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Chapter One: Independence Day
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At sixty-eight, Juliet had survived a husband, three hurricanes, one MLM her sister-in-law had called “a real opportunity,” and the slow ambient humiliation of becoming someone’s elderly mother. She had done all of this with grace, dignity, and a private inner monologue that would have shocked everyone who knew her.

She lived in the upstairs guest room of her son Cap’s house in the Old Northeast neighborhood of St. Petersburg, Florida — a room decorated in Early American Tolerated, with furniture she hadn’t chosen and curtains the color of giving up. Downstairs, the house ran on family tension and the particular silence of people who had stopped asking each other real questions. Juliet kept her Motown low so as not to offend anyone. Cap didn’t like Smokey Robinson. She had never fully recovered from learning this about him.

It was the Fourth of July, and the heat had arrived the way bad news does — early, certain of its welcome, impossible to ignore. Juliet lay in bed, hips rocking almost imperceptibly to “You Really Got a Hold on Me,” thinking the kind of thoughts a woman thinks when she has been politely invisible for so long she has started to wonder if she pulled it off too well.

“Hold me... hold me... hold me...”

Juliet wrapped her arms around her own shoulders.

Not sadly. Let the record reflect: not sadly. It was a practical gesture. An interim arrangement. She was sixty-eight, not dead, and there was a difference she intended to make more of.

She drifted into a snooze that was, at minimum, dignified.

Fireworks from Coffee Pot Bayou woke her — not gently. They detonated against a wall of Sousa marches bleeding from a hundred car radios in a hundred different keys, none of them the right one, the whole spectacle landing somewhere between patriotism and noise complaint. The synchronization between light and sound was, as always, a disaster. Every year the same disaster. Juliet had started to find it comforting, the way you find comfort in reliable failure.

Independence Day.

She had been turning those words over for decades now, like a sweater she kept meaning to return but had lost the receipt for.

Outside, the neighborhood performed celebration: lawn chairs, handheld flags, the distant sound of someone’s grandchild being told not to run with a sparkler. Inside, Juliet lay on her back and conducted her annual audit. The things she’d done. The things she hadn’t. The difference between the two columns, which was considerable and not getting smaller.

She was, she understood, still waiting for her life to begin.

At sixty-eight.

She allowed herself exactly three seconds of feeling ridiculous about this, then decided it was everyone else’s problem and closed her eyes.

—
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DOWN AT THE WATERFRONT, Romeo stood in a port-a-potty line and conducted his own private reckoning, which was considerably more urgent.

He loved the Fourth of July. He wanted that on record. He loved the fireworks, the children’s faces, the fried dough, the collective human insistence on finding something worth celebrating even in the middle of everything. He was, at his core, a man who believed in all of it.

He just needed the line to move.

It did not move.

He had been standing here long enough to watch three families arrive, set up full encampments with folding chairs and coolers, and begin passing down generational trauma, all before a single port-a-potty door had opened. Every time he looked back, the line had doubled. He had a theory that the line was not actually getting longer — that time itself had simply stopped in this particular corner of Straub Park, as punishment for something he’d done in a previous life that he couldn’t remember but was beginning to suspect involved a port-a-potty.

Above him, the sky exploded in golds and greens. A child nearby screamed with pure joy. Romeo winced, shifted his weight, and looked at the fireworks with the expression of a man who is trying very hard to be present in the moment and failing.

He looked like a slightly deflated and old Robin Williams — the laugh lines, the lived-in face, the eyes that were still, against all available evidence, surprised by things. He had loved three women and been left by two of them and carried none of it like bitterness. More like tuition. Expensive, instructive, and ultimately worth it, probably.

He wasn’t in love. Currently. The current situation made love seem like a very distant country.

But in the background, behind everything pressing — there was something. Some quiet frequency he’d been picking up lately, like a signal from a station he hadn’t found yet.

He was open to it.

He looked at the fireworks.

He looked at the line.

He thought: this is still a good life.

Then, more pressingly: please.
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Chapter Two: The Gentle Madness of Straub Park
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Fireworks weren’t the only thing exploding on the Fourth of July.

Down in Straub Park, beneath a banyan tree so old and sprawling it had its own opinions, the retirement class of St. Petersburg, Florida had achieved what urban planners, city commissioners, and three consecutive HOA presidents had failed to prevent: a brawl.

