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Chapter 1: Tournament Morning
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Johnny — Lake Guntersville, Alabama — Pre-Dawn

* * *
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The lake was dark, and the air smelled like rain that hadn't decided yet.

Johnny Cross had been on the water since four-thirty, which was earlier than he needed to be and exactly when he wanted to be. He had backed the boat down the ramp alone, the headlights of his truck throwing long yellow columns across the water, and he had stood there for a moment after the engine went quiet and just listened. Frogs. A heron somewhere in the cattails, shifting its weight. The soft knock of hull against dock.

He had been listening to lakes for sixty-two years, and they still told him things.

The last year had been noisier than he had expected — the legal business, the last show, the particular effort required to close things that had been open a long time. He had come out the far side of it, grateful for quiet in a way he had not been before. This particular morning, with nothing on the water but dark and his own company, felt like something earned.

He poured coffee from the thermos and sat in the stern while the sky went from black to the particular shade of gray that happens before anyone would call it morning. There were already other rigs in the lot — the bass club tournament drew a hundred boats — but out here on the water, it was still just him and the dark and the smell of a two-stroke engine and the coffee going warm in his hands.

The tournament was the first big one since COVID had wound things down. That was worth something. He hadn't fully understood how much ordinary ritual mattered until two years of none had passed and he had sat on this same dock on Saturday mornings with nowhere to be and felt the specific absence of something he had never thought to name. The weigh-ins. The trash talk at the boat ramp. The way a hundred men who barely knew each other could share a patch of water for six hours and come back sunburned and loud and glad about it.

He was glad about it now. He allowed himself that.

Johnny had not always been good at allowing himself things.

There had been twenty years — the Stone Cold Sober years — when gladness was something that happened to him sideways, usually at three in the morning in a city he had arrived in that afternoon, usually with a drink in his hand. Those were real years. He was not sorry for them. But they had a texture that this did not, a friction and a speed, and the lake had no friction and moved at its own pace and asked nothing of him.

He pulled the legal pad from the storage compartment under the bow seat.

Six riffs. Written out in the shorthand he had used since he was nineteen — not notation exactly, more like a map of a melody, the way a line of numbers and dashes and occasional words corresponded to something that lived in his ear and nowhere else. Michael understood the shorthand. Nobody else ever had. The riffs had been coming easier lately. He had noticed this without examining it, which was the right policy with good things.

He read through them in the gray light. The third one was the one. Had been the one since he wrote it two weeks ago on a Tuesday night when he couldn't sleep and had taken the guitar out to the dock and played until something arrived. It arrived the way the good ones always did — not built, just found, like it had been there the whole time and he had finally gotten quiet enough to hear it.

The problem was that it needed words.

It had always needed words. That was the thing about the riffs — he could hear exactly what they wanted, the shape and the weight and the emotional register, and he could not write a lyric to save his life. Never could. Cheryl used to say that Johnny heard the door and she wrote the key, which was the most generous framing of the situation and probably true. He missed writing with Cheryl. He didn't let himself say that often, but it was true.

He folded the legal pad and put it back.

Across the cove, engines were beginning to turn over. The tournament started at six. He had been paired with a stranger by random draw — the club did it that way to keep things honest, and also because it forced conversations that wouldn't otherwise happen. He had won the tournament three times in the last six years, twice with partners he'd been paired with randomly, and both of those men were now people he fished with by choice.

He checked his watch. Five forty-one.

He began rigging his first rod.

* * *
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At five forty-seven, a truck pulled into the lot that Johnny noticed without meaning to. It was a RAM 2500, dark blue, with the particular road-earned look of a vehicle that had been somewhere. Not beaten — maintained, and maintained honestly, the way working men maintained things. The trailer behind it carried a Ranger that had seen serious use.

