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“Ms. Gallo has expertly intertwined social issues and current topics of the day through the story like a skilled weaver, creating a masterpiece that is filled with emotion, suspense, empathy, and love for others.”

InD’Tale Magazine
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“Gallo’s writing style is intoxicating, she draws the reader in to a calm, peaceful life where we are introduced to incredibly complex and likable characters who make us feel at home in their world.”

Amazon Review
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“Emily Gallo’s writing is a refreshing change from the typical flowery descriptions so many authors use with its snappy dialogue and subtle references to current events.”

Goodreads Review
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“Emily Gallo has a keen ear for dialogue, a sharp eye for pertinent, sometimes quirky details, and a surefooted feel for her characters' wisdom as well as warts. Her novels ring true, are easy to visualize, and linger long after the final page.”

Amazon Review
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Music has the power to heal, transform and inspire . . . if we replaced guns with guitars, the world would be a concert.
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Prologue
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A man pulled into a handicapped parking spot in a garage at Los Angeles International Airport.  He didn't have a special license plate or placard, but no matter, he wasn't coming back for his car anyway.  He shut off the engine and started emptying the two large pockets of his cargo pants, taking inventory of everything he needed, and thus assured, put everything back in his pockets.  He pulled the brim of his cap down low over his eyes, got out and started walking towards the terminal entrance.  His cargo pants swung with each step, the objects within making dull metallic sounds.  It all made him feel conspicuous, and he started to sweat and gulp at the stale evening air.  His knees felt weaker with each step, but he bent his head lower and forced himself along.  This was no time to stop, to think.  He stuffed his hands in his pockets to quell the noise so obvious to him, so lost onto the world around him.  Ahead the traffic crawled around the terminal, and as he approached the curb a gap between cars appeared.  He stepped into the traffic because God was clearing the way for him.  Yes, it was a sign.  He kept walking, empowered by the cars nosing down for him.  He leaned forward, making his way to the doors to baggage claim.  A woman held the door open for him—-he could tell her sex by her shoes, the energy of her smile that faded to a tsk as he ignored her courtesy.  For a split second he considered her for his first victim—-but no, that would throw him off his big scene.  He stopped and studied the crowd milling around the luggage carousel, choosing for best effect.  The one who towered over everyone, the woman in a man's suit.  He pulled the guns out of his pockets, slipped in the magazines and started firing.
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DUTCH STOOD AT THE SIDE OF THE FIELD WITH HIS ARMS CROSSED, A GRIN FROM EAR TO EAR, AND HIS LONG GRAY HAIR WHIPPING IN THE WIND. It was autumn and time to plant the winter crops. Dutch watched as Luther drove the tractor while Tasha led him to follow the contour of the land. Juniper was on her horse, Zorba, watching the plowing. Scarlett was filming the momentous occasion on Tasha’s phone for Buster who was napping in the house. Ah, yes. Dutch was proud of his family of unrelated misfits.

Suddenly the tractor backfired. The sharp noise seemed to lift Luther off the seat like a cartoon character. The others stumbled back in shock and fell to the ground, while Zorba reared up and galloped away with Juniper hanging on for dear life. When Zorba’s thundering hooves faded away, there was dead silence––well, except for Dutch’s laughter. From his distance it all looked like some old comedy skit, but Tasha and Scarlett were having none of that. They sat up and glared in his direction, so he snorted and forced himself to frown while they slowly stood up and started brushing the dirt from their clothing. Soon Juniper came back around and reined in Zorba, sweaty and wild-eyed. 

“What’s so damn funny?!” Juniper spit out.

“Well, from my––”

“Hell with you! That sounded just like a large caliber rifle at close range. You know I hate guns about as much as Zorba does! He could have thrown me!”

“Now, Juni, you’ll be riding until you’re ninety-eight . . .”

“Damn right I will––and don’t call me Juni!” Zorba started rearing up. “I’m outta here. I’ve got to go calm him down some place far from this scene.”

Zorba was only too glad to take her away. Dutch started across the furrows and reached Scarlett first. “Are you alright?”

“I guess,” Scarlett muttered. “Not sure about Tasha’s phone, though.” She swept her finger over the screen a few times and the scene replayed itself––going black as the phone hit the dirt. “I guess it’s okay, too.”

