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There was Tracy.

There was Ever.

There was Morris.

There was Rodney.

There was Connie.

There was Karen.

There was Baum.
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There is Tracy.

There is Ever.

There is Morris.

There is Rodney.

There is Connie.

There is Karen.

There is Baum.

Right?
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Seven friends drive seven hundred miles to check on an eighth. That’s how it’s told to me. The wording is important. They’re not paying a visit. They’re not catching up. My best friends left New York City to check on Oliver Carpenter, our troubled friend who traded the Big Apple for a farm in the middle of the mitten of Michigan.

I’m in St. Louis when this happens. A conference for a temp job, of all things. I shouldn’t be there. I don’t belong there. I should be with them.

Let me set the table:

Oliver Carpenter is the hot button issue, the soup du jour. In our circle of thespians that’s often something to aspire to; who doesn’t want to be talked about? But when the group is bored, when there isn’t a more stimulating or legitimate quandary afoot, we have a tendency to promote the mundane to a disproportionately high status, one it doesn’t deserve. This happens all the time. Remind me to tell you about Karen’s superstition-trip one day. Oh what we endured.

So, this thing with Oliver. Is it a real issue or not? Should we be worried or not? Are we overreacting?

Or not?

Let’s see:

They take three cars to Michigan for various reasons. Morris and Rodney rent a convertible so they can drive without a top. We’d expect nothing else from our daredevils. Baum and Karen rent a standard, practical four-door, Connie sleeps most the way in the back. Tracy drives her own car, her new boyfriend Ever in the passenger seat. I used to be her boyfriend. We are forward thinkers. We are up-to-date. We stay best friends with our exes.

All of us except Oliver.

Tracy is worried sick about Oliver. She started the panic amongst us, truth be told, but it’s not like Tracy to panic and that’s why the worry took root. He doesn’t sound like himself on the phone, she tells us. Doesn’t sound like the same person at all. So what? We say, us, not worried yet. But it’s not just his voice, Tracy says, it’s the content of what he’s talking about. Like when a character in a dream speaks a language the dreamer doesn’t know. She’s worried. We talk about it. We call Oliver together. When we hang up, we debate.

No, he doesn’t sound like himself. Wow. Not at all. Even his voice is a little different. Right? Doesn’t sound anything like the shell of a man who had to leave New York City for the country. A farm he inherited. Maybe that’s good? Maybe we should be happy for Oliver?

But we’re not. So we call him back. Only this time he doesn’t answer. Rodney reminds us he said he was heading out into the fields when we talked to him an hour ago. But it’s late night. Dark. Is Oliver… farming?

Doesn’t make sense. But okay. People can change. Oliver’s been gone six months at this point. It’s possible we’re being dramatic. We are dramatic. Naturally. Often by choice.

We get to talking about Oliver and Donna.

It’s unfair for me begin this story, the story I was told, what happened out on the farm, without first expressing, if I’m able, how terrible Oliver and Donna’s breakup was. It was full-throttle heart-shatter, a fractured man poisoned with confusion, anger, despair. There was so much sorrow involved that Oliver didn’t even turn to drinking. Rodney says that’s when you know something’s cut the deepest. When you can’t even muster the energy to throw your life away.

Donna dumped Oliver. Maybe we all saw it coming. Hard to say. We certainly knew something had to happen. Yet, in some ways they were a great couple. And isn’t that the case with the legendarily incendiary ones? A sense that the loathing you witness, the flames that spread, that the pair have touched a rare stone, unveiled a corner of the heart, that they’ve sunk to a place so low you almost want to see it for yourself?

I suppose we were mesmerized by their dysfunction. I suppose they entertained us. I suppose I’m ashamed of that now.

But at the time, who knew? Opposites attract, all that. Oliver with his slouch, his shyness, the look in his eye that suggested he was constantly postulating layers more complex than anything the rest of us felt up to fathoming. Passive Oliver Carpenter with his blonde hair and white T-shirts, torn sneakers and jeans. And on the other side, Donna with her leviathan presence, her hats, her bags, her opinions. On everything. At first take, yes, an odd couple. Some might have mistaken it for Donna wanting a meek man or Oliver needing someone to speak for him. But I know better. Often, troubled brilliance recognizes troubled brilliance. And the minds of those two were singing songs on frequencies the rest of us couldn’t find on the dial.

They found love.

They found despair in that love.

They found something close to violence in that love that was no longer love.

And Donna, rightly, wisely, ended it. She cut the cord with a shiv. From there, Oliver stopped going to work. Oliver ran out of money. Oliver had no leads, no gumption, no future.

Except…

Oliver’s grandfather died, leaving him a farm, barn and all, all the way out there in Michigan.

So… Karen is the first to suggest he goes to it. Get out of the city, Olly. You need a break, Olly. You need a fresh start. 

At first, Oliver ignores all this. Then, he considers.

Then he agrees.

We party. It’s emotional. It feels like a good thing, too. He leaves the next day. He takes the Greyhound. Has a paperback in his hand the last time I see him. And almost immediately upon his exit, the rest of us begin adding what at first feels like dramatic flourishes to every update we receive.

Months pass. We have fun with it. We exaggerate. Oliver the farmhand now. Oliver with a pitchfork. Oliver planting seeds. 

We talk about overalls and buttermilk, country roads and cows. Yet, all the while, a seriousness is creeping in.

Tracy starts to worry.

It’s not just Oliver’s setting that’s changed, she says. It’s him. 

Almost six months after he leaves, we’re at Baum and Karen’s. We’re drinking. Ever is sitting beside Tracy, he with his white wine, she with her beer. Rodney brings up Oliver and things get heated fast, too fast I note. Tracy says,

“Oliver has fundamentally changed.”

It’s like someone has bumped into the record player but nobody has, the record keeps spinning, summer music courtesy of feel-good Morris.

Baum responds to Tracy first.

“Nobody is capable of fundamental change.”

I can tell a debate is up, sure as an order bell in a diner.

“That’s actually not true,” Ever says. He has a way of saying things with finality. I haven’t quite warmed up to it. It’s not that I’m opposed to strong opinions, God no, but there’s a bedside manner to everything. He says, “With a little work you can be anybody.”

“Wrong,” Karen says. She’s direct like this. Always has been.

Rodney agrees with her.

“We’re born with something,” he says. “Tendencies. Traits.”

“Maybe who he was in the city wasn’t the real him,” I say. Because we’re talking about Oliver, after all.”

“Okay,” Tracy says, “but we still know him. The city might change someone, but that someone is still… them.”

“I don’t know,” Rodney says. “We met him here. Only really know him here.”

“He was in a bad place,” Karen says. “It was hard.”

“He had moments, though,” Baum says.

Oliver Carpenter, human Rorschach test.

“We don’t know him at all,” Ever says. Big, handsome Ever. “We don’t know anybody at all.”

“Nonsense,” Karen says. Raven-haired, blue-eyed, straight-shooting Karen. “We know each other like anybody knows anybody. You can sense the core of a person.”

“The core?” Morris asks. Theatrical, blond, always-in-a-blazer-and-a-button-up- unbuttoned Morris.

“The center,” Karen says, bothered. She guzzles some wine. “Everything doesn’t have to be such a philosophical riddle. We know what we know.”

“The core,” Morris says again. He smiles. He gets up and flips the record. “I like that.”

Ever holds out a flat palm. Tracy’s boyfriend. The kind of guy who, once the day comes when we disperse into our respective futures, is going to get promotion after promotion into forever.

I like Ever. I just wish he wasn’t so confident in everything he says.

I sip my own beer.

“Is there anything you believed as a child that you don’t believe now? Anything big?” Ever asks Baum.

“That’s a trap question,” Rodney says.

I interject:

“He’s right,” I say. “You’re setting him up to say he believed in Santa or Jesus as a kid but doesn’t now, to which you’ll say is proof of a person changing, fundamentally.”

Ever only looks at me like, And? 

“So,” I say, “you gotta prove to us someone can change the core person they are. Can you do that?”

“I’ve done it myself,” Ever says. He rolls his dress shirt to his elbows. I suppose you could say he’s the least bohemian of our lot.

“You need to give us an example,” Baum says.

Ever accepts the challenge. I imagine this is why Tracy likes him.

“Before meeting Tracy I didn’t believe in love,” Ever says.

The rest of us groan. Even Tracy looks to the table.

“That does not count,” Morris says.

“Why not?” Ever asks.

“Because first off,” Rodney says, “love can be, and usually is, temporary.” He looks to Morris. “Sorry, darling.”

“Don’t sorry me,” Morris says. “I’m relieved to hear you already know this. I was building up the nerve to tell you.”

This gets a laugh. It feels, now, like the last real laugh we all shared.

The door to the flat opens. Connie enters. This time the record actually does come to a stop, albeit naturally, the end of side two.

She looks to the group of us, eyes two wide orbs in the darkness by the door.

“I just got off the phone with Oliver,” she says. “Are you guys as fucking weirded out by him as I am right now?”

