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        Every life is a song. This is his.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          PART I

          
            OVERTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Without music, life would be a mistake.”

      
        
        – Friedrich Nietzsche

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            LISTEN.

          

        

      

    

    
      Her fingers trembled under his, barely noticeable. He tightened his grip, grounding himself in the softness of her skin and the shape of her hand. He didn’t dare look at her. Not yet. Not until he heard it.

      The hand he held was small and delicate. It fit nicely into his own as he covered it on the bench, his right over her left, fingers haphazardly entwined. Beneath her hand, the faded carving in the green-painted wood reminded the world that “Tomas” had once been there, whoever he was. He moved to lace their fingers together, palms facing each other, covering the past with their presence.

      He felt her warmth next to him, warm despite the cool air dancing around them that mid-spring morning. A biting wind gusted off the lake, reminding them it wasn’t too late for snow in that part of the world. He studied her manicured nails, the freckles on her knuckles, and the fine hairs on her wrist. He smelled her perfume. He couldn’t recall what it was, but he promised himself she would always have it on her vanity. He could taste the lingering sweetness of the ice cream they had shared before they came to the park—before the playful sway of the swings, before they sat together on the weathered bench, and before the words were spoken.

      He breathed, listening, his other senses satisfied. The world around him seemed muffled. The voices of children playing in the park, dogs barking, the wind blowing through the new young leaves, and traffic flowing on Route 13 all sounded untuned, like wet cotton stuffed in his ears. He wasn’t listening to the sound of cars or the wind in the trees. He wasn’t listening to the children on the swing set she had been on only minutes earlier. He wasn’t listening to the idle chit-chat of passersby or to dogs barking. He wasn’t listening to anything. He was listening for something—for a specific sound

      His free hand shaped the chord in his palm as if he were squeezing invisible guitar strings beneath them. His ring finger pressed more firmly than the others.

      Third fret—Second string, he thought. He knew that if he heard that note, that clear tone, his life would change. He had memorized her sounds before memorizing the shape of her smile, and this—this was her note.

      If he heard Third fret—Third string, he would be devastated. It was a minor shift on the fretboard but a significant change in her song. He heard that tone just minutes earlier when she expressed frustration with his behavior. She made that sound in his presence whenever he did or said something that annoyed her. Was this one of those times? What if this was too much for her?

      But it wasn’t just the note. That was the frequency that would carry the word. The word was the source of his anxiety, the answer to a question he had never dared to ask before.

      The tension in her hand reflected her frustration leading up to this moment. He braced himself for the worst and listened intently. His thumb brushed her knuckle, trying to soften the rigidity.

      Her finger encircled his, revealing the ring—a small diamond glinting in the sunshine. She lifted her hand while his followed, turning it to let her see the ring. From the shadows, Tomas peeked up from the wood at their intertwined fingers.

      Then he heard it.

      Third fret—Second string.

      The root of the D chord. The sound she made when she was happy. A lifetime’s decision unfolded in the vibration of a single breath. Years later, he would still remember how the air moved as the sound reached his ears.

      Third fret—Second string.

      “Yes,” was all she said.

      But that single syllable contained everything—a song that began the day they met, filled with laughter and music, stolen kisses and late-night whispers, along with all the moments in between. His heart, which had been holding its breath in fear, finally exhaled. He let out a quiet, stunned laugh, his grip tightening around her fingers as if to anchor himself to this new reality. She had said it.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes!”

      The sound escaped from her involuntarily, traveling with her inhale. This new sound conveyed arousal and passion, something he had never heard from her before that night.

      The motel room was small, but the universe fit inside it. Their hands, fingers knotted together, gripped each other tightly, anchor points in an ocean of storming desire. Their bodies struggled against one another, each trying to find a rhythm. They were two stones thrown into a pond, creating interference patterns, concentric disturbances, colliding and then moving together before spastically colliding again, occasionally finding harmony within the discord. This wasn’t a new song for either of them, but it was the first time they had sung it together.

      Their coupling was a fusion of emotions and nerve endings. He felt the rhythm within the dissonance as she moved alternately with him and against him. He tasted the salty kiss of sweat on her cheeks. He smelled the stale air of this cheap room, the candles, and the carpet. He heard the syncopation of her breathing as she rose and fell on the waves of their passion. He could see the tacky neon sign of the diner across the street reflected in her eyes, and in that dim, artificial light, he saw a lifetime of love beneath lustful hunger and the unspoken demand for more and more and more.

      “Oh!”

      Her manicured nails dug reflexively into the back of his hand, seeking purchase, balance, and stability. The chaos vanished, and they moved together, their cadence harmonious and amplified, spiraling toward the summit. He made a sound he did not expect, and she joined his song.

      “Oh!” she cried again, the ache of it bringing tears to her eyes, her mouth slightly falling open, her breath halting as she crested the wave. He felt himself being pulled into the slipstream of her ecstasy, joining her as the universe split open before them.

      She moaned loudly, another note he had never heard from her before, but he wanted to hear it every day for the rest of his life. Her tears spilled over, and his slid down his nose to join them on her cheek.

      They collapsed, hands released, finding each other in the dark, lips and fingers, kisses and touches, until the raging seas within them settled again. They lay wrapped in each other’s warmth, breathing the same air and sharing the same space.

      The vows were spoken, the rings exchanged, the toasts delivered, and the contract consummated. Now, they looked at one another and saw themselves in each other’s eyes. They were united in a new life. They were One.
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        * * *

      

      But now there was this one. Her hand was so tiny, resting on his own.

