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			One

			Now

			The only thing harder than saying goodbye is watching someone walk away, knowing you might never see them again. That’s how I felt as my mom drove away, leaving me all alone, standing on the very steps I’m standing now, wondering if I’d made the right decision.

			“I’m sorry, John. I’ll die if I stay here.”

			At the time, I was only thirteen, and I didn’t understand what she meant. Dad could act like an asshole when he was drunk, but he would never hurt her. Not that I saw, anyway. He always said she was so dramatic. I didn’t understand how her life might end if she stayed here with me and Dad. And then I went through everything she’d been through with Dad and I almost died. Twenty-five years later, I had a pretty good idea what she meant.

			As we hugged on the lawn next to a beat-up car I’d never seen before in my life, she muttered something about her absence being a temporary thing.

			Pulling myself back to the present, I scoff and close the front door against my memories, shutting my eyes to avoid the impending tears that threaten to fall. Her definition of temporary was a hell of a lot different than mine.

			“You really doing this?” A soft voice I’ve come to know and love rescues me again, just like it always has.

			I don’t need to turn around to know Val has crept up on me once again, but still standing on the front step, I spin to face her anyway. “You came.” I wouldn’t blame her if she hadn’t after everything we’ve been through.

			“Nah, I just came to say goodbye to old Chester here.” She stretches her arm out, caressing the hood of Dad’s cherry red 1950 Chev pickup that’s parked next to the sidewalk. I just couldn’t bear to pull the truck into the driveway one last time.

			I can’t help but chuckle despite my solemn mood. I’ve always thought of the truck as she—no name, just she or her. Maybe ‘cause that’s how Dad always referred to her.

			“I didn’t realize the two of you were on a first name basis.” Searching my memory bank, I come to the conclusion Val hasn’t ridden in the old girl since she was fully restored. The last time she’d been in the Chev, it hadn’t even been painted yet. I laugh at the name she gave it. Dad certainly wouldn’t have named his truck after a horse.

			“Guess you could say I’ve always admired him from afar.” She still leans against the truck, not making a move to come toward me.

			Again, I chuckle as I turn back to the front door and lock it, tucking the key into my front pocket. I turn around and face Val. She shakes her head like she’s disappointed in me. Breaks my heart every time.

			Walking to her, I say, “I’m sorry” for what seems like the millionth time since I’ve known her. Seems like all my life she’s always been there for me, and all I’ve ever done is tell her how sorry I am. Not that it does any good. I can’t for the life of me figure out why she’s stuck around. Lord knows all I’ve done is cause her pain.

			She holds up her hand like a stop sign. “Don’t even—” Her voice catches in her throat and she shakes her head again, this time her eyes aren’t on me, they’re focused on her feet.

			Her hand flies to her face, and I rush past the real estate sign on the lawn, its fluorescent “SOLD” sign a blur in my periphery as I land in front of Val and throw my arms around her. The sobs come on like a raging river tumbling down the hillside in a flood of a waterfall. We both let the tears flow—mine drip down my face and onto the grass at the edge of the street, hers soak through my shirt. I never thought the day would come when I would leave my best friend, the woman I’d loved when she was just a girl, and I was just a boy.

			So many memories invade my thoughts. Am I making the right decision? I can’t do to Val what Dad did to Mom. Hell, who am I kidding? I already have.

			I squeeze Val a little tighter, knowing I don’t have any other choice. Finally, when neither one of us can cry anymore, I widen the gap between us, and Val lifts her head. “You could come with me,” I say, my voice tinged with hope, even though I already know what she’s going to say. We’ve been over this so many times, playing out various scenarios and what-ifs, but what it comes down to is it isn’t fair for me to ask that of her. She has her own life now.

			She rolls her eyes. “You know that’s not possible.”

			She’s right. As one of Bisonville, Montana’s newest business women, she can’t leave her bar. We both know I’m not coming back. I can’t. Not after everything that’s happened here. Not after everything Dad’s put me through.