And so begins talk of a road trip. Time to check on our friend. Is he doing well? Let’s find out. Is something amiss? Is he feigning doing well? We discuss dates for days. We discuss buses and trains. We square it all up with Oliver.

We ramp up the idea of a night in the country. A night on the farm.

It sounds like a good time. Like the water to put out our dramatic fire. 

We just wanna see him, see? We just wanna see the face of our friend.

We agree on a date. My chance at being part of the trip is stolen by a job I’ve held for a measly four days. The temp job asks me to go to St. Louis. I foolishly say yes. I need the money. Who doesn’t? Even those of us who believe we live under the radar can hear its signal now and again.

So seven friends who believe they know themselves drive seven hundred miles to check on an eighth who has become unrecognizable.

Or has he?

Shouldn’t this be a good thing? Didn’t Oliver leave the city for change?

Is it so concerning that we feel compelled to make a journey, a quest, of it?

To Oliver, then!

It certainly feels that important to Tracy as she drives west, Ever in the passenger seat, Ever never having driven a car in his life. They listen to good music, great music, and discuss things like the theater, New York City, and America. As they pass from Pennsylvania into Ohio, they can feel the release of the Big City. A pressure valve opened. Trees and sky ahead. So much of both.

In the other cars, practical Baum estimates distance and time, passing the hours with silent math. Karen reads in the passenger seat. Connie sleeps off a hangover in the back.

Morris and Rodney wave to the people they pass. They holler out Road Trip! They crank the music loud. Morris moons Baum and Karen.

As the caravan crosses from Ohio into Michigan, all are feeling pretty good about the decision to go. It’s an adventure. It’s new. It’s life.

They’re going to see a friend. Nothing more. Not much, anyway.

Yet, at a gas station near Detroit, Tracy texts me.

I just want him to be okay.

I respond:

He will be.

She texts:

I just want him to be Oliver.

By the time they reach Gibbons, Michigan, home of Oliver Carpenter’s farm, as Tracy has just gotten used to the sight of endless crops and endless fields, just as New York has faded into the unreal and this, the country, becomes the new setting, the new world, everybody knows we’ve done the right thing.

We’ve decided to check on a friend. I only wish I can be there, too.

Twelve wheels crunch gravel as they pull into the drive. The sun is still up.

Morris honks.

They get out of their cars. They stretch. They can hardly believe how nice the place is.

They leave their bags for later and ascend the porch steps. Tracy imagines the Oliver she knows and loves living inside this picturesque farmhouse.

“Did he see us pull up?” Karen asks.

But as she lifts her hand to knock on the door, it opens.
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Right away, everything is not Oliver. From the bright confidence in his eyes to his actual posture. Tracy almost says something to Ever, even thinks to say it to Baum instead, someone who’s known Oliver longer. He doesn’t stand like Oliver stands, doesn’t hold his head the same way, doesn’t slouch. The word that comes to Karen’s mind is present. Oliver has never seemed so in the moment. He’s not only standing in the door jamb of the farmhouse he inherited, but he’s nowhere else in the world. You think you know a guy. You certainly think you know the little things that mark a friend, the characteristics that make it so you could recognize that person on a dark street after the bars get out. Rodney’s actually had that experience with Oliver. About to enter the subway station on Bleecker he saw a familiar silhouette trudging uptown. He called out to him. Oliver! And Oliver turned around and the two slurred under the moon for some time before eventually going their separate ways. But now here…

Tracy doesn’t say anything. None of them do. The seven of them stand struck on the enormous, gorgeous porch of the blue and white farmhouse, the mid-Michigan sky huge above them, above the roof, as if making sure the place looks its best for Oliver’s big city friends. And that’s part of the jar, part of the surprise: there is a sense that Oliver has cleaned up for their visit. That he’s not only prepared to hang out; he’s ready to host. It’s so far from the Oliver they all know him to be that Connie laughs. Because she has to. Because someone absolutely has to break the mood; here we’ve all been talking about Oliver for weeks, worrying ourselves into a tizzy, circling back to the same possibly overblown examples (Has Oliver always used the word “delighted”?), ramping up to the decision to leave the city, to check on him. And while I was thirty-thousand feet in the air, the seven of them experienced the build-up of the long drive, through Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, things getting more tense, less spoken, with each state. And here, after the coaster of a climb, after all the gossip, the jokes, the late night epiphanies, here, now, at the peak… here stands Oliver Carpenter himself, the man, no longer just our idea of the man, and he’s carrying himself as uncharacteristically as he sounded on the phone. So Connie laughs. Because with every serious situation there’s that period of time before it gets serious. Before the full-bore reality of change sets in. And so like they’ve been sling-shot across the country in three cars, the seven of them like wax figure caricatures of themselves, archetype-personalities, seven men and women maxed out on their own identities and entirely sure of who they are and, more importantly, who Oliver is supposed to be, here they stand on a farmhouse porch facing a friend who looks better than he’s ever looked before.

“You made it,” Oliver says.

Rodney actually flinches at the sound of his voice. This isn’t the same shy speech Rodney is used to, whether spoken at noon or at four AM on the streets of Manhattan. This voice, Rodney thinks, has strength.

“Hello, Olly,” Morris says.

Tracy silently thanks God for Morris. Because of course Morris would care the least about the visible change in anybody but himself. Morris, his hair practically pinned back for having driven ten hours with the top down, crosses the remaining floorboards, grabs Oliver by the wrist, pulls him to his body, and says, “Fuckin missed you, man.”

And for a moment it feels like Morris has extended an olive branch to someone who had no idea they were in a war. Oh, how strange, how awkward, to come so far, to talk so much… is there anything more embarrassing to a thespian than an anticlimax?

“You look good,” Morris says, patting Oliver on the stomach. And this, even this, looks wrong to Tracy. Oliver of Old would’ve crouched with the stomach-pat, would’ve bent with it. But this man here? The one with the late sun shining in his eyes? Oliver might as well be on the same football team as Morris for how well he takes the masculine show of affection.

“Hey, Olly,” Connie says. “Great place.”

And then everyone’s talking because, perhaps, the shock is over. The curtains have parted. After weeks of speculation, here’s Oliver, standing center stage in the door jamb of Carpenter’s Farm.

Baum and Karen step to him and give him a mutual hug. Rodney waits his turn, then does the same. Ever gives him a solid punch to the shoulder. It’s only Tracy who, if Oliver were by some unfathomable chance studying his friends to the same degree they’re studying him, would appear odd to him. Yes, by all accounts, Tracy is not herself, either.

She’s taxed. Isn’t sure what to feel. Because the relief at seeing him, flesh and blood, isn’t whole. Yet, there is a sense of having overdone it. Dramatized. She can’t explain that exactly and she wishes, momentarily, that Oliver were behind glass, that the seven of them were gathered around a picture of their friend on social media, so she might voice the ordinarily hyperbolic thoughts she has.

They go a little something like this: I’m still not sure. 

But of what? What is Tracy sensing exactly?

Oliver is looking at her, smiling. He’s clasping hands and greeting.

“Hi, Oliver,” she says. It strikes her how fresh faced he appears. How clean.

Is this what getting out of the city can do for someone? And if so, shouldn’t they all move?

“Tracy,” he says.

He steps to her and for a moment she isn’t sure how to proceed: do they clasp hands, hug, or do nothing at all?

What would she normally do with Oliver?

“How was the drive?” he asks.

“Good,” she says. “Long.”

He smiles. It’s so genuine as to be alarming.

Then, Morris is crossing the front door’s threshold and Tracy feels a foreign urge to reach out, to take Morris by the blazer sleeve, to stop him from what suddenly feels like a ritualistic opening ceremony, as if, by entering Carpenter’s Farm, Morris has sealed their fate, every one of them.

She actually reaches out. As Baum and Karen make mention of the porch, as Connie jokes about a farm with no animals, as Rodney now also steps inside, Tracy actually raises a hand, only to have it taken by Ever who winks at Oliver and says, “Thanks in advance for having us. Can’t wait to drink you out of house and home.”

“There’s not much,” Oliver says. “Just some brandy in the pantry.”

“Then we’ll have to make a run,” Ever says. “Just like in the city.”

Oliver smiles. “A little different than the city out here. But yes.”

Inside, Rodney is doing a better job of managing the oddity that is currently Oliver than Tracy is. He’s following his lover through the foyer into a quaint, no, adorable living room that almost feels like a set. It’s not that it’s so well decorated or so particularly put together, but the combination of couch, rug, items on the mantle, and the photos on the wall harken to the thousand stages Rodney has stepped onto seconds before breathing deep and becoming someone else. It’s a welcome feeling. Helps combat the pinch of anxiety he felt upon hugging Oliver, the sense that somehow Oliver Carpenter has done better for himself, is closer to achieving his life’s dreams, all of their dreams, by moving as far as possible from what they all know to be the epicenter of theater.