The man who got out was large. Not fat-large — work-large, the kind of size that comes from decades of physical labor and settles into the frame like something permanent. He had a thermos in one hand and a tackle box in the other, and he moved through the parking lot with the unhurried ease of a man who had been early to things his whole life and had stopped feeling the need to announce it.

He checked the slip number on the sign at the ramp, found Johnny's dock, and walked over.

"Earl McClain," he said, and put out his hand.

Johnny shook it. The grip was what he expected.

"Johnny Cross. I hear you know this lake."

Earl looked out at the water. His eyes moved across the surface the way experienced eyes do — reading the light, reading the structure, noting things. "Some," he said. "You?"

"Well enough."

Earl laughed. It was a big laugh, the kind that arrived before the sentence, filling the space around it before it had any right to. It was the laugh of a man who had decided, somewhere along the way, that laughing was worth doing fully or not at all.

Johnny liked him immediately.

He filed that away without examining it. He had learned, in sixty-two years, that the people you like immediately are worth paying attention to. Usually, there is a reason, and it usually reveals itself in time.

"You want bow or stern?" Johnny said.

Earl considered this with more seriousness than the question required. "Stern," he said. "I like to watch where I've been."

Johnny nodded and started the engine.

* * *
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They idled out of the no-wake zone in the dark, the running lights throwing red and green across the black water, and took their place in the line of boats moving toward the start area. A hundred engines. A hundred sets of lights. Somewhere ahead, the tournament director was on his bullhorn doing the safety briefing that nobody needed, but everybody got, and his voice carried across the water in fragments.

Earl sat in the stern with his coffee and did not talk.

Johnny appreciated this.

A lot of men, new to a boat with a stranger, filled the silence with noise. Tournament history. Gear preferences—the fish they had caught before. Earl sat with his coffee and watched the water, and was quiet inside it, and the quiet he brought was the particular kind that comes from a man who has spent a great deal of time alone and made some peace with it.

The horn sounded. Boats began peeling off toward their chosen water.

Johnny pushed the throttle forward, and the Ranger lifted into the air, and the dark water opened up in front of them, and the morning began in earnest.

* * *
[image: ]


He took them north, toward the grass flats near the old railroad trestle. It was early-season water — bass still transitional, moving between the winter depths and the shallower spawning areas, feeding hard because the calendar was telling them to. He had been on these fish two weeks ago. He knew where they lived.

Earl rigged without being told. He used a Texas-rigged creature bait in a color that Johnny would have chosen himself, which was not a coincidence — it was the right choice for the conditions, and a man who knew the water knew the right choice.

They worked the flat in silence for twenty minutes.

Then Earl caught the first fish.

It was a good one — three pounds, maybe a shade over, thick-bodied and mean, the way Guntersville bass were mean in the spring. It came out of the water once and shook, and Earl kept his rod tip up, his line tight, and brought it to hand with the calm of someone who had been in this moment many times and did not require it to be more dramatic than it was.

He held it up for a moment, looking at it.

"Good fish," Johnny said.

"Yeah." Earl turned it loose. Watched it go. His eyes stayed on the water where it had disappeared for a moment longer than necessary. Then he picked up his rod and cast again.

Johnny watched this and said nothing.

They talked the way men talked in boats — obliquely, without eye contact, the real things arriving sideways in between the casts and the retrieves. Earl said he had driven trucks for thirty years. Said the road gave him time to think, and the thinking gave him words, and the words piled up sometimes until he couldn't sleep. He said he had moved around some after he retired. Said the lake had suited him.

He was careful about specifics in a way that read, to Johnny, as the modesty of a private man.

Johnny respected this. He was a private man himself. He had given twenty years of himself to stages and interviews and the particular exposure of public life, and he had come out the other side with a strong preference for his own company and a healthy suspicion of people who offered theirs too readily.

Earl did not offer. He was sitting in the stern of Johnny's boat, fishing with patience, talking when there was something to say.

It was a good way to be.

