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The Belly Up in Solana Beach had absorbed its decades. The woor had 
morn sgooth alonk the paths people toof betmeen the stake and bar. The 
malls mere sfinned mith thirty years o, concert postersP their colors ,aded 
by tige. The air held a density that cage gostly ,rog smeatP mhisfeyP and 
spilled beer. Sea salt carried three blocfs inland settled into the ,abric the 
may the uacixc coastal layer settled into canyon ,olds at damn. The stake 
likhts had been bIrnink since si’P castink agber pools across the woor. 
W—d tried gore than once to mash that sgell oIt o, gy clothesP bIt the 
roog mas stronker than the deterkent W Ised.

Le mere si’ gIsicians v JeGi SigonP Cesse SigonP Jagar MleasonP 
Rarlos qoralesP MIillergo BaItistaP Linston FIker v collectiGely the 
Sigon Mleason BandP a nage that gade people assIge Sigon Mleason 
mas one person. Wt mas actIally a cogpression o, sIrnagesP a collision 
betmeen the Sigon brothers and Jagar that had happened by accident 
in the xrst year me mere tokether and a GenIe ganaker needed sogethink 
,or the garYIee. The gIsic had kromn since thenP gorphed a bitP bIt 
the nage had stayed. Lhat gatteredP and mhat W had learned oGer ten 
years o, jriday nikhtsP mas mhen me ,oInd the pocfet and stayed thereP 
me stopped beink si’ separate people and the gIsic stopped belonkink 
to any o, Is. Sigon Mleason mas on tonikhtP that mas ,or sIre. W ,elt it in 
gy hands and in gy sternIg. AoI coIld 1Ist ,eel it in the may the roog—s 
air shi,ted mhen me—d hit the xrst chord and locfed in.

Le mere playink in - ginorP the bones o, a slom 45D5O blIes prokres5
sion at the ,oIndationP sogethink else in the sfin o, it once MIillergo—s 
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conkas kot Inderneath it. - strIctIre sigple enoIkh to be dankeroIs 
becaIse nothink hid mhat a player coIldn—t do.

Cesse stood stake le,t mith his jender urecision bassP the sInbIrst 
xnish morn pale at the edkes mhere his ,orearg had rIbbed it sgooth 
oGer years o, xnkers malfink strinks mith an aIthority that sIkkested he—d 
neGer YIestioned rhythg—s prigacy. ze masn—t shomy at all. ze didn—t 
need to be. CIst a solid bottog to the soInd.

Jagar almays stake rikht. zis kold Jes uaIl slInk lom akainst his 
hipP le,t hand gafink di:erent sgall shapes mhen he manted a note to 
bendP koink still mhen he didn—t. 2ach phrase cage ,Illy shaped then 
released. Ben Sigon moIld haGe called it xre mithoIt hIrryP bacf mhen 
he still talfed aboIt gIsic instead o, discipline. W recokniNed that phrase 
sIr,acink in gy gind as inheritanceP the may his Goice still inhabited 
gy thoIkhts eGen mhen he masn—t present. 2specially mhen he masn—t 
aroInd.

Rarlos sat behind the drIg fit mith the ease kood drIggers ,oInd 
mhen they—d settled into the pocfet and decided to stay there v brIshP 
snapP khost note v gafink the rest o, Is soInd better than me had any 
rikht to soInd kiGen all the rehearsals me sfipped and the li,e that kot 
in the may betmeen kiks. ze played a split second behind the beatP life 
Rharlie Latts. ze had a find o, discipline and gade the krooGe breathe 
instead o, rIsh. qost drIggers pIshedP bIt Rarlos pIlled. Wt chanked 
hom the sonk goGed. W matched hig ,rog center stake nikht a,ter nikht 
and rekisteredP akainP mhat W had been rekisterink ,or gonths“ a stillness 
aboIt hig that hadn—t been there be,oreP the sgall contained alertness 
o, a gan mho had started feepink tracf o, e’its.

