
Maestro, Hold On
by daniel barrios 

Uno. 

One detail Maestro, as he preferred to go by, had not factored into his escape from New 

York were the wildfires. The fires had been there long before he arrived, and once he and his 

twin brother, Yordan, reached Humboldt County, Maestro saw them as something 

biblical—hellfire sent to punish the sinners. Maybe that’s what this farm was, a purgatory for lost 

men trying to prove themselves worthy of salvation. Or maybe that was just what Maestro told 

himself to keep from admitting the truth: that he had nowhere else to go. 

Yordan never entertained such thoughts. While Maestro stood staring at the flames 

licking the edge of the fields, Yordan was already shouting orders, grabbing tools, moving with 

purpose. “Get the water!” he barked. But Maestro didn’t move. Not out of defiance—he just 

didn’t see the point. Let it burn. He was no good out here anyway, just another displaced man 

without a plan, about as useful as the stack of hay he pissed on behind the barn. 

The crops they tended were tall marijuana plants, their stems lashed to wooden stakes 

with ropes made from old fishing nets. The hills of Humboldt hadn’t been swallowed by the 

flames yet—green waves of mystery stretching into the dense smoke, the last breath of life 

before the inevitable. An orange sun hung low, hazed by the choking air, and that was as close as 

they dared to get. Yordan kept working. Maestro stood still, watching. 

Humboldt was different to them. To Yordan, it was a land of opportunity, a place where 

hard work could mean something. He saw promise in the endless rows of plants, in the rich soil 

Winner of the 2025 Kinder/Crump Prize "Maestro, Hold On" by daniel barrios

1



 

beneath his boots, in the long days spent harvesting under the sun. But to Maestro, Humboldt 

was just another stop in a string of bad decisions. It was the bottom of a deep well, where men 

like him came to disappear. The trees loomed too high, the roads twisted like a labyrinth with no 

real exits, and the fog that rolled in each morning made it feel like the whole place was waiting 

to swallow him whole. 

The head farmer, Cabrón, was barely a presence on the farm. He had other crop sites to 

oversee, other fires to put out—real and metaphorical. Most of the work fell to Yordan, who took 

to it without complaint, as if this was the life he had always been meant for. The twins were 

given a blue barn to sleep in, its walls warped with age, the air thick with the smell of dried grass 

and old wood. There was no running water. 

Maestro had gone at least ten days without a shower, his skin sticky with sweat and resin. 

Farming didn’t suit him, but that wasn’t new—nothing ever had. He hadn’t known he needed 

boots to stomp out mice and snakes until he saw Yordan do it without hesitation. His Vans were 

useless out here, just like him. He thought about Staten Island, about the life he had 

abandoned—a wife, two babies, a past he refused to claim. If anyone asked, he said he was from 

New Jersey. 

“Agua, agua!” Yordan shouted, his voice cutting through the thick smoke. 

“No hay, patrón,” a farmhand called back, shaking his head. “El pozo está seco.” 

Yordan swore under his breath and turned to Maestro. “Take the quad to the market. Get 

water.” 
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Maestro didn’t move. He didn’t take orders—especially not from his maldito twin 

brother. His hands stayed in his pockets. “I’m not one of these trimmigrants.” 

“Yes, you are,” Yordan said, his tone flat, matter-of-fact. 

The farmhand let out a short laugh, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his 

hand. “Somos todos trimmigrantes aquí, hermano,” he muttered, shaking his head. Then he 

studied Maestro for a beat, his smirk fading. “Sabes el camino?” 

Maestro held his gaze but said nothing. He didn’t know the roads, didn’t know which dirt 

paths led back to the market and which ones twisted into the hills, dead ends swallowing lost 

men whole. 

The farmhand sighed, dropping his gloves onto a nearby crate. “Voy contigo.” 

Maestro clenched his jaw. He didn’t need a babysitter. He didn’t need another reminder 

that he didn’t belong. But before he could refuse, Yordan spoke for him. 

“Good,” Yordan said. “Make sure he doesn’t get lost.” 

The farmhand nodded, already walking toward the quad. “Vamos, Maestro.” 

Maestro lingered, resisting. Yordan didn’t even look at him, already turning back to the 

burning fields. 

With a sharp breath, Maestro followed. 

The green Can-Am quad was the farm’s workhorse, a country version of a golf cart but 

built for rougher hands and rougher roads. It had two worn seats up front, cracked at the 
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edges from sun and sweat, and a rear bed meant for hauling bundles of freshly cut 

flowers, rusted tools, and the occasional trimmigrant hitching a ride. The tires were thick 

with dried mud, caking the treads like layers of old wax, and the front steel bumper was 

crusted in dirt, resembling a chocolate-covered strawberry left too long in the sun. 