			“You be good, John Johnson. You be good.” She almost doesn’t get the last part of the word out, but she purses her lips and soldiers on. We both know this is it. After all we’ve been through and all we mean to each other, we know we’ll never see each other again, and that’s for the best. She turns and walks down the street, and I fight not to run after her, to drop my bags and say I’ve changed my mind. The least I could do is give her a ride home, but as much as I want to offer her one last ride, I know that would only prolong the heartache of saying goodbye. That and she only lives four doors down. She’ll probably get there faster walking, anyway.

			As if hearing my thoughts, she spins around suddenly, wiping more tears from her face. “Keep playing that music of yours.”

			I nod, my brows furrowed. “Was there ever any doubt?” She knows me better than that, but I know her too, and I know that was her way of telling me she understands. Jumping in the driver’s seat of Dad’s truck, I glance at the case keeping my guitar safe. I’ve owned many six-strings over the years, but this was the first one that hadn’t been played by Dad before he got tired of it and handed it down to me. No, this one I worked hard for—mowed lawns and babysat until I finally had enough money. I don’t know who was more excited the day I got her, me or old Mr. Haywood down at the music store on Main Street.

			Next to her sits Dad’s favorite—a custom Fender electric. Mr. Haywood wouldn’t take her, as much as I wanted him to. He told me he wouldn’t be responsible for the regret I’d feel later, and he made me promise never to sell that guitar. Or at least to sell it only to him, knowing full well he’d never buy it from me.

			I slam the Chev’s door and crank the key in the ignition, listening as she roars to life. I hope she’s up for the trip to Canada. Hell, I hope I am.

			With one last glance at the house, I pull away from the curb. Val’s almost home by the time I pass her, and I honk and wave while my eyes sting. The sun glints off a car parked on the street as I peek in the rearview, catching Val’s feeble wave behind me, but she doesn’t look in my direction. That’s probably for the best. She knows there’s another woman out there I need to find, and I’m finally ready to face her after all this time.
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			Two

			Then

			Summer 1991

			They’d been at it for a while. Long enough I knew this wasn’t one of those times when Dad promised to change and Mom believed him. I stared at my bedroom ceiling, trying to block out the sound of their voices. The dull murmurs had grown into something more. Something with an edge to it I didn’t like, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I picked up my guitar and strummed, hoping to drown them out.

			One, five, six, four. I played the same chords over and over. C, G, A minor, F. One of the first chord progressions Dad ever taught me. My go-to when I wanted to block out the world. I played A minor a little heavier than the rest, sinking into it, trying to forget why I started playing in the first place, letting the vibrations of the strings carry me away.

			I swayed back and forth where I sat on my bed and riffed a little tune to go with the progressions. The words were nonsense, but one day, they’d make sense.

			I’d forgotten about Mom and Dad fighting in the next room while I worked on my song over and over, not pausing between the end and the beginning. The music took over, and my stomach came alive with butterflies, the strings of the guitar reverberating throughout my body.

			“John.” A knock on my door accompanied the voice, and I was jolted from my comforting song. “John, could you come out here, please?”

			“Sure, Mom.” I glanced at the door, still closed, and placed my guitar on the bed.

			When I reached the living room, Mom was lecturing Dad, her voice getting louder and more intense the more Dad didn’t respond to her questions.

			“How can you live like this? Is that all you care about?” She flicked her hand at a clear, empty bottle. Vodka or tequila, I’m not sure which—it didn’t matter to Dad. And finally, “Do you think this is good for him?” She gestured to me this time, and I wished I could push a button that would cause the floor to open, sending me to the basement. Instead, my face got hot, and I stared at the floor.

			Dad gazed past Mom, almost as if he was looking out the front window. Maybe he wished he was outside instead of sitting in his ratty old chair listening to Mom’s lecture. Mom kicked the chair and walked away. It sounded like she said, “I don’t know why I bother,” as she headed down the hall.

			I raised my head once I was sure Mom had left the room. When I glanced at Dad, he still stared straight ahead. His head lolled to the side, and that’s when I realized his eyes were closed. I closed mine briefly too, not sure if I should follow Mom. Why had she asked me to come out of my room? I just wanted to play my guitar and forget that they’d been fighting so much lately, more than usual. Instead, I waited for her to come back. If she asked me to join them, she must have had a plan.