“Who are these mugs on the wall?” Morris asks. Morris has noted the difference in Oliver, too, but, so what? Good for him. May all Morris’s friends get some much needed rest and relaxation and turn their lives around. Poor Oliver went through legitimate hell when Donna dumped him and nobody knows that better than Morris, Morris who sat with Oliver on the bare mattress in the stone square that passed for a bedroom in Alphabet City, Morris who literally held Oliver as Oliver cried, as grief visibly distorted Oliver’s face, as Morris stroked his friend’s hair and said, You’re going to get through this. Everyone does. Morris who, after leaving Oliver in as good a state as he believed possible for the time, texted the others in a group thread, telling them Oliver had it bad, real bad, and that all hands had to be on deck for this one.

And now? Why feel anything but wonderful for discovering Oliver stands up straight, smiles, and speaks with more durability than he’s ever spoken before?

“Family,” Oliver says. “Can you believe it? Been related to these people all my life.”

The joke makes them laugh. All but Tracy and Karen, Karen who actually tells herself not to look across the living room at Tracy because if she does, if their eyes connect, it could ignite an entire and endless series of silent questions that will last the duration of this overnight visit to a friend.

Instead, Karen turns to the photos. Baum is over by the fireplace, on his knees, his head inside the flue, exclaiming how well built it is, as Karen gets lost in the eyes of the man smiling back at her from behind the glass. Older man. Clearly works with his hands, under the sun. But is he smiling? And how old is he? It’s hard to tell. One of those faces, perhaps. Is the man happy here, content to have his picture taken? Is he bothered by it? What year is this? How exactly is Oliver related to this particular man?

“That’s my great uncle,” Oliver says.

His voice, so unlike his own that Karen briefly believes it’s someone she hadn’t noticed was in the house, is suddenly at her side.

She can’t stop her immediate reaction, which is to jump a little.

Oliver laughs.

“I scared you,” he says.

This is silly, Karen thinks. All this worry. It’s one thing to be dramatic around a table in a loft in New York City. It really is another to bring it out in a friend’s farmhouse so far away. She thinks perhaps she should take a quarter of the Xanax in her pocket. The bit she keeps just in case and, if she’s honest with herself, the bit she takes sometimes whether she needs it or not.

“I’m told he was quiet,” Oliver says. “Hardly ever spoke at all.”

Ever is there now, redirecting the flow, unintentionally, asking Oliver the square footage of the farm.

“Twenty-three hundred,” Oliver says. “Not including the barn, of course.”

All seven friends look to the living room windows for the first time. They go silent with the view, seeing, really seeing, where Oliver has spent these past six months. The fields, difficult to make out, hard to get a real read on, appear endless. Or perhaps it’s the sudden clouds above, or the line of willows that create a second, closer, horizon.

“A lot to take care of,” Baum says. As ever the stagehand. As ever the logician.

“The Farmer helps,” Oliver says.

Tracy and only Tracy notes the capital “F.”

“You gotta get lonely out here, man,” Rodney says, seemingly oblivious to what Oliver just said.

Oliver steps closer to the glass. Everyone catches the pride in his posture.

“Who’s the Farmer?” Tracy asks. Because she has to. Because this keeping-it-all-in thing can only go so far, so deep, before she’s not actually here, before she’s dedicating herself to playacting for the duration of this visit to a friend.

Oliver, still eying the fields, smiles.

“He’s wonderful. He tends the crops. Did it for my grandfather, too.”

Tracy feels some relief. Finally, here’s something that makes sense. It’s weird enough to accept a hundred and eighty degree change in a friend over the course of six months, but to swallow the idea he would know how to suddenly farm is simply too much.

“What’s out there?” Baum asks. “Looks like wheat.”

Does it? None of them are sure. Ever squints and brings his nose closer to the glass.

“It’s a lot of stuff,” Oliver says. “But come on, let me show you the kitchen.”

Tracy isn’t sure what she was expecting of Oliver’s farmhouse, but this isn’t it. Back when he lived in Alphabet City, Oliver had no furniture in his bedroom at all and only a tattered two-person loveseat he’d found on Avenue B in his living room. The stove was in the living room, too, and the bathroom was only big enough for the toilet and a standing shower, the bottom of which was always yellow. His clothes were always strewn about and it was easy to identify every pair of pants, socks, and shirt he owned. But this? The kitchen counter is made of the same nice wood the large table is. French doors lead to a wood deck that overlooks the fields and the sink is clear of almost all dishes. At the center of the table are salt and pepper shakers and white flowers. The two long sides of the table are set with napkins and silverware. This may not be Shangri-La, it’s simple in its way, but it’s a far cry from a filthy studio occupied by a person who barely clung to adulthood as recently as six months ago. The first word that comes to Tracy’s mind is money. The second is, How? Because to have things, one must first have money.

Did Oliver inherit the forks and knives, too?

As Baum asks about the electrical outlets, as Morris and Rodney play house by the stove, Tracy is having a hard time reconciling this Oliver with the needy man she knows him to be. There’s always been something childlike about Oliver, despite his obvious intelligence, and now, because they’re on a farm, and because Oliver owns the place, she thinks of the kid from The Twilight Zone episode called “It’s a Good Life.” Even that kid was still a kid. But does Oliver need them, us, his New York parents, anymore? It strikes Tracy that he didn’t ask for them to come visit. They asked him if they could.

After we all asked each other if we should.

At this point, the seven of them in the kitchen, as Baum opens the stove and Karen comments on the cupboards, I’m in an Uber on my way to my hotel in St. Louis. I’m thinking about the inane presentation I have to make for a job I care nothing about and I’m wishing I was with them. I text Tracy, asking how it’s going. Her response:

It’s going.

The driver points out the fabled Arch and while it’s temporarily interesting, I’m wondering what Tracy means exactly. I know her better than to assume those two words tell the whole story. Tracy likes to explain. She likes to connect with language. So do I. I do a little math and I figure they’ve probably only just arrived at Oliver’s farm and so I don’t pry any further. But I want to.

As I wonder, Morris is checking the cupboards for alcohol. Like we’d all do back in New York, visiting a friend’s new place. First things first: cupboards and medicine cabinets. What do you got here that can get us fucked up? A bottle of booze and a bottle of Vicodin might lead to impromptu theater, might lead to the best performance of your life.

But there aren’t any bottles in the kitchen.

“You dry, Olly?” Morris asks.

At this point, Tracy starts to feel actual relief. Because maybe, just maybe, the transformation she’s witnessing in a dear friend is not wholly unexplained after all. Maybe, just maybe, Oliver cleaned up. It’s not like he was ever found with a needle in his arm in a gutter in Brooklyn, but still, like I said, we drink. So maybe what Tracy is seeing here, for the first time really in person, is a new life, crafted by someone who felt they needed a new life. And while this is a complex thing to consider, it settles her a little right now. Because it explains things.

“Just a little brandy in the pantry,” Oliver says.

All heads turn to the pantry door in unison. As if it just suddenly appeared. It’s the old school variety: a walk-in, slatted doors, the kind you could stand up in, spy on the people sitting down to dinner.

“Brandy?” Morris says. “Gross.”

“Is there a place to make a run?” Rodney asks.

“There is,” Oliver says. “Bookman’s General. Four miles that way.” He points. “A straight line there and back.”

Tracy can’t help but think of Oliver as a crooked line. A right angle. A sharp turn.

Rodney laughs. They all do. There’s some relief in this. Bookman’s General. They’d almost forgot there might be something else, anything else, out here in the middle of nowhere. And whatever Oliver has become, he’s not forcing it on the others. House rules are one thing, but certain regulations make for a long night.

“We’ll bring our stuff in,” Karen says. “Then someone can go for a run.”

“Yes,” Oliver says. “A lot to show you still.”

“What’s this?” Baum asks. Baum who inspects every room he ever enters. He’s standing in front of the open refrigerator, the door he opened himself, pointing to shelves packed with what looks like prepared meals.

“Dinner,” Oliver says.

“You made dinner?” Tracy asks. It’s one thing to speak with more confidence, another to clean up the house, but to prepare dinner for the rest of them?

Unheard of.

“I did,” Oliver beams. He turns to her and it feels to Tracy like a stage-light has turned on. “I seem to be surprising you at every turn,” he says.

Has he noticed? Really? And isn’t that in and of itself, Oliver noticing anything but the deep recess of his own philosophical tangle, frighteningly unlike him?

Tracy smiles and feels something close to earnest warmth for him. For fuck’s sake, her friend is doing well.

“You are,” she says.

“Good,” Oliver says. He winks.

Then they’re outside, all of them but Oliver, opening their car doors and popping their trunks. They’re only staying for a night, long drive back, so there isn’t much to bring in. Meeting Ever halfway into the backseat, both leaning in from opposite doors, Tracy suddenly feels bad for not having brought Oliver a house warming present. Do they have anything on them they can pretend was a gift?

“Let me think,” Ever says, their noses inches from one another under the roof of the car. Tracy feels safer suddenly. It surprises her. Her and Ever alone. Like maybe they should leave. “I suppose I could give him my watch?”