      She did this, he thought, stroking the delicate pink palm with the tips of his calloused fingers. She did this alone.

      She had gone to the hospital alone, fought through the pain alone, and after six hours, she had triumphed alone.

      His band had been playing at a festival across the river. When he called home to tell her they were finished and heading back, a neighbor answered the phone and told him where she was. He broke almost every traffic law to get to the hospital in Suffern.

      When he entered the room, with panic on his face and shame in his heart for not being there sooner, he found her exhausted but alert. Yet, with a smile upon seeing him, she showed she shared her victory. It was their reward for her strength.

      She never ceased to amaze him. Despite her stature, she was stronger than he was in all the ways that mattered, carrying their dreams, struggles, and love. He had always believed strength meant endurance, found in the tension of muscle and bone. But watching her cradle their newborn daughter, exhaustion visible on her face and yet her smile steady, he understood. Strength was not resistance. It was the willingness to bend, to lift others, and to love despite the burden—she carried all of them.

      And she was more intelligent, patient, kind, and compassionate. She was willing to let him follow his dream as a musician while she paid the bills with her steady job as a high school teacher. She would tell her friends that he wasn’t lazy but aspirational. He didn’t understand what she meant, but each night his band had a show, she would kiss him goodnight as he left and again when he returned. Some nights, the stench of beer, sweat, and cigarette smoke clung to him like a shroud, but she wouldn’t flinch, and her lips would find him every time. She was a goddess if such things existed anymore. And to him, they did, and she was.

      “Ally,” he heard her say. Third fret—Second string. Happiness.

      He looked up from the perfect being before him, his eyes filled with rivers of joy.

      “Ally?”

      She nodded. “Allison, officially, but always and forever, Ally.”

      He looked down at the tiny creature in front of him, and the creature looked back. Her eyes. Her mouth.

      “Ally,” he said to his daughter, the first word she would hear from him. Third fret—Fifth string. The root of C in his cracking voice. His sound of happiness.

      The baby cooed, and he smiled. Third fret—First string. There would be harmony in their songs.

      Their love and her strength brought this child into the world.
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        * * *

      

      Now, he had to be strong, but he didn’t know how. She had always been the strong one, the wise one. He held her hand, much older and more fragile than the one he remembered from another time in another place. As warm as he recalled her touch that long-ago day, it felt icy cold now. He cupped it in both hands and pulled it to his lips, using his breath to warm it.

      Where are her rings?

      Her nails were cracked and rough from her battles against the pain, tugging on sheets until they split, weakened by the chemo and radiation treatments. Her skin was loose from abrupt weight loss, as fragile as parchment, and peppered with faded patches of brown yet still soft. He kissed her fingers and felt them move slightly against his lips, the faintest trace of perfume now barely clinging to her skin.

      There was movement in the room, but he didn’t look up. Voices he recognized, some he didn’t. He wasn’t religious but prayed silently to whichever deity would listen. He didn’t know what he wanted other than to hear her again.

      Third Fret—Second String.

      Just one word.

      The machines, their cords snaking into her, hissed and pinged, establishing a mechanical rhythm that kept time against the looming threat of silence. It was a hospital symphony—steady, measured, and merciless—illuminated by cold white, fluorescent bulbs and transmitted through air that tasted of disinfectant and despair.

      Nineteenth fret—First string. A high B note bent out of tune. The heart monitor beeped a tone that had meant nothing to him before, but now he would hate forever. His fingers tightened around hers, desperate to keep the warmth from slipping away.

      “Sarah,” he whispered into her hand. “Not yet, baby.”

      The sounds in the room were muffled and dull, with the higher notes drowned out by the pounding of his heartbeat in his ears—except for that hateful ping that seemed to pierce right through him.

      “Not yet,” he whispered again, holding her hand to his lips.

      “Paxton?”

      He looked up, startled to see her eyes open and looking around, the brown beads of glass haloed red by broken blood vessels. He couldn’t fight the tears or find the words to respond, but he kissed her fingers to let her know he heard her.

      “Pax?” A whisper, toneless and confused.

      He heard someone behind him say something. Mom, maybe? She turned her eyes toward him and smiled.

      “There you are,” she said, her voice a discordant rasp. “I heard you.”

      He nodded, holding her hand but not too tightly.

      “Hi,” he said, blinking through tears.

      “Pax?”

      And then that tone, that bent fucking B, fucking nineteenth fret on the fucking first string, chirped and didn’t stop. It stretched out too long, like the final chord of a fading song. The room filled with commotion as he felt her hand relax in his. He heard himself saying “no” repeatedly. Then, a hand on his shoulder—who was that? A muffled voice, also full of tears, familiar yet distant.

      “Dad.”

      He closed his eyes and tried to summon her back. He wasn’t ready to be alone.

      “Dad, let them work.”

      He turned and looked into Her eyes, but it wasn’t Her face. Her mouth moved, but it wasn’t Her voice.

      “Dad, let them work. Please.”

      Someone finally turned off the machine, and his awareness of the room faded. He saw Rob talking to one of the doctors. Rob was nodding. That was good, right? Nodding is good! But when his son looked at him—Her eyes, not Her face—he shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      And then silence as the room went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          PART II

          
            THE LOSS OF YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      “Grief is just love with no place to go.”

      
        
        – Jamie Anderson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone buzzed on the arm of the chair.