“Good.” He gave Scarlett a little smile, but he could tell she hadn’t quite forgiven him yet. He walked on to Luther, who stood beside the tractor in some sort of state. “Let’s see what’s wrong with the tractor . . .”

Dutch’s voice seemed to shake Luther awake. “I-I might have to change my shorts first.”

Dutch started laughing and coughed. “Are you serious?”

Luther managed a little grin. “No. At least I don’t think so.” He cast a wary eye at the old tractor. “What do you think is wrong with it?”

“Distributor, maybe.”

“What’s that?”

Dutch sighed. “Looks like we’re going to shift the lesson plan today.”

Dutch had made a bundle growing marijuana on this farm, but dropped out of the business when growing pot became legal because the red tape wasn’t worth it. There was no great monetary loss as he was still making plenty of money on royalties from the many songs he had written. He had been in some famous bands during the seventies before he slipped out of the spotlight and moved to Garberville to grow pot. He had done very well in most aspects of his life. He had been married once, years ago, but had no children and had decided to give the farm to Luther to turn into whatever he wished. Dutch wanted to get back into playing music for his final years.

The motley crew who lived with Dutch had ended up there because of the various hardships they had encountered. Buster Fingerpickin’ McCracken, was in his eighties and had been a famous blues musician. He had been screwed by his manager and record company and wound up down on his luck, busking in the BART stations of San Francisco. Luther had been convicted for a murder he did not commit at the age of eighteen and did twenty years in San Quentin before being exonerated by the Innocence Project. Juniper had spent her childhood in foster homes and her twenties traveling before becoming Dutch’s trim mama and house manager back in his pot growing days. Tasha had gone from being a botanist graduate to card dealer to call girl in Las Vegas before seeking refuge from mobsters on Dutch’s farm. Scarlett was a young foster child in the same home as Juniper. She had been enticed into being a sex slave until Juniper saved her. 

Luther knew little about farming, but he could do much of the grunt work and was willing to learn. At least he had an apprenticeship on a nearby herb farm under his belt. Buster had farming experience in his youth, so he was always eager to give advice. Tasha offered her expertise as a botanist, as well as sweat equity while Scarlett and Juniper filled in whenever a hand was needed. Juniper, as Luther’s paramour and best friend, was his sounding board. Dutch felt like a proud papa, watching as the group all pitched in to help Luther. And now Dutch was ready to write the final chapter of his life. It was time.

Most of them were in the kitchen eating dinner and talking about their eventful day, when Dutch’s phone rang. He glanced at the number and furrowed his brow when he didn’t recognize the caller, but decided to answer it. “Dutch Bogart, who’s this?” He listened for a moment and then left the table. He went to what he called his music room, past the production equipment and gold records on the walls. “That sounds great. I appreciate that you want to include me. I’d be happy to. Sure. Email me all the info and I’ll be there.” He hung up and went back to the kitchen where the group had moved on from discussing the tractor backfiring to the consequences of gun violence. 

Dutch sat down and finished his dinner, not participating in the discussion. When he finished eating he took his plate to the sink. “I need to talk to Buster,” he muttered to no one in particular. 

Juniper started to rise. “I can get a plate ready for him and join you.” 

“No, you stay here.”

Juniper shrugged her shoulders and plopped back down into her chair. Dutch left and Scarlett said, “What’s with him?”

“Oh, I’m sure you heard me chew him out earlier today,” Juniper sighed indifferently.

“It’s not like Dutch to hold a grudge,” Tasha mused. “Maybe it was the phone call.”

Dutch found Buster with his eyes closed, but he opened them when Dutch crossed the room. “Is dinner over?” he yawned. 

“Juniper will fix you up a plate.” He paused, gathering his thoughts as Buster straightened himself up. “Wait. You don’t mind waiting a minute to eat, do you? I want to talk to you about something.”

“Sure. What’s up?”

Dutch sat down and smiled. “I just got off the phone with ‘Playing for Change’. You know about them?” Buster shook his head. “It’s this foundation trying to spread music for social change around the world. They do concerts and put out videos of people all playing music together from different parts of the world.”

“What do you mean? At the same time?” Buster shook his head. “Amazing what this technology stuff can do.”

“I’ll show you some of their videos. Come to the music room after you eat dinner and I’ll get some up on my computer.”

“What’s this got to do with you?”

“Oh,” Dutch chuckled. “They’ve asked me to play on one of their songs.”