The Can-Am rumbled to life, its engine coughing like an old smoker before settling into a 

steady, throaty purr. When the farmhand twisted the throttle, the quad lurched forward, spitting 

up dirt as it clawed at the uneven ground. The suspension groaned under the weight of the ride, 

bouncing them hard as they tore through the hills, each bump jarring Maestro’s spine. The wind 

hit their faces in dusty bursts, carrying the scent of pine sap, burnt earth, and skunkweed. 

Humboldt stretched out before them like a forgotten frontier, wild and untamed. The hills 

rolled endlessly, patched with towering redwoods that stood like sentinels over the lawless land. 

In the distance, the ghostly silhouettes of abandoned shacks peeked through the trees—old grow 

houses, raided and left to rot. A coyote howled somewhere in the thickening dusk, its cry long 

and lonesome, answered by another farther up the ridge. 

Then—pop pop pop. Gunshots. 

Maestro flinched, his grip tightening on the side of the quad. The farmhand didn’t even 

blink, just kept one hand steady on the throttle. “Hunters,” he muttered, though the way he said it 

left room for doubt. 

The dirt road twisted like a rattlesnake through the hills, leading them deeper into the 

belly of the county. The sun had dipped low, setting the horizon ablaze with streaks of orange 
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and blood-red clouds, the kind of sky that made you feel like the world was on fire even when 

the flames weren’t licking at your back. 

The Can-Am rattled over a deep pothole, jostling Maestro in his seat. He gripped the side 

for balance, muttering a curse under his breath. 

The farmhand smirked, keeping one hand on the throttle, the other resting lazily on his 

knee. “Too rough for you, New York?” 

Maestro scoffed. “This ain’t shit. You ever hit a Staten Island pothole? Swallow your 

whole damn car.” 

The farmhand chuckled. “Maybe, but I bet you never had to dodge a mountain lion on 

your way to the store.” 

Maestro glanced at him, unsure if he was joking. “Mountain lions?” 

“They come down sometimes. Looking for food. Looking for something lost.” The 

farmhand paused, eyes still on the road. “You ever feel like that?” 

Maestro exhaled sharply, looking away. The hills stretched ahead, rolling into forever. “I 

don’t know what I feel.” 

The farmhand nodded like he understood. For a while, the only sound was the quad’s 

engine growling against the dirt, the distant coyote howls swallowed by the wind. 

Then—gunshots. 

Maestro tensed. “Hunters?” 
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The farmhand shrugged. “Sometimes. Sometimes not.” 

Maestro studied him, the way he sat easy in his seat, like he had long since accepted 

whatever this place had to offer—good, bad, and in between. Maestro envied that, even if he 

wouldn’t admit it. 

“You ever think about leaving?” Maestro asked. 

The farmhand’s lips twitched into a smirk. “You ever think about staying?” 

The question caught Maestro off guard. He didn’t answer. 

The quad roared forward, kicking up dust behind them, disappearing into the hills. The 

farmhand eased off the throttle, letting the Can-Am slow as they crested a ridge. Without a word, 

he veered off the dirt path and rolled up to a small clearing overlooking the valley. From up here, 

Humboldt sprawled beneath them like an unfinished painting—jagged hills, patches of unburned 

forest, and fields of green stretching toward the horizon. The sky was streaked with sunset fire, 

the orange glow bleeding into the smog drifting from the distant wildfires. It looked both 

beautiful and ruined, like something that was never meant to last. 

“This your spot?” Maestro asked, swinging his legs off the quad. 

The farmhand nodded, pulling a crumpled Altoids tin from his jacket pocket. He popped 

it open, revealing a few loose buds of weed, sticky and dense. “I come up here when I need to 

clear my head.” He pinched some flower, breaking it up between his fingers. “Or forget it.” 

Maestro watched as he rolled with practiced ease, licking the edge of the paper and 

sealing it with a swipe of his thumb. It was a farmer’s roll—quick, sloppy, but effective. 
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“That from the farm?” Maestro asked. 

The farmhand grinned, fishing a lighter from his jeans. “You think Cabrón counts every 

nug?” He sparked the joint, the tip flaring bright against the deepening dusk. He took a slow 

drag, exhaling a thick cloud before passing it to Maestro without looking. 

Maestro hesitated. He hadn’t smoked in a long time. Not since back home. Not since 

everything went to shit. But something about the farmhand—his ease, his indifference, the way 

he seemed to belong to this place in a way Maestro never could—made it hard to say no. 

