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Damn, this is a beautiful day.

James walked down the sidewalk through the same neighborhood streets he had wandered as a boy. The cracks in the concrete were different now, wider and deeper in places, but the route still felt written into him. He knew which trees would throw shade across the pavement, which porch steps would creak beneath a visitor, and which corner always smelled faintly of hot asphalt when the sun hit it just right.

Of course, the joint he had smoked earlier might have helped the day along.

He had only smoked half of it—just enough to lighten his mood before visiting his grandfather. Life had felt heavier than usual lately, and James had decided there was nothing wrong with softening the edges for an afternoon.

He had awakened feeling strangely incredible. There had been no obvious reason for it. No unexpected money, no sudden breakthrough at the lab, no beautiful woman lying beside him. He had simply opened his eyes and felt good.

Good enough to smile.

The smile had spread until he was grinning from ear to ear. Once he realized how ridiculous he must have looked, a chuckle escaped him. The chuckle became a laugh, and before long James was standing alone in his room laughing hard enough to wonder what the hell had gotten into him.

The feeling had stayed with him all morning.

The sun was warm without being punishing. The trees looked greener than usual, their leaves shifting gently in the breeze. Birds serenaded Mother Nature with a song they all seemed to know by heart, while squirrels chattered from the branches as if arguing over who had rehearsed it better.

Everything had aligned to create one of those rare moments when the world seemed perfectly content with itself.

James breathed deeply and let the warmth settle into his body.

Cannabis was definitely the culprit.

He was heading to his grandfather's house to spend some time with him and pick up his motorcycle. The bike had been a gift from the old man, rebuilt by hand with James beside him for as much of the work as his grandfather would allow. It was a 2010 Harley-Davidson, all black and chrome, with a custom frame that gave it a shape unlike anything that had rolled off a factory floor.

His grandfather was an absolute genius when it came to mechanics. From the earliest automobiles to modern engines crowded with electronics and sensors, the old man seemed to understand them all. He could listen to an engine for five seconds and diagnose a problem that would keep a certified mechanic guessing for a week.

James had learned plenty from him, but he sometimes suspected his grandfather understood machines better than he understood people.

Then again, that might have been part of why James loved him so much.

His grandfather was not merely an old relative he visited out of obligation. He was James's favorite man in the world.

He was the man.

The one person who had always been there, no matter how strange James's ideas became. James had brought him inventions, theories, failures, half-built prototypes, and schemes that would have made a more conventional man recommend therapy. His grandfather had never laughed at him in the cruel way people sometimes did when they did not understand something.

He might call an idea crazy.

He might tell James it would never work.

But then he would reach for a wrench and help him try it anyway.

He was also the only man who had cared enough to teach James what he knew. He had taught him how to handle tools, how to listen before tearing something apart, and how to recognize the difference between a machine that was broken and one that merely needed patience.

The problem was that his grandfather was getting old.

Very old.

He had lived a long life, but James often caught him staring at things with a quiet longing he refused to explain. An old racing program. A restored pickup passing on the road. A commercial showing some speedway halfway across the country.

There were probably a hundred things the old man still wanted to do. A race he had never watched from the stands. A car he had never driven. A road he had always meant to travel but never did.

James did not know whether age, money, declining health, or simple stubbornness had kept him from those things. Whatever the reason, James was determined to give him something special before he left the Earth.

He just had not figured out what that something was.

Maybe an old truck they could restore together.

No—his grandfather had already spent enough of his life fixing things.

Something he could simply enjoy would be better.

James reached the mobile home and climbed the six rickety wooden steps leading to the porch. Each board complained beneath his weight. He leaned toward the little window in the door and saw his grandfather sitting in his usual chair, watching television.

The old man noticed him almost immediately. His face brightened, and he waved James inside.

The mobile home looked as though it had been sealed sometime in the 1970s and forgotten by history.

Green carpeting covered most of the floor, worn thin along the paths people had walked for decades. The walls were lined with faux-wood paneling so fragile that hammering in a nail would split it. An old yellow couch sat beneath the window, faded and sagging after at least twenty years of use.

The ceiling was orange from years of cigarettes, cooking grease, and whatever else had drifted upward since the place was built.

It was not fashionable.

It was not clean enough to satisfy most people.

But to James, it felt like home.

"Hey, Grandpa," he said as he stepped inside.

There was a distracted edge to his voice. Part of his mind was already drifting toward the lab and the projects waiting there.

He dropped onto the yellow couch and was relieved to discover that, despite its age, it was still remarkably comfortable.

His grandfather looked up with the familiar three-toothed smile James had known most of his life.

"Hey, kid. How you doing?"

An old rerun of I Dream of Jeannie played on the ancient tube television in front of him. The colors were dull and the picture rolled slightly near the bottom of the screen, but Grandpa watched it as though it were being broadcast directly from heaven.

"Good," James said. "What are you watching? Your girlfriend again?"

His grandfather laughed.

"She sure is a good-looking son of a bitch."

He reached for his cigarettes, struck the pack against the palm of his hand, and shook one loose. After lighting it, he took a drag and immediately began coughing.

James chuckled despite himself.