			Drawers opened and closed and every now and then a curse word flew off her lips. If she was packing, her plan must have involved staying at Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan’s down the street, again.

			Angry footfalls echoed down the hall and mom blitzed past me, stopping in front of Dad, a small suitcase in her hand. She shook her head and a “phfft” sound passed her lips.

			“Orson.” She waited for a response from Dad but none came. His head flopped against the back of the chair. “Orson Campbell.” More waiting. “For chrissake.” She kicked his foot, still covered with a cowboy boot. When she got no response again, she turned to me then grabbed me by the wrist. “Come on.”

			“Wait.” I jerked my arm, trying to pull my wrist free, so I could run back to my bedroom and grab my guitar. If we were going to my aunt and uncle’s, I wanted to bring it so I could play something for my cousin Dax. He was only two, but every time I played, his eyes lit up, and his little body swayed in time to the sound of the strings.

			But Mom wouldn’t let me go. “No. I’m leaving now.”

			“But I want to play for Dax.” I tried to explain.

			“I’m sorry, sweetie, but I’m not going to your cousin’s this time. Your uncle Stan may be your dad’s brother, but I will not be a burden to that sweet family. I’ve already relied on them too much. It’s not their fault your Dad’s a drunk.”

			As much as I cringed on the inside, I couldn’t let Mom see my reaction to her toxic words. Words she’d been saying much more lately. If she had any idea I disagreed with her, she’d only get angrier. Dad was not a drunk. The man who sat behind the dumpster at the grocery drinking who-knows-what from a paper bag was a drunk. That wasn’t Dad.

			“Where are you going?” I asked.

			She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Maybe I’ll go see your grandma.”

			Grandma? Things must be really bad for her to want to go there. Mom never talked about Grandma. All I knew about Grandma was that she lived in Spokane, and Mom hadn’t spoken to her since she was a teenager—around the time she left for Montana. She ended up in Bisonville shortly after. Dad always said she’d followed him home like a lost puppy. Dad was a Bisonville lifer. He only left when he was on the road touring, which had almost ceased to exist once I was born. He’d only played locally since then, and he’d taken a job at Mr. Haywood’s music store teaching guitar to pay the bills.

			Mom dropped my hand then stomped to the door in a huff. “Come on, John. Who’s it gonna be?” She glanced from me to my dad, her eyes narrowing into angry slits. When we made eye contact again, she said, “Me or him?”

			No. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Mom was supposed to go down the street until things blew over like she always did. “I can’t go with you, Mom.” My eyes stung with tears, and I willed them to stay there, but one rolled down my cheek anyway. I quickly wiped it away with the back of my hand.

			“Fine.” Her voice was soft, barely a whisper, like maybe she knew why I couldn’t go with her. She placed a hand on the doorknob then closed her eyes, just waiting. Her motionless body told me she was in pain just standing there. She was trying not to cry, just like me.

			I walked toward her, not sure what I was going to do. If I blocked her exit, would she stay? My gaze dropped to where her hand rested on the doorknob. Could I even get between her and the door?

			Her eyes flew open, just as I arrived in front of her. “Know this is only temporary,” she whispered, but something didn’t feel right. The way her words came out was cold and empty.

			Then it was my turn to be motionless. Was she just going to leave? Just like that? Wasn’t she going to hug me or something? Anything.

			She inhaled deeply and spun, so her back was to me. A muffled sound came from her and the sides of her back expanded. Then, suitcase in hand, she opened the door and walked out. Just like that.

			Or something.

			It was always ‘or something’ with my mother. That’s what Dad always said. I followed her out the door in my sock feet. When she got to the curb, she paused in front of a car I’d never seen before. I moved my body so I could see into the vehicle, expecting someone to be waiting for her, but there wasn’t anyone there. The car was empty. Did she borrow it from someone? Buy it? How long had she been planning this?