He took it, brought it to his lips, and inhaled. The smoke burned in a way he wasn’t 

expecting, hot and earthy, tinged with resin. He coughed, earning a quiet chuckle from the 

farmhand. 

“You get used to it,” the farmhand said, stretching his legs out in front of him. 

Maestro exhaled slowly, watching the smoke curl into the sky, dissolving into the smog. 

For the first time since arriving in Humboldt, he didn’t feel completely out of place. 

“My wife cheated on me,” he blurted. 

The farmhand let out a low whistle. “Damn.” He took the joint back, nodding. “That why 

you’re out here?” 

Maestro snorted, shaking his head. “Nah. I came out here ‘cause I love dirt and not 

showering.” 

The farmhand laughed. “Yeah, I figured. You got the whole ‘man on the run’ look. Shit, if 

you’d told me you were a fugitive, I’d believe you.” 
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Maestro smirked, but the humor didn’t quite reach his eyes. He rubbed his face, sighing. 

“You ever love somebody so much, you just know they’re gonna break you?” 

The farmhand took a slow drag, considering. “Nah. I’m smart enough to stay single.” 

For a while, neither of them spoke. The joint burned down, passing between them in easy 

silence. The coyotes howled in the distance. The smoke mixed with the smog, disappearing into 

the same horizon. And for the first time in a long time, Maestro didn’t feel like he was drowning 

in it alone. 

The farmhand flicked the last of the joint into the dirt and leaned back on his elbows, 

eyes in the sky. The firelight from the distant wildfires flickered against the smog, throwing 

shadows over the hills. After a long silence, he spoke. 

“So why’d you come out here with Yordan?” 

Maestro exhaled, stretching his legs out in front of him. “He’s my brother.” 

The farmhand scoffed. “Yeah, I got that part. But why’d you come with him? I’ve seen 

how you two are. Feels like you’re following him more than riding with him.” 

Maestro frowned. He didn’t like the way that sounded, and he couldn’t argue it. Yordan 

had always been the one with a plan, the one people listened to. Even now, even here, in a place 

they didn’t belong, Yordan had carved out a role for himself while Maestro—well, Maestro was 

just there. 

“I dunno,” Maestro muttered, picking at a loose thread on his jeans. “I didn’t have 

anywhere else to go.” 
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The farmhand nodded, like he understood. “Ain’t nothing wrong with being lost.” He 

looked over at Maestro. “Better than following the wrong crowd.” 

Maestro sighed, rubbing his face. “Yeah? ‘Cause right now, it don’t feel much better.” 

The farmhand smirked, standing up and dusting off his jeans. “Come on.” 

“What?” 

He jerked his chin toward the Can-Am. “Get in the driver’s seat.” 

Maestro squinted at him. “I don’t know how to drive that thing.” 

“Exactly,” the farmhand said. “Time to learn.” 

Maestro hesitated, but something about the farmhand’s confidence made it hard to argue. 

He climbed into the driver’s seat, gripping the handlebars awkwardly. 

“Alright,” the farmhand said, climbing onto the back. “Throttle’s here. Brake’s here. 

Keep your weight steady when you hit a bump, don’t tense up. Just feel the road.” 

Maestro nodded, adjusting his grip. “And if I crash?” 

The farmhand grinned. “Then you crash like a man.” 

“Great advice,” Maestro muttered, but he twisted the throttle anyway. The Can-Am 

lurched forward, nearly throwing him off balance. The farmhand grabbed his shoulder, steadying 

him. 
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“Relax,” the farmhand said. “It’s just like life—if you let it throw you around, you’re 

gonna eat shit. Control it. Don’t let it control you.” 

Maestro gritted his teeth, adjusting his weight as the quad bumped over the uneven dirt. It 

was rough at first, but after a few minutes, he found a rhythm. He wasn’t just hanging on—he 

was driving. 

The farmhand clapped him on the back. “There you go.” 

Maestro smirked. “You giving life lessons now?” 

“Maybe,” the farmhand said. “But I know one thing—you keep letting Yordan run your 

life, you’re never gonna learn how to drive your own.” 

Maestro swallowed, feeling something tighten in his chest. He wasn’t sure if it was anger, 

realization, or something in between. He had his hands on the wheel. And he wasn’t about to let 

go. Maestro tightened his grip on the handlebars, rolling his shoulders back. The quad bounced 

over the dirt, but he adjusted, keeping steady, feeling the road beneath him instead of fighting 

against it. The wind hit his face, carrying the scent of pine, smoke, and damp earth. 

The farmhand leaned back casually in the passenger seat, hands behind his head like he 

was lounging in a recliner. “Look at you, patrón,” he teased. “Couple more weeks, and Cabrón’s 

gonna have you leading the farm.” 

