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The Night of the Tray

The morning I built my first fire after Ace left was the fourteenth of November, which was cold enough in Knoxville to see your breath and cold enough to make the startup smoke from the Voss Smokehouse pits smell like something you had earned. I was thirty years old and I had been running this restaurant alone for four years and for two and a half of those years I had been doing it alongside a man who ate at my bar most Thursdays and rode a Harley and had the particular quality of a man who paid full attention to what was in front of him. I had thought that quality was for me specifically. I was wrong.

The specific night I am telling you about happened in October, before the November morning, before the cold. It was a Tuesday, which mattered because I carried pulled pork to the Bone Kings clubhouse on Tuesdays. Not because anyone asked me to. Because the club was forty people and I cooked for forty people the way other women cooked for four, which was simply the scale at which my love operated, and taking food to the people you loved was what you did when feeding was your language. I had been speaking that language to Ace Cole for two and a half years and I had believed he was fluent in it.

I walked through the side door of the Bone Kings clubhouse on Patton Street with a sheet pan of pulled pork and a container of the apple slaw that Ace specifically requested on pork nights and a pan of cornbread because you did not bring pulled pork to forty bikers without cornbread. I walked through the kitchen and I heard voices from the back storage room and I pushed the door open with my hip the way I pushed every door when my hands were full of food. The door opened. I saw what I saw.

I will not describe what I saw in granular detail because the detail is not what matters. What matters is the specific quality of the understanding that arrived in that moment: the particular weight of a thing you had told yourself was not possible suddenly being fully, visibly possible. Ace was with Chandra Vega, who had been at the club for six months and who I had told myself was not a threat because trusting your partner was not weakness. I was not wrong to trust. I was wrong to ignore the specific texture of his distraction in the weeks before October.

I set the sheet pan down on the folding table beside the door. I set down the slaw. I set down the cornbread. I looked at Ace for the specific three seconds it took him to understand that I was there and that I had seen everything and that the next three seconds were going to be the most important three seconds of whatever we had been. He said my name. I said nothing. I turned around and I walked back through the kitchen and out the side door and I drove home and I locked my apartment door and I did not cry until I was certain the door was locked.

I broke up with him the next morning, which was a Wednesday. He came to the apartment at seven, which told me he had stayed at the clubhouse rather than coming to explain or apologize on the same night, which was itself a piece of information about his specific character in crisis. He said: Macy, I need you to hear me. I said: I heard everything last night that I needed to hear. He said: That’s not fair. I said: You’re right, it isn’t. None of this is fair. Please leave. He left. I opened the restaurant at nine and I smoked a hundred and forty pounds of brisket and I did not think about Ace Cole for eight consecutive hours, which was the specific mercy of serious work.

That was eighteen months ago. The story I am telling you begins on a Tuesday in April when I am thirty-one and the restaurant has been mine alone for eighteen months and I have become in those months the specific version of Macy Voss that existed when nobody was supplementing my definition. The Voss Smokehouse on Market Street is in its sixth year. The outdoor seating I added in March is full for the first time. My chef Darius, who has been with me since year two, said last week that I seem different. I said: different how. He said: settled. I thought about that word for the rest of the shift.

I am settled. That is the accurate word. Not in the way of someone who has given up on things. In the way of someone who has stopped organizing her life around an absence and started organizing it around what is actually there. The restaurant is what is actually there. The smokers and the sauce that has been in my family since my grandmother made it in a church kitchen in East Tennessee and the specific quality of work that required your full attention because the product was never done — you could always make it better, could always push the smoke longer, could always refine the balance. That work had been the container for everything that had no other container for eighteen months, and I had filled it completely.

The Tuesday in April that begins this story is the Tuesday Ace Cole’s motorcycle appears in the parking lot of Voss Smokehouse at seven-fifteen in the morning when I am doing the prep for the lunch service. I know it is his bike before I see him because I know the sound of it, which was a thing I had spent eighteen months training myself not to recognize, which meant I had spent eighteen months recognizing it and correcting. He comes through the back door of the kitchen the way people came through the back door when they knew the restaurant well enough to know which door was the right one. He says: Macy. I say: We’re not open yet. He says: I know. He stands in my kitchen and he does not make excuses, which is the first thing I notice. He waits.