“Do you feel weird about this?” She asks. Because, dammit, he’s her boyfriend and she should be able to ask him of all people anything she likes.

“About what?” Ever asks. But he should know. Because it’s all we talked about for weeks. Because they just saw Oliver for the first time in six months and the transformation is remarkable if nothing else.

Tracy remains calm. Tries to. It’s silly, isn’t it? And the blank look on Ever’s face acts as a mirror; she can see herself turning red in it.

Still, she doesn’t quite let it go.

“Honey,” Tracy whispers. The others are opening and closing trunks, calling out to one another. “This isn’t natural. Is it?”

Ever looks like he’s considering this. But is he just humoring her?

“It’s good,” he finally says. “He’s doing better.”

“Okay. But…”

Ever nods. “Sure, it’s a little weird.”

“Wouldn’t it be like you coming home one day and I suddenly only dress in black, my hair hanging over my face, I don’t say a word?”

Ever squints at her, as if trying to see her this way.

“That sounds kinda–”

“Ever? Is it weird or am I crazy?”

Ever breathes deep.

“You’re crazy.”

Tracy nods.

“Okay. Good.”

Tracy lets this settle in. Truly tries to feel fine about it. But when she pulls out of the back seat, blankets in hand, when she rises and closes the back door and hears that someone else has closed their door at the same time, when she turns and sees Karen standing beside her own car, blankets in her arms, too, Tracy sees the mirror image in Karen’s eyes, as if Karen just asked Baum the same thing. And the two women hold each other’s gaze for a beat before looking back to the farmhouse, as the sky darkens for the first time above it, as the others laugh and talk and carry their things up the wide front steps to the big front porch.

And me? I’m pulling into the hotel when this happens. And while Tracy hasn’t texted me back, I do receive a message from Baum.

Place is pretty amazing, he writes. I respond:

Olly seems good?

I watch the three dots running, you know, impatient. Not exactly sure why. And while I haven’t been told the story yet at that point, and haven’t seen Oliver myself, I’m anxious for that response.

Better than ever, Baum texts me, just as the man behind the counter at the Red Roof says to me, “Just you? Only you?”

5

Upstairs, Oliver shows everyone where they can sleep. But as they’re discovering each room has been swept, clean linens cover the small beds, as the picture of a life so quaint (unfathomably so compared to the city), Rodney can’t stop thinking about the pantry below.

There was something about the way Oliver said it, just a little brandy in the pantry, that sounded to Rodney like a challenge. Like when your friend growing up mentions the top drawer of his desk. Like how you gotta check that drawer sooner than later.

Rodney’s thirsty, sure. If he’s honest with himself, he’ll admit it’s one of the many ways he handles things. He can’t count the number of nights he and Morris have sailed model boats through bottles of booze. He might be able to count the ones they haven’t. And today, tonight, this is one of those times. Oliver seems okay. Right? Or not. Rodney isn’t sure. But a little sip of something might help him make that distinction, might clear things up a bit. They haven’t made the run to the general store yet. Rodney kinda needs to. How can Morris be talking about how nice the woodwork is in the farmhouse ceiling when all Rodney wants to do is drop their blankets and make a run to the store? Sometimes he and Morris go as far as hiding bottles outside friends’ flats just in case the party runs out. Preemptive stuff, there. And with Big City thespians, sometimes the party does run out. Rodney imagines a bottle of brandy. Does he even know what one looks like? Sounds like something from an old movie. From before his parents’ time. Something you’d keep in a walk-in pantry, deep in the shelf shadows, just out of sight of–

Rodney stops walking with the others up the hall to the second bedroom. He realizes he isn’t thinking of the brandy after all. He smiles, as if it’s a relief, but it’s not.

He isn’t thinking of booze. Brandy wasn’t the challenge.

The pantry was.

“I figured Baum and Karen would like this room,” Oliver says. He fans a hand to the row of science fiction books on the nightstand.

“Cool,” Karen says. “Le Guin.”

“In here,” Oliver says, opening a closet door, “is actually a staircase to the attic.”

The friends gather around it. Rodney thinks of a slatted door.

“A walk in attic,” Baum says. “That’s rare. Lucky man.”

“Yes,” Oliver says. “Lucky.” He closes the door. “Back out this room and down in the third bedroom is where I figured Tracy and Ever could sleep.”

“I’m gonna use the bathroom,” Rodney suddenly says.

Oliver smiles. He’s positively hosting.

“Through the kitchen downstairs,” he says.

Morris winks at Rodney and Rodney knows a piss joke is coming next. But Rodney turns from him before he can make it. He takes the hall back to the stairs. Down again. Through the living room, back to the kitchen.

Outside, the sun has lowered. Rodney catches a quick glimpse of the fields through the French doors to the deck.

A man stands under the lines of willow trees, facing the farmhouse.

Rodney double takes. Nope. No man. And the fields look dead.

He makes for the bathroom. Ought to at least pretend this is why he came down here. Then he says screw it. He goes to the pantry instead.

His hand on the knob, he hears his friends upstairs. Laughing. Morris probably made a piss joke after all. They’re moving. Either being shown more of the house or coming back downstairs and maybe Rodney should just use the bathroom after all.

He opens the pantry door.

The shelves are situated far enough back that the kitchen light only reaches their lowest point, and Rodney’s shadow extends the length of the space, an elongated version of himself, observing whatever is stored within. He reaches into the darkness above, feeling for a string. Can’t find one. He sees a glass jar. Maybe many of them. But this one is just enough in the light. It’s labeled. Messy handwriting but Rodney can read it.

forgiveness

Footsteps on the stairs and he shuts the pantry door. He turns and sees the white flowers on the kitchen table, has enough time to think, Never would’ve imagined Oliver Carpenter picking flowers, before Morris peaks into the kitchen and says, “You’re not drinking all that brandy are you?”

Rodney rolls his eyes.

“Good,” Morris says. “Last thing we need is a backwoods cop pulling us over on our run.”

They’re all downstairs. Shuffling into the kitchen now.

“This isn’t quite backwoods,” Oliver says, looking either directly or indirectly at the pantry door. “It’s more like… the country.”

“I’ll drive,” Tracy says. Some urgency in her voice.

“Done,” Morris says. “Make a list?”

“You know what to get,” Karen says. Because Morris does. They all do.

“Don’t be too long,” Oliver says. “Remember, I made dinner.”

Then everyone laughs. Because they absolutely have to. Because even an hour ago it would’ve been outrageous to consider Oliver Carpenter making dinner for eight.

Baum puts his arm around Oliver’s shoulders.

“I like country Olly.”

Then they laugh again. And there’s the feel that this is all impromptu. That this group of thespians are acting in front of a crowded black box theater, as if the show, their show, any show, has just begun.
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I’m in my hotel room, my backpack on the floor (I don’t have a suitcase, shouldn’t be going to anything like a conference in the first place), lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking that I need to change my life, big change, quit taking temp jobs that result in actual jobs when what I really want to do is the same thing Tracy and Ever, Baum and Karen, Morris, Rodney, and Connie want to do; I want to live and breathe the theater and make just enough money so I can keep living it without entirely losing my mind. I’m thinking of how to change who I am, the core of who I am, what it takes to reinvent yourself, how much, how little, exactly these thoughts, as Tracy pulls the car into Bookman’s General parking lot. Morris and Rodney goofed around in the back seat the whole way over, Morris repeatedly calling Tracy “driver” seeing as there’s nobody in the passenger seat. Only, to Tracy, Rodney doesn’t seem to be entirely committed to the goofing like Morris is. Rodney is naturally more practical than his boyfriend and becomes quite serious when the time calls for it. Tracy doesn’t know for sure that the time is calling for it but the sense she gets from Rodney, his eyes not quite laughing like Morris’s are in the rearview mirror, isn’t a fun one.

“This place looks amazing,” Morris says. He practically kicks open the back door, his blond hair tousled now, his blue suit coat and pants out of place in this Podunk gravel lot. Or maybe he looks like a man out of the Old West. No tie. No hat, either, but like someone who just rolled up to a place he might not belong but does not yet know that.

“You okay?” Tracy asks Rodney, the two still in the car. It feels like they have this one second together. This journey away from the farmhouse. Once they get what they want from inside, they’ll go back.

Why does this worry her?

Through the glass, Morris cocks a thumb toward the store and laughs.

Wouldja look at this place?

“It’s a little much,” Rodney says.

“Yeah.”

She knows what he’s talking about and she knows he know she knows.

Oliver.

A beat of silence. Morris frowns, the gray and green painted general store flanked by seemingly endless fields of crops on either side.

Morris might make a movie star one day, Tracy thinks. It’s a small glow of comfort, a regular thought to have.

She needed that.

They both exit the car just as Morris flails his arms dramatically, suggesting he’s had to wait all day. But the second they’re out, Morris hurries inside, acting, it seems, as if the end of the world is coming, and whatever alcohol remains in this one general store in the middle of Michigan is the last on Earth.