“Far out.”

“Yeah. It’s a good cause and the kick in the butt I need to get back in my groove. There’s more, but you should go eat.”

“How am I supposed to eat, wondering what else you got up your sleeve?”

“Well, okay.” Dutch didn’t need much nudging to continue. “I’ve been talking to some people who want me to go on tour. Remember when I told you that I wanted to get back into music after I handed over the farm to Luther?” 

“Yeah, sure,” Buster replied, “but I thought that when you said you wanted to do music again that you were just talking about writing songs.”

“So did I. But when I told some people that I was getting out of the pot business, they told some other people and before I knew it, it went viral.”

“Huh? Who got sick?”

“No, no,” Dutch grinned. “It’s a new term for when things become widespread all over social media.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Buster replied, “But it doesn’t matter. I think it’s wonderful you get to go on tour if that’s what you want.”

“Mm. I'm not one hundred percent sold on it, but if the conditions are right . . . What would you do?”

“Me?” Buster snorted. “I sure as hell don't wanna go on no tour. I've spent enough time at the back of the bus, thank you.”

“Well, what about a simple gig—-like playing with me for Playing for Change?”

“Did they ask for me?”

“No-o. I––”

“They probably think I'm dead.”

“Leave that to me,” Dutch dismissed. “I'm asking you to be by my side. The two of us, performing together. Bringing another generation into the picture.”

Buster rubbed his hand over his mouth, but his eyes sparkled. “Well, I guess I have a last hurrah in me. My fingers still got the itch and I trust you. I trust you'll take care of me like you always do. But how are you gonna sell me into your deal?”

“Oh, I don't think I'll have to twist any arms much. I'll take care of everything, including you.”

Buster grinned. “Okay, then. Count me in.”

Dutch shrugged. “I guess after all these years on the farm I’m ready for a change. And this time I can do it on my own terms.” 
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THE NEXT MORNING LUTHER AND TASHA WERE OUT TILLING AGAIN UNDER THE SOFT BLUE SKY. Buster supervised from a folding lounge chair, giving advice they could not hear over the putter of the old tractor. Juniper was cleaning up the kitchen when Dutch entered.  “I’m conflicted, you know, about leaving the farm,” he said.

“Of course you are,” she replied, looking squarely at him, but you must,” she said softly yet firmly. “You’re an artist and a survivor and it’s an opportunity that bridges generations.”

Dutch let out a little chuckle in spite of himself. “You’d make a fantastic manager.”

“I am a fantastic manager,” she replied, turning away and opening the refrigerator. “We’ll be here––your family––and we’ll manage just fine.”

Dutch followed her and put his hand on her shoulder. “Thank you.” She scrunched her shoulders, implying it was nothing.

Scarlett walked in with a full laundry basket, Gypsy trailing along behind her. Gypsy eyed Dutch and started wagging her tail while Scarlett shifted the basket to open the door to the laundry room. “Morning, Dutch.”

“Hey,” Dutch said. “Would you like to do something different? Luther and Tasha could probably use a hand.”

Scarlett eyed him warily. “How’s that tractor doing?” 

“I haven’t heard anything unusual yet,” Dutch grinned.

“Okay,” she sighed. “Just let me put this in the washer.” 


“I’ll take it,” Juniper said, reaching out. “Thanks.” Scarlett left with Gypsy.


Dutch followed her outside and stood for some time beside Buster’s lounge chair, chatting with him as they watched the young folk work. The tractor purred smoothly, and everyone was falling into their routine. Soon Juniper appeared. “I’m going to town. Anybody want anything?”

Buster grinned. “Well, a Snickers would be nice.”

She turned to Dutch. “Anything for your trip?”

“Nope,” he smiled. “I’ll set up a gofer down there.”

“Is that what you used to do?” Juniper smiled and sauntered away, sunlight shimmering off the morning dew around her.

“Mm,” Buster muttered. “Fine gal.”

Dutch laughed. “I see I’ll have to keep my eye on you in L.A.!”

“Ha!” Buster laughed back, pressing his hands in prayer and trying to look angelic. “I usually keep my thoughts to myself.”

“That’s good. Hey––got some good news on the video. We’re shooting at Venice Beach. They want the whole beautiful, messy world look.”

“We get to stay there? I haven’t been to the beach in ages.”

“I’ll make sure of it.”

