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Crescendo and Break 

Crescendo, noun: a gradual increase in volume of a musical passage; the maximum stress in a 

piece before the break. 

It was the waning of an Idaho summer. The heat was no longer guaranteed to reach the 

triple digits. The breeze carried the promise of another season on its way. Summer on the way 

out also meant school on the way in.   

Jacob walked on the far right of the sidewalk, nearly in the grass. Those passing by didn’t 

have to get his attention or apologize. They didn’t have to share a single moment with him. It 

was just as well. The music playing in Jacob’s earbuds would have drowned out any attempt to 

get his attention. 

Jacob’s long brown hair hung in a style very much his own. It would have to be his own, 

as it came about due to being uncut and uncared for. What appeared to be the beginning of a 

mustache graced his upper lip.  He walked with a slight stoop. His shoulders folded in towards 

his heart. His right hand fingered a guitar pick in his pocket. 

Jacob could feel the sweat trickle from the small of his throat down his chest.  The sky 

was clear, and the sun was warm. Jacob would have been far more comfortable if he hadn’t been 

wearing the faded brown leather jacket. He wore it every day, rain or shine. It was cracked with 

age, somehow both beloved and uncared for.  Jacob had the jacket zipped all the way up, in 

defiance of the heat. He also wore faded blue jeans, the knees and cuffs beginning to fray. Jacob 

was a little oven, and his flesh was beginning to broil.  

Boys passed by him wearing T-shirts and shorts. The girls were in their summer gear.  

Skirts as short as the school would allow, just past their fingertips with their arms at their sides.  
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Jacob tried, and failed, not to watch the naked legs as they ran by him.  He really shouldn’t have 

felt the need to hide his gaze.  None of the girls noticed it. 

He was listening to Jonny Lang. Jonny sang his deep, soulful blues. Sometimes I wonder 

what'll become of me / There ain't much left of what I used to be / look out my window, and it’s still 

raining.  

Jacob let the song take him for a moment. 

“Jakey!  Hey Jake!”  Jacob heard from somewhere behind him. He was just turning when 

Bobby crashed into him. 

Jacob pulled off his headphones and said, “Bobby!  What the hell?”   

Bobby smiled.  Bobby always smiled.  He had 2 inches on Jacob and his shoulders and 

biceps were far more fleshed out.  Bobby had the body of a wrestler, or a football player, or a 

basketball star.  It didn’t matter, he was adept at any and all.  He was one of those rare 

individuals that could make his body do exactly what his brain asked it to.  There is genius in 

that.   

“Sorry, Jake.  You shoulda heard me coming.  I’ve been hollering at you for over a block.  

You should turn down the music.” 

“Thanks,” Jacob said and started walking again. 

Bobby rubbed his hands together and his eyes lit up.  “Hey Jakey, you remember 

Rebecca, the girl in government last year?” 

“Yeah, maybe… I think I remember her.” 

“Dude, guess who’s taking her out tomorrow night?” 
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“Your mom.” 

“Good guess, but wrong again mi amigo.”  Bobby slapped him on the shoulder.  Hard.  

Too hard, Jacob thought.  “Be happy for me. I’ve been barking up the Rebecca tree all summer.” 

“OK,” he let out a quiet sigh.  His shirt was moist at his armpits and soaked beneath his 

backpack.  He shifted the bag.    

Bobby looked down at the ground, then sidelong at a red Ford passing by.  “So, how is 

your mom, Jake?” He said, quietly, “Haven’t heard anything for a while.” 

“Fine,” Jacob watched his shoes as he walked.  He stuck his hands deep in his jacket 

pockets, his fists tightened. 

“You can talk to me, man.  You don’t have to, but you can.” 

Jacob turned towards him. “My mother is ok. I am ok.” Jacob’s eyes grew dark for a 

second, only a second.  

Bobby was still watching the ground. He put his hands behind his head and let out a short 

breath. “You sure are a funny guy, Jakey.” 

“It’s Jacob, remember?” 

“You’ll always be Jakey in my heart.” He laughed at his joke. Jacob did not. 