Mid-morning, the sun fully up now and the water going from black to green, Earl caught three more fish to Johnny's two and said nothing about it. The numbers didn't seem to interest him. The fishing did.

Then he reached into the front pocket of his vest and came out with a napkin.

Not a phone. Not a notebook. A paper napkin, the kind from a diner, folded once. He looked at it for a moment, then held it out to Johnny without explanation.

Johnny took it.

He unfolded it.

Four lines, written in a careful hand — not neat, but deliberate, the way someone writes when the words matter, and they want to get them right. Johnny read them once. Read them again. Set his rod down across the gunwale.

He felt something move behind his sternum.

It was the specific sensation of a melody finding its words before the melody had even been written. He had felt it maybe a dozen times in his life, and he recognized it the way you recognize something that has no name but is unmistakable — a physical thing, a small door opening somewhere in the chest.

He did not say this.

He folded the napkin carefully, the same fold it had come in, and put it in his own shirt pocket.

Earl watched him do it and said nothing.

Both men understood what had just been exchanged. Neither of them reached for words to describe it. Some things don't need words. That was the whole point of the melody.

Johnny picked up his rod and cast toward the grass line.

Earl did the same.

The morning continued.

* * *
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Late afternoon brought clouds, and a dropping barometer, and the bass went suddenly, urgently active the way they do when the weather turns. Johnny had been waiting for it. He had positioned them on a secondary point, a subtle underwater feature that most people fished past without knowing it was there, and when the bite turned on, it turned on hard.

He hooked the biggest bass of his life at four-seventeen in the afternoon.

He knew it was the biggest the moment it hit — the weight of it, the initial run, the particular headshake of a very large fish that has not yet decided what it thinks of the situation. He said something he would not repeat in polite company, stood up in the boat, and kept his rod tip high.

"There you go," Earl said, from the stern. His voice was calm. "Keep your tip up. Let her run."

The fish ran. Johnny let her.

"She'll turn," Earl said.

She turned.

"Now work here."

Johnny worked her. The fight went four minutes and felt like twenty, and at no point did Earl reach for the net before Johnny was ready for him to, which was the mark of a man who understood boats and fish and the dignity of the moment. When the fish finally rolled on her side at the surface, spent and enormous, Earl slipped the net under her with one smooth motion.

They both looked at her.

"Lord," Johnny said.

Earl was smiling. His eyes were bright in the way that eyes go bright when something real and large has happened. He held the net while Johnny got his hand around the fish's lip, and they lifted her together for a moment — not for a picture, to see her — and then lowered her back to the water.

She held there for a moment, suspended, recovering.

Then she was gone.

They both watched the water where she had been.

The silence was the right kind — the kind that follows something worth being silent about. A minute passed. Maybe two.

"That was something," Earl said finally.

"Yeah," Johnny said. "It was."

He sat back down. His hands were shaking slightly, which happened sometimes after a big fish, and which he had stopped being embarrassed about. Earl was looking out across the water with the expression of a man who has just witnessed something and is putting it somewhere safe to keep.

Johnny pulled the napkin from his shirt pocket.

Read it again.

The melody was already there, fully formed, as if it had been waiting.

* * *
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Chapter 2: Six Hours
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Johnny — On the Water

* * *
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The thing about fishing with a stranger is that you learn them sideways.

You don't ask the questions you would ask at a dinner table or a bar. You watch how they rig. You watch how they read water — where their eyes go first, what they notice, what they pass over. You watch how they handle a fish and how they handle a lost fish, which tells you more. A man who curses a lost fish is one kind of man. A man who watches it go and picks up his rod and casts again is another.

Earl was the second kind.

By seven in the morning, Johnny had a reasonable portrait of him assembled from observation alone, before Earl had said more than a dozen sentences. The tackle box told him Earl had been fishing a long time — not the gear itself, which was mid-range and functional, but the organization of it, the way everything had a place, arrived at through years of use rather than planned from the start. The way he handled his rod told him Earl had patience and had learned it the hard way. The way he sat in the stern — comfortable but attentive, loose but not slack — told him Earl had spent a great deal of time in boats and possibly in other situations that required the same quality of readiness.