			By the time I got to the end of the path that led from our front door to the sidewalk, Mom had turned around. “Don’t forget you’re babysitting Dax in the morning.” She said it so matter of factly, like she wasn’t walking out on me and Dad. How could she think I’d forget about Dax? He was like a baby brother to me.

			She started to turn away from me again. “Mom, wait.” I threw my arms around her waist, and I buried my face in her chest then cried so hard I couldn’t speak. I wanted to say, “Don’t go” and “I love you,” but the words stayed lodged in my throat. All I could do was cry.

			We stood there for what seemed like forever, time frozen.

			Mom broke the hug first. “I have to go, John.” Her face seemed stiff. I didn’t understand how she could be so cold, so unfeeling. Didn’t she love me? “Sometimes we’ve got to look out for ourselves no matter how much it hurts.” I saw a flicker of something in her eyes then she glanced away at the grass, spinning on her heel and tossing her suitcase into the passenger side of the strange car.

			I stood on the sidewalk while she drove away, my vision blurred by my tears. A thundercloud covered the sun above and my shadow disappeared. I turned and ran back inside, wiping the tears from my cheeks with the backs of my hands again. The outside temperature seemed to drop as I entered the house, closing the door behind me.

			Dad still slumped in his chair. His head still hung to the side in an unnatural position.

			I pressed my sock-covered toe to his boot, remembering how Mom had wound up and kicked him. His neck would hurt something fierce when he woke up if he stayed like that all night. There was no way my light toe-tapping would wake him, but with my luck, if I’d wound up and kicked him as hard as Mom had, he would have woken up straight away then reamed me out for doing so.

			I wanted to kick him. I wanted to kick him hard. Why couldn’t he stop drinking like she’d asked him to so many times? Didn’t he want us to be a family anymore?

			This was not how this day was supposed to go. I stomped off to my room and lay down on my bed next to my new guitar. Propping my head up with one hand, I plucked the strings with the other as more tears rolled down my face.

			Somehow I knew Mom wasn’t coming back this time. Had I made the right decision staying here? It wasn’t that I chose my dad over her, but in the moment, I chose music over both my parents. Music would always win. Music was my heart and soul. And I made music with Dad.
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			Three

			Pans clanged as someone moved around the kitchen cooking breakfast. Rolling over, I stared at the ceiling. The smell of maple and hickory hit me and my stomach grumbled. I sprang out of bed, my T-shirt and boxer shorts leaving me feeling a little cool without my blanket, even though it was July.

			I made my way to the kitchen, where Dad was cooking bacon and eggs. He met my gaze and I froze, not sure if he remembered what had happened last night. He smiled. “There’s my boy. I knew you wouldn’t miss breakfast.”

			Dad’s breakfasts were the best. All protein and grease, sometimes with a slice of white bread slathered in margarine, perfect for dipping in his expertly cooked sunny-side-up eggs. If Dad ever stopped working for Mr. Haywood, he could easily get a job at the diner. His breakfasts were way better than the current cook’s.

			He finished dishing up the meal then walked to the backdoor and opened it. “Nell. You’re missing breakfast, hun.”

			My heart leapt as I looked into the backyard. Mom came back? All I saw was the wooden shed in its state of disrepair and the lawn, which was really more of a weed garden. I’d take care of it when I got back from Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan’s.

			Dad still stood with the back door open. My stomach lurched. Like so many times before, he didn’t remember what had happened. He didn’t know Mom was gone.

			“Mom’s not here.” I hated how my voice sounded like I was a little kid again.

			He walked back to the stove and sighed. “More for the two of us, then.” He split the third plate between the other two then handed one to me. Eating didn’t appeal to me right then, but I couldn’t tell Dad that.

			He sighed again and sat at the kitchen table with his plate of food. We ate in silence for a few minutes, neither one of us wanting to broach the inevitable conversation about Mom. I wasn’t ready to tell him she wasn’t coming back this time. That would mean I’d have to believe it myself. Maybe she’d be back by the time I got home from watching Dax.

			“I thought I’d have the guys over later for a jam session, if you want to join us.”