Everyone was in the kitchen and getting in each other’s way trying to get something ready for lunch. Half the groceries Juniper brought back were still out on the counter. Tasha and Luther were at the sink, washing some of the dust off themselves. This didn’t keep them from plying Dutch with questions about ‘Playing for Change.’

“And what about after this gig?” asked Tasha.

“Is Buster going on tour with you afterwards?” Luther wanted to know.

“No way!” barked Buster. “I’m too old for that crap.” He winked at Dutch. “Besides, you need me around here to tell you what to do. You don’t know nothin’ about farming!”

“I don’t even think I’m up to it,” Dutch said.

“What do you mean I don’t know nothin’ about farming?” Luther scowled.

“Now I wasn’t saying you’re stupid,” Buster replied simply. “You can learn from me.” Luther shook his head and muttered something about 1960. Juniper snorted. Buster frowned and changed the subject. “Hey, Dutch. Have you heard yet about what we’ll be playing?”

“Nope.”

“Don’t you think that’s kind of weird?”

“Not really. He then grinned. “Come on, Buster. You could go onstage with no warning and do a great job.”

Buster grinned. “Of course I could. I’m one bad mamma jamma.” He started jamming’ to his own mental concert as Tasha handed him some napkins to put out. He was bopping around the table when Dutch’s phone pinged. Dutch studied the message and started laughing.

“And you’ve got the power,” Dutch said, putting his phone in Buster’s face.

“Huh?” Buster blinked, “I don’t have my glasses.”

“A text from ‘Playing for Change’. We’re doing ‘Love, Peace and Happiness’.”

Buster laughed. “That’s right,” he strutted. “I’ve got da power.”

Everyone was laughing now. “And we have to be there the day after tomorrow.”

Buster stopped in his tracks. “So soon?”

“Why? You have something else on your calendar?”

“Yeah, I do. Some gig in L.A. with the Chambers Brothers. That’s their song, isn’t it?” He started bopping again.

“It is,” Dutch laughed, “but I’m not sure they’re all alive anymore.”

“Well, I am.” Tasha started strutting behind him around the table. 

“That’s right, girl,” Luther said, following her with Juniper taking up the rear, her arms wrapped around Luther’s waist. Gypsy started barking and got up to follow along.

Dutch leaned back against the counter, folded his arms and grinned at the spectacle. “I’m sure you all think you’re too cool for school, but it looks like Buster’s right. We better hit the music room after lunch.”

“Aw, man,” Luther cried, stepping out of the lineup.

Juniper glared at Dutch. “Alright then. Help me put away this stuff so we can make something to eat.”

“How about cheese sandwiches with avo, tomato and sprouts?” asked Tasha. “The alfalfa sprouts I’ve been growing are ready.”

“Sounds good,” Juniper replied, pausing to squeeze the avocado on the counter.

“Two for me,” Luther chimed in. “You got chips, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Juniper sighed.

He patted her butt as he walked by. “Thanks.”

Buster pulled out a chair and slid into it. “Man, do I have to make any moves during our jam down there?”

“Just your fingers,” Dutch said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “You know you can drop out anytime.”

Buster eyed him. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” The look on Dutch’s face was enough and Buster started laughing. “Jesus, man, I won’t do that to you. Ol’ Fingerpickin’ is gonna leave his mark on that Internet.”
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DUTCH WAS PACKED AND READY TO GO EARLY THE NEXT MORNING. He went to Buster’s room and was puzzled to see no light coming from under the door. He tapped lightly, but no answer. Maybe he was all ready and having a cup of coffee. Dutch went to the kitchen but only found Juniper stirring a pot of oatmeal. “Where’s Buster?”

“Sleeping?” Juniper replied, spooning some oatmeal into a bowl. “You know how he likes to sleep in.”

“I knocked but no answer.”

“Bathroom?”

Dutch shook his head. He heard footsteps coming down the hall. Scarlett and Tasha entered the kitchen. “You’re still here,” Scarlett yawned.

“I can’t find Buster.”

“Strange,” Tasha frowned. “I swear I heard him moving around earlier.”

Dutch inhaled and looked down the hall. “I’ll go with you,” Juniper said. 

They found Buster asleep in a chair in his room. Juniper went over to shake his shoulder. “Buster . . . Buster!” she hissed.

“Huh?” Buster woke up with a start. “Ow! My back . . .”