The restaurant was six years old in October when the thing happened. Six years of the specific daily discipline of someone who had decided at twenty-four that the work she wanted to do with her life was the work of making the best smoked meat in East Tennessee, which was a specific aspiration in a region where the competition was serious and where the bar for what constituted good barbecue was set by generations of people who had been doing it correctly since before she was born. She had not inherited the work. She had chosen it, which was the particular quality that made it entirely hers.

My grandmother was Estelle Voss and she had made the sauce in a church kitchen in Greeneville, Tennessee for thirty years. She had never written it down. She had done it by sight and smell and the particular knowledge of someone who had been paying attention to the same formula for thirty years. I had watched her for the years I was old enough to watch and I had reproduced her method at laboratory scale in my own kitchen until I understood that I had it right. This was the first and most important lesson the restaurant taught me: pay complete attention to the thing you are learning.

The custom smokers came from a fabricator in Maryville named Harold Bunn who came to the restaurant twice before starting the work to understand what I was doing. He said: Most people tell me what they want the pit to look like. You are telling me what you want the fire to do. I said: The fire is the thing. He said: Yes. He built what I needed. The two custom pits he built are the two pits I am still using nine years later. This is what happens when you build from the correct specification rather than from the convenient one.

The Bone Kings MC had been part of my life for four of the restaurant years. Not operationally, the club had nothing to do with the restaurant. But socially, in the way that a city had overlapping communities and the communities overlapped with your life whether you planned them to or not. I had catered two club events before I met Ace Cole. I had a working knowledge of the club character in Knoxville before any of it became personal, which turned out to be the right preparation for receiving him correctly.

I met Ace at the first club event I catered, which was a fall gathering at the chapter house on Patton Street when I was twenty-eight. He was the VP. He ate two full portions of the brisket and found me in the kitchen afterward and said: The smoke is low and slow at a very specific temperature. I said: Two-twenty-five to two-fifty depending on the cut. He said: That is the specific range. I said: Yes. That first conversation lasted twenty minutes and covered the specific relationship between fire temperature and collagen breakdown in beef and the philosophy of patience as a cooking technique.

We saw each other at four club events over the following six months before the thing between us became a thing. What I noticed in those six months was the specific quality of his attention, which was the complete kind: not performing interest but genuinely interested. He asked about the restaurant as if the restaurant were the subject. He listened to the answers. He followed up at the next event with questions that showed he had been thinking about the previous answers. This was unusual enough to be notable.

He came to the restaurant alone in March, three months after the fall gathering. Not because I had invited him. He said he had been thinking about the conversation about collagen breakdown and wanted to see the process in context. He came at six in the morning, which told me he had done research about when the pits were running. He sat on the loading dock with a coffee he had brought and watched the morning operation with the complete attention that was already becoming the thing I associated most strongly with him.

By June we were together in the specific sense of two people who had decided they were together without making a formal declaration because the formal declaration felt redundant. He was at the restaurant three or four times a week. I was at club events twice a month. The overlap of our worlds was managed by the ease of two people who had compatible operational styles, which was the particular ease that came from both of us being organized around the work we had chosen rather than around the performance of a life.

The two and a half years were good. I want to be accurate about this because the story of October is not the story of a relationship that had been bad for a long time before the bad night arrived. The relationship had been good. It had the specific quality of something built on compatible character rather than on chemistry alone. We worked. We cooked. We rode sometimes in the mountains on the weekend when both schedules permitted. The riding was the part of his life I valued most because it was the part that was entirely himself.

What I had not understood in those years was that the compatibility was partial. The specific version of himself he had been presenting to me was the version edited for my presumed expectations, and the editing had produced a relationship that was real but not complete. I had known something was being edited. I had not named the knowing because naming it would have required the conversation I was also avoiding. We were both avoiding the same conversation about whether the complete version of each of us was compatible with the complete version of the other.

The eighteen months between October and the Tuesday morning in April were the specific eighteen months of my adult life I am most proud of. I became entirely myself in those months. The restaurant and the smoke and the specific philosophy of the work and nothing else, and the nothing else produced the particular clarity of someone who knew exactly what they were. I was Macy Voss and I ran Voss Smokehouse and I made the best brisket in East Tennessee and I was not managed by anyone else perception of me.