Johnny had been around enough people in his life to know what readiness looked like when it had been worn in.

He did not think about this too hard. He filed it, cast toward the grass line, and worked his bait back slowly.

* * *
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The morning opened up the way good fishing mornings do — unhurried, the light coming in at angles that made the water look like something worth painting, the temperature climbing by degrees that you noticed only in retrospect. They moved twice, following Johnny's read of the structure, and both moves paid off. Earl caught fish with a consistency that suggested he was doing something right that he wasn't talking about, which was fine. Men who caught fish without needing to explain how were the best kind of fishing partners.

Around eight o'clock, Earl said, "You were in a band."

It wasn't a question. Johnny glanced back at him.

"Stone Cold Sober," Earl said. "I know who you are. Figured I'd let you decide if you wanted to be somebody else for the day."

Johnny looked at him for a moment. "I appreciate that."

"I'm not a fan in the way that makes people weird about it," Earl said. "I just know music. Heard a lot of it over the years."

"Thirty years on the road," Johnny said. "Truck driver."

"Radio's free."

Johnny smiled. "What'd you think?"

Earl cast toward a laydown log near the bank, let the bait sink, and worked it back in short hops. "I think you had a voice that knew something. Some voices are just pretty. Yours had weight to it." He paused. "Past tense because you retired, not because it went anywhere."

Johnny didn't say anything for a moment. He cast. Retrieved.

"The songs on the last two albums," Earl said. "Those were different from the early ones."

"Different how?"

"Earlier ones felt like they came from the inside. Later ones felt like they were built."

Johnny was quiet for a long moment. Out across the water, a great blue heron dropped from somewhere and hit the surface and came up with something silver in its beak and was gone.

"You're not wrong," Johnny said.

Earl nodded and said nothing else about it, which was the right call. He had made his observation, offered it cleanly, and let it land where it landed. He did not require Johnny to do anything with it.

Johnny found, to his mild surprise, that he wanted to.

"The last writer we had," he said, "retired before we did. We should've stopped when she did." He paused. "We didn't, because there was still money in going, and it's hard to stop a thing that's been moving that long. But the songs knew."

"Songs always know," Earl said.

"You write?"

A beat. Something moved across Earl's face — not hesitation exactly, more like a man opening a door he had kept closed for a while and checking the hinges before he stepped through.

"Used to," he said. "Taking it back up."

"What kind?"

"Country. Mostly. The kind that's about something." He glanced at Johnny. "Not the kind that's about trucks and tailgates."

Johnny laughed. "There's a market for the tailgate stuff."

"There's a market for a lot of things I wouldn't want in my house."

* * *
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They broke for lunch at a small cove on the eastern bank where the shade came off a stand of old hardwoods, and the water was green and still. Earl had brought sandwiches in a cooler — thick ones, made that morning, wrapped in wax paper the old way. He handed one to Johnny without asking what he wanted, which turned out to be fine because it was exactly what Johnny would have chosen.

They ate on the bow, legs over the side, watching the water.

"You grew up around here?" Earl said.

"Indiana, originally. Moved here about eight years ago after the band wound down. Needed water and quiet and didn't want to be somewhere I'd already been."

Earl nodded. "I know that feeling."

"Alabama suited you?"

"It did." He took a bite of his sandwich. Chewed. "It's a place that doesn't ask questions. I needed that for a while."

Johnny let that sit. He had the sense, not for the first time this morning, that Earl had a history that carried weight. Not darkness necessarily — or not only darkness — but weight. The kind that came from living through something that changed the shape of things.