MIillergo stood stake rikht o, Rarlos mith his hands already deep in 
the conka krooGeP his Ipper body algost stillP all the morf happenink 
belom the elbom. ze mas ,rog 2nsenada domn in Ba1aP his ,ather had 
played trIgpet in a salsa band on a crIise ship. Sigon Mleason had been 
one think be,ore hig and a di:erent think a,ter. ze masn—t 1Ist a kood 
addition bIt a gIltiplicationP Rarlos pIlled the beat bacfP MIillergo 
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pIshed it ,ormard mith the conkasP and the tension betmeen theg mas 
the enkine oIr soInd ran on.

LinstonP yoInkest and nemest o, oIr cremP mas at the jender 
Fhodes piano center stakeP already inside the chord chankesP x,teen years 
yoInker than the rest o, Is and playink life he—d been doink it ,or ,orty.

Betmeen sonks Cesse leaned into his gic mith that sage krin he—d had 
since me mere stIdents at San uasYIal zikh. VJeGi here still thinfs he—s 
konna settle domn one day.3

The roog laIkhedP easy and margP the soInd o, people mho—d de5
cided they mere all in this tokether eGen mhen they meren—t.

Rarlos called oGer the u- ,rog behind the drIg fit. zis qe’ican5ac5
cented 2nklish only gade it ,Innier. VHnly i, the rikht mogan shom IpP 
ganP and she coge mith a tInink ,orf and a cattle prod.3

Then. Fig shot. 6Iicf and sharp and earnink the laIkh it kot.
W shoof gy head and krinned. VA—all act life W—g a pro1ect.3
Cesse deadpanP lettink the silence hold.  Jife a kood bass player holds 

a rest“ VAoI are.3 ThenP a,ter the silence had done its morf“ VBIt me loGe 
yoI anymay.3

qy krin ment so,ter. These gen mere gy li,e. Qot becaIse me mere 
,agoIs or richP neither o, mhich me mereP bIt becaIse mhen the gIsic 
mas rikhtP mhen all o, Is ,oInd the sage pocfetP me becage these Ger5
sions o, oIrselGes that didn—t e’ist oItside these gogents.

Betmeen sets W stepped o: stake and ,elt the tegperatIre shi,t. Wt mas 
cooler amay ,rog the likhts. W ,oInd Rarlos and Jagar at the bar mhere 
they almays stood betmeen setsP tafink Ip the sage positions they—d tafen 
,or years. - TB goInted aboGe the liYIor bottles had been rInnink 
nems on gIte all nikhtP the may they o,ten did in barsP present and 
iknored. MIillergo mas at the end o, the barP a beer smeatink akainst his 
palgP matchink the roog mith the attention o, a gan mho—d learned to 
fnom mhich roogs mere sa,e and mhich ones reYIired a di:erent find 
o, accoIntink. 
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jootake cIt ,rog sogemhere oItside a ,ederal bIildinkP a cromdP 
siknsP then the sage scene later and morseP xkIres in ,orgation goGink 
tomard the cromdP sogeone koink domn be,ore the screen cIt amay. - 
chyron read sogethink aboIt -naheig. Then the sekgent chanked. 
Wt mas a coggercial bIildink sogemhere o: the O in Jos -nkelesP a 
reporter holdink a gicrophoneP people beink led ,rog a roll5Ip door 
mith their hands Nip5tied behind theg.

Rarlos ment Gery still.
W loofed at MIillergo. ze stared at the screenP beer IntoIchedP 

readink the may people read mhen they sIspect the story gikht be aboIt 
theg.

VThat—s qikIelP3 Rarlos said.
W leaned closer. The gan on the screen had his head domnP darf hair 

,allink ,ormardP tmo akents wanfink hig as he cligbed the steps onto a 
mhite bIs mith KzS stenciled in blIe alonk the side. ze loofed Ip onceP 
blinfink akainst a cagera washP and the ,ace mas Ingistafable.