      The caller ID on his flip phone showed “Kiddo,” his nickname for his daughter, his firstborn, his reminder of Her. Kiddo for Ally, Kiddon’t for Rob. He thought it was funny, but Rob didn’t.

      “Hi Kiddo, what’s new and unusual?”

      She had been crying, and he could hear the notes of it in her voice.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “What’s wrong, Ally?”

      There was a pause, then, “Nothing, Dad.”

      “That’s a dollar for the lie, Kiddo. What’s going on?”

      She laughed a little at the reference to the dollar. As a child, she instituted a Swear Jar to curb his tendency to curse. She taped a sign on an empty mayonnaise jar that read “$1 for most swears. $5 for the F word.” Pax had filled that jar many times in the subsequent years, calling it their College Fund.

      Then, when Ally and Rob were in middle school and high school, he grew tired of the constant dishonesty that comes with puberty and created a new jar called the Lie Jar. The sign read, “$1 for most lies. $5 if you lie to your mother.”

      He could hear the sour notes in her laugh and knew something was wrong.

      “It’s okay, Dad,” Ally insisted. “It was a tough day, and I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “Russell?”

      Silence meant, Yeah, Russell.

      He had never liked Russell, so much so that he tried to avoid attending their wedding. He knew that the volatile mix of his anger issues, free liquor, and the likelihood that the idiot would insult his wife or daughter during the reception meant that either he or Russell, or both, would end up in the emergency room. But Ally begged him. She loved Russell. He was a changed man. So, he went. No blood had been spilled, but the hostility between Russell and Pax didn’t fade.

      “Leave him, Ally,” he said plainly. “Take the kids and leave him. Go stay with Rob.”

      She sniffed but didn’t respond.

      “He’s nearby?”

      “Mm-hmm,” she replied quietly.

      He searched for the next thing he could say to calm her, but his rage was building. He heard Russell in the background say something, the sound getting closer. Ally tried to quiet her husband’s side conversation, but he heard it.

      “Who you talking to?” Russell asked, his mouthful of tobacco making him sound dumber than usual.

      “Dad,” she replied quietly.

      “Hey, Pax!” Russell shouted. “Bye, Pax!”

      “Go fuck yourself, Russell!” he shouted back, but Ally translated it.

      “Dad says ‘Hi.’”

      He heard a door close, and Ally returned to the call.

      “Did he hit you?” He needed to calm down.

      “No, it’s not that, Dad.”

      “It’s what then?”

      She started crying.

      “He’s cheating on you?” he probed for the thorn he could help pull to ease her distress.

      “I don’t think so,” she replied, but her voice was uncertain, and he could hear tears and snot in her voice. “It’s just that⁠—”

      He took a deep breath to cool his blood and waited.

      “It’s just that… I’m not Mom.”

      He let that sink in. That meant what? He’s a shithead like me, and she doesn’t have her mother’s skill to deal with this kind of shithead?

      “She was one of a kind, Kiddo.”

      She sobbed louder.

      “I miss her so much, Dad.”

      He felt something turn over in his chest. It wasn’t butterflies. He had always thought that was a silly metaphor. This wasn’t cute. This wasn’t pleasurable. This was painful. This was emptiness. This was a black hole inside him, sucking away all the joy of the world. Sarah had been gone a little over a year, and every thought of her still felt like ripping the bandage off a wound that wouldn’t heal, pouring gasoline on it, and setting it on fire.

      “Dad?”

      He gathered himself and managed a weak, “Yeah, Kiddo?”

      “Why don’t you come down for a nice long visit?”

      He closed his eyes and fought the urge to tell her in no uncertain terms why that was a bad idea. The words in his head would have contributed at least $50 to the Swear Jar. He preferred hearing her voice. He wasn’t ready to see those eyes. Her eyes. Both Ally and Rob had them.

      “I don’t know, Kiddo,” he started, not sure what he would say next.

      “I know, Dad. Just think about it.” And then, as if it might help. “Rob has a girlfriend.”

      He chuckled at her effort to lighten the mood.

      “Good for Rob,” he said, genuinely smiling and happy for that news.

      “Just think about it?”

      “I will, Kiddo. Tell Rob I said hey,” he said as he moved to close the flip phone and heard Ally.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      He closed the phone. He was never good at goodbyes or showing affection to anyone except Sarah, and with her gone⁠—

      The phone rang almost immediately. It was Zim.

      “Yo,” he answered before the phone got to his ear.

      “I’m outside.”
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        * * *

      

      Zim was Lasharon Zimmerman, his friend for over twenty-five years. His bandmate for nearly as long. His best man. His best friend. The only person on the planet who knew more about him than he knew himself. Zim was there when he officially started dating Sarah. He loaned Pax the money to buy the ring. He attended the wedding, Ally’s and Rob’s births, and Sarah’s funeral. He was always there. He couldn’t remember a significant moment when Zim was not by his side or just behind him, playing the keyboards.

      Pax glanced at Zim as he climbed into the step-van, trying to hide his disgust at the cramped space. As soon as he inhaled the trapped air inside, he knew Zim had been sleeping in there again and probably not alone. The stench of stale sweat and sex, old Chinese food containers, unwashed clothes, and beer assaulted his senses.

      The van, gloriously named Gloria after his favorite aunt, was Zim’s only possession despite his family’s wealth. It served as his transportation, office, studio, shaggin’ wagon, and more nights than not, his bedroom.