He knew that weight himself. He had carried his own version of it for years, though his had come from excess rather than whatever Earl's had come from. The result felt similar from the inside. A kind of careful quietness. A preference for mornings over evenings, water over crowds, the company of one or two over the company of many.

"The words you write," Johnny said. "What are they about?"

Earl was quiet for a moment, looking out at the water.

"A man who made choices," he said finally. "Some of them are good. Some of them are not as good. What it costs to live inside the ones you can't take back." He paused. "Stuff like that."

"That's the stuff that lasts."

"I know it is." He looked down at his sandwich. "That's why I stopped writing it for a while. Some things you're not ready to say until you're ready to say them."

Johnny understood this in a way he did not try to articulate. He had a riff on his legal pad that he had been circling for three weeks, approaching it and retreating from it, because the melody wanted something true, and he didn't yet know if he was prepared to let it come out.

He thought about the napkin in his shirt pocket.

He thought about the four lines Earl had written before dawn.

He thought about the melody that had arrived the moment he read them.

"How many have you got?" Johnny said.

Earl looked at him. "Written down?"

"In your head."

Earl thought about this. "Years' worth," he said. "They pile up. You stop writing them down and they — pile up." He tapped his temple. "Up here. Waiting."

"Must get loud."

"It does," Earl said. "It really does."

* * *
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The afternoon bite was slower, the sun high, and the fish gone deep and sulky, and they worked structure methodically without much to show for it. This was fine. The tournament was a numbers game, but the day was not a tournament day in the way that mattered — it was a fishing day, which was different, and the fish were almost beside the point now.

They talked the way the morning had made possible — directly, without the early circling.

Earl talked about the road. Not the glamour of it, which there wasn't much of in trucking, but the specific texture of long-haul driving — the way the country looked at three in the morning going through Nebraska, the particular loneliness of a truck stop at four AM in a town whose name you forgot before you reached the next state line. The way you learned to be alone with your thoughts for ten hours at a stretch and either made something of that or didn't.

"I made something of it," Earl said. "Eventually."

"The words."

"The words."

Johnny said, "I had twenty years of the opposite of that. Never alone. Never quiet. Though I hated it at the time, I now think I was just bad at receiving it. All that noise and people and — life, I guess. I was bad at being in it."

"You seem pretty good at this," Earl said.

"This took sixty-two years to get to."

Earl smiled. "Some things do."

The afternoon light went amber and long, and the shadows stretched out across the water, and Johnny found himself not wanting the day to end, which was something he hadn't felt about a day in longer than he cared to calculate. Not the fishing — the day. The specific quality of this particular day, with this particular stranger in the stern of his boat, talking about things that mattered without making a production of them.

He thought about the riff on the legal pad.

He thought about the four lines on the napkin.

He thought: there is something here.

He did not say this.

* * *
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At four-seventeen, the bass came up out of the grass, and the tournament ceased to be a backdrop and became the day's final act, and when it was over, and the great fish was gone back into the dark water, both men sat with it for a while.

The wind had come up from the south, warm and easy, carrying the smell of rain still deciding. The boat rocked in it gently.

"I've been fishing this lake for eight years," Johnny said. "That's the biggest bass I've ever seen come out of it."

"She'll be bigger next year," Earl said.

"You think she'll remember?"

Earl looked at the water. "I think things remember more than we give them credit for."

Johnny pulled the napkin from his pocket again. Read the four lines. Folded it back.

"These are good," he said. "You know that."

"I know they're honest," Earl said. "Whether that makes them good is somebody else's call."

"It's the same thing," Johnny said. "In the end, it's the same thing."

Earl looked at him for a long moment. The afternoon light was in his face, and his eyes were the eyes of a man who has been told something he already knew but needed to hear from outside himself.

"Maybe so," he said quietly.

Johnny started the engine.

They ran back toward the tournament dock in the amber light, the wind in their faces, neither of them talking, both of them carrying something the day had given them that had no name yet but would find one.

Johnny could already hear it.