VqikIel MIerreroP3 Jagar said. VModdagn.3
Le—d done session morf mith qikIel in Jos -nkelesP o: and onP ,or 

the better part o, a decade. - hired kIn. ze played a yellom Telecaster as i, 
it mere a tool he—d spent a li,etige learnink to Ise. Qothink masted. 2Gery 
licf precise. ze—d played on records that fept likhts on and kroceries 
boIkht in hal, o, soIthern Rali,ornia.

Vze—s been here ,oreGerP3 Cesse said. ze had dri,ted oGer mithoIt gy 
noticink. VLhat the hell.3

VTmenty years at least.3 Rarlos—s Goice had wattened the may it did 
mhen he mas morfink to feep it leGel. Vqarried a kirl ,rog Jonk Beach.3

Vqarried a krinkaP3 Jagar said. VThey kot fids. They kot fids to5
ketherP gan.3

VWt no gatter.3 Rarlos toof a drinfP the bottle smeatink akainst his 
palg. VThey sort it oIt later. qaybe.3
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MIillergo said nothink. ze set his beer on the bar and fept loofink 
at the screenP at the bIsP at the akents wanfink qikIel Ip the steps. ze 
mas rInnink a calcIlation. AoI coIld see it.

The nems cIt to a conkressgan kestIrink aboIt secIrity and soGer5
eiknty and the rIle o, lamP mords that soInded clean mhen yoI said theg 
,ast enoIkhP mhen yoI didn—t haGe to loof at mhat they geant applied 
to actIal liGes.

VTmenty yearsP3 Cesse said. VEids. ze—s as -gerican as W ag.3
Vqore than sogeP3 Jagar said.
Rarlos loofed at the screenP then at the barP then at the door. W—d been 

matchink it ,or gonths and still coIldn—t say e’actly mhen it had started. 
Lhen the calcIlation had bekIn. Lhen he—d started feepink tracf.

VThey catch mhoeGer they mant to catchP3 he said. VThat—s mhat they 
do.3

Cesse matched the nems ,or another ,em secondsP 1am tikht. VLe oIkht 
to do sogethink.3

Qobody ansmered. The bartender chanked the channel mithoIt asf5
ink.

-,ter the setP agps tIrned o:P the electric hIg dyinkP the cromd 
noise xllink the space mhere the gIsic had beenP Cesse and W ment oIt 
bacf the may me almays did a,ter the last setP past the load5in door and 
the stacfed egpties and the dIgpster that sgelled life the last decade 
o, other people—s jriday nikhts. Cesse lit a cikaretteP mhich he did a,ter 
sets and algost neGer othermise. The uacixc mas hal, a gile mest and 
yoI coIld sgell itP eGen oGer the dIgpster and the e’haIst ,rog the 
-gtraf rattlink north to J-. - persistent coastal darf and San Kieko 
to the soIth an Irban likht beacon.

W told hig mhat W—d seen in MIillergo—s ,ace at the bar.
Cesse drem on the cikarette and thoIkht aboIt it. Vze—s kot papersP3 

he said. V2Gerythink cIrrent.3
VW fnom.3
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VSo does  Rarlos.3  ze e’haled slom.  VKidn—t  help tonikhtP  ,or 
qikIel.3

Le stood mith that ,or a mhile. The alley mas YIietP 1Ist a ,em soInds 
o, Solana Beach doink mhat it did on a meefend. AoI coIld hear people 
cogink oIt o, bars a,ter last callP the traDc on the uRzP and sogemhere 
a car stereo rInnink throIkh sogethink mith bass heaGy enoIkh to reach 
Is oIt here.

Cesse wicfed ash and krinnedP and there it masP the igpossible ,aithP 
the belie, in hIgan decency that mas as Inshafeable as the chanke o, the 
tide. W—d kromn Ip alonkside hig and neGer ,Illy Inderstood bIt neGer 
stopped relyink on hig either.

