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Leo kept his orange index cards face down on the podium, squared beneath his palm, as if paper could behave if pressed hard enough. Lilly Ledbetter shuffled her notes. Three hundred voters waited beneath the chandeliers, and Max Barrett stood at the next podium, smiling with the patience of a man who believed every secret eventually became useful.

Leo had learned enough about politics to know that the cruelest blows rarely arrived first. They waited. They smiled. They called themselves concern. Somewhere before the final question, Barrett would choose the moment, and the room would discover whether Leo’s grief was armor, weakness, or bait.

Beyond the cameras, Della stood near the wall with Daisy beside her, Sam Meyer pretending not to worry, Josh Wise tracking the livestream, and Gillian Montoya reading the room as if it were evidence. They all knew Barrett would reach for a weakness. None of them knew which one.

Fourteen months after Iris passed away, Leo still kept one of her sweaters folded over the back of the chair beside his bed. Now, under the ballroom lights, his thumb worried the edge of the orange cards. In the front rows sat people who had lost wells, clinics, wages, and sleep. Leo had not come because he wanted power. He had come because too many empty rooms resembled one another.

Lilly Ledbetter’s question came clean and sharp. “Congressman Barrett, you have argued that Mr. Bass’s campaign is more emotional than practical, and that grief pushed him into public life before he was ready for the responsibilities of federal office. Why would you make that claim?”

A murmur moved through the ballroom. Barrett did not fully smile. He tilted his head with only the practiced sympathy of a man who had learned to make cruelty sound like concern.

“Lilly,” Barrett said, turning first to her and then to the audience, “no one questions Mr. Bass’s sincerity or the depth of his loss. But sincerity is not a plan. Grief is not healthcare policy. Decency does not negotiate appropriations, and a podcast does not replace the hard work of governing. District Ten deserves more than a protest campaign built around one man’s sorrow.”

Leo looked down at the first orange card. The ink had smudged slightly where his thumb had rubbed it all night: Do not chase him. He lifted his eyes to the audience.

“Congressman Barrett is right about one thing,” Leo said. “Grief is not a plan. It will not reopen a clinic, patch a road, fund a school, or make a pharmacy bill smaller. I would never ask anyone to vote for my sorrow. Sorrow by itself qualifies a person for nothing except understanding how quickly a life can change.”

A woman in the second row lowered her program into her lap. Near the center aisle, a man in a work shirt stopped whispering to his wife. Leo’s thumb slid to the next card: Name the harm.

“But grief stripped away my patience for pretending that suffering becomes less real when it belongs to ordinary people. Janet Henderson did not lose her home because she lacked a slogan. The Nguyens do not count water because they failed to appreciate complexity. Families in this district are not abstractions, and they are not props. They are people living with the consequences of having a congressman more interested in serving himself than in making life better for the people of Arizona’s District Ten.”

A few people clapped before they caught themselves. Barrett’s smile tightened. Leo did not look at him. His thumb found the third card: Bring it home.

“I spent thirty-four years inspecting houses. You learn fast that a pretty room can still hide bad wiring. You learn that if a foundation is cracked, paint will not save it. And you learn that when somebody tells you not to worry because the paperwork looks fine, you had better check the beam yourself. That is what I see in Washington now: beautiful language, bad structure, and too many people paid to admire the paint.”

Barrett shifted behind his podium. Lilly glanced at the clock but let Leo continue.

“The congressman says a podcast is not governing. He is right again. But for months, it let voters hear me without a consultant sanding off the plain edges. Then I went to churches, porches, union halls, libraries, and feed stores. I answered questions from people who did not trust me yet. If that is not the hard work of democracy, maybe democracy has spent too long in rooms where the coffee is free.”

A laugh broke out, then applause, broader this time. Della covered her mouth. Sam lowered his chin, hiding the first real smile of the night. Josh watched the livestream comments blur faster than he could read them. Gillian’s eyes stayed fixed on Leo, measuring the room.

Barrett leaned toward his microphone. “With respect, Mr. Bass still has not named one bill he could pass.”

Leo turned to him then. “Emergency rural water relief. Mobile clinic funding. Broadband grants tied to actual service delivery. A plain-language benefits office so veterans, seniors, and working families can get help without hiring a lawyer. I do not pretend bills pass because I name them. I know I would have to build coalitions, trade pride for progress, and sit across from people I do not trust. But a representative who starts with the people’s needs has a better chance of serving them than one who starts by asking who donated.”

A cough sounded near the press riser and died there. Barrett’s hand tightened around the edge of his podium, the skin whitening over his knuckles.