His grandfather had an original way of speaking. It was not only the words he chose but the way he shaped them, dragging some out and snapping others off as though punctuation were a personal insult. James never tired of listening to him.

"Grandpa, when are you going to get a nice flat-screen television so you can watch your shows in HD?" James asked. "You could see every curve she has. Assuming that outfit allows it."

"Shit," Grandpa said with a wheezing chuckle. "At my age, I'd probably break a hip if I got too excited."

James smiled.

He loved that laugh. It was old, raspy, and worn down by decades of cigarettes, but it remained one of his favorite sounds.

Sometimes, when his grandfather breathed, a faint whistle came through his nose. It had always amused James. Lately, though, the sound had become harder to laugh at. His grandfather's breathing was heavier now. During meals, James sometimes wondered how he managed to chew and breathe at the same time. The man often looked as though he had just finished running a hundred-yard dash.

"So, what's been happening lately?" James asked.

"Ehh, not too much." Grandpa paused and took another drag. "My buddy Leonard came over today. We shot the shit for a while. His daughter is getting married again. Third time in as many years."

He shook his head.

"He's over it. I don't blame him. That's why I stay single. Better off being alone than having some moody woman just bitch-bitch-bitching all day long."

His voice trailed away as he lost his train of thought. He stared at the television without really watching it.

"Anyways," he said after a moment, "another friend of mine just died."

The humor left the room.

Grandpa lowered his eyes, retreating briefly into whatever memory had surfaced.

"It probably won't be long for this old fart now either."

The words tightened something in James's chest.

He hated hearing his grandfather talk that way. He hated thinking about the man's age and the possibility of losing him. Death was an abstraction until it moved close enough to sit in someone's living room.

"I'm sorry, Grandpa," James said. "That really sucks."

It was not much of an answer, but he could not think of anything better.

His grandfather shrugged. He had apparently accepted death as a real and increasingly near possibility. James had not.

He knew everyone died. He knew that someday he would have to confront the empty chair, the silent television, and the tools left untouched in the garage.

But not yet.

Now was not the time.

"I'm glad you had some company today," James said, steering the conversation away from the grave. "I've been meaning to come over more. I've just been busy trying new things with Rick down at the lab."

"Oh yeah, I remember you talking about him. That's your scientist buddy, right?"

"Yeah. We're working on a few different things. He gives me a consulting fee for my ideas and opinions."

His grandfather raised an eyebrow.

"A consulting fee?"

"Basically, he pays me to think of things he doesn't."

"That sounds like a hell of a job."

James laughed.

"He likes having an outside opinion—someone who isn't trapped by scientific training. I can look at something without already knowing all the reasons it supposedly can't work."

"Well, trying new things is what keeps the world advancing, I guess." Grandpa took another drag from his cigarette. "So how's that solar car thing coming?"

"The solar sunroof?"

Grandpa nodded.

"It's getting close. We still have some design problems, but Rick likes the idea. We're developing a thin layer that looks like window tint but works as the solar panel. Nobody will even know it's there."

"Well, that's good, I suppose."

Grandpa bit his lower lip and gave a small, thoughtful smile.

James knew that look. His grandfather was proud of him, although he would never come right out and say it. The old man liked hearing about the lab and the inventions. He might not understand every detail, but he understood the satisfaction of taking scattered parts and turning them into something that worked.

Older people are just as cute as kids in their own way, James thought.

His grandfather put out the cigarette and reached for his oxygen mask. He pressed it over his nose and mouth, taking a long breath as the machine hissed beside him.

James watched the movement of his chest.

"How has your breathing been today, Grandpa?"

The old man's eyes narrowed slightly. He had clearly expected the question.

"Well," he began, wearing a grin that said he was already tired of the conversation, "it's been alright, I guess. Got lightheaded a few times, but nothing like the other week."

The other week.

James had been trying not to think about it.

His grandfather had fallen in his bedroom and struck his head on the floor. He had been alone and remained there for hours before gathering enough strength to pull himself up.

There had been no phone within reach. Even if there had been, James knew the stubborn old bastard probably would not have used it. In his grandfather's mind, calling for help would have meant bothering someone.

The thought of him lying on that floor alone made James sick.

His grandfather had always taken care of himself. He had built, repaired, lifted, carried, and endured without asking anyone for permission. Losing that independence frightened him more than any pain.

It frightened James too.

"Well, you need to make sure you're using your oxygen when I'm not around to hound you about it."

"Yeah, yeah."

Grandpa looked back at Barbara Eden's dimples as though she might rescue him from the interrogation.

James sat there a moment longer, watching him breathe.

He had come intending to stay and visit, but the lab tugged at the back of his mind. Rick would already be buried in numbers, testing some new variation and forgetting that the rest of the world existed. James wanted to know whether they had made any progress.

He also wanted to leave before his good mood disappeared beneath the growing fear in his chest.

"Well, Grandpa, I know I've only been here a minute, but I'm going to grab the bike and ride down to the lab. See what's happening on Rick's end."

"Alright," his grandfather said.

His eyes shone with lighthearted sarcasm.

"I'll be here."

James smiled, but the words landed harder than they were meant to.

He would have to make the next visit longer.

He stood and walked toward the door.

"Alright. Love you, Grandpa."

"Alright. You too."

It was the same response
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