VQahP3 he said. Vueople don—t hIrt each other life that. Qot here.3
-nd the am,Il part o, itP mhat W coIldn—t haGe fnomn standink there 

Inder a sfy that sgelled life ocean and e’haIstP gy brother mhole and 
krinnink beside ge in the Rali,ornia darf mas that in that gogentP W 
belieGed hig too.
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The ranch always looked the same, which was both a comfort and a lie. 
What you could see was unchanged, but pressure was building along 
the fault lines running beneath the soil. There was the same washboard 
dirt road curling o7 8I, one ’vd drixen thousands of times, with the dust 
lifting in the truckvs wake, the land itself alixe and eShaling. ;ame rows 
of axocado trees marching up the slope in their patient geometry, the 
leaxes dark and waSy in the late afternoon light, fruit hanging heaxy on 
the branch. The place smelled alixe when ’ rolled down the windowz 
earth and irrigation water, fertiliBer, a faint sweetness underneath that 
only showed itself at dusk when the heat Vnally gaxe up its chokehold 
and the air could breathe again.

‘en ;imon, my father, had come back from 5ietnam in C8P, stepped 
o7 a transport at Mamp -endleton two weeks after the fall of ;aigon 
carrying a du7el bag and the silence of men whovd watched something 
collapse after being told it was worth dying for. Hy grandfather picked 
him up in the beatqup ’nternational Farxester pickup he droxe until the 
day he died and took him straight to the ranch hevd been working since 
the early siSties. Fevd planted axocados when citrus was still the king, 
had seen something in the xalleyvs microclimate, the way the marine air 
pooled in the fold between mountains, the deep alluxial soil that had 
been building since before anyone thought to call it ;an -asAual 5alley. 
Fe conxerted forty acres of coastal sage scrub into careful rows of Fass 
and Duerte, betting his future on a fruit most Jmericans still didnvt 
know how to pronounce. ‘en took oxer without any discussion, without 
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ceremony. Thatvs how it worked then. The ranch passed from father to 
son, and wanting something di7erent wasnvt part of the conxersation. 
Fe eSpanded the groxes oxer the years, added acreage in the hills aboxe 
jscondido where the land was cheaper and the water was harder to come 
by, but the fruit grew dense and oily. Fe turned his fathervs forty acres 
into a hundred and twenty that stretched across both sides of the xalley, 
each purchase making another wager against change.

‘envs truck sat parked crooked near the eAuipment shed, drixervs side 
door hanging open like hevd stepped away for a minute and forgotten 
to come back. Kadio playing low inside. ’t was news, not music. “exer 
music anymore. Fe said once that music reAuired something from you 
that news didnvt. Fe hadnvt elaborated and ’ hadnvt asked. ’ shut the 
door as ’ passed and the sound clicked o7 like ’vd cut a wire. Fevd left 
his spiral notebook on the seat, coxered in his careful handwriting. Hy 
father had been making a lot of lists lately. ;upplies, schedules, irrigation 
repairs, all the small things he could still VS.

The house held the warm smell of roasting chicken and rosemary, 
which meant my mother was trying to make us feel normal. ;arah moxed 
through the kitchen with the steady e”ciency shevd carried my whole 
life, a nurse exen when she wasnvt wearing scrubs, and especially when 
the damage lixed beneath the surface and rexealed itself Yust a little at a 
time.

;he didnvt ask how ’ was. “exer did. Jsked instead if ’vd eaten. ;ee, 
hunger was a problem you could solxe with the right ingredients and the 
right amount of heat.

?Wash your hands. Rinnervs almost ready.: ;arah nexer looked up 
from what she was doing. ;ome forms of loxe didnvt reAuire eye contact.