Lilly moved to close the exchange, but Barrett cut in with the smallest shake of his head. “District Ten should ask itself whether it wants to send a grieving man to Washington because he speaks movingly, or a tested representative who understands how power actually works.”

Leo looked down at the fourth card: Protect the living. Then he looked past Barrett, past the lights, toward the back wall where Della stood with Daisy beside her.

“I am grieving,” Leo said. “There is no use pretending otherwise. I loved one woman for fifty-one years, and when she died, the world did not ask my permission before it kept moving. Bills still arrived. Wells still failed. Children still needed schools. Families still needed medicine. My grief did not make me special. It made me less able to look away from everybody else’s.”

His voice softened, but it carried. “My daughter and her wife are raising two girls in this district. They are not a talking point. They are not a liability. They are living proof that family is made by love. If anyone in politics believes my family is something to whisper about, then let them whisper into a mirror and ask what became so small in them.”

Daisy reached for Della’s hand. The applause started in one corner, uncertain at first, then spread until the stage floor seemed to hum beneath Leo’s shoes.

Leo waited for it to fade. The fifth card remained under his thumb. Tell the truth before they make fear sound reasonable.

“Congressman Barrett understands power,” Leo said. “I will give him that. He understands how to keep it, polish it, and make fear sound like prudence. But I have spent my life around another kind of power: neighbors showing up, a daughter refusing to let her father disappear, a lawyer protecting the truth before a lie can get its shoes on, a young man building a door where there was only a wall.”

He set all five cards on the podium. “That is the power I trust. Not because it is softer, but because it is harder to corrupt. If voters want a man who knows every hallway in Washington, they already have one. If they want a man who remembers the kitchens, porches, farms, clinics, classrooms, and empty wells that those hallways are supposed to serve, then I am asking for the job.”

For one second, no one moved. Then the ballroom rose—not all at once, not unanimously, but enough to break the night open. Cameras swung. Barrett stared forward, expression locked in place. Josh’s livestream counter jumped, froze, then jumped again. Sam pressed two fingers to his mouth. Gillian signed something to Lilly, and Lilly did not interpret it. She only smiled.

Leo looked down at the orange cards. His left hand, the one that had searched the empty air beside him all night, stayed flat against the podium.

Lilly finally found her voice. “Congressman Barrett, your response?”

Max Barrett looked out at the room. The applause had not ended when he expected it to. Near the front tables, two donors stayed seated with their hands folded, waiting for permission the room no longer seemed willing to give.

Barrett waited for the applause to settle the way an experienced man waits out weather. He arranged his face into patience, touched one finger to the edge of his notes, and gave the room a small nod, as if granting them permission to return to seriousness.

“That was moving,” he said. “No one in this room can deny Mr. Bass’s gift for sincerity. But Washington is not a porch, and governing is not a moral posture. I have spent three terms doing the unglamorous work of committee hearings, appropriations language, agency negotiations, and compromise. That work does not fit neatly on Leo’s orange index cards, and it does not always produce applause, but it is how roads get funded, clinics stay open, and water projects move through a system that punishes impatience.”

He turned a page he did not need. “My opponent speaks as though complexity is cowardice. It is not. Complexity is what adults confront when slogans meet law. Water rights involve state agencies, federal constraints, tribal claims, farmers, conservationists, municipalities, and families. Healthcare funding requires partners, votes, and a budget. Broadband expansion requires contracts that survive litigation. If Mr. Bass believes righteous anger can replace that machinery, then he is not challenging the system. He is misunderstanding it.”

A few heads nodded near the donors’ table. Barrett felt that and leaned into it. “District Ten deserves compassion, yes. But compassion without competence becomes a very expensive kind of theater. I will not apologize for knowing how the system works. I will not apologize for building relationships that deliver results. And I will not stand here while a protest candidate suggests that experience itself is corruption.”

Leo did not miss Sam’s head tilt beyond the lights. Sam had heard the move too. Barrett had not raised his voice. He had lowered it, polished it, and set it in the room like a chair everyone was expected to sit in.

Lilly Ledbetter looked from one podium to the other. “Mr. Bass, thirty seconds.”

Leo did not touch the cards. “Experience is not corruption,” he said. “But experience that never arrives where people are hurting is not public service. It is résumé maintenance.”

The woman in the work shirt folded her program in half. A man near the aisle crossed his arms, then uncrossed them.

“Water is complex. So, fight before the well dies. Clinics require partners. Then find them before families start driving an hour for help. Broadband contracts are complicated. Fine—write them so providers get paid when service reaches the house, not when a press release reaches the paper.”