“Why didn’t you go to bed?” Juniper asked.

“I did,” Buster mumbled, rubbing his neck. “Woke up early, finished packing and didn’t want to fall back asleep.”

Dutch sighed. “You should have gone into the kitchen for some coffee.”

“No one was up yet, and you know I can’t run that stupid coffee pod thingie.”

“Well,” Juniper said, glancing over at Dutch. “At least you’re alright.”

“I’m not dead, if that’s what you mean,” Buster replied, wincing.

Juniper tried not to smile, but Dutch still looked concerned. “You don’t have to go, Buster.”

“And what will be your excuse?” Buster muttered. “That I’m too old?”

“Well, uh––age does have its privileges.”

“The hell it does. Nope. Now that Buster’s got the chance, he’s not going out that way. He’s got a last hurrah to do.” With that he tried to move. “Shit,” he muttered.

Dutch scratched his head. “Maybe if I rubbed you down with some arnica . . .”

Buster gave him a look. “Rather have Juniper do that.”

“Ha!” Juniper laughed. “He’s fine alright. You wrestle with him, Dutch. I’ll make up a tray of coffee and oatmeal.”

“Extra brown sugar, please,” Buster winked. When Juniper returned, Buster was sitting up in bed, propped against several pillows. “You were right, Juniper,” he managed to grin.

“I’m always right.”

“Needed a man’s touch.”

“Don’t we all,” Juniper replied, putting the tray down on the nightstand. Buster snorted and she handed him his cup of coffee. “And I brought one for you, too,” she said to Dutch. “Unless your shift here at Hotel Deluxe is over.”

“Not yet,” Dutch replied, taking the cup. “Gotta take his luggage to the car.” He took a sip and put the cup back on the tray. “Now, don’t dally,” Dutch admonished Buster. “If you stay in that position too long, we’ll have to start all over again.”

“Yessir!” Buster teased. He dug into his oatmeal. “Mm, just enough brown sugar.”

“Any more and I’d have to charge you extra,” Juniper replied. With that, she followed Dutch out the door. When they reached the kitchen, Juniper said, “You’d better have some oatmeal, too.”

“Yeah, thanks.” Dutch put down the suitcases and guitars.

“Well?”

Dutch grinned. “I think we’ll be alright.”

“You know you’re giving him a real gift.”

Dutch shrugged as he spooned oatmeal into a bowl. “It goes both ways. Takes some of the pressure off of me.”

“Are you nervous?”

“It’s been awhile, Juniper.”

Twenty minutes later, Dutch and Buster were hobbling out to the barn, passing the red ’65 Mustang convertible and continuing to the Toyota 4Runner. Buster looked back longingly. “We’re not taking the Mustang?”

“No, that’s the day tripper,” replied Dutch, pushing the fob and waiting as the tailgate opened on the 4Runner. “Besides, Mustang Sally’s not for people with bad backs. We’re going to get you all nice and reclined and hopefully you’ll sleep that off today.”

“What’s our first stop?” Buster asked as Dutch helped him in.

“The City,” Dutch replied, pushing the seat control and studying how far Buster should go back. “The columbarium, to be exact. We’re taking Jed and Monica out to a nice dinner.”

“They’re the ones that helped Luther out, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Are we staying with them?”

“Oh, no,” Dutch said as he pulled the seatbelt over Buster. “They offered, but it would be cluttered and complicated.” Dutch gazed at him intently. “I can afford to travel in style. We’re staying at the Mark Hopkins.”

“Oh, man . . .” sighed Buster. “Am I on the right bus?”

Dutch laughed. “You are.”

“Do I get a cocktail at the Top of the Mark?”

Dutch paused as he swung the door closed. “Maybe we can do that after we check in, before we go to the columbarium.”

“Oh, but I don’t have anything to wear for the Top.”

“Neither do I,” Dutch chuckled. “Maybe I’ll just have to remind them who I am.”

“I didn’t know you had it in you,” grinned Buster.

“It’s a tool, man. Use it politely and judiciously, and you can still appear nice and humble.”

“Ha! This is going to be some trip.”