      Zim had access to an apartment nearby, but there was a problem, and her name was Erin. He rarely discussed his relationship with Erin, often replying to questions about his living arrangements with, “Yeah, there’s a problem.” Though he didn’t know her well, Pax had always assumed that the van served as Zim’s bunker against the potential wrath of Hurricane Erin.

      Pax slid the case with his battle-scarred acoustic guitar into the space behind the seat and climbed in. Sarah had written Tomas with a Sharpie on the bare wood beneath the broken pickguard. It was her tribute to the park bench from all those years ago when she had said “yes.”

      Third Fret—Second String.

      These days, the band Butler Service consisted of Zim and himself, but they often brought in other gig musicians depending on the event and the type of music being played.

      “Bringing Tomas tonight, Pax?”

      “Yeah, feeling off,” he responded. “Who’s playing with us?”

      “Reggie and that kid, Steve? Sam? Smoothy?”

      “Seth,” he corrected, glancing at his hands and noticing how much deeper the lines had become over the past year. They trembled slightly after the call with Ally, his pent-up rage toward his son-in-law still not fully defused.

      Zim eyed him with concern.

      “We don’t have to keep doing this, man. Maybe you need more time to grieve.”

      He shot a look at Zim that, if it hadn’t been Zim, would have sent chills through the person receiving it. Zim laughed and shifted the van into gear.

      “Ok, brother. Tonight, we play unplugged.”

      During their prime, Butler Service traveled the East Coast Circuit between New York and Miami. There were four of them then, and they had a small but dedicated following along the coast. During the summers, when school was out, Sarah and the kids would join them, often spending time on the beaches of the oceanfront cities where they had bookings. Everything changed when Sarah received her first diagnosis.

      Now, for the past five months, what was left of Butler Service played a weekly gig at the only place in Middletown that would have them. The Club—so named because the author of this part of the creation story was lazy, bored, or looking for some obscure irony that no one on the planet would understand—was located between a hardware store and the park. On nights when The Club was busy, the party would spill into the park, and shenanigans would follow. Many future residents of Middletown were ejaculated into existence in that park after closing time.

      As he helped Zim unpack the gig equipment, he looked at the pavilion where Ally was conceived and smiled. There wasn’t any significant place in this town where he and Sarah hadn’t made a memory. He felt a twinge, but he needed that pain. He needed that longing, the ache for something that couldn’t be fulfilled. It reminded him he was still alive and that Sarah was still somewhere, waiting. Despite what his grief counseling group sermonized, “closure” was not his friend. Not yet, anyway.

      “You sure we’re gonna do this acoustic, man?” Zim asked again.

      “We’ll see,” he replied. “Bring the Strat in, just in case.”

      That’s more like it! We’ve got holiday shoppers tonight, man. Labor Day on Monday and days of labor in nine months.”

      The club paid the band a percentage of the liquor sales, so the more jumping, dancing, sweating, thirsty patrons they could draw in, the thicker the envelope at the end of the night. Pax took a moment to talk to Louis, The Club’s owner, as the band set up inside. He had known Louis nearly as long as Zim, but although they were friendly, they were never close. He suspected Louis might have given them this regular gig out of sympathy. Louis had been sweet on Sarah.

      Louis put a hand on his shoulder. “How is it tonight, Pax?”

      He looked at Louis and forced a smile. “Hard, like every other night she’s not here.”

      “I bet,” Louis replied, the pleasantries out of the way. “You should have a good crowd tonight. What’s the line-up?”

      Pax looked at the patrons’ faces to decide what kind of music would keep the bottles pouring.

      “A little ‘70s. Blues. Southern Rock. We’ll make them dance, and you make them drink.”

      Louis nodded and gave him another pat on the shoulder. “Tear it up, Pax. You’re the man.”

      He walked to the stage and saw that the boys had finished setting up. Zim was playing soundlessly on the electric piano. Reggie Murphy was still tuning his bass. He was a regular at most of their gigs, though not an official band member. Seth, a kid fresh out of college, sat at the drums, grinning widely as he watched the attractive college girls in the growing crowd. Pax had heard Seth playing in That Music Store and asked if he’d like to gig occasionally. The kid had chops.

      Pax placed his hand on Zim’s shoulder, as close to an act of affection as he had ever shown to anyone except Sarah. Zim read his mind and said, “Strat’s ready.” He nodded, picked up the road-worn Fender, and plugged it in. Zim had it tuned, cranked up, and ready to be bled.

      He closed his eyes, uncertain of what he would do next. He gazed out at the crowd. Something about it reminded him of those early days. The same faces, different hairstyles. The same booths, but no clouds of cigarette smoke drifting over the crowd.

      He remembered a girl in a SUNY New Paltz t-shirt. Those eyes. That smile. He had sung Joni Mitchell’s version of Woodstock and never looked away from those eyes. She sang along from the floor in front of the stage.

      He needed to experience something visceral, like Joni’s gut-wrenching version of that song.

      Pax looked down and gently pulled at the strings, skillfully bending each note to perfection. The crowd paused, watching and listening as he brought the Strat to life, the opening guitar solo of Pink Floyd’s Shine on You Crazy Diamond bleeding onto the stage. Tears welled in his eyes as the notes flowed from his fingers.

      When he reached the final crest of the opening movement, ready to dive into the main riff, he paused and looked up. Blinking away tears, he glanced back at Zim, who was also fighting with his emotions. Pax smiled, then turned back to the microphone.