The Ace who stood in my kitchen on that Tuesday in April was different from the Ace who had stood in the back room of the clubhouse in October, and different from the Ace who had stood in my apartment doorway the following morning. The difference was not dramatic. It was structural. The difference between someone who has done the work and someone who has not done the work is visible as the aggregate of many small qualities over time. I had seen enough of the aggregate by April to name the difference, even if I was not ready to act on the naming.

This is the story of what happened after April. Not what happened in October, though October is where the story has its roots. The story that matters is the one that began when he came back to my kitchen and waited while I finished the brisket and told me the things I needed to hear in the order I needed to hear them. The story is about whether two people who had both been avoiding the same difficult thing could find their way to having the difficult thing instead. It is a story with a good ending. I am telling it from the good ending, which is the only honest place to tell it from.

The Market Street corridor in Knoxville in April has the specific quality of a street that has found its season: the outdoor tables filling from ten in the morning, the specific smell of the barbecue from my pits reaching the sidewalk two doors in each direction and doing what good smoke always did, which was stop people and turn their heads. I had built the reputation of Voss Smokehouse one smoke session at a time, one consistent service at a time, one year at a time, and the reputation was solid in the specific way of things built slowly and honestly.

The Tuesday morning I am beginning from had not announced itself as important. It was the kind of morning that important things often arrived on: ordinary in every way until it was not ordinary. I was breaking down the brisket flat. I had the smoke right. I had the day organized correctly in my head. And then the back door opened and the man I had been managing not to think about for eighteen months was in my kitchen, and the managing ended, and the thing began.
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Before October

I let him wait for thirty seconds, which was the specific amount of time I needed to finish the thing I was doing, which was breaking down a section of brisket flat for the lunch prep. I did not stop because of him. I stopped because the brisket was done. He was standing near the back door with his hands in his jacket pockets in the particular posture of a man who had decided that the posture of waiting was the most honest posture available to him. He was not performing patience. He was simply there, which was a different thing.

I said: You have ten minutes before the morning staff arrives. He said: That’s enough. He came to the prep table, not the customer side of the counter but the working side, and he stood across from me the way we had stood in this kitchen dozens of times when he came in early and I was setting up and we talked while I worked. He had always understood that I did not stop working for conversation, that talking while working was not disrespect but the specific shape of a life organized around a functional space. That he was on the working side of the counter was either instinct or strategy. I was prepared for either.

He said: I’m not going to apologize again. I said: Good. He said: I apologized four times in the first three months and you told me each time that the apology was noted and was not sufficient, and I have been thinking about what sufficient would look like for a year and a half. I said: Tell me what you concluded. He said: I concluded that sufficient is not a single statement. It’s a body of evidence. And I’m here to tell you about the body of evidence before I ask you anything at all. I put the brisket knife down. I said: Tell me.

He told me he had spent fourteen months in counseling. Not the vague version where you tell someone you talked to someone — the specific version, with the name of the person and the specific focus of the work, which was avoidance and the ways he had been using the club as a substitute for the difficult conversations he owed the people who were closest to him. He said: I was afraid to show you the parts of myself that I thought you wouldn’t respect. Instead of finding out whether I was right, I buried the fear in the worst possible way. I said: Tell me more about the fear. He said: The fear was that you were too good for the life I was actually living.

I said: Tell me what that means. He said: It means the club and what the club is and the specific gray areas of how I spend my time and what I do in it — I thought those things were incompatible with who you were. I had built this story in my head where you would eventually look at the whole picture and decide you didn’t want to be near it. So I managed what you saw. I said: You managed my exposure to your actual life. He said: Yes. I said: For two and a half years. He said: Yes. He held my eyes while he said it, which was the specific thing that made me believe it was true. Men who were performing confession looked away. He did not look away.

I said: And then instead of having the conversation you were avoiding, you made it impossible to have the conversation. He said: Yes. I said: Because on some level you were trying to end it before I ended it. He was quiet. He said: I hadn’t thought about it that way. I said: Think about it now. He was quiet for longer. He said: Maybe. I said: That is either the most honest thing you’ve said to me or it is the best-performed thing. He said: I know I can’t make you believe it’s the honest version. That’s why I said I have evidence. That’s why I’m here. I said: Tell me the evidence.