			For a minute, my heart soared, then I remembered I had plans. “I’m watching Dax today.” An equally exciting prospect, but I wondered if the guys would still be here when I finished babysitting.

			He nodded. “Right.” For as long as I could remember, Dad’s brother and sister-in-law had both worked Saturdays—Uncle Stan as a produce manager at the grocery store and Aunt Jackie a block over at the drugstore—but Dad could never seem to remember. He worked the odd Saturday himself at the music store, but Mr. Haywood was good about rotating his staff, so nobody had to work every Saturday. The store was closed on Sundays. His son Reef, a music teacher at the high school, my choir teacher, and one of Dad’s bandmates, even worked the odd shift when Mr. Haywood was stuck for staff.

			“I wish I could,” I added. I always loved jamming with Dad and his friends. At least he wouldn’t be alone today. Whether he remembered what had happened with Mom last night or not, it seemed better if he spent the day with his friends.

			Pushing my chair back from the table, I stood and took my plate to the kitchen, scraping the bits of remaining food into the garbage then running the plate under water, trying to remove some of the egg yolk I knew would be stuck to the plate like glue later when it came time for me to wash the dishes. Dad wasn’t much for chores. He always said there were better things to do, and nobody ever died from a messy home. Sometimes I wondered. With Mom gone, all the cleaning would be up to me now.

			I dried my hands on a tea towel. My aunt and uncle had everything I needed to take care of Dax at their place, but I slipped my backpack over my shoulder anyway. The notebook and novel inside kept me busy when Dax napped. Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan’s place was spotless, so there wasn’t much for me to do when Dax was sleeping otherwise. When I glanced over at Dad to say goodbye, he was staring at his half-eaten plate of food. I paused. Was he remembering what happened yesterday? Sucking in a breath I said, “Bye, Dad.”

			“Say hi to your aunt and uncle for me.”

			I nodded on my way out, even though Dad just sat there, staring at his plate.

			The morning sun lazily extended its warming arms over the horizon, casting shadows on the sidewalk as I hurried to Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan’s. They only lived three houses down the street, and I wasn’t in danger of being late, but I couldn’t help rushing over, wondering which new words little Dax had learned since I last looked after him a week ago.

			As I turned up the path to their house from the sidewalk, light spilled over the grass in the front yard, painting everything in a warm glow. Birds sang as if they’d just woken up, their trills and tweets filling the air. I turned my head in the direction of their songs, to the neighboring property on the opposite side of the house from where I arrived.

			A man and a woman chatted as they carried boxes from a pickup truck that rested low to the ground, the weight of its load apparent. The man struggled as he carried two boxes, one stacked on top of the other.

			“Careful, Darren. You’ll throw your back out again,” the pretty blonde lady said, as she passed Darren to grab another box from the truck. Darren laughed off the warning like he was invincible.

			I was about to look away when a girl with the shiniest brown hair I’d ever seen came out of the house. I stood there for a moment, just staring at her. I wasn’t even sure why I was staring, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. It was like I was stuck in that spot, unaware of my surroundings. I wanted to talk to her, but my lips seemed to clamp shut. I stood still for a few minutes, watching her, like an idiot.

			She was wearing a pair of denim shorts that showed off her long, tanned legs, and a white T-shirt that had several dirt smudges across the front of it. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she had a light dusting of freckles across her nose. She was unmistakably beautiful.

			“Hey,” she said, catching me off guard. I was so startled I actually took a step back, away from her. “I’m sorry, did I scare you?” she asked, her coffee-colored eyes showing concern.

			I shook my head, trying to snap out of it. “No, no. I was just . . . um . . . thinking about something,” I lied, not wanting to admit that I was staring at her like some creep.

			“Oh, okay,” she said, looking relieved. She extended her hand to me. “I’m Val.”

			I hesitantly reached out and shook her hand. She must have thought I was such a dork, just standing there, glued to that spot. Her skin was warm and soft, and her grip was firm but gentle.