      “That was my wife’s favorite song,” he shared with the crowd. “She was my crazy diamond. Shine on, baby.”

      The crowd cheered and whistled, and the band applauded.

      “I’m Pax,” he said, returning to the present. “And this is Butler Service.”

      He turned and counted out the first song, and the night began.
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        * * *

      

      In the sterile fluorescent light of the exam room, Pax looked down at his hand and moaned. The mottled mix of greens, browns, yellows, and reds looked like chaotic camouflage. The ER doctor slowly turned his hand, inspecting the damage. She glanced at him and offered a grim smile.

      “I hope you don’t need this hand for a while,” she said with a rare tone of compassion for an ER doctor, who usually sees injuries like a banker sees a bounced check. “We’re going to do some minor surgery on this tonight, but it will take several weeks to heal and go through physical therapy.”

      “I make my living with my hands,” he replied.

      She nodded, then shifted her focus to his elbow.

      “Your CT scan shows a minor concussion from that lump on your forehead. The X-ray reveals two broken fingers, along with two other fractures in your metacarpals, and a hairline fracture of the olecranon process. That one isn’t so bad. Just painful.”

      “Fractured what?” he asked, feeling the throb of his pulse in the injured hand.

      “The pointy part of your elbow.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. “Sorry. I’m a musician. This sidelines me for a long time.”

      Zim entered the curtained section of the ER. His jaw dropped at the sight of the injuries.

      “Pax, wow. This is bad.”

      “Ya think?” That was all he could manage. His sense of humor hadn’t made the trip in the ambulance.

      “Pax,” Zim stuttered. “There’s more.”

      Zim seemed to be on the verge of despair.

      “Pax, Tomas.”

      He straightened up, alert. What about Tomas?

      “He didn’t make it,” Zim choked on the words.

      The doctor stood up and began to offer her condolences.

      “My guitar,” he said to her, pain in his heart outweighing the pain in his hand.

      “Oh, I see.” She paused for a moment, unsure of what to say, then walked away.

      Zim sat beside him and grasped his uninjured hand. “Fuck, man.”

      “What happened, Zim?” he asked, sniffing. “I turned to give you the nod, and the next thing I know, I’m on the floor.

      Zim wrapped his arm around Pax and replayed the scene.

      “Oh man, you pulled out Tomas and told everyone we’d take a break after one more song. Then you started playing Sarah’s song, and man, it was gold! The crowd was digging it. You got to the bridge and gave me the high sign to do my solo, and then your foot hit the edge of the stage, and you went down—hard!”

      Pax took it all in. The brief moment of gravity from the stage to the floor was a blur, but he remembered hearing something snap and then feeling another thing crack. The pain in his hand and chest was immediate, each vying for his attention as his forehead hit the floor.

      “The band was tight,” Zim said, almost nostalgically. “Our best show in a long time.”

      Pax remembered smelling beer as he lay on the floor at the foot of a young woman wearing a SUNY Purchase T-shirt. He looked up at her, holding his hand to his chest. In his mind, he heard Joni Mitchell’s plaintive refrain as consciousness faded from him.

      He leaned into his friend’s shoulder, waiting for the anesthesiologist to arrive and relieve his pain, even if just briefly, while the doctors did what they could to fix the rest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was Ally.

      He pushed the buzzing phone away and took another sip of tequila. He knew he shouldn’t be drinking while on painkillers, but in his defense, he had been left unsupervised. The phone stopped buzzing, only to start again—Rob.

      He took another sip and fiddled with the pins poking out of his hand through the cast, keeping the fragile bones aligned as they healed. The itchy cast stretched from his fingernails to his bicep, wrapping his hand and elbow in a smooth curve of fiberglass. Even though Pax threatened to club him, Zim had signed it, adding a big smiley face with hearts for eyes.

      The loss of Tomas, so soon after Sarah, was devastating. It felt as if someone were taking the pieces of his soul and systematically erasing them. The painkillers eased the physical pain of the injury, and the tequila helped him handle the emotional pain, but neither was enough.

      The phone buzzed. It was Ally. He resigned himself to endure the conversation and flipped it open.

      “Hi, Kiddo.”

      “Dad! You have to answer the phone when we call. For God’s sake, you’re⁠—”

      “Old,” he finished for her when she stopped mid-sentence.

      “Dad. What happened?”

      Zim, he thought. Zim called her.

      “Tomas is gone, Ally.” He wept as he succumbed to his physical and emotional pain, with the agave and opioids amplifying his sorrow rather than numbing it. The dam of his heartache broke, unleashing a flood of tears mixed with snot, saliva, and tequila. The core of grief inside him had borne fetid fruit, and he could no longer hold it in.

      He unloaded everything onto Ally, and she poured out all her grief in return. Their shared sorrow created a pungent, bitter cocktail of anguish. They talked for over an hour, trying to find answers to questions they knew couldn’t be answered, all of which started with the word Why.

      Eventually, the shouting, swearing, and raging against the storm of despair quieted until all that remained was a chorus of sniffles.

      “Come down, Dad,” Ally begged. “Come down, and let’s get through this together.”

      He sat in silence. The painkillers were wearing off, and he felt unmotivated to take any more.

      Just let the pain come. Make me feel something real.

      “Dad, I’m not asking.”

      He smiled at her tough-guy attitude. She carried a lot of fearlessness in that small frame.

      “What will your husband say?” he asked, trying not to sound snarky, but… well… tequila.