Maestro snorted. “Yeah, right. First day they left me alone, I’d probably burn the place 

down.” 
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The farmhand nodded seriously. “True. You got that ‘accidentally start a wildfire’ 

energy.” 

They hit a dip in the trail, and the Can-Am jerked, the tires skidding slightly on loose 

gravel. Maestro adjusted, regaining control. The farmhand let out a long whistle. 

“Damn, almost ate shit,” he said. “That would’ve been a sad way to go. ‘Two idiots found 

crushed under an ATV, high as hell.’” 

Maestro laughed, loosening up. He felt different now—not just because of the weed, but 

because of the way the quad moved under him, the way he could control it. 

They rounded a bend, the lights from the small town up ahead flickering through the 

trees. 

“Keep an eye out for mountain lions,” the farmhand said suddenly. 

Maestro’s hands tensed on the grips. “Wait, what?” 

“Yeah, man,” the farmhand said, nodding sagely. “They love these hills. Sometimes they 

just sit in the road, waiting to pounce. Ain’t nothing you can do.” 

Maestro glanced around nervously. “Should I slow down?” 

The farmhand waved a hand. “Nah, just speed up and hit ‘em full force.” 

Maestro groaned. “You’re an idiot.” 

The farmhand grinned. “Maybe, but you’re the one letting an idiot teach you how to 

drive.” 
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They both laughed, and for the first time in a long time, Maestro didn’t feel like he was 

running from something. 

Dos. 

The Can-Am rumbled back onto the farm just as the last traces of daylight faded into the 

smoke-streaked sky. The scent of burning wood lingered in the air, mixing with the earthiness of 

the weed crops. Shadows stretched long across the field, and the workers moved like ghosts 

through the rows of plants, their hands quick, their faces unreadable in the dim light. 

Yordan stood near the barn, arms crossed, jaw tight. He had been listening for the quad’s 

return, pacing in the dark, feeling the weight of responsibility settle heavier on his shoulders. 

Siempre es así con él. He handled things, kept the farm running, made sure they had a place to 

sleep—but Maestro? Maestro just drifted, waiting for someone else to steer him. 

When the quad finally rolled to a stop, Yordan took a step forward, eyes scanning his 

brother, then the farmhand, then the quad bed. “Tardaron mucho.” 

Maestro hopped off, wiping sweat from his brow. “Had to make sure I didn’t run over 

any mountain lions.” 

The farmhand let out a short laugh. “Jaja, cuidado, patrón. Esos cabrones te siguen hasta 

el baño.” 

Yordan didn’t crack a smile. He looked from Maestro to the farmhand, then back again. 

“What’d you two get up to?” 

Maestro shrugged. “Just got the water, same as you asked.” 
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Yordan stepped closer, inhaling slightly. He caught it right away—the faint musk of weed 

clinging to Maestro’s clothes. Not the farm’s weed, either. Something fresh, smoked recently. His 

stomach twisted. 

“You smell like smoke,” he said. 

Maestro didn’t flinch. “Yeah, well, everything smells like smoke around here.” 

Yordan’s fists tightened at his sides. That was Maestro—always acting like nothing 

mattered, like no one noticed the messes he left behind. Yordan had pulled him out of enough 

wreckage to know better. 

Cabrón was coming in the morning. Yordan had worked too damn hard to keep 

everything running smoothly, and he wasn’t about to let his brother screw that up. 

He grabbed a jug of water from the quad bed, his tone sharpening. “Cabrón viene en la 

mañana.” 

The farmhand let out a low whistle. “Mierda. Eso significa que trae la báscula. Alguien 

va a salir jodido.” 

Yordan ignored him, keeping his focus on Maestro. “You better be up early.” 

Maestro clenched his jaw. Yordan could see something different in his brother’s 

eyes—something that wasn’t just defiance but resentment. It sent a flicker of unease through 

him. 

Maestro grabbed a jug of water and slung it over his shoulder. He held Yordan’s stare. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I will be.” 
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The farmhand smirked, sensing the tension but wisely staying out of it. “Bueno, yo me 

largo antes de que se maten. Suerte, cabrones.” 

As he walked off toward the workers’ quarters, Maestro turned toward the barn. Yordan 

stayed behind, watching him. The night was settling in, but his mind kept turning. Cabrón would 

bring more than just scales in the morning—he’d bring a reminder of who was really in charge. 

And Yordan wasn’t sure his brother understood that yet. 