			“I’m John,” I said, my voice coming out a little higher than normal. It wasn’t my fault, given that I was at that age when my voice had a mind of its own and changed at the most inconvenient, not to mention embarrassing, times.

			Val didn’t seem to notice though. Maybe she was just too polite to smirk or comment like the girls at school. “Nice to meet you, John. Are you new to the neighborhood?” she asked, glancing around as if she was looking for something. I should be asking her that. She was clearly moving in.

			“No, I live down the street.” I pointed over my shoulder in the direction of my house. “I’m just here to babysit my cousin.”

			“Oh, okay,” she said again. “Well, it was nice meeting you.” She smiled. “I should get back to helping my parents unpack.”

			“Yeah, of course. It was nice meeting you too,” I replied, still in a daze from our brief encounter.

			As she turned away and walked back to her house, I couldn’t help staring at her again. There was something so alluring about her that I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. My skin warmed and I wasn’t sure if it was from the sun or from the thrill of meeting Val. I smiled to myself, turning to head into Jackie and Stan’s house.

			“I see you met the new neighbors.” Uncle Stan’s deep bass of a voice caught me off guard, and I nearly jumped. How long had he been standing there watching us? I met his gaze and could tell it was long enough that he knew I had been staring at Val.

			“I, uh—”

			He lifted a hand, indicating I should stop talking. “No need to explain to me, son. I was your age once too.” With a wave to Val’s parents, he chuckled then turned to head inside. “Dax and Jackie will be happy to see you.”

			He said that same thing every time I came over, but it still made me feel welcome. Dax spied me from where he sat in his highchair and he instantly opened and closed his raised hand toward me in a toddler wave that looked more like he was trying to catch flies in his hand. Not that Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan have any flies in their house. The place was always spotless, and I made sure to leave it that way whenever I watched Dax for them.

			Aunt Jackie washed dishes in the kitchen.

			“Mornin’, Aunt Jackie.” Their house had almost the same layout as mine. The front door opened into the living room followed by an open concept kitchen with a hallway off to the right which led to the bedrooms. The dining area looked out onto the well-kept backyard and patio.

			“Hi, John.” After giving me a pat on the shoulder and a pursed-lip smile—she must have known about Mom leaving—Aunt Jackie lifted Dax out of his highchair. He ran over to me, his legs still unsteady and awkward, even though he had been walking for over a year now. He threw his arms around my legs, and I picked him up and swung him around, forgetting all about the troubles I left at home.
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			Four

			As soon as I stepped out the door of Aunt Jackie and Uncle Stan’s several hours later, the electric bass sounded in my ears. My heart thumped louder, as if trying to match the strums of the bass. The band was still jamming, and I practically ran the rest of the way home. They stopped touring years ago when Mom couldn’t stand Dad’s leaving every weekend and having to find someone to take care of me while she worked, but they still played locally every now and then. Nothing like they used to, according to Dad. He always made it sound like they were legends. The Bickley Boys on account of two out of the four band members were brothers. Dante Bickley left Bisonville several years ago, but Damon still played with the band. He and Dad traded lead guitar duties and wrote most of the band’s original songs together. They kept the band’s name the same even though only one Bickley boy remained.

			I barged through the door, the music ten times louder than outside. My body already bobbed along to the beat, some catchy Western tune. Dad gave me a nod as he sang about his broken heart, and I couldn’t help wondering if he was thinking about Mom or if it was just a song to him. I recognized the tune, but I couldn’t name it. It wasn’t one of their originals. If it had been, I’d have known it wasn’t just a song to Dad.

			Reef dropped his bass lick for a moment and gave me a wave. The rest of the band dropped off too, realizing Reef had stopped. Without their drummer Adrian, Reef was the one holding them together with the bass line.

			I held my hand up in a wave. “Hey, Reef.”

			“Is that any way to talk to your teacher, son?”

			My face heated, even though Mr. Haywood had told me before I could call him Reef when we weren’t at school. He turned to Dad as if to say something, but Dad, having several years on Reef, gave him a look.