This leaves Tracy and Rodney alone still, on the walk up.

“It’s weird,” Rodney says. “Have you ever heard of people staging an intervention because they’re friend is doing… too good?”

They hold a glance, as if considering. Then they both bust out laughing. Tracy is glad she drove to the store and glad to have Rodney here, right now. Together, they have cracked how ridiculous it is what she’s feeling. They have done what friends do: shown each other how silly they’re acting.

“We must hurry,” Rodney says, striking a sudden pose. “Before Morris does something in this general store to get us arrested.”

He salutes. Tracy does the same.

They enter.

Rodney’s not that far off, it seems, as they find Morris holding four bottles of wine in his arms, one of them precariously close to falling.

“I’ll take that,” Tracy says. She does.

“You worry too much,” Morris says. “I would never, literally never, drop a bottle of wine.”

“Except you did once,” Rodney says. “At a wedding.”

“Only when it’s funny, Rodney,” Morris says. “Only when it’s funny.”

Tracy nods to the guy behind the counter. It’s impossible to see him without comparing his life to her own. It’s so entirely different out here than the life she is living. The guy can’t be much younger than she is, but with his blue apron and messy brown hair he’s got something childish to him. He smiles at her and she can’t help but wonder how few new people he sees in this store. It must be the same faces all day for him, the locals, the people who live in the farmhouses they passed on the drive from Oliver’s. Tracy wonders if there’s a girl or a guy he’s hot for who only comes in once a year, a relative of a local. Maybe every Fourth of July this counter-guy combs that messy brown hair, cleans his apron, stands up a little straighter. As Tracy walks the aisle toward the snacks, as Morris and Rodney make jokes behind her, both acting the roles of twin winos (they’re doing what we call Spotlight, when you find yourself writing and performing a character on the spot), she suddenly envies the counter-guy. At least he knows everyone by heart, everyone who comes into this place, all the reliable men and women. By the time Tracy reaches the chip rack, she’s realized that that’s the word after all.

Reliable.

You should be able to rely on your friends to be who they are, right? You should be able to count on them to be either snarky or mindful, brave or shy. For fuck’s sake, it’s borderline traumatic watching a friend change so entirely as Oliver has. If you can’t rely on your friends to be your friends… why have friends at all?

Glass crashes behind her.

Tracy spins quick to see Morris and Rodney looking down at a shattered bottle of red wine, the contents spreading fast.

“I can’t believe it,” Morris says. He looks to the counter-guy. Then to Rodney.

Then he laughs. He places a hand on his chest and he laughs so hard that Tracy can’t help but laugh, too.

You see? Morris is reliable. Only Morris would say he would never drop a bottle of wine, then drop it. Then show no sign of embarrassment for having done so.

This is why we love Morris.

Rodney, however, is turning to the counter, saying don’t worry, we’ll clean it up, don’t worry, seriously, we’re so sorry, we’ll pay for two of the ones we broke, don’t mind us, don’t mind Morris, he’s a beast.

But the counter-guy takes it good-naturedly. He steps out with rags in one hand and a broom in the other. He hands Rodney the rags and begins sweeping up the pieces.

“Did you see that, Tracy?” Morris calls. The whole scene is framed by the end of the aisle Tracy stands in so that it looks like the three players are on a stage. “It leapt clean out of my hands!”

She shakes her head no but smiles. It’s kinda nice, truth be told, friends doing familiar things. Even if that means making a mess.

“I can’t take you guys anywhere,” she says. “Or I shouldn’t anyway. I should know better.”

“What did I do?” Rodney says, feigning horror. “I hardly know this guy.”

“Are you three staying at the Jensen place?” the counter-guy suddenly asks.

“No,” Tracy says. “We’re visiting our friend Oliver.”

“Really?” The guy makes a face. “Carpenter’s Farm?”

“Why does that surprise you?” Tracy asks.

But she knows the answer. They don’t look like friends of Oliver’s. They don’t dress like Oliver does now. They don’t talk like Oliver does now.

“You know the place?” Rodney asks.

The man is a little shy. He reddens a bit as he speaks, keeps his eyes on the shards and red liquid at his shoes.

“I know every place around here. I mean… it’s not that big a town.”

“Do you know Oliver?” Tracy asks. Because she wants to know. She wants to know suddenly very badly what he thinks of Oliver.

The counter guy nods a yes. “I knew his grandfather better, but I’ve met him. He comes in here.”

Rodney has most the wine sponged up into the rags. Morris helps with what remains.

“He’s a friend of ours from New York,” Tracy says.

The guy looks surprised.

“Is that where he’s from?”

“That’s where we met him,” Tracy says.

He nods. Tracy knows what he’s going to say next.

“I’ve always wanted to go there. It’s just so… big. I don’t know how you can know anybody in a place like that.”

“It’s not as hard as you’d think,” Rodney says. “You make friends.”

“Did you guys see the house yet?”

“Yes,” Tracy says. “We stopped there before we came here. Have you been?”

Morris and Rodney are looking at the guy now, the three big city friends waiting for an answer together.

“I touched the side of it once,” he says.

There’s a beat of weird silence before Rodney and Morris break out into laughter.

“What does that even mean?” Morris asks.

“Why’d you do that… ,” Tracy looks to his nametag, “Matt?”

He really reddens now.

“Around here, you know, as kids, Carpenter’s Farm was the place you had to run up to and… and touch. You know…”

“No,” Morris says. “We do not know. Explain?”

“A local legend?” Tracy asks. “Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“Like the house is haunted, Matt?”

“Well… I guess.”

“Is it?” Tracy asks.

The guy makes a face, an expression Tracy can’t quite place. Is it yes or no?

“Oh, I don’t know about haunted,” Matt says. “Just, you’d pull your truck up to the end of the drive and you had to run to the house and touch it and run back. Just… a dare. I don’t know. Not haunted but… freaky I guess.”

“Freaky how?” Rodney asks.

“I don’t… I don’t know.”

“No story attached to the house?” Tracy asks.

“Tracy is a ghost hunter,” Morris says. But the joke falls flat.

“No,” Matt says. “No real story I know of. I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

Tracy smiles. Kind of.

“You didn’t. But really? No stories at all?”

Matt looks to each of their faces. Is he being quiet about something? Or does he feel intimidated by the big city trio who are obviously looking for an answer?

“None,” Matt says. “Not that I know of.”

“Cool,” Tracy says. “We’ll pay now.”

But she doesn’t feel cool. Not only because Matt just told them the farmhouse they’re staying at tonight has long creeped out the locals, but because Morris, playful enigmatic Morris, ever aloof Morris, seemed just as desirous of that answer as she was.

On the way back to the car, as I’m sitting on a hotel bed looking over a conference itinerary that feels as alien to me as success, Tracy imagines kids touching the side of Oliver’s new home, Rodney thinks of glass breaking, glass like the jar he saw in Oliver’s pantry, and Morris holds the bottles they bought a little tighter to his chest than he usually does.
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When they pull back into the drive at Oliver’s farmhouse, Karen stands alone on the porch. Her and Tracy’s eyes meet, a glance between very close friends, only a pane of well-traveled windshield between them. But there is more, of course: history, countless nights in which this very same group of friends hung out till the sun came up, smoking grass on fire escapes, playing tag in the streets of New York City, braving the deepest and darkest subway lines at the deepest and darkest hours. They know each other. They know each other well. They know Morris is self-absorbed and gregarious, Rodney is practical but lets loose, Baum has the mind of an engineer and the soul of a father, Connie is both persuadable and stubborn, Ever is proud and uncluttered.

And Oliver…

Oliver is supposed to be… deep. He’s supposed to be the friend you look for at the end of the night, the friend we found on the corner of Houston and Essex, eyes closed, the toes of his shoes jutting over the curb, Oliver swaying as taxis roared past him, more than one splashing city water on his jeans and smelly shirt. That night, he and Donna had been through a bad one. I easily remember the eruption at the bar. In was dark in there and we were drunk in there and as Morris and I argued Albee, a table was turned over, the common-enough sound of a drinking accident, someone bumped into a table, someone dropped a tray. Only that’s not what happened. Immediately following the jolly sound of clumsy came a roar none of us would ever have associated with Oliver Carpenter. We were struck silent, and not a little scared, to see the table had been overturned on purpose. The sound had, indeed, come from Oliver, as he then punched Donna’s drink over and exited the bar at a mid-jaunt, his ever-present slouch giving him the look of a furious cartoon.

We all looked to Donna who said something I’ll never forget:

He’s crazy. You guys just don’t know it.

It wasn’t the first fight we’d seen between them, but it was the worst. Rodney got up to go after Oliver but Donna stopped him.

I’ll do it.

Like how you say you’ll take the trash out. Like how you say you’ll do anything you don’t really want to do, but must.

She was gone so long we had to go looking. And besides, the mood had been buried. The bartenders were glad to see us go. We searched the area, called their phones, and found Oliver standing on that street corner, swaying to a song none of us wanted to hear.