The morning arrived thick with smoke, the sky a muted orange as the wildfires crept 

somewhere beyond the hills. The farm was already stirring—workers moving through the rows, 

heads down, hands busy. The usual rhythm of harvesting, trimming, drying. But there was a 

weight in the air heavier than the heat. 

Cabrón was coming. 

Yordan stood by the barn, already sweating, already thinking ten steps ahead. He had 

made sure everything was in order. The plants trimmed, the product weighed, the workers kept 

quiet. But still, there was an itch at the back of his neck, a feeling he couldn’t shake. 

And then he heard it—the low growl of an engine crawling up the dirt road. 

A blacked-out Chevy Tahoe rolled through the farm’s entrance, kicking up dust as it 

came to a stop. The doors swung open, and out stepped Cabrón, dressed in dark jeans and a crisp 

white button-up, sleeves rolled to his elbows. He was built like a man who had never lifted a 

thing in his life, but who people still feared. 

Two men followed behind him, the usual muscle. Silent. Watching. 
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Cabrón didn’t look at anyone as he walked, just moved straight toward the main 

processing tent. Workers made themselves smaller as he passed, as if the air itself tightened in 

his presence. To him, they were all the same—bodies to trim, to haul, to weigh, to discard when 

they became problems. 

Yordan knew this. And he knew Cabrón didn’t see him or Maestro any differently. 

“Listo?” Cabrón asked, not even looking at Yordan as he approached. 

Yordan nodded, stepping forward. “Sí. Everything’s weighed, everything’s clean.” 

Cabrón made a small noise in the back of his throat, the kind that could mean approval or 

boredom. He stepped into the tent, where a table had been set up with several large turkey bags 

of trimmed weed, scales lined up neatly beside them. 

He flicked his eyes over them, then gestured to one of his men. The guy stepped forward, 

unzipping a bag, checking the weight. Yordan held his breath. 

Then Cabrón frowned. 

He reached into the bag, lifting a handful of buds, inspecting them under the light. Then 

he dropped them, dusting his hands off like the whole thing was beneath him. 

“Falta.” 

Yordan’s stomach tightened. “No—everything was weighed last night. It’s all there.” 

Cabrón turned his head slightly, finally meeting Yordan’s eyes. It wasn’t anger in his 

expression. It was something worse. 
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Amusement. 

“Entonces alguien me está robando.” 

A cold silence spread through the tent. 

Maestro, who had been standing near the entrance, shifted uneasily. Cabrón’s gaze slid to 

him, slow and deliberate. 

“Y tú?” Cabrón asked, tilting his head. “You look like the kind of guy who likes free 

shit.” 

Maestro opened his mouth, but Yordan cut in. “My brother doesn’t touch the product.” 

Cabrón laughed under his breath. “Your brother doesn’t do shit.” He glanced at his men. 

“Check the barn.” 

The two goons moved without hesitation, marching toward the barn where Maestro and 

Yordan slept. Maestro’s heart kicked against his ribs. 

Yordan turned to Cabrón, keeping his voice steady. “Come on. You think we’d be stupid 

enough to steal from you?” 

Cabrón smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. 

“I think everybody’s stupid,” he said. “Until proven otherwise.” 

The sound of metal clanking came from the barn. A moment later, one of the men walked 

out, holding something up. 
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A bag. A stash of weed. 

Yordan’s stomach dropped. Maestro’s blood went cold. 

Cabrón sighed, running a hand over his jaw. “Qué pena.” 

And then, just like that, he pulled a pistol from his waistband. 

The silence stretched, thick as the smoke hanging in the air. The pistol sat heavy in 

Cabrón’s hand, not quite raised but not idle either. His men stood like statues, waiting for the 

next move. 

Then, a voice cut through the tension. 

"Es mío." 

The farmhand stepped forward, his expression unreadable. Maestro’s stomach twisted. 

"Yo lo escondí ahí," the farmhand said, his voice steady. "Pa’ que no lo encontraran." 

Cabrón’s eyes slid to him, amused again. “Sí?” He tilted his head. “You think I believe 

that?” 

The farmhand shrugged. "You don’t have to. But you know I’ve been here long enough. I 

know better than to steal from you and run." He nodded toward Maestro. "Este cabrón wouldn’t 

even know what to do with it." 

Maestro clenched his jaw but said nothing. He knew the farmhand was right. 
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Yordan exhaled slowly, his hands flexing at his sides. His brain worked through the 

angles—how to salvage this, how to keep Cabrón from pulling that trigger. Cabrón studied the 

farmhand for a long moment. Then, like he had already lost interest, he sighed and holstered his 

gun. 

"Qué lástima," he said. "Eras bueno. But no one’s indispensable." He jerked his chin 

toward the road. "Get your shit. You’re done here." 