He had not been with anyone since October. He told me this not as an appeal to my sympathy but as a factual statement of eighteen months of choices. He had left Chandra from the club within a week of that night, which Whitfield had told me but which I had filed as possibly strategic at the time. He had stepped back from the VP role for six months to do what he described as the specific work of understanding what he had been choosing and what those choices produced. He had talked to Dex, who was now club president, about the particular ways his avoidance had been affecting not just his personal life but his leadership. These were not small things.

I said: Why are you telling me all of this today instead of four months ago or twelve months ago. He said: Because I needed the evidence to exist first before I brought it to you. I needed to know that the change was real before I asked you to consider it. I said: That’s a reasonable answer. He said: It’s the true answer. I said: Tell me what you want. He said: I want you to have all of the information. Not because I’m asking you for anything right now. Because you deserve to make any future decisions with the complete picture. I set down the knife I had picked back up. I said: Come back Thursday. He said: Thursday. He left.

Darius arrived at seven forty-five with the particular energy he always brought to Thursday prep, which was the energy of someone who had been thinking about the day’s specials since the previous Thursday and was now ready to execute. He looked at me and said: You look like something happened. I said: A thing happened. He said: Tell me. I told him the short version. He listened. He said: Tell me what you thought of the body of evidence statement. I said: I thought it was either the most careful approach I’ve ever heard from someone trying to get back into a person’s life or it was genuinely what it sounded like, which was someone who had done the work and wanted to show the work before asking for anything. He said: Those aren’t mutually exclusive. I said: No. They aren’t.

My friend Tallulah came to the restaurant for lunch that day, which she did most Tuesdays, and I told her the full version over the bar while the lunch service wound down. Tallulah had known me for eleven years and she had the specific quality of someone who had been through enough of her own difficult things to be honest about other people’s. She said: Tell me what you felt when you saw him. I said: I felt the specific thing I had been managing not to feel for eighteen months, which was the thing that was still there after everything. She said: Tell me if that’s information. I said: It’s the most dangerous kind of information. She said: Yes. She said: That’s usually the kind that’s accurate.

The morning staff arrived at seven forty-five: Precia first, with the particular energy she brought to morning service setup, then Darius, who had been with me long enough that he read the kitchen with the specific diagnostic sense of someone who understood its character. He looked at the prep table, at the brisket I had broken down, at the coffee cup on the counter that was not my coffee cup, and he said nothing. He went to his station and began his prep. This was Darius particular gift: knowing when nothing was the right thing to say.

I worked the morning service with the focus I brought to all services but with an additional quality that morning, which was the quality of someone processing something on a parallel channel while doing the work that required the front channel completely. I had spent two years learning to do this: to hold the thing that needed processing in a safe place while the front channel did the work. The kitchen did not know about Ace Cole. The kitchen only knew about the smoke temperature and the sauce ratio.

Tallulah came for lunch at twelve-thirty. She sat at the end of the bar with the specific seat she had claimed as hers in year three and she looked at me from across the bar with the expression she had when she was reading the situation before saying anything. She said: Tell me. I said: He came this morning. She said: Tell me everything. I told her everything. The full version, in the specific order it had happened, including the parts that were easy to tell and the parts that required more care.

She said: Tell me what you thought of the preemptive abandonment formulation. I said: I thought it was the most accurate thing anyone had said about October. She said: Tell me why. I said: Because it named the specific structure of what he did, which was that he ended us before I could end him. That is not an excuse. It is a diagnosis. She said: Tell me if a diagnosis changes how you feel about what happened. I said: No. The feeling is the same. The diagnosis gives me a way to think about whether the thing that produced it is the whole of who he is or a pattern he has been working on.

She said: Tell me which you think it is. I said: I think it is a pattern he has been working on. She said: Tell me what evidence you have. I said: The counseling. The specific way he told me about it, which was not an appeal for sympathy but a statement of fact about the work done. She said: Tell me if that is enough. I said: It is the beginning of evidence. She said: Yes. That is the right place to be. She ordered the brisket plate. I went back to the line.

The afternoon service was the specific service of a Tuesday in the season where the outdoor seating was still comfortable and the volume was at its spring peak. I ran the kitchen alongside Darius because the peak days were the days I was on the line. The cooking was the most accurate diagnostic. Darius said, between two orders: Tell me when you know what you are going to do. I said: I will know when I know. He said: Yes. He handed me the ticket for table seven.