The water ran pink oxer my Vngers at the kitchen sink, a rusty residue 
from the morningvs work on my truck that didnvt Auite come o7. ’t made 
me think of sinks in hospitals and gas stations, water that left you feeling 
cleaner whether you were or not. The towel smelled like bleach and fabric 
softener, my mothervs belief that clean surfaces held larger chaos at bay.
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‘en sat at the dining table with another notebook, a pen resting beq
tween his Vngers like a forgotten cigarette. Fe looked up when ’ entered 
and nodded once. The same nod hevd been gixing me since ’ was a boy. 
Jn acknowledgment without ceremony. J presence without intrusion.

?Lou get down the hill okay9:
?Leah.:
?Tra”c wasnvt bad9:
?“ot bad. Two bicycles maybe.:
’ smiled, trying to lighten the air that had already started to thicken, 

to build the density that came before di”cult conxersations. We could 
still talk about roads. That was something.

Oesse arrixed minutes later, parking his truck beside mine with more 
care than was needed, simple habit moxing him through motions his 
mind had already left behind. Fe came through the door bringing the 
smell of the garage beneath his apartment with him1 petroleum prodq
ucts, old wood, and a stale scent that nexer Auite aired out no matter how 
many times you opened the bay doors. ’ always thought of it as the smell 
of machinery waiting for a second life. Fe kissed ;arahvs cheek.

?;orry ’vm late,: he said. ?0ost track of time.:
?Louvre Vne. Malebvs not here yet either.:
Jt Malebvs name the room changed pressure. ’t was barely noticeable 

unless you knew where to look.
Oesse took his seat at the table, the chair closest to the window where 

the late light fell in stripes. Fevd always sat there. ;ince we were kids. 
‘ack then it had been a simple fact, Oessevs spot, the way Marlos had a 
spot behind the drum kit, nobody deciding, Yust happening. “ow it had 
outlasted all the changes, a small ordinary thing remembering what the 
room itself no longer could.

The white Kam diesel announced Maleb before he appeared, a low 
rumble easing too carefully into the drixe. Hore control than was called 
for. Fe stepped inside and paused to wipe his boots on the mat, the 
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gesture formal now, as if through the years hevd become a guest in this 
place that should haxe felt most familiar.

Fe looked thinner than the last time ’vd seen him, face angular where 
it used to be full, now sharpened into something harder. Fis hair was 
still regulationqshort, the Morps two years gone. Fe smelled of soap and 
something sharper underneath. ’ couldnvt Vgure if it was aftershaxe or 
drilledqin discipline.

;arah mentioned that jlena was still Vnishing up her homework, 
glancing toward the hallway where lamplight fell along the 2oor. Maleb 
nodded. Ridnvt look at Oesse. Oesse didnvt look at him. Their axoidance 
was practiced, smooth, a choreography learned oxer time where neither 
of them trusted where a single look might lead.

We sat. Maleb took the chair at the end nearest the wall, his back 
to the corner, the room in front of him. -lates were passed with the 
mechanics of sharing wevd reVned oxer decades. “obody had to think 
about where the food went. The thinking was reserxed for exerything 
else. ;ilxerware clicked against plates. Dor sexeral minutes all you could 
hear was chewing and the refrigeratorvs hum and the cicadas starting up 
outside, clocking in for their night shift.

‘en cleared his throat. ?Theyvre saying itvs gonna be a hot week. Wevll 
need to start earlier. ;iS, maybe.:

Maleb nodded, xoice 2at. ?Feat indeS has been climbing. Hakes 
people do stupid things.:

The obserxation could haxe meant anything or exerything, his senq
tence working in multiple directions at once.

;arah shot him a look. “ot sharp. ;urgical. Jssessing damage, mainq
taining professional distance from the problem exen when the problem 
was family. ?’t makes people tired. Therevs a di7erence.:

Maleb didnvt argue. Karely did anymore. Fe ate carefully, cutting his 
food into exen pieces, keeping his hands busy, his mind not rememberq
ing.
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Oesse pushed rice around his plate, building small mountains and 
2attening them. Dinding his way into it. The conxersation felt mined. 
?’ saw something online. Jbout another detention. Workplace raid in 
5ista.:

The room temperature dropped another degree. ’ felt it in my 
shoulders, in the way exeryonevs posture changed, this tension spreading 
around the table.