The farmhand didn’t move at first, as if waiting for a punchline. But Cabrón had already 

turned away, walking back toward the processing tent like the matter had been handled. 

One of Cabrón’s men smirked. "Vete a los campos de fresas, güey. See if they let you take 

little souvenirs from there." 

A low ripple of laughter from a few workers. But the farmhand didn’t give them the 

satisfaction of a reaction. 

He turned to Maestro, clapped a firm hand on his shoulder. “Looks like you’re on your 

own now, hermano.” His voice was light, but there was weight behind the words.  

Then he looked at Yordan, held his gaze for a second longer, something unspoken passing 

between them. 

Tres. 

Cabrón left without another word, the tension in the air lingering long after the dust from 

his Tahoe settled. The farmhands, who had been frozen in place, slowly returned to their work, 

casting quick glances at the three men left standing in the clearing. 
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The farmhand sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Pues, así es la vida,” he muttered. 

“One day you’re trimming, the next you’re trespassing.” 

Maestro exhaled sharply, running a hand down his face. “Mierda. I should’ve said 

something. Maybe—” 

“No seas pendejo,” the farmhand cut him off. “You saying something would’ve made it 

worse.” He patted Maestro’s chest twice, like knocking on a hollow door. “Tienes que aprender a 

callarte y aguantar.” 

"A veces es mejor callarte y aguantar." 

The words settled into Maestro’s chest like a knife twisting between his ribs, slow and 

deliberate, not enough to kill but enough to make him feel every inch of the wound. Aguantar. If 

anyone knew about that, it was him. 

For two years, he had mastered the art of silence, of swallowing back his own voice until 

it became an echo he could barely recognize. Two years of watching his wife slip further and 

further away, of pretending not to see the way she turned her phone screen when he walked into 

the room, the way her laughter changed when it wasn’t meant for him. He had known—God, he 

had known—and yet he stayed, gripping onto something that had already crumbled between his 

fingers. Maestro let out a hollow laugh, shaking his head. 

"You ever hold onto something so hard, it breaks anyway?" His voice was steady, but 

something underneath it wavered, stretched too thin. 
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The farmhand exhaled, shaking his head. "No vale la pena, compa." He reached for 

another beer, cracked it open with a sharp hiss. "Aguantando is for fools." 

Maestro tilted his head back, staring up at the sky, the stars barely visible through the 

smog. Yeah, he thought, taking the beer the farmhand passed him. Maybe it is. 

Maestro took the beer but didn’t open it. He rolled the bottle between his hands, 

condensation slick against his fingers, the glass warm from sitting too long in the sun. The air 

smelled like dust and smoke, thick with the fading scent of harvested weed. He stared out at the 

dark hills stretching into the night, their silhouettes jagged and endless, disappearing into the 

smog-streaked sky. 

"Yeah," he muttered. "Guess I did." 

The farmhand clapped him on the back, the impact solid, grounding. "Then maybe it’s 

time you stop following and start leading, cabrón." He nodded toward the Can-Am, its muddied 

tires still caked with dried earth. "And I think I know just where to start." 

He tossed Maestro the keys. 

Maestro caught them midair, the weight of them heavy in his palm, heavier than it 

should’ve been. 

Yordan hadn’t said a word. He stood where Cabrón left him, his shoulders stiff, his face 

unreadable. The firelight from the burn piles cast long shadows across his sharp features, his 

eyes dark and distant. Then, finally— 

"We need a drink." 
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They sat on the loading dock behind the barn as the sun bled out behind the hills, staining 

the sky in bruised purples and burnt orange. The scent of charred wood and resin still lingered, 

mixing with the bitter tang of warm beer as they passed bottles between them. The labels were 

peeling, sun-bleached from sitting in the back of the barn for days, and the liquid inside was flat 

and sharp, but none of them cared. 

"Qué pinche vida," the farmhand exhaled after a long swig, his voice somewhere between 

frustration and amusement. "Busting my ass for this place, and Cabrón kicks me out like a stray 

dog." 

Yordan spun his bottle slowly against the wood, watching the condensation streak down 

its side. "He doesn’t see people. Just product." 

The farmhand snorted. "You think I didn’t know that? I just thought I had a little more 

time." 

Maestro, already three beers deep, wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. "So what 

now? You really gonna pick strawberries?" 

The farmhand grinned, his teeth flashing in the dim light. "Maybe I’ll move to 

Mendocino, trim for some rich hippies. Or find a girl and open a taco stand. Who knows." He 

nudged Maestro with his elbow. "You can come with me. I’ll teach you how to actually work." 