Jacob quickened his pace. “I’ve gotta hurry home,” he said, “I’ve got loads of 

homework.” 

Bobby looked at him for a long second.  “Seriously.  If you wanna talk, I’m here, right?” 

He imitated a gun with his right hand and fired a shot at Bobby, “Got it.” 
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Bobby put his hands up, surrendering. He began to jog back towards the school. Jacob 

heard him call out to a group down the street. He heard Bobby smiling. 

 

The lawn was long and shaggy. It resembled a stray dog’s coat. The mailbox had a deep dent in 

the side. A casualty of rowdy teens last year. The roof of the small ranch style was starting to 

shed tiles. The strong fall winds this year would take their share. They would gnaw like a feral 

beast, digging through the armor to get the sweetmeats within. The shades were drawn. There 

was no dog barking or cat sitting in the window taking in the sun. This was Jacob’s house, but it 

had long since ceased being a home. 

“Hello?” he said, walking through the door. He was still irritated. Bobby had been a close 

friend once, until things started to fall apart at home. No one wanted to come hang out in a place 

like this.  The house stank of desperation. All people wanted to do was talk about IT. Old friends 

like Bobby with all the best of intentions. How could they not see that IT was not something he 

wanted to bring into the open, out into the world for all to see.   

The house was quiet, and every light was off.  Last night’s dishes sat soaking in the sink; 

last week’s laundry sat unfolded on the couch. Jacob walked into the kitchen. There was a note 

on the fridge on the back of a piece of junk mail. 

         Jakey, 

I had a long, crappy night. Pizza in the freezer. See you tomorrow after school.  Think of a movie 

you want to watch.  I can make some milkshakes! 

         Love you, Mom 
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            Jacob took the note off the fridge, crushed it noisily in his hand.  He tossed it towards the 

trash can.   

            He went to his room and sat on his bed. The room consisted of his twin-size bed, really 

just a mattress on a metal frame, a dresser across from it, and a TV perched atop the 

dresser. When moving between the bed and dresser he had to squeeze sideways. 

Next to the bed was a light brown dreadnought guitar. At one time it would have been an 

expensive model, but this one had been around awhile.  The body was scratched where amateur 

players, Jacob included, had repeatedly hit their picks before learning to control their strum 

pattern. The fretboard was faded, especially on the first five frets. You could almost see the 

finger indentations from over the years. 

Jacob had saved all last summer for the guitar. The moment he saw it in the pawn shop 

downtown he knew he had to have it. He mowed lawns, helped a neighbor move, cleaned yards 

of dog crap, anything and everything he could do. The guitar was the one thing he had earned for 

himself. 

He began to play. He had been into blues lately and had recently learned the Stevie Ray 

Vaughn cover version of “Tin Pan Alley”. 

The hauntingly slow melody of his music flowed out of his hands into the guitar, into the 

room, then out the window into the neighborhood. He began to sing in the lowest, smoothest 

voice that his teenage vocal cords were capable of about the toughest place around. Jacob closed 

his eyes and rocked with the melody.  He pictured himself playing for crowds. People were 

clapping. They were singing, they were smiling. All the women looked at him with insatiable 
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hunger in their eyes. All the men were jealous. All were in awe. His talent appeared magical. He 

was soulful beyond religion. He was beautiful. 

Three loud pounds sounded on the wall across the hallway from his room. Jacob stopped 

playing and stared at his door. Two minutes later his cellphone buzzed. The text from his mother 

read come talk to me. Jacob stood up slowly. He took his guitar delicately by the neck and placed 

it on its stand. He opened his door and walked to his mother’s room. He knocked twice, so softly 

he wasn’t even sure that he heard it. 

“Come in,” came the voice behind the door. It sounded weak, almost pathetic, in Jacob’s 

ears.  He cracked the door open, only about two inches. He could see the black ink of the room, 

but nothing else. His mother worked nights and had put up blackout curtains long ago. The room 

was pungent, a musty mix of vomit and air freshener, he could guess what she had been up to 

last night. 

“Hey, honey. Do your mom a favor and head down to the drugstore and grab me a bottle 

of Tylenol. I took the last one this morning. I gotta kick this headache before work tonight.” Her 

breathing was careful like she was fighting back another purge. 