      “He’ll have to deal with it. You’ll need to be nice to each other, or I’ll have to smack you.”

      “Nice?” he replied. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten, kiddo. I’m a fucking delight.”

      He snorted as he laughed. She heard him and started laughing too.

      “Ok, Kiddo,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The trip south was dull, just endless miles of highway, gas stations, fast food joints, and traffic. Pax looked out the window at the trees rushing past the van. He figured there was a tree for every dog that had ever existed to pee on.

      Zim chattered away, filling the van’s silence with a rant about how love is a form of quantum entanglement, claiming that when you think of someone you love, it’s like resolving the superposition of entangled particles.

      “Yeah!” Zim chirped. “I mean, what is consciousness, if not some kind of quantum-level packet of energy bouncing between dimensions?”

      “I don’t know, Zim.”

      “ESP, ghosts, and spectral phenomena—all of it is energy moving between quantum dimensions. Right?”

      “You may be onto something,” Pax said absently.

      “Yeah!” Zim punctuated his stream of consciousness with confirmation of his theory, then fell silent.

      They rolled steadily down Interstate 81 through Virginia. Zim sang along with songs on the radio in a key that Pax thought didn’t exist. He played keyboards for the band without a microphone for a reason. During commercials, he pontificated on fate and how Pax’s current situation might be a cosmic setup for something important. Clapton’s Wonderful Tonight came on the radio, and Zim sat quietly, knowing Pax was thinking about Sarah.

      Pax absentmindedly spun his wedding ring with his thumb, an old habit he defaulted to when lost in thought. Zim noticed.

      “Pax, maybe it’s time you put that away. To help yourself heal, brother.”

      He turned sharply toward Zim. The tone was unmistakable.

      “Maybe it’s time you shut the fuck up. Brother.”

      Zim smiled and nodded, his eyes moving back to the highway.

      “Shutting the fuck up, sir.”

      Russell opened the door when they arrived. Pax forced a smile at Russell’s smirking face.

      “Russell,” he said, trying to keep his promise to Ally that he would at least attempt to be civil with his punk of a son-in-law.

      “Holy shit, Pax!” Russell pointed at the cast with his beer hand. “You totally fucked yourself up!”

      It wasn’t calling out the obvious that bothered him, but rather the idiotic laughter that followed, as if other people’s pain and misery were Russell’s preferred form of entertainment. He opened his mouth to retaliate verbally, but then just smiled.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      Zim came up behind him carrying his bags.

      “Russell,” Zim said, grinning from ear to ear.

      Russell’s smile faded as he moved away from the door, leaving it ajar.

      “Too friendly?” Zim asked.

      “Too Jewish,” Pax responded, then stepped through the door.

      Ally held him tightly for a long time, sniffling through her tears. Pax hugged her back, trying to hide his discomfort, both from the awkward position of his wounded arm and his general dislike of public displays of affection. Ally looked up, cupped his cheeks, and kissed his forehead.

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      He nodded. Ally turned to Zim and hugged him, thanking him sincerely for bringing her father to her. Zim blushed, smiled, and eagerly returned her hug with enthusiasm.

      “How long can you stay?”

      Zim scowled. “I have to head back tomorrow, sweetie.”

      “Erin?”

      Zim nodded. “Yeah. That’s the problem.”

      She laughed and handed Zim a beer, then went back to her father and led him down the hall toward the room she had set up for him.

      Zim looked at Russell, who was quietly watching a football game on TV.

      “Who’s playing?” he asked, attempting to engage Russell for no reason other than to make Russell uncomfortable.

      “Gamecocks,” Russell replied, still not looking up.

      Zim plopped onto the couch next to Russell and took a long sip from his beer. He stared at Russell until Russell felt compelled to return the gaze.

      “So, Russell, what do you know about quantum physics?”

      The room Ally prepared for him had previously been used by his namesake grandson, Paxton, known as Puck to his friends, even though he didn’t have any yet. The single bed, large enough for a five-year-old who was “a big boy now,” was low to the floor, and Pax knew his knees and back would be complaining soon enough.

      He smiled as he took in the Americana-themed wallpaper and deep blue carpeting, with Russell’s self-styled patriotism influencing the bedroom’s decor for a child too young to understand what it all meant. Pax was surprised there wasn’t a red “Make America Great Again” hat tacked to the wall. Still, he was sure there was one somewhere in the house.

      “I have a doctor lined up for you, Dad,” Ally said while unpacking his suitcase.

      “I can do that, Kiddo,” he said as he moved toward her, reaching for the clothes. But when she looked at his arm, pinned and frozen in a cast, he conceded.

      “You can share the bathroom in the hall with Puck. He’s a big boy now and uses the potty by himself, though I think he inherited his father’s habit of taking his time with Number Two. Lainey and Puck can share a room for a little while until you get your arm back.”

      Pax laughed and thanked her for everything.

      “Dad,” she said, turning to him and holding his good hand in hers. “Thank you for being kind to Russell when you got here. I could tell by your eyes you were fighting back the words.”

      He smiled and quickly shifted the subject.

      “What’s the deal with the doctor?”
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        * * *

      

      The cast came off fairly quickly, but the pins proved to be a whole different story. The doctor warned that it might hurt a little, and by a little, he meant a shitload. They doped him up nicely for the removal, but once the anesthesia wore off, the pain took over.

      The doctor prescribed more painkillers, but they made him nauseous, so he fought the pain with tequila and willpower. Eventually, the pain eased enough for him to cut back on the agave.