As Dutch expected, Buster promptly fell asleep once they were on 101. It had been quite awhile since he drove that far south, and he found himself passing the spot where their old bus full of band members and their equipment broke down. Was that really fifty years ago? There was the ritualistic stop at the Hi Fi Dairy Bar in Willits, except now there was a freeway around Willits. The farther south he went, the more cars there were, until his memories faded as he concentrated on driving. There wasn’t time to stop at the hotel first. The crosstown traffic getting to the columbarium was horrendous, and he’d rather be early than late. That was his gold star in the industry back in the day––he was reliable and punctual.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4





[image: ]


“WE’RE EARLY,” DUTCH ANNOUNCED AS HE SQUEEZED INTO A TINY PARKING SPACE. “How’s your back?”

“Better, thank God.”

“Walking will do it some good. We can look around the columbarium. It’s a beautiful place.”

No one entered the columbarium unnoticed by Jed. “Hey, man,” he said in a stage whisper. He trotted quickly down the steps, put his broom aside, and gave Dutch a big hug. He then put out his hand to Buster. “Good to see you again,” he said.

“Then show it with a hug,” Buster said playfully, and Jed gave him a hug. Buster smiled broadly. “That’s better, son.”

“I still have some chores to do,” Jed said, “but if you want to follow me around I can give you a tour of sorts while I do them.”

“I’d like to visit what used to be Laila’s niche––I mean apartment,” Dutch said.

“Of course, of course,” Jed replied.

“I’d like to sit,” Buster said.

“One of the best viewing spots in the whole building is near what was once Laila’s apartment. Let’s go there.”

“Dead people have apartments?” Buster asked incredulously, gazing at the splendor around him.

“Oh, no,” Jed chuckled. “That’s just my term for the niches. To me it sounds like they’ve moved into a new home, a welcoming place where friends and family can drop by for a visit. Little niches are apartments. Big ones are condos.”

“Oh.” Buster then smiled politely and Jed picked up his broom. “But what did you mean that it used to be Laila’s apartment and who’s Laila?”

Dutch and Jed exchanged smiles. “She did what Juniper does at the farm. We thought she was dead, but it turned out she wasn’t. I had paid for her to be here at the columbarium when I thought she had died.”

“Huh?” Buster asked incredulously. “Strange story.”

“Strange and long. I’ll tell you some other time.”

“Monica is meeting us here,” Jed said as they started walking. “She’s getting off work early. We thought we could go to an Italian restaurant nearby.” He looked over at Dutch and smiled. “It’s our special occasion place.”

“Excellent. Hope they have veal scallopini.”

“Meat?” Buster asked Dutch, incredulously. 

Dutch shrugged. “It’s a special occasion.”

“They do have veal scallopini.” Jed turned to Buster. “What do you like?”

“Food.”

Jed laughed. “Then we’ve got you covered.”

Dutch spent quite a bit of time at his old trim mama’s apartment, contemplating her fake death.  It wasn’t his habit to dwell in the past, but so many hours behind the wheel had put him in a meditative mood. Laila had been an important part of his quiet time, a long decompression after years of concerts and long stints on the road. “I’m getting back into it,” he found himself whispering, touching the glass. “Just a little bit.”

Something brought him back to the present. Voices. Dutch wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there, but he could hear Jed and Buster talking, so it must have been some time. He turned away and started walking toward them, sitting in a sea of colored light pouring down from the stained glass overhead. Jed was pointing up to something in the dome and Buster’s face turned up, his head nodding. “Sorry,” Dutch said as he approached. “I didn’t realize how much time had passed.”

Jed smiled. “As it should be when visiting an old friend.”

“Or a new one,” Buster said.

Jed put his hand on Buster’s shoulder. “Should we start heading downstairs? Monica should be here any minute.”

“Yeah. I’m starving,” Buster replied.

They walked down the staircase, taking in the views and architectural details along the way that Jed pointed out. At the bottom, he perked up. “Here she is.” They could see movement beyond the glass door and then it swung open. Monica rushed in, bee lining for her husband and leaning up for a little kiss. Then she hugged Dutch and smiled at Buster, gauging what she should do. He was grinning broadly, so she swooped down on him and he gurgled with delight.

“I can’t tell you what a treat this is after yet another one of those days,” Monica announced. “Some days it feels like Glide Church is going to collapse around me. I have to take a deep breath and say, ‘Just one more person. Just help one more person.’”

“You helped me,” Jed said lovingly.

She turned to him and smiled knowingly. “Yes . . .” Then she turned to Dutch and Buster. “How was the drive?”