He was willing to do anything just to close the door.  “Yeah, OK. Anything else?”  He 

wanted to forget the smells and sounds. He wanted to forget the disgust and anger rising from his 

gut. 

There was a short pause, “No, that’ll be fine. There’s a twenty in my purse, I think. Grab 

yourself a soda for your dinner too. Thanks, Jakey.” 

“No problem,” Jacob said, “Love you.” He closed the door before she could 

respond. The I love you was automatic. Not untrue, just insincere. It was like saying I’m 
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sorry when bumping into something in a dark room, without even knowing what was bumped. 

Something like guilt awoke within his conscience. He put it to sleep by resolving to do as she 

asked.  

Jacob grabbed his jacket. He took the money from his mother’s purse. It was still late 

afternoon, and the sun blinded him as he stepped outside. The drugstore was out of the question. 

The very thought of going there and waiting in line with the sick and enfeebled… it wasn’t an 

option. There was a gas station further down the road. It would cost more and make the trip take 

another half an hour, but the money wasn’t his and he wasn’t in a hurry to go back home. Jacob 

dug his hands deep into his pockets. He shuffled the playlist on his phone. Whitesnake’s “Here I 

Go Again” started to play. 

 

His father’s truck was in the driveway when Jacob got home, parked next to his mother’s 

minivan.  There was the deep dent on the tailgate from when Jacob hit the tree.  The only way 

he’ll learn is to let him drive, his father had said.  Jacob had tried, had failed, and instead of 

anger his parents had laughed.  That had been the last of the really good camping trips.  Jacob 

had trouble believing that was only two summers ago.   

As Jacob approached the house the driver’s side door of the truck opened and his father 

stepped out.  His father called to him, “Man, that old jacket brings me back.  Looks better on you 

than it ever did on me.”    

The resemblance between them was uncanny.  Jacob’s father’s long brown hair was 

pulled into a ponytail.  If freed, which it rarely was, it would be a little past his shoulders.  He 

sported a goatee, new since the separation. 
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“Hey,” his father said, approaching with his hands in his pockets. 

“Does mom know you’re here?” Jacob said as he approached the door. 

 His father grabbed his shoulder and turned Jacob around. “Don’t bother,” he said, “I 

talked to her earlier.  I just came by to see you.” 

 Jacob held up his bag from the gas station and nodded at the house. His father nodded 

back and released his shoulder.  Jacob went inside and put the Tylenol his mother had asked for 

on the counter.  He then opened the fridge and put the Gatorade she didn’t ask for inside.  He 

knew that she would want it. 

 When he went back outside his father was sitting on the folded-out tailgate of his truck, 

staring at something beyond the horizon.  Jacob leaned against the side of the truck, facing the 

yard. One foot kicked a tire as he waited for whatever was coming. His father watched the sky 

over the trees, the cars passing by.  He asked Jacob about school, about his grades. He asked his 

son about music. Here he smiled and showed enthusiasm. Music was always a thing between 

them. Father would bestow classics upon his son. Unlike many fathers, or older men in general, 

he would listen to his son’s music as well. He wouldn’t just hear it, but really listen to it and try 

to dig it. Sometimes he even succeeded. 

  He asked Jacob about girls. Who was he into, who was into him. Lately, Jacob detected 

more than curiosity in the questions about friends, especially about girls. There was a desperation 

in them.  

  Jacob gave one-word answers to every question.  His father pulled out a cigarette, put it 

between his lips.  He kept it there for a minute before changing his mind and returning it to the 

pack. 
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 “Dad, why are you here?” Jacob asked.   

 His father sighed.  He crossed his right leg over his left knee, and his foot began to kick 

rhythmically.  “Nothing.  Just wanted to stop by, check on my son.” 

 Jacob watched him close, “You never just stop by.” 

 “It’s hard to.” 

 “It’s hard to be here,” said Jacob.   