I called my mother at six, after the service. She had been the first person I had called after October and she had received the story with the specific clarity of someone who was not going to tell me what to feel but who was going to make sure I was thinking accurately. She said: Tell me what happened. I told her. She said: Tell me what you are going to do. I said: I told him to come back Thursday. She was quiet. She said: Tell me why Thursday. I said: Because I need two days to understand what I heard today before I hear anything else. She said: That is right.

I closed the restaurant at ten. The Tuesday closing was mine alone: Precia and Darius and the line cooks had gone at eight-thirty and I did the final hour of cleanup myself, which was the habit I had maintained since the first year. The closing was my time with the restaurant in the dark, which had a quality the open hours did not have: the quiet of a space that was entirely yours, the particular smell of a kitchen after a full day. I did the final walkaround and checked the cold storage and locked the back door.

The April night in Knoxville at ten in the evening had the specific quality of a city fully in its spring: warm enough to be outside without a jacket, the river two blocks away producing the atmosphere the river always produced at night, the sound of the Old City doing what it did on a Tuesday. I stood in the parking lot and thought about the body of evidence and thought about preemptive abandonment and thought about the eighteen months I had spent becoming entirely myself and what that becoming meant for whatever came next.

Thursday arrived with the particular quality of a Knoxville morning in late April that was trying to be summer: warmer than it had any right to be at six in the morning, the air already carrying the density of the coming season. I had the pits running at four and the first briskets on at four-thirty and by six the restaurant smelled the way it smelled when everything was correct: the particular combination of the low hardwood smoke and the rendered fat and the specific sweetness that the apple wood contributed in the last third of the cook.

He stood in the doorway with the coffee from Gay Street and the specific quality of a man who had been awake since early and was now in the day. He said: Good morning. I said: Good morning. I indicated the stool at the prep table without making it a full invitation so much as a statement of where he should be if he was going to be here. He sat. He put the coffee within my reach and did not point out that he had remembered the order. The not-pointing-out was itself information. I took the coffee.

He told me the operational sequence of his return: the departure from the Nashville chapter, the specific process of ending his VP tenure, the decision to relinquish the title rather than take a leave. He had not simply stepped away from a role. He had restructured his relationship with the club from the ground up, which was the specific kind of change that required both courage and a willingness to be smaller than you had been in terms of organizational position while being larger in terms of personal honesty.

I said: Tell me what it cost to step back. He said: Reputation-wise, it cost me the specific credibility that comes with title. Among the people who measure things by title, I am now less than I was. I said: Tell me how you feel about that. He said: I feel like someone who has correctly identified what they had been using the title for, which was as a substitute for the internal confidence they had not built yet. The title made me feel capable without requiring me to be capable. I said: Tell me what building internal confidence looks like.

The morning progressed. The pits held their temperature. The prep was ready by eight. He stayed at the prep table through the staff arrival, through the opening of the outdoor seating, through the first rush of the morning service. He did not perform his presence. He did not insert himself into the work or attempt to be useful in a visible way. He was simply there, which was the particular quality that had been most consistently absent from the previous version of him: the willingness to be present in a space without managing what the space said about him.

He left at eleven, when the service was in full stride and I was occupied with the line. He said: Thank you for this morning. I said: Come Saturday at six. He said: Yes. He left. Darius passed me a ticket and said nothing about any of it. This was the correct response. The case was building. The kitchen was running. The smoke was doing what the smoke did. Saturday was two days away and I knew what Saturday was going to tell me.
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The Kitchen

Thursday morning. I was in the kitchen at six when the back door opened and Ace came in. He had brought coffee from the place on Gay Street that made it the way I had mentioned once, two years ago, that I preferred it: the specific ratio of the light roast and the specific temperature that kept it from tasting burned. The fact that he had remembered the coffee was either evidence or performance. I accepted it as potentially both and noted the specific detail in the accounting I was building. I said: Sit. He sat at the prep table on the stool I kept there for exactly this kind of early-morning conversation.