* * *
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Chapter 3: Weigh-In
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Johnny — Tournament Dock

* * *
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The dock was loud in the way tournament docks are loud — a specific kind of loud that has beer in it and sunburn and the particular relief of men who have been alone on the water all day and are now, suddenly, not.

Johnny brought the Ranger in clean, and Earl caught the cleat without being asked and tied off with the knot of a man who had done it ten thousand times before, and then they were part of the noise and the crowd and the smell of fish and two-stroke and the late afternoon sun going gold across the water.

The weigh-in line moved slowly, which was tradition. You didn't rush a weigh-in. You stood in line, and you looked at what the other men had, and you made your assessments quietly, and you waited for your turn. Johnny had five fish in the livewell. Good fish. He knew the weight without needing a scale.

Earl stood beside him with his hands in his vest pockets and watched the proceedings with the relaxed attention of a man at a sporting event he is enjoying without being invested in the outcome.

"You think we've got it?" Earl said.

"Close," Johnny said. "Depends on what Rick Nalley brought in. He knows a flat up near the state line that holds big fish in the spring."

"How big?"

"Big enough to beat us if he found them today."

Earl nodded, unconcerned. "Well," he said, "we had the best fish of the day regardless."

This was true, and they both knew it, and it was enough.

* * *
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Rick Nalley had not found his flat.

When Johnny's bag went on the scale, the tournament director called the weight, and the crowd made the sound crowds make when a number lands that changes the standings. First place by a margin that wasn't close. The club erupted the way small clubs erupt — genuinely, without the performance of it, because these were men who had been fishing together for years and knew what a number like that meant on this lake at this time of year.

Earl accepted the congratulations of strangers with the ease of a man who had learned to be warmly present without being findable. He shook hands, nodded, said the right things, and gave nothing away, and Johnny watched this with the same quiet attention he had been giving Earl all day, filing things without examining them.

The club president handed Johnny the trophy — a bass on a wooden mount, the same trophy they gave every year, the same bass, which was a running joke that nobody had ever moved to fix. Johnny held it up, and the crowd cheered, and somebody took a photograph, and Earl stood at the edge of it all, smiling, holding two bottles of beer, and handed one to Johnny when the moment passed.

"First place," Earl said.

"First place," Johnny agreed.

They drank.

* * *
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The crowd thinned as the sun dropped. Men loaded trailers and argued about where the fish had been and where they would be next time. The particular easy community of the tournament dock began to dissolve back into ordinary life. Earl helped Johnny load the Ranger without being asked, working the straps with the same quiet competence he brought to everything, and when it was done, he stood at the back of the trailer and looked at the boat for a moment the way a man looks at something he has had a good day inside of.

"Good boat," he said.

"She is."

They walked toward the parking lot together, not hurrying. The air had cooled, and the frogs were starting up along the bank, and somewhere across the water, a nightbird called once and was quiet.

Earl said, "I've got about two dozen more where those four lines came from. Been sitting in my head for years with nowhere to go."

Johnny stopped walking.

He reached into his shirt pocket and took out the napkin. Unfolded it. Read the four lines one more time in the fading light, though by now he had them memorized, had been turning them over in his ear all afternoon the way you turn a smooth stone in your hand without thinking about it.

He folded it back.

"How long have they been sitting there?" he said.

"Long time," Earl said. "Too long, probably."

"What stopped you from putting them somewhere?"

Earl looked out across the parking lot. A truck was pulling out, headlights sweeping across the gravel. He watched it go.

"Life," he said. "The kind that gets in the way of the other kind."

Johnny nodded. He understood this in ways he didn't feel the need to inventory right now.

"Come by the trailer sometime," Earl said. "Hear what I've got." He said it the way he said most things — without urgency, without the need for a particular answer, offering it the way you offer something you mean and then let the other person do what they will with it.

Johnny looked at him.