I think, in hindsight, that’s the night we realized, each of us, silently and to ourselves, that Oliver needed to get out of the city. Get away from not only Donna, but from the series of downturns his life had taken. No job. No money. No gigs. And now, even the relationship that had been so interesting to us for how odd it was, for the sheer potential of passion therein, looked to be bad for him.

Yet… he was smiling. Eyes closed. The breathing city around him, New York alive and well. Oliver Carpenter, in his own dark, still smiling.

So you think you know someone after nights like these. But in that look, held, between Tracy and Karen, through the windshield of a now well-travelled car, they both seem to be admitting they don’t.

Morris and Rodney roll out the back seat and waste no time telling Karen that a bottle was broken at Bookman’s General. A bottle was broken is how they say it and this they repeat enough times that Karen wonders if perhaps they lapped up the contents that spilled on the floor. The lovers rush past her as they thunder up the porch stairs and enter the farmhouse that is now a deeper blue because of a darker sky.

It’s not night yet. But in a way, it feels like it has been for a long time. Karen doesn’t want to go as far as to say it’s been dark since the night Oliver kicked over a table and punched a drink, but it’s kinda hard not to. Because it was nights like those that have led to a night like this.

“Messy trip?” Karen asks, wishing she hadn’t instigated small talk with one of her best friends as she walks up the farmhouse steps.

Because, more often than not, small talk is the language of fear.

“Yes. Morris is a slob.”

“Yes.”

They stare at one another as if to say, Right? Isn’t Morris a slob? Hasn’t he always been the kind of klutz to drop a wine bottle in a general store in the middle of nowhere on a booze run? And isn’t Rodney the kind of guy to help clean it up? And isn’t it just like Baum to check the water heater and the furnace when we arrived here? And just like Connie to keep asking about the barn? Right? We know these people, right? Do we? RIGHT? 

“So what is up with Olly, huh?”

Karen asks it. The way friends do. No small talk now. But nothing deeper yet than those exact spoken words.

And in their shared glance, a bridge is built, and the old Oliver, slouched and drenched in black city water, walks one way, as the man inside, clean and wide-eyed, confident and erect, walks the other.

The friends say no more. The moment isn’t right. They’d only talk of half of what they mean. And to do so would be to lie.

Tracy enters the house. 

A record is playing. The turntable is in the far corner of the living room, under the window that overlooks the fields that are now almost entirely shadowed so that whatever grows there looks brain-gray.

Beyond the glass, Tracy sees that Oliver sits on a deck chair. From behind, she sees his hair is clean cut close to his head and ears. She hears the others upstairs, creaks and jokes, thuds and howls, putting their things away. She crosses the living room, steps through the kitchen, and exits the French doors.

“Hey, Oliver.”

She takes the seat next to his. The Smiths come through the window. They sound great. And they match the sky, right now: beautiful, but with shadows.

“You loving it out here?” Tracy asks. Like she’s asking a stranger. Then, it strikes her, a question that should’ve struck her weeks ago: how well do they know Oliver to begin with? And not just in the do-you-ever-really-know-someone way, either. Oliver has long been the quiet one, the troubled one, the one who seemed stuck on something as the rest of us laughed.

“Yes,” Oliver says.

He looks and sounds like a CEO. That’s what it is. His pale blue button-up, rolled to his elbows. His fresh, clean skin. The fresh, clean look in his eyes, too, as he seemingly surveys his fields. Tracy looks to those fields.

Is The Farmer here now?

“I’ll show you guys the barn later,” Oliver says. “It’s cool.”

“This whole place is cool,” Tracy says. 

“I know you think it’s weird,” he says. Without shame. Without any sense of being self-conscious at all. Like she’s the one who was caught in a lie. Which, wasn’t she?

“I mean,” she starts, “sure. Okay. I do. But not, you know, weird weird. You know. I’m used to seeing you, all of you, in a city. This is a little different.”

She laughs because she’s nervous.

Oliver still stares, a partial smile on his face. Is he at peace? Is this what peace looks like? If so, how unhappy is Tracy that peace scares her so?

“It is,” Oliver says. She expects him to say, But you get used to it. Or, But it’s been working for me. Instead: “But it’s all about perception, right?”

This is good. Oliver is starting to talk. Maybe this means he will also reveal.

“What do you mean?” Tracy asks. She feels a little better already. Talking with a friend. Finally.

“Well,” Oliver says. He leans forward in his seat so his elbows are resting on his knees. He points to the fields. “Take for example the horizon back there. It’s dark right now, yeah? And depending on how you, Tracy, are feeling inside, that horizon could either 1) agree with you, 2) empower you, or 3) make you feel worse.”

Tracy stares into the horizon. Okay. It’s dark. But she can see now the fields seem to stretch all the way to it. How much of this is Oliver’s? How many people tend this place? Is it just grass out there? Wheat? Corn? She stares into the blackness and wonders if it makes her feel empowered. Or dark.

“We should play a game,” Oliver says.

That’s what we do. We play games. It’s a hallmark of great friends. You play. Whether it’s board games or charades, euchre or poker. Ours almost always center around the theater. Some form of acting. My favorite (and I know it’s Tracy’s favorite, too) is CUE. It’s something like improv, only the people doing the improvising are on the sidelines, calling out lines to those on “stage,” as if those lines had been forgotten. Baum is the king of CUE. I’m not bad, myself. But I’m not there. As Oliver gets up and meets Baum on the deck who, at that moment steps from the kitchen, as Tracy looks once more to the horizon and my best friends in the world all gather again downstairs, readying themselves for a game, I’m at the hotel lobby bar, asking for my first Jack and Coke of the night. The bartender is my age and I start asking him about Michigan. Because I’m thinking of Oliver and thinking of Tracy and wondering if I’m missing the most important night of our lives out there. It’s always like that, isn’t it? The times you can’t be there are the ones they make plaques for, the ones that get hung on the wall. Add in the fact that none of them have texted me in a while, despite me having texted all of them at least once, and I’m feeling left out. I’m sipping a drink, imagining Morris and Rodney cracking the others up. Baum laughing till he’s red. Connie dancing to no music anybody else can hear. Karen and Tracy neck deep in discussion. I’m imagining my friends, thinking of them fondly, as they gather in the living room of Oliver’s farmhouse to play CUE. As Morris says hey I’m hungry and Oliver says good, that’s good, but let’s play first, Oliver, taking the lead, so weird to imagine, even now, Oliver saying, I want you guys to be hungry, I made a great dinner, I can’t wait to serve it to you, but first let’s play, let’s play CUE. 
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Baum and Connie are on “stage.” This means they’re standing in front of the fireplace in the living room of Oliver’s farmhouse. We always split up the couples. Makes for new dynamics, less of a safety net when you don’t know what the other person is thinking. Baum is naturally shy. He’s made for being behind the scenes, but he’s also a good sport and there are some nights where I’ve wondered if his understatement isn’t the best acting of us all. Connie is the opposite of understated and so this should be fun. If I was there, I’d be excited to see what comes of it. But, as you know, but also as I can’t stop saying, I’m not. By the time Connie sets her glass of wine on the mantel, as Baum rubs his hands together and smiles, eyes squinting, I’m getting drunk. Makes me feels like I’m with my friends. I’m also texting them a lot, thinking they’re getting all the messages, which they’re not because nobody checks their phone during CUE. The mission of acting, really, is, of course, to be wholly of the moment.

And to be someone else.

“Line!” Connie yells. The living room windows are open and her loud voice sails outside, out above the fields that are getting darker yet. Usually this is done in a concrete square of a loft, neighbors be damned. Because it’s a totally new setting, the group plays the game with more spirit than they normally do. They’re isolated, after all. Can do whatever they want. Though, there is a slight sense of maintaining manners: Oliver’s place is clean because he’s cleaned up. But what exactly?

His mind?

In any event, wine has a history of evicting decorum.

“I can’t believe how hard farm life is,” Rodney says from the couch.

Connie breathes deep, closes her eyes, then looks to Baum. Then, with what feels like a whole new face, like she’s a whole new person, a woman on a farm, burdened with the daily chores, she says, “I can’t believe how hard farm life is.”

And so the game is afoot.

“I warned you!” Morris yells.

All the others are gathered on the couch facing the fireplace. All six, squeezed side by side. Baum makes fists of his hands and puts them on his hips. He looks sternly at Connie.

“I warned you, honey.”

Everyone laughs. Honey. Okay then. Baum and Connie are a married couple on a farm.

Maybe.

They could be anybody at this point.

“You didn’t say anything about cleaning up wolf shit,” Karen says.

Baum nods her way. Good one. New element. Not your average farm story here.

Connie steps closer to Baum, eyes dead serious. “You didn’t say a Goddamn thing about cleaning up wolf shit.”

“Wolf shit?” Rodney says. “Where did you find this?”

Rodney wants to tell Baum how to deliver this next line, but that’s not part of CUE. There are other games that focus on directing. Here, you’re alone with the line.