      His arm, weakened from the lack of fiberglass and steel and slightly atrophied after eight weeks of restriction, wouldn’t respond to his brain’s commands. During his last visit to the orthopedist, the doctor assessed his range of motion—lift, bend, thumb-to-pinky, pick up a ball. The professional diagnosis for what he was experiencing was immobilization syndrome. Pax’s pain-fogged brain translated the medical speech into a simple message: You’re a fucking mess.

      No medications were available to help him with this part of his recovery. The prescription he required was called Audra.

      Audra Boyd was “not one of those Boyds,” whatever that meant. She was, however, a highly recommended physical therapist, skilled at turning his “fucking mess” into a functioning limb. She was also attractive, which didn’t help the fact that she was a total pain in the ass about him doing his therapy outside of her office.

      “Pax, honey,” she would say, “Professionally speaking, I don’t care if you ever play guitar again. However, if you care, do the work, and I will help you get there. Or don’t do it and be a miserable cuss for the rest of your life. I get paid either way.”

      Sometimes, he didn’t like Audra, especially when she made him squeeze a stress ball a hundred times or when she slowly closed his fist, forcing him to fight to keep it closed after she let go, only to painfully open it again. But at the same time, he liked her a lot. She never said “Pax” without following it with “honey,” and he enjoyed the feel of her warm hand on his wounded one. She was gentle and patient, yet firm and determined. So, he did the work slowly at first, but he improved each day.

      After eight weeks, the day finally came when she said, “You’re done with me.”

      He felt strangely confused by that statement.

      “I’m not done with you,” he stammered, shaking his head.

      “Well, Pax honey,” she laughed. “I’m done with you.”

      That hurt, almost worse than his injury. He hadn’t realized he had developed feelings for Audra during the time she tortured him back into shape. Although their relationship had only been professional so far, this felt personal. It was like the sting of a breakup.

      “Ok,” he managed, feeling strangely disoriented. “What?”

      “Your range of motion has significantly improved. Your fingers are moving as they should. I understand you’re still feeling some discomfort, but that will pass. You’re whole again, sir.”

      She smiled, and the impact of her words hit him.

      “I’m fixed?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Without asking, he hugged her, feeling for the first time since the accident that he might be okay. If only Audra could repair the hole in his soul, he would never let go of her.

      “Pax, honey,” Audra whispered, patting his back.

      “Pax, honey,” she said, a little louder.

      “Mr. Butler.”

      Pax released her and stepped back, smiling foolishly as he looked at her face, finally seeing her as a person and not a medieval torture device. He was torn. Audra was the first woman he had felt anything for since Sarah. It wasn’t the same, but it was something. He thanked her and then walked to the door of her office.

      He turned and asked, “Would you like to get a drink someday?”

      Audra smiled like a woman who had heard this question before. He expected the awkward rejection that other men had experienced countless times in the bars and clubs where he performed.

      “Someday,” she said.

      Pax nodded and smiled back. “Someday,” he repeated.
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        * * *

      

      Getting back to playing guitar was tough. His fingers didn’t move like they used to. On the electric guitar, he played with a pick. On the acoustic, he was a fingerpicker. In this new world, he relied on his thumb, awkwardly rolling through the basics of plucking patterns. His index and middle finger patterns were sloppy, and the ring finger patterns were a hard no.

      He disliked using a pick on the acoustic, so he practiced his rolls daily, trying to apply the discipline he learned in PT to regain the stretch and agility he once had. It was slow progress, and improvement was barely noticeable. His frustration grew as the weeks passed.

      He knew that Russell was sometimes outside the door while he practiced. He could hear him breathing and the occasional sniff. One day, he decided to find out why.

      “Need something, Russell?”

      Russell rolled around the door frame to look into the room.

      “No, just listening,” he said without his signature sarcasm. “Sounds like you lost something.”

      Pax looked up, uncertain whether Russell was being kind or... well... Russell-ish.

      “Yeah.”

      “Think you can get it back?” Russell asked with genuine interest.

      “Maybe some of it. Not all of it,” Pax said reluctantly, not only because it gave Russell fodder to be a dick but also because he didn’t want to believe it himself.

      Russell nodded and turned away, walking down the hallway. Pax wasn’t sure what had just happened, but it almost seemed like Russell was showing empathy.

      He returned to practice, guiding his fingers through the patterns and trying to carve out a verse or two of Dylan’s Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right. He didn’t like how it sounded, so he thumbed a few blues riffs and set the guitar on the bed. Maybe performing was behind him, he thought. What’s next? Teach?

      He heard his phone ring and realized he had left it in the kitchen. Russell answered it.

      “Pax!”

      He walked into the kitchen, where Russell was stuffing a sandwich into his mouth.

      “It’s a girl, ooooh.” The more familiar version of Russell had returned.

      He grabbed his phone off the counter.

      “Pax here.”

      It was Audra.

      “So, Pax, I guess maybe today is someday.”

      He grinned broadly, knowing Russell was watching.

      “Is it now?”

      “Well, if you’re busy⁠—”

      “No, no, no,” he interrupted. “I could really use some professional advice.”

      “So, this will be a business meeting?” Audra laughed.