Barrett’s eyes narrowed by a fraction. Leo let the silence sit there instead of filling it.

“I do not distrust experience,” Leo said. “I distrust the kind that gets comfortable explaining why nothing can happen until after people have already lost what cannot be replaced.”

Lilly’s hand moved toward her timer, then stopped. In the back of the room, a woman Leo did not know stood first. Arnie Rivas rose beside her. The postal worker from the library stood next. The applause did not arrive as a wave; it moved chair by chair, palms finding palms, people glancing sideways before they stood.

Barrett watched them rise. His hand left the podium and found his cuff link, turning it once, then once again.

Lilly Ledbetter let the applause thin into an uneasy hush before she lifted her hand. “We are nearly out of time. Each candidate will have two minutes for a closing statement. Congressman Barrett, you are first.”

Barrett took a slow drink of water. When he set the glass down, his hand was steady again. “District Ten is too important to hand over to impulse,” he began. “We have serious challenges—water, healthcare, schools, infrastructure, border commerce, rural jobs—and serious challenges require more than anger at what has not been done fast enough. They require relationships, persistence, and the patience to move policy through institutions that were not designed for applause lines.”

He turned toward Leo, then back to the cameras. “Mr. Bass is a good man. I believe that. But good intentions do not write legislation, negotiate committee language, secure federal grants, or protect this district from being forgotten in rooms where the loudest voices often belong to people with more money and more leverage than we have. Experience matters because consequences matter.”

Barrett’s voice softened, and the old polish returned. “I know frustration is powerful. I know people are tired. I know it is tempting to believe that one honest outsider can walk into Washington and make the machinery obey. But District Ten cannot afford temptation. It needs representation that can deliver on day one. I have delivered before, and I will keep delivering—not with slogans, not with theater, but with the steady work this office demands.”

A respectful line of applause followed, strongest near the front tables. Barrett stepped back from the microphone with the expression of a man who believed he had repaired the wall before anyone noticed the crack.

Lilly turned. “Mr. Bass, your closing statement.”

Leo looked down once at the orange cards, then left them where they were. He did not need them now. “Congressman Barrett is right that consequences matter,” he said. “That is exactly why I am running.”

He rested both hands on the podium. “The consequence of delay is not theoretical when your well goes dry. The consequence of a closed clinic is not a paragraph in a report when your child has a fever, and the nearest doctor is an hour away. The consequence of politics as usual is a bill somebody cannot pay, a road somebody cannot cross, and a family being told to wait while the system finishes discussing them.”

He turned slightly, enough to include Barrett without granting him the center. “I do not despise experience. I despise what happens when experience gets so comfortable that suffering becomes background noise. I do not promise miracles. I promise work. I promise to show up before the cameras do. I promise to read the bill, ask who benefits, ask who pays, and ask whether the people of District Ten can understand what is being done in their name.”

The room had gone very still. Leo set his fingertips on the podium’s worn edge, found a nick in the wood, and let his voice settle.

“I am not asking you to believe an old man can fix Washington by himself. I am asking whether Washington still belongs to people like you. If it does, then sending one ordinary citizen there is not reckless. It is overdue.”

He looked past the lights again, toward Della and Daisy, toward Sam, Josh, and Gillian. “I have made mistakes in this campaign. I will make more if you send me to Congress. But I will not forget whose door I knocked on, whose kitchen table I sat at, whose water did not run, whose medicine cost too much, whose child needed a school with a working roof and a signal strong enough to learn by.”

Leo tucked the five orange cards back into his pocket. “If you want polish, you have already seen it. If you want someone who will carry this district into every room as if the people here matter more than the room itself, then I am asking for your vote.”

The silence after he finished held longer than applause should allow. Then someone near the back stood. Not a campaign volunteer. Not one of the faces Leo knew. A woman in a work shirt with her arms folded tight across her chest rose as if her body had decided before her caution could stop it. Then the postal worker stood. Then Arnie. Then a farmer in the aisle. The sound built slowly, unevenly, and even more powerful for it.

Barrett did not move. The cameras caught his smile, but it sat there by itself, polished and stranded.

Lilly Ledbetter waited, then lifted her voice over the applause. “Thank you, Congressman Barrett. Thank you, Mr. Bass. And thank you to the citizens of District Ten.”

The red camera lights blinked off one by one. Only then did Leo step back from the podium and feel his knees remember they belonged to a seventy-three-year-old man who had been standing under stage lights with his whole life open before strangers.