“Good,” Dutch replied. “Although my copilot slept most of the time.”

“Somehow we still made it,” Buster added.

Monica tipped her head at him and laughed. She then looked back at Dutch. “Do you think you can stand a bit more driving and get us to dinner? This was the only reasonable time I could get for a reservation. On a Tuesday, no less.”

“That’s a good sign. Let’s go.”

Jed locked up and they all piled into the 4Runner. Dutch threaded through the traffic as both Monica and Jed volleyed directions. “What’s the parking like?” Dutch asked as they idled at a light.

“I don’t know,” Monica replied. “We usually walk.”

“There’s a valet,” Jed added shyly.

“Perfect.”

Soon they were settled into their table. Buster ran his hand over the linen. “Classy,” he murmured.

“But relaxed,” Dutch sighed, leaning back into his chair. The middle-aged waiter handed him the wine list and left. “Do you two have a favorite?”

Monica looked over at Jed who just shrugged. “Usually one of the least expensive ones,” she laughed. “We’re no experts. You choose.”

Dutch chuckled. “Neither am I. Beer is more my thing.” He studied the list for a minute and the waiter returned. “I’m thinking of this one,” Dutch said, pointing to the list, “but I’m open to suggestions.”

“Well, Mr. Bogart,” the waiter replied with a quick wink. “That’s a very good one, but may I suggest this?” he said pointing with his pencil. “It’s very popular with our guests right now, one of those unexpected pleasures.”

The only thing that surprised Dutch was that the price was somewhat lower. “Thank you. We’ll have that.”

The waiter left and Jed leaned over the table. “He knows who you are!”

“Because he’s old,” Dutch scoffed.

“You’re not old,” Monica retorted. “Look at Mick Jagger and Keith Richards!”

“Do I have to?”

Jed laughed and Monica poked him, but then laughed too. “I mean professionally. They’ve still got it.”

“If you want to talk about really old––” Buster began.

“Oh, hush!” Monica laughed. “Look at you twinkle. You’re the most alive one at the table.”

Buster looked down bashfully. “Aw.”

“That’s right. Buster’s going to prop me up.”

More laughter, and then Jed asked, “So, tell us about the gig. Seems out of the blue. I thought you were planted at the farm.”

“I handed the farm over to Luther,” Dutch began. After the surprise settled, he continued. “Time to pass it forward and go back to my roots. I told some friends I wanted to write songs again, and you know how people talk. I was approached and I thought the scene might inspire me.”

“Well, what’s the scene?”

“We’ve been invited to play with ‘Playing for Change’.”

“Oh, I love those videos!” Monica exclaimed. She glanced over at Jed who wasn’t reacting much. “You know, Jed. The ones with people playing and singing one song simultaneously all over the world.”

“Oh, yeah.” Jed smiled. “What song?”

“Love, Peace and Happiness.”

“Chambers Brothers . . . wow.” Monica shook her head and smiled. “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard anything about them.”

“Santana covered it, too,” Dutch mused.

“With the Isley Brothers,” Monica chipped in. “I remember that.”

“You gonna see Malcolm and Savali while you’re down there?” Jed asked.

“Working on it. How’s that baby they adopted?”

“She’s no baby anymore,” Monica grinned. She took out her phone and scrolled for a while and finally turned the screen in his direction. “Look at Aja now!”

“Wow. She’s sure grown.” Dutch leaned toward Buster who was peering over his shoulder. “Jed found an abandoned baby at the columbarium and Malcolm and Savali adopted her.”

Buster glanced over at Jed. “Ah, the pieces are coming together.”

“Do you get to see them much?” Dutch asked.

“Not nearly enough,” Monica replied. “But isn’t that the usual complaint of grandparents?” She looked over significantly at Buster. “Even adopted grandparents.”

The waiter returned and poured a taste of wine into Dutch’s glass. “It’s fine, just pour it,” Dutch said with a wave of his arm around the table. Everyone took appreciative sips. Buster was the first to speak. “It’s a bit more . . . complex than Thunderbird.”

“Oh Lord!” gasped Monica. “My youth! Don’t remind me! I don’t even know how I can drink wine anymore.” The meal was wonderful and they lingered over dessert longer than they should have. “The waiter would have kicked us out half an hour ago if it wasn’t for you,” Monica said, reaching out for Dutch’s hand across the table. “Thank you. The food, the company . . . everything was delicious.”