The melody from the napkin was still running in the back of his head, had been running all day, patient and insistent. The riff from his legal pad was under it somewhere, the two things moving toward each other like weather systems that had been heading for the same place all along.

"When?" he said.

Earl considered. "I'm not going anywhere. You pick the day."

"Saturday," Johnny said. "Week from now."

Earl nodded. "I'll make coffee."

"I'll bring the legal pad."

Earl looked at him. Something in his face shifted — not surprise exactly, but the specific expression of a man who has been hoping for something and has just been told it might actually happen. It lasted only a moment, and then it was gone, replaced by the easy calm that seemed to be his natural register.

"All right then," he said.

He laughed his big laugh — the one that filled the space before the sentence, the one that had arrived first thing that morning in Johnny's boat and which Johnny had been hearing all day and which already felt like something he would recognize anywhere. He picked up his tackle box, walked to his truck, and loaded it in the bed with the ease of a man who had been loading things into truck beds his whole life.

The RAM's engine turned over. Earl put the window down.

"Good fishing, Johnny Cross."

"Good fishing, Earl."

He pulled out of the lot, and the headlights swept the gravel, and the dark closed back in, and he was gone.

* * *
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Johnny sat in his truck for a moment before starting it.

The trophy sat on the passenger seat. The napkin was in his shirt pocket. The legal pad was in the storage compartment behind the seat, the riff on it waiting with the patience that good riffs had, the patience of something that knew it would eventually find what it needed.

He thought about what Earl had said on the water. They pile up. You stop writing them down, and they pile up. And under that, the thing he hadn't said directly but which had been present all day in the careful way he talked around his own history: I stopped for reasons. I'm starting again. I don't know yet what that costs.

Johnny knew something about starting again. He had started again at sixty, which was later than most people thought was possible and earlier than he'd feared. The lake had been the beginning of it. The early mornings and the quiet and the legal pad full of riffs that didn't yet have a home.

Maybe the home had been out there on the water all day in the stern of his boat, patient as a heron, waiting.

He started the truck.

The napkin rode home in his shirt pocket, close to his chest, and he drove the lake road in the dark with the window down and the night air coming in and the melody running underneath everything, steady and certain, already knowing what it wanted.

He just needed to hear the rest of the words.

Saturday couldn't come fast enough.

* * *
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Chapter 4: First Session
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Johnny — Lake Guntersville, Alabama — Earl's Trailer

* * *
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Earl's trailer sat at the end of a gravel road that didn't appear on the map application Johnny used, which he suspected was not an accident.

It was a good trailer — not new, but maintained in the same honest way the truck was maintained, everything functional and nothing decorative. It sat on a half-acre lot backing up to a finger of the lake, screened from the road by a stand of old pines that had been there long before the trailer arrived. A dock extended maybe thirty feet over the water, narrow and weathered, with a bass boat tied to the end of it. A pair of lawn chairs faced the lake. Between them, a small table with a coffee ring burned into the wood.

Johnny parked beside the RAM and sat for a moment, taking it in.

There was something about the place that was considered. Not designed — considered. Everything is in its place for a reason arrived at through living rather than planning. The chairs angled just so toward the best view of the water. The dock is long enough to get you out past the reeds, but not so long that it becomes a statement. A single wind chime on the porch corner, copper, going soft green with age, the kind of sound that didn't intrude.

A man had thought about how to live here and then lived that way.

Earl came out the screen door before Johnny was out of the truck, which meant he had heard the tires on the gravel and been ready. He had two mugs of coffee in his hands and the ease of a man in his own space, which was a version of Earl that Johnny hadn't seen yet and which suited him.

"You found it," Earl said.

"Eventually."

"I know. The maps are wrong about that last turn." He handed Johnny a mug. "I've left them that way."

Johnny looked at him.

Earl's face was neutral. "Come in," he said.

* * *
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The inside of the trailer was the inside of a life.