Maestro laughed, but it was short, hollow. "I don’t even know what I’m doing here." 

Yordan finally looked at him, his gaze steady and unflinching. "Neither do I." 
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The farmhand drained the rest of his beer, then smirked. "You know what we need?" He 

pointed toward the Can-Am parked near the barn, its headlights catching the dust in the air. "One 

last ride." 

Yordan shook his head. "We’re drunk." 

"Exactly." 

The Can-Am roared to life, the engine coughing before settling into a low, guttural growl. 

Maestro’s hands tightened around the wheel as he slammed his foot on the pedal, the quad jolting 

forward, kicking up dirt and loose gravel. The headlights sliced through the darkness, 

illuminating the road in sudden, frantic flashes. 

"Faster, cabrón!" the farmhand whooped from the passenger seat, his fingers gripping the 

roll bar. 

Yordan sat in the back, bracing himself against the frame as they tore through the farm, 

past the drying sheds, past the distant fields where the plants swayed in the night breeze, ghostly 

and untouched. The wind was cold against their flushed faces, whipping through their hair, 

carrying the scent of damp earth and smoke. The beer burned warm in their stomachs, a buzzing, 

reckless heat. 

Then the farmhand leaned over, grinning wild. "Take it to the clearing." 

Maestro knew exactly what he meant. They hit the open field at full speed, the tires 

digging deep into the dry earth, carving scars into the land. The farmhand yanked the handbrake, 
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and the quad skidded sideways, sending up a thick cloud of dust that swallowed them whole. 

Maestro grinned, heart pounding against his ribs, fingers white-knuckled around the wheel. 

"Hold on, cabrones." 

He turned the wheel hard, sending them into a tight, spiraling donut. The Can-Am 

fishtailed, spitting up dirt as the three of them hollered into the night. 

Faster. Tighter. Then—The left wheels caught on something. A rut. A rock. The quad 

jerked violently, tilting—And then everything was weightless. For a split second, the world spun. 

The sky and ground flipped places. The engine screamed. Then—impact. A sickening crunch. 

The quad slammed onto its side, then onto its roof, throwing them like ragdolls into the dirt. 

Silence. 

Then groaning. Maestro felt the world tilting, though he was flat on his back, staring up 

at the night sky, its edges blurred by pain and the lingering haze of dust. His ribs ached with 

every shallow breath. His head throbbed like it had been split open. Somewhere nearby, the acrid 

scent of gasoline mixed with the earth, and the air itself seemed thick with the taste of blood and 

sweat. 

"Verga," the farmhand groaned. 

A cough rattled loose from Maestro’s chest. 

The Can-Am lay wrecked beside them, still humming like a dying animal, one wheel 

spinning in the air, useless. Dirt clung to its undercarriage, and a trail of torn-up earth stretched 

behind them, marking their chaotic path through the field. 
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The farmhand let out a breathless laugh, one that teetered between hysteria and relief. "I 

can’t believe we survived that." He winced, pressing a hand to his ribs. "Cabrón would’ve killed 

us if he hadn’t kicked me out first." 

"Yordan?" Maestro turned his head, but his brother wasn’t moving. 

Then he heard it—sharp, hissing breaths. 

Maestro pushed himself up, wincing as his muscles protested. Yordan was half-sitting, his 

face twisted in pain. A metal pipe from the Can-Am’s undercarriage had pinned his leg to the 

dirt. His hands wrapped around it, but he couldn’t lift it, couldn’t budge it. 

"Diablo," Yordan gritted out, trying again. His fingers trembled. 

Maestro’s breath caught. Yordan—his unshakable, unbreakable twin—looked vulnerable, 

trapped, in pain. And the farmhand was out cold, slumped in the dirt. There was no one else. 

For the first time in a long time, Yordan needed him. 

Maestro moved on instinct. He crouched beside Yordan, planting his hands under the 

twisted pipe. It was slick with dirt and oil, heavier than he expected. His arms shook as he 

strained, his breath coming in short, harsh bursts. 

"Maestro—" Yordan started, but Maestro cut him off. 

"Shut up and push yourself out when I lift." 

Yordan hesitated, then nodded. Maestro gritted his teeth and heaved. His muscles 

screamed, his palms burned, but the pipe gave an inch—then another. Yordan sucked in a breath 
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and dragged himself free, gasping as he clutched his leg. The pipe clattered back to the dirt, and 

Maestro collapsed beside him, chest heaving. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The only 

sound was the distant crackle of fire and the wheezing breaths of the passed-out farmhand. 

Then Yordan let out a short, disbelieving laugh. "No lo puedo creer." 