“Thank you for setting this up for us in such a fine, comfortable place,” Dutch smiled.

He drove them to their house and hugs were exchanged all around. “Thanks for remembering us,” Jed said.

“No forgetting you two.”

“And you,” Monica beamed at Buster. “I hope to see you again soon.”

“I’m hoping, too,” Buster smiled bashfully.

They drove back to The Mark. Traffic was light now, and they settled into the smooth, quiet rhythm of crossing town. “You’re crushing on her,” Dutch finally said.

“Am not.” Buster took a breath and smiled. “Well, maybe. They’re fine folk. Loving.”

“Nice to see, isn’t it?”

Buster nodded. “Yes.”  He seemed a million miles away.

The valet took the 4Runner and they rose through the hush of the hotel to their suite. Dutch opened the door and they found themselves in the sitting room, their luggage placed neatly in the middle. Buster looked around in awe.

“Pick a room,” Dutch said, motioning to either side. Buster walked into one, looked at the cityscape out the window, and then walked into the other. He came out and shrugged. “Tired, aren’t you?” Dutch asked. “I know I am.”

“Dead,” sighed Buster. “But in a nice kind of way.”

“I’ll take that one,” Dutch nodded to one side, “if it helps the decision process.”

“Sure,” Buster almost whispered. Dutch started to reach for Buster’s suitcase to take it to his room, but was interrupted by Buster’s arms wrapping around him. “One of the best nights of my life,” Buster mumbled.

Dutch straightened and pulled him in. “I’m glad I was part of it.”
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BUSTER WATCHED THE SUN RISE OVER THE OAKLAND HILLS AS HE ATE HIS SCRAMBLED EGGS. Dutch, meanwhile, scrolled through his phone. “There’s a big wreck on the Bayshore,” Dutch said. “Think I’ll take the 280.”

“I’m almost done,” Buster replied, knowing Dutch would already be on the road if it weren’t for him.

“You’re fine. We’d probably be sitting in that mess anyway if we left earlier.” Dutch looked up and out the window. “Besides, the view is nice and our luggage is already downstairs. Nothing much else to do.” He reached for the pot of coffee on the cart. “Of course another cup means another pit stop.”

“Gotta keep up with me,” Buster grinned.

Dutch threaded the 4Runner through the City and finally reached 280 south of Market. Traffic was solid and slow, but at least moving steadily. It thinned a bit south of Daly City and gradually sped up as they started going up and down over the hills through wisps of fog. To the east the bay glittered gold below. “The Most Beautiful Freeway in the World,” Dutch said.

“Huh?”

“That’s what they called this when it opened.”

“Well, they sure must have made some ugly ones back in the day,” Buster replied, craning his neck to look out Dutch’s window.

“It was killer to open up the purple Barracuda on this.”

“Purple,” sniffed Buster. “How many tickets did you talk yourself out of?”

“Sometimes I didn’t even have to talk,” Dutch replied, pressing firmly on the accelerator. The 4Runner flew up the next incline. As it crested, Buster let out a cry at the view ahead: a river of brake lights below. “Whoa, Nellie!”

Now Dutch pressed firmly on the brake, “Ain’t like it used to be,” he muttered grimly. The 4Runner glided down to a crawl and he spent the next hour looking ahead to keep as steady and smooth a pace as possible through the South Bay region.

“You’re a good driver,” Buster said once they were up to cruising speed again.

“Thanks.”

Ahead a sign proclaimed CHERRIES. “It isn’t cherry season,” frowned Buster.

“No, it isn’t,” Dutch confirmed. “That sign has been up since like 1972.”

“GARLIC ICE CREAM!” cried Buster. “Why would anyone do that to ice cream?”

“Probably the same people who put salt on caramel,” Dutch muttered.

At first Buster’s tendency to read aloud every sign and provide commentary was amusing, but after a while Dutch was wishing he’d take a nap––which he finally did south of Salinas. Dutch was left alone in his thoughts as he drove through a sea of broccoli.

“Where are we?” yawned Buster.

“South of King City.”

“Looks like the middle of nowhere,” Buster replied, gazing at the platinum blonde hills to the west.

“Mm. Strange how it feels like time is standing still whenever you drive through here.” Dutch ticked up the cruise control and was quiet for a minute. “Steinbeck
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