“Wolf shit?” Baum says. He looks suspicious of this news. Rodney mutters yes because that’s what he was hoping Baum would do, the angle he would take. “Where exactly did you find this wolf shit… honey?”

Everyone laughs again. Baum is a natural. He’s so out of his element but such a good sport that you almost imagine he’s actually a sixty-year old man, content with his lot in life, not in the middle of Michigan making a house-call on a friend everyone’s worried about.

“I gotta be honest,” Ever says. “I couldn’t tell if it was a wolf or a man…”

Oooh. A scary story then. Just as the sky darkens outside. Just as Tracy sees the fields swallowed up into that darkness, the friends, my friends, fully reflected in the second, closed, living room window.

“Thing is,” Connie says, “I couldn’t tell if the shit belonged to a wolf or a… woman.”

Laughter all around. Good twist. A lady werewolf? Maybe. A mad witch outside? This is fun.

“Line,” Baum says. Because they’re all still laughing. Big glasses of wine, half full now. All except Tracy’s.

She’s sitting at one end of the couch, Karen and Ever between her and Oliver, Rodney and Morris on the other side of him. Karen is smiling at Baum, thinking of a good next line, and Tracy leans back just enough to catch Oliver’s profile. Everyone’s rolling, right? Drinking. Igniting the night. And here’s Oliver, that same expression he had when she sat with him on the back deck. Like he’s still overlooking the fields that fan out behind the farmhouse. Like he could turn to her, right now, and say, I’ll show you guys the barn later.

Morris starts to give Baum a line but Karen interrupts him. Yet, Morris is the one who usually interrupts, and Tracy just wants everyone to act like themselves right now.

Okay?

“I don’t know anything about any shitting woman,” Karen whispers, the way a script supervisor would do off-stage.

Baum breaks character and smiles at her. Because it’s funny. Oliver’s expression doesn’t change, Tracy notes. She can’t stop looking at him. It’s as if he’s been in an accident, through some mysterious surgery, without a trace of a scare to prove it.

“Honey,” Baum says. He paces in front of the fireplace, leans an elbow upon it, all serious now. “I don’t know a thing about any shitting woman.”

It’s too much. Rodney cracks up. Almost falls off the couch. Mid-laugh, balancing his glass of wine, he looks to Tracy, catches her looking at Oliver. She notices. He raises his eyebrows like, Hey, you okay? 

“Line” Connie says.

For a second nobody speaks. That’s part of the game, too. Gotta leave the person on stage stranded now and again. It’s no fun if everything goes too smooth.

Connie shakes her head.

“Line,” she mutters half under her breath.

Baum repeats his line.

“I don’t know anything about any shitting woman, honey.”

Silence.

“Line,” Connie says. Like she’s lost. Because in a way she is. She’s forgotten herself on stage.

That’s a character, too, you know. The one who can’t remember their lines.

Rodney comes to her rescue.

“That’s not true and you know it. She was here again, wasn’t she?”

“Who?” Baum asks, unable to resist leaping to a next line.

“Your mom,” Connie says.

It’s not funny. But it is. And so Ever laughs. And then everyone’s laughing again except Tracy who looks to the window and counts too many faces.

“Wait,” she says, but nobody hears her.

She’s not smiling and she suddenly wishes she wasn’t at the end of the couch. Like the person in back of the line of friends, parading through the House of Horrors.

In the glass: Baum and Connie standing. Morris and Rodney at the far end of the couch. Oliver leaning back. Ever. Karen. Tracy.

And a ninth face. One not them.

“Oliver,” Tracy says.

Oliver turns to her, his eyes so present, so foreign, that it feels as if she’s gotten the attention of a wax statue.

“Is someone outside?” She asks.

“What’s up?” Ever says.

But when she looks back to the window she doesn’t see it anymore. There’s just the eight of them. All counted. All there. She looks to her friends. To the window. To her friends. 

“Is someone outside?” Connie asks Baum.

CUE.

“Line,” Baum says.

Tracy half-stands.

“Fuck,” she says. “I thought I fucking saw someone at the window.”

“Fuck,” Baum says, flailing his hands with flair. “I thought I fucking saw someone at the window!”

Oliver is at Tracy’s side before Ever gets there.

“Out there?” Oliver asks.

“Yes.”

Oliver steps to the glass and cups his hands.

“Nope,” he says.

When he turns back to face the room, they’re all staring at him. Like Oliver is on stage now. He plays along.

Tracy, already standing, is on stage with him.

Baum and Connie take their glasses and squeeze onto the couch.

“Shall we?” Oliver asks Tracy. Then, “There’s probably nobody outside.”

“Probably?”

Oliver looks so relaxed. More than that; the visage of a man who has arrived.

But at what?

“There’s nobody out there,” Oliver says. “Even if there were, it’s eight against one.”

“That’s no helping,” Karen says. Then, “Are you really worried, Tracy?”

“No, I just… the way you guys were moving… the reflection…” She’s tired of feeling pent up. Tired of not saying what’s on her mind. She wants to sit with Oliver and ask him how he is. She wants to stop comparing him now to what he was then.

She thinks of Donna. Way back when Morris helped Oliver mend a broken heart in a brick room on Avenue C, and as each of us took turns taking him him out to make sure he was still glued together, Tracy was the only one who visited Donna. Donna was living in Hoboken then and Tracy took the train to Jersey without telling the rest of us. Certainly without telling Oliver.

It’s one of the reasons I was once engaged to Tracy. Because she’s the kind of person that would check on the friend of a friend. 

But her story from Donna’s house was a weird one. Donna wasn’t angry like Oliver said she was. Or at least that’s the impression Tracy got. Rather, Tracy framed it, Donna seemed more… afraid.

Afraid of what? I asked her then, all of us sans Oliver, tight together in the front booth at the Detroit Bar.

Tracy went on to paint a picture, Donna’s vision, of a darkness in Oliver that perhaps the rest of us should’ve recognized on our own. Yet, can you blame a friend for not seeing what a significant other can? There are things reserved for intimate eyes only. And while we all accepted Oliver Carpenter as a troubled, often brooding, possibly nihilistic friend, he was also endearing, charming, smart. Was he our odd man out? I suppose he was. But once you start keeping tabs on outs and ins… who’s centered?

The way Donna saw it, it wasn’t that Oliver had another man living inside him, someone else he wanted to be (we all have that), it was that Oliver would be someone else if the trade were offered.

I remember that night well. Remember feeling bad for Oliver. For Donna. The whole thing was a mess.

It bugged Tracy then and it bugs her now, standing on “stage” with Oliver the New, Oliver the Traded, Oliver the Unrecognizable, feeling still the dust from that trip to New Jersey, Donna’s perspective like headlights in Tracy’s winding road of a brain.

“Line,” Oliver says.

He doesn’t slouch. Doesn’t look out from behind low hanging bangs. Isn’t hard to find.

One of the reasons we all became such good friends with him was because of how explosive his performances could be. I’m not gonna lie and say he was a good actor, he wasn’t. But there were nights, two or three of them, when Oliver simply cracked the shell he lived in, when he exploded on stages, real stages, and touched the place within himself we’re all always trying to find in ourselves.

“I miss the city,” Morris says.

Everyone ooohs because that’s what friends are supposed to do. You’re supposed to ooh when a sensitive subject comes up during a game. Right? They ooh and Oliver says, “Ah,” before delivering the line in a way none of us have ever seen him act before. Like he’s no longer a punk thespian but Max von Sydow himself.

“I miss the city,” he says to Tracy. And Tracy looks back at him with such legit uneasiness in her eyes just hand her the Golden Globe on the spot.

“Line,” Tracy says. And so Ever feeds her a line.

“And the city misses you.”

Tracy breathes deep. Sometimes it’s intimidating to act in front of your actor friends. In some ways, I imagine it to be the biggest performances of any actor’s life, the way we show off or don’t, the moves we make, the characters we possess. And it’s not only a matter of they know. It’s not only because we’ve all shared teachers and classes and knowledge. I think it’s what being in a band must be like. You all know how good each other are, but you also believe there is no ceiling.

And anybody could touch greatness at any time.

“And the city misses you,” Tracy says.

There’s an intensity between her and Oliver. The kind that exists in no line.

Practical Baum steps up immediately with the next line for Oliver. Reliable Baum who could recognize a crack in a wall a hundred yards away.

“Then perhaps we’ll meet again.”

Oliver flashes a smirk. It’s an expression Tracy has never seen on his face before. It’s dismissive is what it is. Oliver is silently telling Baum his line is silly. Oliver has no plans on ever meeting the city again. Oliver is home now.

“Then perhaps,” Oliver says, shrugging as he steps toward Tracy, “we’ll meet again.”

Good move, Tracy thinks. Oliver altered the line with body language. He’s adding subtext. Tracy tries to focus on this. Oliver is playing for real.

“Let’s hope it’s not in an alley,” Morris says.

