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Alec closed the front door and tossed his keys onto the table in the hall.  He knew Rick was home; he could hear country music coming from the living room and no one else in the house could stand the stuff.  Alec let his coat slide off his back.  He hung it on the banister and went into where Rick lay sprawled across the couch, still dressed in Saturday's clothes, even though it was Monday.

As soon as Alec appeared in the doorway, Rick sat up to make room for the person gracious enough to offer him a bed to sleep in and so on, until . . . well, until Hell froze over was the way Alec had begun to think.  He saw the extra couch space and sat in the armchair.

Gina's car was gone and that meant, if not for Rick, Alec would have had the house to himself, a rare occurrence since Gina quit working to stay home with their son.

He remained silent; he only talked to Rick when it concerned Gina.  Alec watched one cowboy-hat wearing twanger after another for twenty minutes before a commercial came on.  Then he grabbed the remote from the coffee table and turned to something else, anything as long as it annoyed Rick because Rick wouldn't let his annoyance show, and knowing his brother-in-law was stewing just made Alec more giddy at this chance to piss him off.

He stopped on the Weather channel, waited a minute, then asked, "Where's your sister?"

Rick ate a sandwich (Alec's food from Alec's kitchen), ignoring the white crumbs falling onto his stomach, feigning interest in the dark patch of storm that kept wrapping around Florida, disappearing and reforming to wrap around it again.  He swallowed, washed it down with the last of a beer (never mind that Rick was only nineteen), and put the empty can back on the wet circle it had made on the table.

"I don't know," he said, glancing at Alec.  Alec noticed Rick's twitching fingers, which showed Rick's eagerness for Alec to go so he could turn back.  But he knew Rick wouldn't touch the remote until Alec was gone.

Alec nodded, set the remote in his chair, stood and went up to shower.  He undressed and moved to close the bathroom door, and he could still hear the Weather Channel coming from downstairs.  He shook his head and stepped under the spray.

On days that he should have had to himself but didn't because of the jobless mass on his couch, Alec made an effort to try to put everything out of his mind anyway, forget the world and just enjoy what quiet he could get.  That was usually whatever time he spent in the shower.  So he always took his time, washed twice, and ended sometimes just standing there staring at the tiles until the hot water ran out.

Today, Alec could have used the solitude, like Gina takes Marshall and they spend a while at her parents' house, preferably the weekend.  That never happened, but sometimes Alec thought it could occur regularly and he'd never mind.  He did love them, even if he took what chances he could get for solitude.  But, as long as Gina kept talking him out of kicking Rick out, all that was moot.  Rick had no friends, went nowhere (because he had no money and Alec had made Gina stop loaning it to him), and never left.

But today Alec could have used the nothing.

He'd just had a shitty attitude all day, for no reason, but almost everything seemed to work his last nerve today.  He didn't know why, and in fact if he could have figured it out, he would have fixed it.  But this wasn't something that could just get "fixed."  There was just this mood enveloping him like a too-thick winter coat, the one that made movement, and sometimes even breathing, a task.

And now he just wanted to wash that and everything else away.  Close himself in a quiet room where the phone's ring wouldn't reach, unplug everything in the house that might make noise and disturb him and just be.  Well, unplug everything except his amp.

Alec got out, dried, dressed again and went into the bedroom. He closed the door and tried to smile down at Johnny, but the muscles around his mouth just wouldn't do it.

He'd bought a Rickenbacker after seeing John Lennon play one and had named it after the man.  Alec picked it up, wrapped his fingers around the guitar's neck, and his lips curled at the edges.  An Ah yeah dreaminess came into his eyes.

His “electrocution scenario” came to mind, the one where, when he strummed, the current ran, not into his amp, but into Rick, and Alec let it stay there long enough to turn on the amp, turn up the volume, and strum a G chord.  He let the sound substitute the electricity that, in his mind, fried his nothing brother-in-law.  The ringing faded and Alec decided Mental-Rick wasn't dead enough, so he ran through more chords, getting harder and louder with each until Mental-Rick was good and charred.  Alec smiled, lay down on the bed with Johnny across his stomach, and played.

Here was relaxation.  Here was bliss.  Here was the only solitude he got anymore, and with the baby, even this wasn't very often.  He closed his eyes and let his fingers go.

He loved the feel of the strings beneath his fingertips, the smoothness of the neck against his palm, the weight of the body against his stomach, the way the placement of his arms sometimes felt like holding a woman.  Maybe he should change the name, maybe a woman's name?  Anything but Yoko.  No, Gina would never like that, and he'd never try to explain it, because there was nothing to explain, not with words.  You either played or you didn't, and some things didn't hold to explaining.

Alec play the intro to Tool’s “Sober”, then segued into Van Halen’s “Panama”, which gave way to the theme song to the TV show “King of the Hill”.  With every strum or chord change, every slide or bend, and every hammer-on, he could feel his mood slipping away, as if a physical shadow slid a little further off Alec's body until he lay there holding his guitar, feeling damn close to great, or as close as he could get with Rick in the house.

He hoped Gina and Marshall stayed gone a while longer; he wanted this freedom to hang around a little before he had to go back to playing husband and father.

He started strumming random chords, letting his fingers close on the fret board where they would, staring up at the white ceiling, trying to will it all away, letting his mind convince himself he was alone, letting his mind convince himself that if he went downstairs he'd find a silent television, a clean living room, and the smell of Rick's shoes absent.

Go, he told everything in his head, vanish.

And he almost had himself tricked, too, until a thought snuck into his head, between the guitar's wails and Alec's drifting, the question: I wonder if the amp's too loud?

Too loud for what? that other part of his brain asked.  There's no one for it to disturb.

Even so, the rational side responded, I wonder if Rick can hear it under the television?

"I hope so," Alec muttered.
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