I said: I’ve been thinking about what you said Tuesday. He said: Tell me what you’ve been thinking. I said: I’ve been thinking about the body of evidence and what would constitute evidence that was genuine rather than strategic. He said: Tell me the difference as you see it. I said: Strategic evidence is curated to produce a specific response. Genuine evidence is just what happened, presented completely, including the parts that don’t help your case. He said: Then let me give you the parts that don’t help my case. I said: Go ahead. He said: I didn’t just avoid the conversation. I actively redirected it for most of our second year. Every time you came close to asking about the club work and what it actually involved, I changed the subject. I said: I remember. He said: You always knew. I said: I suspected. He said: Tell me why you didn’t push.

I told him the honest version, which was that I had been afraid of what the pushing would produce. That if I asked the direct question and received the direct answer I would have to do something about the answer, and I was not ready to do something about it, and so I had accepted the redirection as a substitute for the information. He listened to this without interrupting. He said: We were both avoiding the same conversation. I said: Yes. He said: And we’re having it now. I said: We’re having a version of it. The full version requires more than two conversations. He said: I have as much time as it takes. I said: Tell me how long you’ve been in Knoxville.

He said: Since Monday. I said: You’ve been in Knoxville since Monday and you waited until Tuesday morning to come to the restaurant. He said: I needed to talk to Dex first. I wanted Dex to know I was back before I came to you, because Dex is running the chapter now and I am not in a position where I would be returning to the chapter without his approval and without clarity about what my role would be. I said: Tell me what your role is. He said: Whitfield’s position. Patch work, no title. I’m not VP and I’m not trying to be VP again. The specific decisions that produced October were decisions I made from the VP role, which was a role that allowed me to substitute club authority for personal honesty. I don’t want that role anymore.

I said: Tell me what Dex said. He said: Dex said the club would have me back at whatever level I wanted to come back at because I was good at the work and because what happened with you was personal, not operational. I said: Dex has always been straightforward. He said: Yes. He said: I also talked to Whitfield. I said: Tell me about Whitfield. He said: Whitfield told me that you had come to both club events at the restaurant in the past year and that you ran them with the same quality you ran everything. He said it like I should know what that meant. I said: What did you think it meant. He said: That you didn’t let what I did change who you were. You were still the person who fed people and who fed the club and who did it because it was what you did, not because of what you got from it.

I said: The restaurant is not about the club. He said: I know. He said: I want to say something about the restaurant. I said: Say it. He said: In two and a half years I ate at your bar three hundred and something times and I watched you build that restaurant into something that was entirely you, and I was so busy being afraid that you would see me clearly that I never told you clearly what I saw when I watched you work. I said: Tell me now. He said: You are the most capable person I’ve ever spent time with. Not talented — capable. There is a specific quality to someone who does difficult work at a high level without drama, and you have it, and I was too afraid of my own deficits to say it directly.

The brisket timer went off. I stood up to check the internal temperature, which was 195 and needed three more degrees, and I reset the timer and sat back down and I said: Tell me what you were afraid of specifically. Not the general version. The specific fear that produced October. He said: I was afraid that if you saw the whole picture of my life — the club and the specific things the club was involved in when I was running point on operations and the particular way my days actually looked from the inside — you would look at that picture and decide that the person in it was not someone you could build a life with. I said: And instead of letting me make that decision, you made it for me by giving me something that made the decision automatic.

He said: Yes. I said: Tell me if you understand why that is worse. He said: Yes. I said: Tell me why. He said: Because the worst version of what you would have decided if you had the full picture was that you would leave. Which is what happened anyway. But if I had told you the full picture, the leaving would have been your choice, which you were entitled to. Instead I took your choice away from you by manufacturing a situation that removed it. I said: Yes. He said: I understand that. I said: Do you understand that the manufacturing was not an accident. That some part of you was trying to end it before you could be ended. He was quiet. He said: Yes. I said: Then that is the thing we’re talking about. That is the specific fear that has to be addressed.

I said: I am not going to make any decisions today. He said: I’m not asking you to. I said: I am going to ask you to do one thing. He said: Tell me. I said: Come to the Friday service. Not as a customer, not as someone I’m aware of — come and sit at the far end of the bar and eat the food and watch the restaurant work. I need to see you in this space without managing your presence here. He said: Yes. I said: And when you leave, tell me one true thing. Something you would have avoided telling me before. He said: Yes. He came Friday