Fourteen Months Earlier Iris’s Funeral

By the time the cemetery gate vanished in the rearview mirror, San Ramon had closed around the car like a witness. Daisy drove with both hands fixed at ten and two, her wedding ring flashing now and then in the slant of evening light. Beside her, Della sat in funeral black, still as a struck match, while Leo rode in the back seat with one hand braced against the door, as though the road itself had turned uncertain beneath him. Outside, their small hometown lay open in familiar fragments—the bleached liquor-store awning snapping once in the wind, chain-link fences furred with dust, a porch swing rocking on an empty porch as if someone unseen had just risen from it. Far off, the low desert mountains held the last bruised color of day, and the town crouched low in the Sonoran Desert.

No one touched the radio. The only sound was the air conditioner’s thin rattle and the tires whispering over sun-cracked pavement. Della laced her gloved fingers together in her lap, her knuckles blanched pale beneath the black fabric. In the rear seat, Leo leaned forward a little, the suit Iris had chosen for their anniversary hanging loose on him now, the collar opening against the papery hollow of his throat. 

When Daisy turned onto Palo Verde Street, the neighborhood seemed to draw a breath. A dog barked once behind a cinder-block wall. Curtains hung at dark windows. Heat quivered above the driveway in thin sheets. Daisy guided the sedan beneath the desert elm and switched off the engine. Ahead of them, the house waited behind its drawn curtains. Leo’s hand stayed curled around the door handle. No smile appeared at the window. No screen door opened. No voice called him home.

Leo missed the latch the first time. On the second, his fingertips found the sun-warmed chrome and stayed there a second too long. Della was out before both his shoes hit the concrete, her heels striking the driveway in quick, hard notes. She slipped an arm beneath his elbow, careful as if she were steadying glass with a crack already running through it.

Outside, evening rose from the ground with the scent of creosote, dust, and sunbaked asphalt. For years, that smell had followed Iris through the kitchen with her sleeves rolled. Now it drifted past him from another life. Della kept her hand on his arm, her thumb moving once over the seam of his jacket before she caught herself. “Dad, if you’d like, we can stay tonight,” she said. “As long as you need us. There’s no rush.”

Leo looked down at Della’s hand on his sleeve, then at the ring she wore—the twin of Daisy’s. His thumb brushed the metal once. Daisy came around the hood, navy skirt whispering at her knees, and folded herself against him. She smelled of lilies from the service and desert wind. The two women stood close on either side of him before he could lean.

“I love you, Leo,” Daisy said. Her voice was quiet and steady.

He drew back and looked at them both. The last light lay across his face. “And I love you both.” His throat worked. “I just need to get inside. Lie down a little.”

No one answered at first. Inside the house, a clock ticked through the wall.

“A week from next Sunday,” Della said, taking his hand in both of hers before letting it go, “we’ll come over and bring lunch—the potato salad you like, and Daisy’s cornbread. You won’t have to lift a finger.”

“Bring the girls too.” The corner of his mouth moved, small and unsure, but real. “This place gets too still without little feet in it.”

“Absolutely.” Della’s smile flickered and held. “They’ve been asking about Grandpa Leo all week.”

Doors closed with soft, final clicks. Daisy turned the key, backed the sedan into the street, and guided it away from the oleanders, the silver body catching one last shard of sun before the red taillights thinned to pinpricks and vanished at the corner.

Leo stayed at the edge of the driveway long after the car was gone. The bend in the street held nothing but dust and fading heat. Still, his eyes stayed fixed there. In his mind, Iris came around the corner with her salt-and-pepper hair lifting in the wind, her smile arriving before the rest of her, one hand already raised as if she had been gone only long enough to fetch the mail.

Heat settled into his shoulders through the dark fabric of his suit. Somewhere down the block, a screen door slapped shut. Birds moved through the mesquite and palo verdes with the faint ticking sound of leaves touching leaves. San Ramon went on with its evening. When he turned toward the house, a young couple came along the sidewalk, the man steering a navy stroller with one hand while the other rested at the small of the young woman’s back. She moved carefully, but there was a brightness in her face that caught even the dimming light.

She saw him first and offered a cautious smile, friendly but uncertain in the way of new neighbors. “Hello, Mr. Bass. How are you holding up today?”

Leo blinked, the sound of her voice pulling him back to the sidewalk, to the stroller, to the ordinary evening settling over the street. “I’m sorry,” he said. “My mind wandered off on me. I’m doing about like anybody would, I guess. Thank you for asking.” His eyes moved to the stroller. “Is this the little one I’ve been hearing about?”