‘envs response came automatic, re2eSixe. ?Theyvre doing their Yob.:
;arah set her fork down Auietly, but with purpose. ;he looked at ‘en 

directly. ?’ had a patient last month. Thirtyqtwo weeks along. Fadnvt 
seen anyone in four months, not since the Eceanside raids started. Fer 
husbandvs documented. Their baby will be a citiBen. They were Yust 
doing their Yob then too.:

The table went Auiet. ;arah picked up her fork and set it against her 
plate and didnvt eat. The refrigerator hummed in the kitchen.

‘envs Yaw moxed but nothing came out.
Oesse repeated it, not Auite a Auestion, not Auite agreement, ?their 

Yob.:
?’tvs complicated,: ‘en said.
That word again. The kind that made people feel as though theyvd 

done something simply by saying it aloud.
Oessevs xoice sharpened at the edges and lost the careful control hevd 

been maintaining. ?’tvs not complicated. ;omeone with papers gets deq
tained because someone else decided they looked wrong.:

?Lou donvt know thatvs what happened.:
?’ know it happens. We all know it happens.:
;arah placed her fork down. ?Man we not,: she said. “ot Auite a 

Auestion, more command than reAuest.
‘ut Oesse was already in it, his sense of fairness had tripped and now 

he was moxing, and there was no pulling him back from something he 
could see clearly. ?Fow long are we supposed to pretend itvs Vne9 That 
people arenvt being 4:
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Maleb interrupted, his Vrst real contribution to the conxersation, his 
xoice so controlled it sounded mechanical. ?-eople break the law. Thatvs 
what enforcement is for.:

Oesse turned to him and for the Vrst time all exening they made eye 
contact. Rirect. 0oaded. Two years of the unsaid.

?Jnd when enforcement breaks the law9:
?Thatvs what the systemvs for.:
The word came out of Oesse bitter, corroded, and eaten through by 

the acid of watching systems fail people. ?The system. The system that 
protects 4:

?Oesse.: ;arahvs xoice sharper now, with an edge that meant she was 
done asking.

‘ut Malebvs Yaw had already tightened, shoulders pulling back into a 
posture ’ recogniBed from childhood, from the moments when someone 
had pushed him too far and he was deciding whether to walk away or 
push back.

?Lou think you know what youvre talking about. Lou donvt.:
?’ know what ’ see.:
?Lou see what you want to see. Lou always haxe.:
The sentence landed heaxy between them. What followed felt less 

like silence and more like bad weather pressing against the windows.
?‘oys.: ‘envs xoice, trying to restore order, remind them they were 

family.
;arah called toward the hallway, xoice a bit more force than usual1 

?jlena.:
jlena appeared in the doorway with her backpack slung oxer one 

shoulder, hair in a loose ponytail already coming undone. Ten years 
old, young enough to still beliexe in the basic fairness of adults, but old 
enough to sense when the air was wrong and when silence had teeth.

;he stopped short when she saw exeryone at the table, taking inq
xentory the way ’ did, reading faces, cataloging tension, deciding which 
conxersational landmines were actixe. ;he slid into the chair beside Maleb 
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with the careful neutrality of someone checking the weather before deq
ciding to go outside.

Malebvs xoice softened in the way it nexer did for anyone else, transq
formed into something that carried actual warmth. ?Fey, kid.:

?Fey.:
;he started eating, eyes moxing from face to face, taking it in for later, 

for the moment when shevd try to make sense of adult behaxior that 
followed rules she hadnvt learned yet.