 His father scratched the stubble on his neck, a defeated look on his face.  They sat in the 

tense quiet.  They watched a dog walk down the street, listened to the eerie chimes of an ice-

cream truck passing a few blocks over. After a long moment he said, “I’m going to be taking a 

job in Wyoming.  I’ll be moving there in October.” 

 Jacob sat for a moment, lost. He hadn’t realized it, but somewhere deep down he had 

always thought there was a chance his parents would end up back together. The fights had been 

horrific towards the end but at one time they had loved each other. The love had been real, and 

they had been a real family. 

 Now his father was going to leave. He was going to escape the awfulness. With that 

thought, Jacob’s eyes brightened. 

 Jacob said, “I don’t see you much during school anyway and I’ll see you on 

Thanksgiving and Christmas break. That could be cool.” 

 “Jake, I think, for right now, until things are better with your mother, and while I get 

settled in, it may be better for you to stick around.  Help out, you know?” 
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 Jacob fought the rising swell within him. It was dark and red and boiling. He pushed it 

down back to his stomach before it brought the pain and the tears. He sniffed and wiped his nose 

quickly with the back of his hand.   

 “It’s not forever. Next summer, I promise. We’ll hit Yellowstone on the way up. Goof 

off, just the boys, right?” 

 “Yeah. Sure.” 

 His father made promises to stop by more in the coming month before he left. Jacob 

listened, he tried to not let his disappointment show. After all, he wasn’t just angry, or sad. He 

was jealous. His father climbed into his truck and drove away. 

 Jacob went to his room and picked up his guitar. He started playing The Offspring’s “The 

Kids Aren’t Alright”. He liked the way electric punk sounded on the acoustic. It sounded more 

mature, like something to be taken seriously. 

He remembered the day his dad left. His mother had closed herself in her room after 

another loud drag out of a fight. His father had looked old, frail. Like a man without answers. He 

had a duffle bag full of what he needed, everything he wanted from the house. “The Kids Aren’t 

Alright” became Led Zeppelin’s “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You”. The arpeggios slow and soft. 

Jacob sang about how he had to ramble, how he was gonna leave when the summer came 

around. He lost himself in the song and went into the chorus with heavy power chords.   

Three loud knocks on the wall brought him out of it. His phone buzzed a few seconds 

later. Jacob grabbed his phone without looking at the text. Nobody asked for this, he thought, 

nobody. Would he, could he, be another loss on her card? He could leave, who would blame 

him?  



813844 

I would, he thought. The guilt that washed over him was overwhelming and he couldn’t 

fight it. His father had run away like a coward. There was a horrible monster in the house and 

instead of fighting it he had run. Jacob would not. Jacob couldn’t. 

He headed into the kitchen, took off his father’s jacket, and placed it in the trashcan.  He 

opened the fridge and took out a red Gatorade.  He slowly poured it onto the jacket, being sure to 

thoroughly soak it.  He then reached into the fridge and found a container of cottage cheese.  He 

dumped it out in a thick slop onto the leather.  He then ran his hands over it.  He made sure to get 

cheese into every pocket, his hands sliding over the mess, his fingers slick with it.  He then 

pushed the jacket into the bottom of the can, burying it under leftovers and filth.   

Jacob went to the sink and washed his hands.  He took a deep breath.  Then he headed 

towards the master bedroom to see what his mother needed. 

He knocked on his mother’s door. There was no answer. He opened the door quietly, the 

hinges squeaking against the attempt. The room was dark, his mother’s thick curtains were 

pulled. She had fallen asleep waiting for him. The comforter was pulled down, like she was 

about to get up. She was wearing her red and black flannel pajamas, the same she used to wear 

on lazy Sundays till late in the morning and early in the afternoon. They hung off of her like 

dehydrated elephant’s skin. He hadn’t realized how much weight she had lost. Her face was pale 

and dry. She looked so weak, so old, so vulnerable.  

The worst of it was her head. Her beautiful, thick, auburn hair was gone. She had told 

him before that she was going to chop it all off before it had a chance to fall out. If she did that, 

she reasoned, people wouldn’t have to know she had cancer. She could give a cause for her hair 

loss. She could be a modern heroine, just like Sinéad O’Connor. 