“This is our Georgia Lucille.” Pride softened the young father’s voice. The mother bent over the stroller and folded back the corner of a pale pink blanket. Inside, the baby slept on, mouth open, lashes resting like tiny brushstrokes against her cheeks, one fist tucked beside her chin.

Leo bent a little closer, hands folded behind his back. His breathing eased. Beneath the pink blanket, the baby slept on. “How old is she now?”

“Two weeks yesterday.” The mother smiled down into the stroller, exhaustion written under her eyes and joy bright in her mouth. “We’re still figuring everything out, but she’s been such a delightful baby.”

“Well, you’re doing something right.” Leo straightened with a small wince in his back. “Trust your instincts—that’s the best advice I know how to give. You’ll make mistakes. Everybody does. But if you love her and trust yourselves, she’ll be just fine.”

The stroller rocked once when the father shifted his hand on the handle. The baby did not wake. Leo stood with his hands folded behind his back, watching the blanket rise and fall.

As they thanked him and moved on, Leo watched the stroller until it reached the corner. He looked back at the drawn curtains, then at the empty sidewalk, then at the place where the stroller had disappeared. His hand, still stiff from the funeral service, opened and closed once at his side.

Iris ~ Four Months Later

Leo’s key scraped against the lock on the third try before it caught. He stepped inside and stood in the entryway with his hand still on the knob. His shoulders sagged. The deadbolt turned with a hard little click. Across the living room, the wingback chair faced the street, exactly where he had left it.

The cushions still held the shallow dents of two old bodies who had once read, shoulder to shoulder. The kitchen radio was silent. Yesterday’s newspaper lay folded on the side table, untouched. Dust brightened in the slant of afternoon light where the room should have been moving.

After half a minute, Leo made his way to his chair and lowered himself into it with the caution of a man afraid one wrong movement might let sorrow spill loose inside him. He kept his jacket buttoned, holding himself together in the smallest ways he could. Through the front window, he watched the Nunez children racing along the sidewalk, their laughter faint through the glass. And there, in the quiet chambers of his mind, I came to him the way I always had—with love first. “Leo, honey,” I told him, “you cannot keep doing this to yourself.”

He did not answer. His fingers moved over the chair arm, finding the worn patch where his thumb had rested for years.

“You come home; you sit in that chair, and you vanish into the ache of missing me,” I told him. “Leo, that is not living. That is only enduring.”

He sat for a while before he spoke. “It is hard to remember what living looked like with you not beside me.”

I watched his gaze move to the empty chair beside him, then to the window, then to his own hands. “Oh, Leo,” I whispered in the tender place where he still carried me. “I know. But I did not spend fifty-one years building a life with you so you could disappear from it after me.”

“Iris.” My name broke in his throat. “I don’t know what I am supposed to do.”

“For starters, open a window,” I told him. “This house needs air, and you and I kept a finer home than this.”

Leo looked around the living room. It was not quite a smile, but it was near enough to grace for me to love the sight of it.

Little Rosa Nunez squealed as her brother tagged her, and Leo watched them the way he had once watched Della in that same yard, back when scraped knees and hurt feelings were the worst heartaches, they knew how to name.

“Do you remember when Della was that age?” I asked him. “You spent three entire weekends building that lopsided little treehouse, and she adored it. Truth be told, the building inspector in you would never have approved the workmanship.”

“It was lopsided something fierce,” Leo said, smiling.

“And she loved it as if it were a palace anyway. She always made you climb up there with her, though you had no business folding yourself into a space built for Della.”

He smiled. “She served me invisible tea.”

“And you drank every drop,” I said, “even while your knees were protesting the whole time.”

The smile faded again. He shifted in his chair. “Della called yesterday. Third time this week.”

“Because she loves you,” I told him. “She’s scared of losing you.”

“She wants me to stay with her and Daisy for a while.”

I told him it might do him good.

“I cannot leave this house. Everything I have of you is here.”

“Leo Bass, listen to me. These rooms do not hold me captive. I am not folded into closets, waiting in the kitchen, or hidden in the walls. I live in the life we made, in the love that shaped you, and in the daughter we raised. But I am gone from your life, sweetheart, and no amount of stillness will bring me back.”

“I know that.” His hands tightened on the armrests.

“Do you?” I asked him, softer now. “Because part of you is still waiting for me to come through that door and tell you what’s for supper.”

The house answered with the refrigerator’s low hum.

“Do you remember what you told me when your mama died?” I asked.

“That was different.”

“How?”

“I was forty-three. I still had you and Della at home. There was a reason to get up in the morning.”

“And now you don’t?”

He turned his head toward the empty chair. His body went still, so still that the dust in the window light seemed louder than his breathing.

