wall-sized sheets of slate. Hundred-pound boxes of letterpress type and thirteen-foot-long shovels. The house teemed.


THE PHONE RINGS FOR A MINUTE BEFORE MA ANSWERS.


“Hey, Ma! Yo yo Ma! It’s me. What’s happening?”


“Oh, Al, I’m so happy it’s you! I thought you might be the fucking guy who always calls when I’m eating, trying to sell me shit. I was ready to hang up. How ya doing, laddie?”


“I’m doing good, doing good. Same old stuff. What about you, Ma? How’s Missouri?”


“Ooooooh, fine,” she says in an Irish brogue. “Working on some new collages. My students are making cardboard chairs this week.” She talks excitedly about her new job.


“Good, Ma. Awesome.”


“But are you sure you’re OK?” Her voice slows. “You sound like something’s up. What’s happening?”


“Nothing, Ma. Things are fine.”


She keeps talking, asking if I’m OK, and I look outside. The sun glows through the girls’ sundresses and I can see all the way up their blacked-out legs. Every branch on the trees looks like it’s about to break, heavy and surging with robins and black squirrels.


“Just tired,” I say when she finally quiets. “Got the flu or something. Sore throat. I’m working too hard and not sleeping enough. Eyes are weird. I’m playing ball like crap.”


“Doesn’t sound like the flu. You need to get your rest, and—”


“I know, Ma! I know, I know. Fuuuuuck. You don’t get it. Mac’s a little different than high school.” I try to laugh because it came out mean, but I can’t stand when she lectures me. “I have to reread stuff, you know? Spend time researching, proofreading and shit. Ugh. You know, Ma? It’s hard work!”


She makes an exasperated noise. “You spent too much time playing football and lifting weights. I don’t care if you were good. Oh, I hated that shit. Stupid, stupid shit. You shoulda been doing more homework and shoveling snow. Digging up stumps in the yard! That’s what you shoulda been doing. That’s a fact, jack!”


“Maaaaaa!” I groan.


“Did you ever show me homework? Shit,” she says, “did you even have any?”


“Nope. Never. That’s why you didn’t see it, Ma. So sad, too bad.”


I laugh and she says, “Bullshit,” but I know she’s smiling. “You need me to be up there to ground your ass. Then you’d get some shit done. You taking your vitamins?”


“Ma. I’m taking them.”


“Are you sure? I’ll send more.”


“I’m taking ’em!” I grab two vitamin bottles and shake them into the phone like maracas. “See, see, see!” I drown her out, and she quiets.


“Hey, Ma, when you talk to Bob tell him that I love him, OK? Gotta go. Love ya.”


“OK, love you too, Ali. Be good.”


Just before I hang up I hear her voice like it’s coming from beneath my bed: “Ali, Ali, Ali, Ali! Wait, wait, wait! Forgot something! Gotta tell you something!”


“Yeah, Ma? What is it?” I sigh, pressing the phone back to my ear. “Yeah?”


“Hey, Ali!”


“Yeah, Ma? What?”


“Ali! Love you, Ali. Love you. Call any time you want, OK? Now go to bed!” She laughs. “You’re grounded, so go to bed! Now!”


It’s three in the afternoon.


THE NEXT MORNING, I TUMBLE HEADLONG IN THE SHOWER and, trying to catch myself, bend a fingernail back. Water pounds down. Cold tiles when I kneel, crumple. Bloody spit dangles from my chin. Around me, the stall whiplashes. I slump against the wall, half close my eyes, and tilt my head back so the stream pelts my face.
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“I TELL YOU, MAN. I WAS FUCKING ACCOSTED,” IAN SAYS, BITing into a veggie burger at lunch. “Right there by my car. Thought they were going to shoot me. Fucking hoodlums in this city. Hoodlums.”


“You’re full of shit, Shaw.” My teammates throw food and make faces. “‘Accosted’? What the fuck is that, man? What does that even mean? They shove something up your ass? Bet you liked it.”


It’s been four days since I fell in the shower, and the blackened fingernail is barely hanging on. I chew at it while Ian talks. The dried blood tastes like salt and mustard. The hoots get louder. I can’t feel the fork in my hand. I close my eyes and everything spins, slowly at first, and then the table feels like it’s rushing up at my face.
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