      “Depends,” he said coyly. “What are we doing?”
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        * * *

      

      Audra became a fixture in his life and his children’s lives. She was the shoulder Ally cried on while navigating her difficult divorce from Russell—yes, he had been cheating on her. At their request, she read to Puck and Lainey whenever she was there around bedtime. Audra and Rob shared a love for the same movies, video games, and cheesy jokes. She introduced Rob to her friend Naomi, and they connected in a meaningful way, leading to baby Jasmine. Any major event in the Butlers’ lives included Audra.

      For Pax, Audra was the best medicine he could ask for, both physically and emotionally. She was quick to laugh, even when he wasn’t being funny. She accepted his social awkwardness as something endearing, not as something to endure. She enjoyed watching his strange alchemy in the presence of women and how he would shyly flirt back with many of them. She understood that, to him, it was about kindness, not about sex. She accepted that he was not ready to say or even hear the words “I love you,” so she would say, “You make me smile, Pax honey.”

      Audra convinced Pax to ride the big rollercoaster at Carowinds. She got him to float in the greenish murk of Lake Wylie, even though she knew he disliked being surrounded by water. She urged him to ease off the tequila but introduced him to apple pie moonshine.

      In return, Pax introduced Audra to various types of music. He took her to small venues in Charlotte, Columbia, and Charleston, where they experienced everything from alternative rock to bluegrass. He also introduced her to ice hockey and lacrosse, and he thought she looked terrific in her Charlotte Checkers jersey. They often stopped for ice cream, never each getting a cone, just one to share, with him usually eating more. They hiked many trails and greenways in the area, spent time touring the mountains in Asheville, Blowing Rock, and Boone, and walked the beaches of both Carolinas when the weather was nice.

      They argued, often about generational differences and what was good or seemingly awful about growing up in different decades. He started calling her “Kid” to make her feel younger and to remind himself of their age gap. Being proudly Black and liberal in a red state, Audra tried to get Pax to take a stand on the issues flooding the news, but he refused, saying that the only thing that matters is if people are good to each other.

      “It doesn’t matter what they look like or who they pray to or who they love,” he would say. “If they can’t be kind, then I have no use for them.” She found it difficult to argue with that logic.

      The relationship wasn’t physical at first—just two people enjoying each other’s company. He would never assume she wanted him in that way. He wasn’t even sure how to pursue a sexual encounter, as his experience was limited before Sarah, and even on their honeymoon, Sarah was the one who initiated contact. Audra made the first move after a night of dancing in Uptown Charlotte. It was a slow and subtle gesture, but he understood the intent, and when the song started, he was ready to sing.

      At first, it bothered him that he didn’t feel guilty about sleeping with Audra. He wondered why it was so easy to be with her. The struggle with the lack of guilt lessened over the weeks, and eventually, he spent more nights at her house than at Ally’s.

      And that was good.

      Ally had met someone.

      Travis was as much like Russell as an apple is like a walrus. Silently strong, kind, and patient, Pax knew Travis was good for Ally and the kids, but he could never fully trust anyone after witnessing the disaster Russell caused during the divorce. He wanted Ally to be happy, and Travis seemed to have the skills to make that happen. So, Pax stayed out of the way. He was glad to feel something good after the long deluge of misery following Sarah’s illness and passing. Zim had been right. Something significant had truly been on the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      One morning, Pax leaned back on the bed, his head supported by his arms crossed beneath it. The early summer sun, low in the morning sky, shone through the trees, casting shadows on the wall, while the moving branches created the effect of an old-time movie. Audra snored softly beside him, smiling in her dream state. He wondered if he was part of that dream.

      He was reminded of a time when he had watched Sarah sleeping like this. Dream of Me, Please, the song he was playing at The Club on the night he destroyed his arm and killed Tomas, was written while he watched Sarah sleep. As he thought of Sarah, he felt calm in his mind, not overwhelmed by grief. It felt strange. He remembered a different time.

       

      “Don’t be alone, Pax.”

      Sarah watched him write as he sat up in bed. He glanced at her. Earlier that week, they had received the worst possible news. Incurable. Inoperable. It was a slow descent with only one outcome. He struggled with the thought that she would soon be leaving him.

      “Shut up,” he replied, looking away, and immediately regretted his words.

      She laughed, which turned into a cough. One cough sparked another, and soon she was choking. Pax pulled her into his arms and held her tightly, singing softly into her ear to soothe her and help her breathe steadily.

      She nodded thankfully and pulled back, looking into his eyes, her voice soft and husky.

      “I mean it, Pax. Don’t be alone. Find someone to love. You can be so closed off sometimes. It would help if you let it out. You need to let that beautiful music in your heart sing.”

      “I’m not talking about this,” he said matter-of-factly. She laughed again, though quietly.

      “I’m not saying you should go out and start dating at your age, baby. Still, it would be fun to watch that from the afterlife. You have a lot of living to do and plenty of love to share. Find someone to share it with.”

      He remembered feeling angry at her for that conversation. He also recalled her pulling him close and kissing him until the anger faded. They made love. It was slow, awkward, and imperfect. Her condition added an unspoken caution in Pax, which dulled the passion of their intimacy, preventing it from reaching its usual heights of ecstasy. They laughed about it and apologized to each other for their lackluster performance. She tried once more to get him to promise that he wouldn’t be alone, that he would love again. He declined to respond.

       

      He felt Audra stir beside him, pulling him back to the moment. He watched her hand wrap around his waist—her beautiful ebony skin contrasting with his, her Carolina blue-tinted braids spread across the pillow around her head. Had he found someone like Sarah had told him he should? Did she know he would? Did she
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