“I see you everywhere,” he said. “Everywhere I look.”

“I know you do,” I whispered.

“And then you are not there.”

The Nunez children had moved farther down the block. Late afternoon light filled the living room, gold and dusty, and the empty chair beside him stayed empty.

“Listen to me,” I said. “The day we married, we entered the bargain every soul does: one of us would have to die first. It was me. I hate the pain of that for you, but I do not regret one day of loving you. I need you to hear this—I did not spend all those years building a life with you so you could sit here and fade away after me.”

“What am I supposed to do, Iris?”

“Live,” I told him. “That is what you are supposed to do. Live the life that is still yours.”

“I don’t know how to do that without you.”

“Yes, you do,” I said, though tenderness softened every word. “Not because it will be easy, and not because you will stop missing me, but because you have survived before. You know how to keep walking even with a broken heart.”

“I was eighteen before I met you,” he said. “I do not remember that person anymore.”

“The truth of that broke my heart all over again. Do you remember when you came home from Vietnam?” I asked.

“Of course I do.”

“I remember your broken spirit. Three or four nights a week, you woke up screaming. You could not hold a job. Your mama worried about you, and once I met you, I worried about you too.”

“Iris—”

“Leo, let me finish. Vietnam did not leave you quickly, but you did not stay broken forever. You fought your way back piece by piece. I loved you through it, yes, but you lived. This grief is not the same wound, but it is the same fight. Missing me is part of loving me. Dying with me is not.”

Outside, a car alarm wailed and cut off. The neighborhood kept on with its ordinary life, reminding him that the world still moved.

“Sometimes I miss you so much I feel like I can’t breathe,” he said.

“I know,” I said. “And if love can cross whatever lies between us now, then you should know that I am still part of you in all the ways that matter.”

He let out a breath that might have been a laugh and might have been pain. “How does that work? You are dead.”

“Beats me,” I said. “But love has never cared much for earthly rules.” He rubbed his face with both hands, then looked toward the place inside himself where he still heard me most clearly. For one moment, it felt as though he did.

“Do you think I should go stay with Della?” he asked.

“You should consider it,” I told him. “But more than that, I think you need to decide there will be a next chapter, whether it begins in this house or in Della’s guest room. You will not find it by sitting still in this chair forever.”

“What if I do not want there to be a next?”

“Then want it or don’t want it,” I said, with all the tenderness and resolve I had ever had for Leo. “There is still a next chapter. You are alive. That means your life is still asking something of you.”

The light faded from gold to amber. On the counter, one plate sat rinsed but not washed. In the freezer, Della’s labeled containers waited in a neat stack. The lamp beside Iris’s chair remained dark.

After a while, Leo stood. He opened the front window an inch. Then another. Warm air moved across the sill and stirred the edge of yesterday’s newspaper.

“I love you, Iris.”

“I love you too,” I told him. “Now turn on the television before I lose what little patience death has left me. I still cannot stand this much silence.”

A genuine laugh rose out of him then—small, tired, but honest.

Then he reached for the remote. 

Leo aimed the remote at the television. A pharmaceutical ad flashed by—white teeth, bright light, a quick list of side effects softened by a gentler voice. Then the screen cut to Arizona in Review. “Tonight’s focus: the issues facing Chiricahua County and Arizona’s Tenth District.” Before the panel appeared, Leo’s breath shortened. 

“I swear you’ve been watching that station since Nixon,” I said into the quiet place where he still kept me.

Leo grunted. “That’s because they still know the difference between reporting the news and putting lipstick on a lie.”

The logo dissolved into a roundtable beneath a banner: WATER IN THE WEST: A CRISIS ROUNDTABLE. The moment Max Barrett appeared in the center chair, Leo went taut. His spine straightened. His chin lifted. His fingers tightened on the remote. I had seen that look before—when a contractor gambled with a family’s safety, when a developer thought money could excuse harm. Leo never could pass a wrong without turning toward it.

Barrett sat polished and composed, a third-term congressman in a suit that looked chosen under soft lights. His hair stayed in place as if someone else had arranged it. Leo had once believed in him. 

“If memory serves me correctly,” I said, “you used to call him a breath of fresh air.”

Leo let out a bitter breath. “Don’t remind me. He’s a con man in a thousand-dollar suit.”

Barrett nodded at the moderator, wearing the look politicians use when they want concern to stand in for action. “The American people deserve transparency,” he said, lifting one hand in a measured gesture. “That’s why I’ve advocated for comprehensive water policy reform.” Leo gave one humorless laugh. “Comprehensive reform,” he said. “That’s politician talk for: I’m not going to do a damn thing.”