Books — real ones, read ones, the spines cracked and the pages swollen with humidity, the way books got down here near the water. A record player on a shelf, which Johnny had not expected, with a small stack of albums beside it. A guitar in the corner — an old Martin, the finish worn through at the soundhole and the neck darkened with years of hands. A kitchen table with two chairs and a yellow legal pad on it, and three pens lined up beside the pad with the precision of a man who did not like to run out of ink mid-thought.

On the wall above the table, a single photograph. A band on a stage, taken from the wings, the light going dramatic behind them. Five men and a set list taped to the floor monitor. Johnny studied it for a moment—the staging, the equipment, the cut of the clothes — mid-nineties, maybe a little later.

"Friends of yours?" Johnny said.

Earl looked at the photograph. Something moved across his face — not quite sadness, more like the expression of a man looking at a country he used to live in.

"Something like that," he said. "Sit down. I'll get the pad."

* * *
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What happened over the next four hours was the thing that Johnny had been hoping for without letting himself hope for it directly.

Earl read the first song from his legal pad — not performed, just read, the way you read something to see if it still holds up when it's out in the air. It held up. It more than held up. The words had the specific gravity of something written from the inside of an experience rather than from the outside, and they had the compression of a man who had been carrying them for years. They had finally found the container they fit into.

Johnny listened without speaking.

When Earl finished, he set the pad down, picked up his coffee, and waited.

"Read it again," Johnny said.

Earl read it again.

This time Johnny had his own legal pad open on his knee, and by the third line the riff was there, not the one he had brought from home but a new one, arriving fully formed the way the good ones arrived, and he was writing down the notation in his shorthand before the song had finished.

Earl watched him do it and said nothing.

When it was done, Johnny played it back in his head — the words against the melody, the melody under the words, the two things finding their shape together the way water found the shape of whatever held it.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay, good, or okay, I'm being polite?"

"Okay, we have a song," Johnny said. "We have the first song."

Earl was quiet for a moment. He looked at the legal pad. He looked at the photograph on the wall. He looked out the window at the dock and the water and the particular flat afternoon light that came off the lake in late spring.

"Huh," he said.

It was not an exclamation. It was the sound a man makes when something he has been waiting for finally arrives, and the reality of it is both exactly what he expected and completely different.

* * *
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They worked for another two hours after that.

Earl was precise in the way that gifted people were precise — not rigid, but exact about the things that mattered and loose about the things that didn't. He knew which words could move and which ones couldn't, and he knew it not from theory but from the feel of it, the way you knew a board was true by the sound it made when you tapped it. When Johnny pushed back on a line — and he pushed back twice, gently, because the melody wanted something the lyric wasn't yet giving it — Earl sat with the pushback rather than defending against it, and both times he came back with something better.

That was the mark. That was what separated the real ones from the ones who only thought they were real.

The afternoon went long, and neither of them noticed until the light through the window went amber and Earl looked up and said he thought it might be getting toward dinnertime, which it was — it was nearly seven.

"I've got something in the freezer," Earl said. "Catfish. Caught it Tuesday."

"I'll stay," Johnny said, which he hadn't planned to and which felt like exactly the right thing.

Earl fried the catfish in a cast-iron skillet with cornmeal and a little cayenne, and they ate at the kitchen table with the legal pads pushed to one side and the guitar leaning in the corner and the copper wind chime going soft on the porch and the lake going dark outside the window.

They didn't talk about the song. There was nothing to say about it that the song hadn't already said. Instead, they talked about other things — Johnny's years in Indiana, Earl's routes through the south, the way certain stretches of highway looked in certain seasons. Easy talk. The talk of men who have done a day's real work together and earned the ease of it.

Johnny was loading his legal pad into his bag when Earl said, "There are twenty-three more."

Johnny stopped. "Songs?"

"Sets of words. Whether they're songs yet is your department."

"Twenty-three."

"Give or take. Some are further
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