813844 

It had been a joke.  Like the kind of horrible, disgusting joke you tell about something 

that is grotesquely impossible. She always joked like that, though. In the beginning she had a 

whole repertoire of cancer jokes. Her laughter made her appear strong. It made me feel strong, he 

thought, were the jokes for her, or me?   

Jacob pulled the comforter up.  He went into his room and grabbed his guitar. His mother 

needed sleep.  He needed to get out of the house.  

He carried the guitar into the backyard. A charcoal grill with no top was on the porch. It 

was full of a mixture of coal dust, leaves, and spiderwebs. The front yard had grown long, the 

back lawn had long ago fell to ruin. It was hard caked dirt with patches of brown grass. Here and 

there were large thorny weeds. A barefoot walker would soon find their soles filled with goat 

heads. 

Jacob wiped off one of the green metal lawn chairs that sat on the porch and sat down. He 

strummed the guitar twice, listening for the sweet sound of proper tuning. Then he began to play.   

He started with parts of many songs that he knew, then fell into something all his own. 

He didn’t sing. There were no words to these songs.  He would try one melody, then another. 

The music felt forced and raw. It tried to be powerful and confident. It wasn’t. It felt like a lie. 

Jacob thought about his mother and father the day they told him about her disease.  They 

promised it was nothing, that nothing would change, and because they were a family they would 

be ok.  He remembered her getting sick, sleeping all day, puking.  She had headaches and would 

cry herself to sleep.  The treatments made her worse.  His parents began to fight. 

Jacob was left to be the man.  He tried to help, and he tried to be strong.  This was too 

much.  She would start a treatment and hope would rise. She would even act like she was feeling 
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better. Then she would get so much worse. That brief period of hope was unfair. It was damned 

cruel, sick, and sadistic.  

He just wanted it to end. How long could he watch her die? How long could his mother 

watch him fail to live? He strummed hard, too hard.  A string snapped with a metallic twang that 

rang through the night. The string drew blood from his finger. It was like a paper cut, thin but 

deep. The finger went to his mouth, and he tasted the earthy essence of his blood.  

A 12-gauge guitar string takes between 44 and 48 pounds of pressure to snap. A water 

heater will explode if the pressure builds to over 150 psi. An earthquake will build for millennia 

showing almost no signs on the surface. One day the plates slip and the earth rumbles. Jacob 

found his limit in that moment. This was emotion without purpose. It was destruction and it was 

loud. His entire world shook. 

Jacob stood up, grabbed his guitar by the neck, and began to slam it against the side of 

the concrete of the porch.  The first couple of strikes simply produced a loud thud, but on the 

fourth, the neck cracked, and strings broke in a gruesome squeal. A slam against the back of the 

house shattered the body. One more was all it took to only leave a chunk of the neck and several 

broken strings in his hand like an amputated arm with veins and arteries dangling. 

All around the porch were shattered remains. Strings, wood, and hardware. The 

neighbor’s dog was yipping wildly. An angry masculine voice yelled out of the neighbor’s 

window to SHUT UP. Jacob realized that he was sobbing. 

He heard something at the kitchen window. He looked up. His mother was standing, 

staring at him from the window with her hand over her mouth. The hand was shaking. There 
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were tears in her eyes. With every blink of her eyelids, another drop trailed down her sharp, dry 

face. 

  He wanted to run to her and hold her.  He wanted to slam his fists into the concrete and 

break them into shards like the guitar. Jacob wanted to scream. 

 He looked into his mother’s eyes and spread his arms wide. “This, all of this, is not ok.” 

His voice was high, and sobs shook him as he spoke. “It’s not fair and it’s NOT ok.” He closed 

his eyes and let the tears come. He was on his knees now and he felt his mother’s thin arms wrap 

around him. She pulled his face to her shoulder and stroked his back. Jacob started to come back 

to his senses, but he stayed awhile there with his mother holding him, feeling her comfort and 

her love. 

 She whispered, over and over, “It’s going to be ok; it’s going to be ok.” She sounded 

confident. She sounded powerful. She sounded true. 

Outro, noun: a short distinct closing to a musical piece. The resolution. 

 