The moderator, a woman from Arizona Public Media, leaned in. “Congressman Barrett, Chiricahua County has seen three major wells run dry in the last eighteen months. Agricultural operations are failing. Families are hauling water. What has your office done to address this crisis?”

Barrett smiled the same sealed smile. “Thank you, Lilly, that’s an excellent question, and I want to be very clear—”

“Lord,” Leo muttered, shifting to the edge of his chair. “Here we go.”

“My office has been in constant communication with both state and federal agencies regarding aquifer management and sustainable water use policies. We’ve held many town halls—”

“Two,” Leo said to the screen. “You held two. Both in Tucson, where most folks have CAP water and half the county can’t afford the gas for a weekday drive.” 

Barrett kept going. “—and I’m committed to finding bipartisan solutions that respect both property rights and environmental concerns.”

The moderator tried again. “But what specific legislation have you introduced or supported?” Barrett sidestepped. “Well, Lilly, as you know, these issues are complex. We’re dealing with competing interests, historic water rights, tribal concerns, environmental regulations—”

“He still didn’t answer the question,” I said to Leo.

“He never does,” Leo responded, his hands gripping the chair arms.

A Chiricahua County supervisor cut in. “Congressman, with respect, people in District Ten are suffering right now. We do not have time for complexity. We need action.” For a second, Barrett’s face slipped. Then the smile returned. “I understand the frustration. But rushed legislation often creates more problems than it solves. We have to be thoughtful. We have to consider all stakeholders.”

Leo made a low sound in his chest. “Stakeholders my ass,” he said. “Meaning the agricultural corporations, the golf courses, and every developer who ever wrote him a campaign check.”

Then a woman from the Arizona Department of Water Resources began reciting gallons per capita and sustainable yield, numbers neat enough for a conference table and useless to families staring at faucets that might soon cough air.

After that, Leo stopped listening. His eyes fixed somewhere past the room, past the television, past the evening gathering outside. 

“You’re thinking about the Hendersons,” I said.

He nodded. “And the Nguyens. And that young couple out on Warren Road with the little farm.” His voice had gone quiet. That was what always undid me. Leo could survive his own pain. It was other people’s that split him open.

The Hendersons lived a mile west of them for twenty-three years. Janet sold tomatoes off a folding table in the spring, dirt under her nails, pride plain on her face. Then their well went dry. They could not afford to drill deeper, and they could not live without water. They packed up their paid-off house and moved in with their daughter in Rio Rico. Leo was not seeing a headline. He was hearing Janet apologize for her own disaster.

“Barrett could have done something,” Leo said. “He could’ve fought for emergency relief. He could’ve pushed limits on the big agricultural pumpers. He could’ve dragged this into daylight and made people answer for it. Instead, he sits there with that phony smile and acts like concern is the same thing as help.”

On the screen, Barrett wrapped up another bright non-answer about bipartisan cooperation and the legislative process. His hand kept floating. The smile never moved. “You know what gets me?” Leo said. “He’s getting rich off this. The agriculture lobby. The developers buying water rights for subdivisions. They make money, and Janet Henderson is sleeping in her daughter’s spare room because her well went dry.”

The program cut to commercials—a retirement community promising green lawns and fountains, as if water arrived by grace for people who could pay. Leo stared a second longer, then clicked the television off. In the dim room, anger settled into something quieter and harder: purpose.

“Fifty-one years,” he said, almost to himself. “Fifty-one years in this district. Paid our taxes. Voted in every election. And that’s who represents us. That’s the man who’s supposed to give a damn about people like the Hendersons.”

“It isn’t right,” I said.

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

He sat there after the screen went dark. His hand still held the remote. Outside, porch lights blinked on one by one along Palo Verde Street.

“Iris,” Leo said, his voice rough. “What would you do? If you were here, what would you tell me to do?”

I thought of Janet Henderson’s tomato table folded and strapped to the back of a truck, of Nguyen children playing in a yard where the hose stayed coiled and dry, of Barrett’s hand floating through another answer on television. “I’d tell you what I told you after Vietnam,” I said. “The only barrier between misfortune and decent people is one person willing to try.”

“I’m one person,” he said. “One old man.”

“So?” I said. “You’re still breathing. That means you can do something.”

“Like what?”

“Write letters. Show up at town halls. Raise hell. Run for Congress, for all I care. Just do something besides sit in this chair while that son of a bitch gets away with it.”

Leo gave a sound that might have been the start of a laugh. “Run for Congress. Right.”