Maestro smirked, wiping sweat from his forehead. "Guess I finally did something right." 

Yordan shook his head, exhaling. Then, quieter: "You did, hermano." 

Maestro clapped Yordan’s shoulder, then gestured to the unconscious farmhand. "Think 

you can stand?" 

Yordan tested his leg, wincing as he shifted his weight. "Yeah. But he’s not walking out 

of here." 

Maestro followed his gaze to where the farmhand lay sprawled in the dirt, his chest rising 

and falling in uneven breaths. They had to move him. Yordan exhaled sharply, then jerked his 

chin toward the old Ford Bronco parked near the barn—the same rust-bitten beast he’d driven 

cross-country to get them here. "Keys are in the dash." 

Maestro didn’t need to be told twice. He limped toward the Bronco, yanked open the 

driver’s side door, and climbed in. The scent of sweat and old leather filled the cab as he turned 

the ignition. The engine grumbled awake, headlights cutting through the dust still hanging in the 

air. Yordan hauled the farmhand up with a grunt, half-carrying, half-dragging him toward the 

truck. Maestro jumped out to help, and together they shoved him into the backseat. His head 

lolled against the window, mouth slightly open, breath shallow. 
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"Jesus," Maestro muttered. 

"He’ll live," Yordan said, though he didn’t sound convinced. 

The Bronco rumbled down the dirt road, bouncing over potholes as Maestro gripped the 

wheel, his knuckles white. The farmhand’s head bobbed with every bump, knocking lightly 

against the interior. 

"Think he’ll remember any of this?" Maestro asked. 

"Probably not," Yordan said, reclining against the window, eyes half-lidded. "Lucky 

bastard." 

They drove in silence, the smell of dust and blood thick in the cab. The stars blurred 

overhead, and the weight of everything—the wreck, the night, the years of being lost—settled 

into Maestro’s chest. 

And he kept driving, the road stretching ahead, leading them somewhere, anywhere but 

back. 

Cuatro. 

The fluorescent hum of the hospital lights felt too sharp, too sterile against the haze of 

dried sweat and beer. Maestro sat slumped in a stiff plastic chair, staring at the tile floor, tracing 

the dried blood on his hands—Yordan’s, maybe his own. The Bronco was still parked outside, 

streaked with dirt, headlights dimmed but still buzzing with static electricity. 
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Down the hall, Yordan sat on the edge of a gurney, shirtless, a doctor threading a needle 

through the gash running from his cheekbone down to his jaw. Ten stitches. He didn’t flinch, just 

sat there, jaw tight, eyes locked on some faraway place Maestro couldn’t see. 

The farmhand lay in the next bed over, head wrapped in gauze, face pale under the 

bruising. A mild concussion, the doctor said. He’d be fine. Lucky. Lucky. Maestro had never felt 

further from it. Outside, the air smelled like rain that never came. They didn’t talk much after the 

hospital, not in the way that mattered. No big conversations, no dramatic goodbyes—just quiet 

decisions made in glances, like everything had already been set in motion long before that night. 

When they loaded into the Bronco the next morning, Yordan broke the silence first, 

running a finger along the fresh stitches on his cheek. 

"Guess I got a new look," he muttered. 

The farmhand, still groggy, smirked from the backseat. "Chicks dig scars, cabrón." 

Maestro snorted, turning the key in the ignition. "Yeah? You should’ve gotten one too." 

The farmhand groaned, pressing an ice pack to his temple. "My whole brain’s a scar now, 

pendejo." 

That was all they said. But it was enough. 

Yordan stayed. It was always going to be that way. A few weeks later, he and the 

farmhand scraped together some money, bought an old food truck off a guy in Ukiah, and started 

slinging tacos along the Northern California coast. Maestro heard about it in passing, through a 

text from a number he didn’t save but recognized anyway: 
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"Carne asada is fire. Should’ve been a chef, cabrón." 

Maestro didn’t reply. 

Because by then, he was already back in New York, standing outside his old apartment, 

staring at the familiar chipped paint on the doorframe, his breath fogging in the cold. Inside, his 

kids were laughing—he could hear them through the walls. His wife’s voice followed, soft, 

warm, carrying all the weight of the life they once had. 

And yet, it still felt like he was standing outside of it, like a man looking into a home that 

wasn’t his anymore. 

He didn’t knock right away. 

Instead, he let himself breathe. Let himself remember the weight of the Can-Am keys in 

his palm, the stretch of open road, the dust in the headlights. The way Yordan had grinned at him 

before they crashed, like he wasn’t afraid, like he knew they’d survive. Then, finally, Maestro 

raised his hand and knocked. 
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