Oesse tried to smile, to lighten the mood. ?Fowvs school, jlena9:
?Dine.: The word automatic, learned, the default response children 

gaxe when they knew adults didnvt actually want details.
?Oust Vne9:
;he shrugged, pushing rice around her plate the same way Oesse 

had been doing. ?Wevre reading this book about a mouse. ’tvs kind of 
babyish.:

?What would you rather read9: ’ asked.
?’ donvt know. ;omething real.:
;he paused, fork suspended between plate and mouth, and ’ watched 

her make a decision,  watched her gather something that reAuired 
courage. ;he looked at Maleb, then at Oesse, then back down at her plate. 
?Why donvt you guys talk to each other anymore9:

The Auestion cut through the room. “o one answered immediately. 
‘en and ;arah eSchanged a look that came from decades of managing 
their sonsv con2icts. Oesse stared at his plate. Malebvs Yaw worked.

Oesse Vnally spoke, trying to sound light. ?Wevre talking right now.:
jlena looked at him with the brutal honesty of children who hadnvt 

learned that lies could be kind. ?“o youvre not. Louvre sitting at the same 
table but you donvt look at each other. Jnd when Rad comes to dinner, 
Hom doesnvt.:

The obserxation was so accurate it hurt to hear it. jlena was too 
young to understand it, which meant shevd probably understood it for 
years.
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;arahvs  hand  moxed  to  jlenavs  shoulder,  gentle,  redirecting. 
?Hrownqup stu7 is complicated sometimes, sweetheart.:

?Thatvs what exerybody keeps saying. Momplicated.: ;he set her fork 
down. ?‘ut it Yust seems like exerybodyvs mad at exerybody else, and 
nobody will tell me why.:

’nto the silence that followed, Maleb stood. “ot angry. Oust done.
?’ should go. Hot an early shift.: Fe said it to ;arah, not to the table.
Fe walked out before anyone could say a word. The screen door 

creaked and closed. Through the window ’ watched him climb into his 
truck and sit there for a long moment before starting the engine, his 
silhouette backlit by the porch light.

Rinner continued after that. We talked about small things, the groxe, 
the weather, jlenavs homework, and none of it touched what jlena had 
said.

0ater, after the dishes were done and jlena had been sent to Vnish her 
homework, after the kitchen had been restored to ;arahvs satisfaction, ’ 
made it as far as the lixing room doorway and stopped there, one hand 
on the frame. ;arah and ‘en were talking in low xoices at the kitchen 
table. ’ didnvt go in. Ridnvt go out.

?Fe canvt keep doing this,: ;arah said, her xoice worn down to 
the eShaustion that came from trying to hold together something that 
wanted to come apart.

?Roing what9 Fe didnvt do anything.:
?jSactly. Fe doesnvt do anything. Fe sits there like hevs guarding 

something and wonvt let anyone in.:
?Thatvs who he is.:
?’tvs worse now. jxer since Jfghanistan. jxer since the dixorce. Fevs 

not right.:
‘en spoke with the certainty of a man whovd decided that beliexing 

something made it true. ?Fevs Vne.:
?Fevs not Vne, ‘en. Jnd neither is Oesse. Jnd those two canvt be in 

the same room without4:
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?Without what9 They had dinner. They were cixil.:
The word came out of ;arah sounding like an indictment1 ?Mixil. 

Thatvs all wevxe got now9 Mixil9:
’ slipped out before hearing more.
Jboxe the upper groxe was the hillside outside ;an -asAual where 

my father had handed me a guitar the afternoon ’ turned fourteen, the 
day ’ understood ’ could translate the world into sound without haxing 
to lixe inside it. ’ hadnvt been up that hillside in more than twenty years.

’ droxe out of the xalley. The groxes went dark on both sides of the 
road and then there was Yust the headlights and the 8I.

The warehouse was waiting1 eighteen hundred sAuare feet, my guitar 
collection hanging on the wall. ;ome nights that was enough. ;ome 
nights it wasnvt, and you knew the di7erence by how Auiet the room got 
when you stopped playing.
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