“I’m serious.”

“Iris, I’m seventy-two years old. I was a building inspector. I don’t know the first thing about running for office.”

“And Barrett knows the first thing about representing actual people?” I asked. “At least you still know how to care.” Leo shook his head, but his hand moved from the remote to the legal pad Della had left on the side table.

“Just think about it. Do something—anything—because this is no way to spend whatever life you have left.”

Leo pushed himself up and went to the window. He stood looking out over Palo Verde Street, where porch lights had come on and televisions flickered behind curtains. When he spoke, his voice had steadied. “I’m going to call Della.”

“That’s good, Leo.”

“I’ll think about what you said. About doing something.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

He took his phone from his pocket and squinted at it, as if it belonged to a newer world than the one he trusted. Before the call connected, he looked toward the chair where he imagined me. “I miss you,” he said.

“I miss you too,” I said from the only place I could still reach him. “Now talk to your daughter.”

Della’s voice came through, small and tinny. “Dad? Is everything okay?”

Leo drew one breath before answering. “Yeah, kiddo. Everything’s—” He stopped. His thumb pressed the phone hard enough to whiten. “No. Everything isn’t okay. But it could be. You got time to talk?”

Iris ~ Slipping into Their World

By then, Leo no longer looked toward the doorway when he needed me. He would pause with his thumb on a coffee mug, or with one hand on the chair arm, and listen inward. That was where fifty-one years had left me: not as a ghost in the room, but as the voice he had spent his life practicing how to hear.

“Can you believe the gall of that man?” Leo said, his voice roughening with each word. “Barrett up there thanking that lobbyist like she’s some kind of saint. They’ve lined their pockets while folks around here measure grocery money against the light bill. Then she parades through San Ramon like she owns the place. It turns my stomach.”

Afternoon light came through the blinds in narrow gold bands and caught in the lines beside his eyes. Each time Barrett’s face filled the screen, Leo’s shoulders drew tighter, bunching beneath his shirt. The air conditioner rattled against the heat, but it did nothing for the heat rising in him.

“Leo, lighten up before your temper wears you thin. You know what kind of man he is.”

A low sound rumbled out of him. “Of course, I know what he is, Iris. Barrett got under my skin the first time I saw him. All that talk about the will of the people, and not an ounce of plain truth in it. Never showed up where folks could speak their minds. Never sat still long enough to listen. He reminds me of every man I’ve ever met who mistook polish for character.”

On the screen, Barrett leaned into a sweating bureaucrat from the Arizona Water Conservation Commission with that smooth, satisfied smile of his. Leo’s fingers pressed harder into the armrest. I had seen those hands cradle our newborn daughter, fix a crooked cabinet door, and carry casseroles into a neighbor’s house after bad news. It pained me to see them clenched now around helplessness.

“He’s a weasel,” Leo said, the word landing hard in the room.

“You could run against him, you know. You’ve got more honesty in your little finger than he’s managed in his whole polished life,” I said.

Leo let out a short bark of laughter, but I felt the change in him all the same. It was small at first—the way dry ground darkens with the first hint of rain. “What would I even put on the billboards?” he said. “Vote for the old fool cursing at the television?”

“Leo Bass, listen up. I never cared much for politics, but I know the man who came home bone-tired and still stopped to help somebody else. You could not pass a hurt without turning toward it. That counts for more than all the consultants and speeches in the world. That is the man I loved. That is the man who can still stand up.”

Leo’s jaw unclenched first. Then his fingers loosened on the armrest. He looked away from Barrett’s face on the screen and toward the framed photo on the mantel: Della at eight, missing one front tooth; Leo holding a crooked bouquet of backyard flowers; Iris laughing at something outside the frame.

“When you came home from Vietnam, you started with one ordinary thing at a time,” I told him. “You fixed the cabinet door. You took Della to school. You planted tomatoes even though you said the soil was hopeless. Do this the same way. Whole heart, yes. Whole temper, no.”

Chess

Leo first met Samuel Meyer after a sweltering city-council meeting, when Sam paused outside a second-floor room at San Ramon City Hall and saw four tired men bent over a chessboard. Leo sat forward in his folding chair, hands clasped, studying the board with the same surgical patience he once brought to unsafe wiring, cracked foundations, and anything else likely to hurt somebody if ignored.

“Check,” Leo said. His opponent slid a queen into what looked like safety, but Sam, still standing in the doorway with his briefcase in hand, saw the trap before anyone else did.

“Are you a chess player?” Leo asked, his tone welcoming. “Do you need the room?” He half-rose from his metal folding chair.
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