			“Sorry, Mr. Haywood.” I raised my eyebrows when Dad wasn’t looking, and Reef gave me a smirk and a knowing nod. At least I hadn’t called him Reefer. I don’t know why his bandmates, including Dad, insisted on calling him that, other than the obvious reason. He was probably the last person in this town that would ever do drugs. I’ve never even seen him with a beer that wasn’t of the near-beer, non-alcoholic variety.

			I said hi to Damon, and he told me he wanted to see my new guitar. I wondered how Damon knew about my guitar purchase. Had Dad remembered more than he had let on about last night? When I glanced at Dad, he was busy messing around with his Fender.

			“Sorry, Johnny, hope you don’t mind,” said Reef. Right, he had been at the store yesterday when I made my big purchase.

			“Not at all,” I said, then rushed down the hall to grab my acoustic to show off to the guys. I should have known it was Reef who’d brought up my guitar. Not Dad.

			The steely sound of fingers sliding on strings filled my ears as I entered my room. Someone was itching to get back to playing. Probably Dad.

			When I returned to the living room, I handed my guitar to Damon who had leaned his own guitar against the couch. He let out a long high-pitched whistle. “She’s a real beaut. You must have mowed a lot of lawns for this.”

			I nodded. Sunday was always lawn care day. Our neighborhood consisted of mainly average houses on small, square lots. If it wasn’t blistering hot out, I could get five to seven lawns done in a day. Mom had always told me to take lots of breaks and drink lots of water. Especially during peak summer heat which we’d be entering soon.

			“Mind if I test her out?” asked Damon, pausing with my guitar held halfway between us. I was hesitant. I knew there was no harm, but something made me balk. I hadn’t played her that much myself, yet.

			Reluctantly, I nodded and Damon assumed his usual playing stance. Legs bent and wide. He took the guitar digs right into the opening of “Johnny B. Goode.” It didn’t sound quite the same on my acoustic as it did on the electric, but Damon made up for it with his usual flair.

			“Woo!” He handed the guitar back to me. “I think she’ll do just fine, Johnny.” He shot me a wink then took a pull off a beer I hadn’t noticed before. “Why don’t you join us?” He jerked his head back, signaling for me to stand with him and my dad.

			I turned my head to Dad to see what he thought of this idea when the door flew open. “Mom?” I spun around, hoping none of the guys heard me.

			Uncle Stan barged in, my backpack in his hand. “Thought you might need this.”

			“Thanks,” I said, taking my backpack then retreating to my bedroom with my guitar.

			“Hey, aren’t you going to join us?” Dad asked. For a minute, I thought he was talking to Uncle Stan, but he had left as quickly as he’d arrived.

			I shrugged then took a spot with the band. Gesturing for me to stand by him, Reef said, “I know you know C major.”

			I nodded. That was the first scale I had learned in Reef’s choir class. There were no high school music classes where I could play my guitar, so I’d chosen choir over concert band. If I couldn’t play my guitar at school, at least I could sing.

			Reef tapped his bass, counting the band in. “One . . . two . . . One, two, three, four.”

			“We’ll play the one and five chords. You can pluck it or strum it, whichever you prefer,” he said over his bass. “Just watch my fingers if you get lost.” Since my acoustic wasn’t plugged in, I was pretty sure it didn’t matter what I played. The sound from my guitar didn’t stand a chance against all those electrics.

			Soon Damon and Dad joined in, then Dad started singing. I was right. I couldn’t hear a darn thing coming from my own guitar, but I didn’t care. Swaying to the beat, with Dad and his bandmates felt like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I kept going, checking Reef’s fingers every now and then to make sure I was on track, which was a bit challenging with his bass having only four strings to my acoustic’s six.

			Six songs later, sweat soaked through my shirt and my ears buzzed, even though everyone had stopped playing. The guys started packing their instruments while Dad grabbed a six-pack from the fridge. He rejoined the group, passing cans around, skipping Reef, of course. When he got to me, he handed me one just like the rest of the guys. I didn’t know if he’d already had too much beer to realize what he was doing or if he just didn’t care.

			Damon touched the bottom of his can to the top of mine then took a
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