It had started, as most disasters do, with a minor misunderstanding that two people with more dignity than sense had refused to let go of. By the time it spread, nobody could remember the original grievance. This was fine. The grievance was beside the point. The point was that Harlan Tibbs had called Desmond Price’s late wife’s potato salad “adequate,” and some things could not stand.

What began as a handful of old men exchanging slow-motion jabs of pride and memory had escalated into a full-scale octogenarian melee. Folding chairs were overturned. Panama hats were lost to the wind and not recovered. A man in a short-sleeve guayabera was sitting on another man in a short-sleeve guayabera, though neither of them could remember how it had come to this or were entirely sure they had the energy to change it.

Gregory and Sammy — two longtime porch philosophers who had spent forty years watching other people make mistakes — found themselves somehow in the middle of it, which was not where porch philosophers were supposed to be.

“You call this a fight?” Sammy wheezed, trying to raise his fists with arthritic dignity. One fist made it to chest height. He counted this as a moral victory. “I call this a poorly choreographed Zumba class.”

Gregory leaned on his cane, scanning the scene with the expression of a man watching a film he had already seen and had not liked the first time. “If this ends with a hip replacement and a powdered donut, it’s still a better Friday night than dialysis.”

“You say that every time something goes wrong.”

“It’s been true every time.”

Across the park, entirely unbothered, a portly man named Gerald sat in a plastic lawn chair watching the fireworks on a handheld television — the very same fireworks currently blooming directly above his head in the actual sky. He had a full view of both. He preferred the television. The picture was steadier.

Beside him, a woman in sequined flip-flops was hollering “Go Ricky! Go Jerry!” with the conviction of someone at a talk show taping, though Ricky and Jerry were nowhere visible and may not have existed.

It was chaos. Beautiful, expensive, completely avoidable chaos. The kind St. Pete did better than anywhere.

And Romeo, still waiting for the bathroom — still, impossibly, waiting, the line having achieved a kind of permanence he was beginning to associate with geological formations — missed none of it.

He watched from his position in the queue with the focused attention of a man who has nothing left to do but observe. His body had long since transmitted its complaints up the chain of command. His mind had accepted the situation and moved on to anthropology. These were his neighbors. These were his people. They were, objectively, a disaster.

He loved them for it.

When the police arrived — two bike cops who looked faintly embarrassed and one rookie with a clipboard who looked like he was reconsidering his career — the melee had devolved into something between a pillow fight and a Shakespearean tragedy performed at half speed by a cast that kept forgetting their lines and occasionally sat down to rest.

Old men fell over each other like bowling pins, but slowly, with commentary. Some threw punches and missed. Some connected, then immediately apologized. Desmond Price had somehow acquired a folding chair that wasn’t his and was using it less as a weapon than as a prop, holding it in front of him the way lion tamers did, though there were no lions and the effect was mostly just confusing.

The officers didn’t intervene so much as they contained. Herded, gently, the way you herd something that might fall over if startled.

“This is your neighborhood,” Officer Prinz announced, in the clipped theatrical voice of a man who had given this speech before and was aware it had never worked. “These are your neighbors. This is not what we call being neighborly.”

Everyone froze.

Including Sammy, who had just thrown a punch at a general area and connected with the grass. He stood there, fist throbbing, dignity negotiating terms with reality.

Prinz stepped over to him. Picked up the hearing aid that had skittered across the path. Handed it back with the expression of a disappointed father, which was an expression Prinz had perfected through years of exactly this kind of thing. “Apparently,” he said, “some people weren’t listening.”

There was laughter — wheezy, reluctant, genuine.

Someone fell into the fountain. Someone else went to help and fell in too. They sat there in the shallow water, looking at each other, and then one of them started laughing and neither of them could stop.

It was the Fourth of July in St. Pete, Florida — the land where the golden years had come to sweat, argue, wade into public fountains, and eat powdered donuts without apology.

Romeo finally reached the front of the line.

He did not rush.

He had earned this.

Afterward, he found a bench and sat. The park was settling now — the brawl dispersed, the participants drifting back to their lawn chairs with the sheepish dignity of people who had briefly forgotten themselves and were now remembering. Prinz was filing something on his clipboard. Gerald was still watching his television. The woman in the sequined flip-flops had found Ricky, or possibly Jerry, and was giving him a piece of her mind.

Romeo watched all of it and did not laugh. Not because it wasn’t funny. It was extremely funny. But something underneath the funny had snagged on him, the way a song does when you’re not paying attention — catching in
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