Tracy steps toward Oliver. She stares hard into his eyes. Can he see the real her? The way she feels right now? Does Oliver have any idea how much he’s put us all through over the past few weeks, the last six months, hell, since the day we met him? Can he sense the pain and worry he’s caused not only Tracy but everyone who is in this room, all who have come to visit him, to check on him, can he tell?

Then, a flicker. Something in his eye that says yes. He sees it! Is it sympathy? Is he sorry? Did Oliver just confess without opening his mouth, without turning away?

Tracy steps past him and spins like she’s out of a noir thriller.

“Let’s hope it’s not in an alley,” she says. “A little too in the dark for my tastes. I like things to be in the light, open, known.”

Tracy’s broken the rules and everyone knows it, but everyone also wants to hear how Oliver responds. Because, let’s be real, Tracy’s speaking for everybody now.

And theater is therapy for those who know it.

“Line,” Oliver says.

There’s some deflation. They wanted him to respond impromptu. I wonder now if I felt the disappointment myself, hundreds of miles away in a hotel lobby bar in St. Louis as I checked my phone and saw none of them had responded with an update.

“I’m open as a speakeasy,” Connie says.

Some laughter. Would’ve been funnier on a different night. But right now, Connie has put Oliver in an odd place, whether he knows it or not. That part’s hard to tell. What she’s done is force him to say he’s being himself when they all believe he’s not.

Oliver opens his mouth to speak, then turns to face his friends. He’s breaking the fourth wall and Tracy’s heart picks up speed. Oh shit, she thinks, Connie pushed the right button. Oliver isn’t playing the game anymore. His eyes are bright beneath the living room light that has only grown in intensity as the sky has darkened outside. He looks his friends straight in the eyes, one by one.

Connie.

Baum.

Karen.

Ever.

Rodney.

Morris.

He pauses at each without blinking, as if he might say anything but the line that was fed to him, anything else in the world.

He looks at Tracy last. His lips curled again in a completely unrecognizable, cocksure smirk. This isn’t the philosophical punk from New York City who once passed out on the subway and woke up on Coney Island. This isn’t the man who was mugged four times in four years and if his friends were honest with themselves they’d admit it was because Oliver looked the part, looked like someone who might be mugged. This isn’t the guy who shocked his friends to Hell and back when he quietly, shyly, mumbled that he’d met a woman named Donna and that this Donna was his antidote to a life without meaning, a life without color, without light.

This isn’t that guy anymore.

Rather, this is the look of someone who is and has always been in complete control of how he presents himself. The strongest man in the world and the charlatan that demands you pay to see him.

“Who’s hungry?” Oliver says.

Morris rockets to a standing and raises his hand. “Me!”

Rodney raises his hand, too.

Then they’re all saying yes, fuck yes, we’re hungry, good God, good game, that was fun, that was one helluva run.

“Great,” Oliver says, looking Tracy’s way. “Let’s migrate to the kitchen. Let’s eat.”
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This part is important.

About now I’ve left the hotel bar. Because even a single man in a strange town has to get up and move around a little. That’s what I’m doing. Walking the streets of downtown St. Louis. I’m thinking of my friends and because I’m out of New York City for the first time in a long time, I’m thinking about the Big Apple. We’ve all been out there about the same amount of time. Four years now. We all moved hoping to find cracks in the walls of theater, space for us to thrive. It hasn’t been easy, but none of us were asking for that. Whether we get famous or not doesn’t matter to us. That may sound like a thing to say, but it’s the truth. We know that “making it” doesn’t mean you’re any better than if you don’t. And, just as every platitude has its underside, not-making it doesn’t mean you’re any worse. We love what we do. My friends are all great actors in different ways. Tracy has enormous presence on stage. Karen has natural intensity. Morris is all raw talent. Rodney is precision. Connie has fire. Baum is a jewel behind the scenes. Ever will probably one day own the theater we’ll use for the rest of our lives.

And Oliver…

Oliver had power. Like Tracy’s but unruly. Unpredictable. I so remember the night at the Fox Box when Oliver blew the roof off the place and changed our view of him. He’d been sitting in the back like he often did, away from the rest of us, though it wasn’t unusual to spread out, especially at the Fox Box where you want to get to know everyone and where you feel like you’re part of a movement, even when you’re standing still. And haven’t you heard? Perception is reality. If you believe you’re part of a movement then you are. This is happening all over the globe, artists and non-artists alike. Corners of the world where young people believe in what they’re doing, know they’re doing something extraordinary. And so they are. And so are we. The Fox Box is a conduit for this kind of feeling. And Oliver plugged directly into it that night.

It was a semi-improv gig in that it was preferred you had a monologue prepared and memorized but technically you could do whatever you wanted. Nobody really wanted to see anybody search for lines for ten minutes, but hey, if that’s what you did, you did. The real point was delivery, presentation, for being alone with the material on stage. Imagine an open mic night for actors. Singers sing their songs. The monologues we’d memorized were ours.

But that night, Oliver wrote a song on the spot.

It’s a hard enough thing to truly internalize any lengthy monologue and it’s sure as hell hard to put together a solid six minutes of your own material. Just ask any comedian. But that’s just what Oliver found within himself to do. Near closing he rose from the shadowy back of the club and sauntered with a slouch to the stage. The host, usually a stickler, seemed to sense what we all did: Oliver needed to deliver a performance and needed to do it now. Had he been working on something? Did he have something prepared? We didn’t know. How could we? Oliver and Donna had been fighting bad enough by then that Donna wasn’t with us. Where was she? We didn’t think in those terms back then. She wasn’t there. New York is a big place. But it was clear Oliver had some feelings to get off his chest.

The host didn’t stop him but he did flash the rest of us a partially admonishing glance; he’s yours after all. 

What followed was perhaps too angry. Too sappy. If any other actor had delivered the same words in any other theater, you might’ve said it was lame. But sometimes even the cheesiest words are infused with soul. What floored us was that Oliver didn’t stammer once, didn’t search for a word, any word, for close to ten minutes. He whispered and he howled and he never lost track of it, never fell out of focus, didn’t rush a thing. He built to perhaps a juvenile climax (young love on the rocks), but the arc was complete, the story whole, the emotion palpable in the otherwise silent room. When he finished, everybody cheered like mad. Even the host. Oliver did that night what we all, always, set out to do: he moved us. And while his performance might not have worked on film and was perhaps too much even for theater, we all knew we’d seen his truth.

So, yes, even Oliver could act. And, guess what, so can I. The question becomes: what am I doing at a conference in St. Louis as my best friends are sitting down to dinner in the middle of Michigan? What the hell am I doing with myself? Where has my life lead up to? You ever think of things in those terms? That everything you’ve ever done has led up to this moment and if you don’t like the moment then maybe you don’t like everything you’ve done?

Time to be someone else, I say, traipsing from one St. Louis street corner to another. Time to start saying no. And while I’m walking, I see a guy, about my age, and he’s wearing a blazer and so am I and we nod and I think, He wants to be someone else, too.  

But does he? And do I?

Would anybody really want their core to be swapped for another? Or is it the decisions we make, we, you, me, that we question? Are we dissatisfied with… us?

Or us right now?

So while I’m freaking out on the streets of St. Louis, my friends are sitting down to eat a meal put together by another friend who doesn’t resemble in any way the man who took that stage by the balls that night and delivered one of the oddest, most remarkable, on-the-spot monologues any of us have ever seen. The man who fills their glasses of water doesn’t appear to have an ounce of that aggression, that anger, that improvisation inside him.

This meal, this moment, feels long prepared.

Tracy, Ever, Karen, and Baum sit on the wall side, facing the French doors and the darkness beyond. Across the table are Morris, Rodney, an empty seat, and Connie. Classical music plays from the living room; Tracy saw Oliver stack some records on the player just prior to entering the kitchen.

So here they are. And it feels like a big moment. Because it’s no longer a sense that Oliver is hosting, now he’s flat-out doing it.

“You’ve all heard of farm-to-table,” he says. “It’s becoming a big thing in the city, isn’t it?”

“For sure,” Morris says, sipping some of the wine he has stationed beside his water. “Every restaurant claims to do that.”

“Whether they do or not,” Rodney adds.

“Who would lie about something like that?” Connie asks.

Oliver opens the refrigerator door and removes two dishes, already prepped with salad. He places one in front of Karen, one in front of Baum.

It’s mostly greens.

“You grow this yourself?” Morris asks.

Because it looks like that. Unruly. The lettuce. The greens.

“Not me,” Oliver says. “But yes, this is all from these very fields.”

He fans a hand to the French doors, to the brick of blackness beyond.

He removes two more salads, places one in front of Morris, one in front of Rodney.

It all has the feel of DIY. If food could look the part of a homemade quilt, these salads are doing just that.

“Sweet,” Morris says. He forks a load of greens and makes to bring it to his mouth but Rodney lays a gentle hand on his wrist. He nods over his shoulder and eyes the empty places remaining on the table as if to say, It’s rude not to wait. 

Oliver returns from the fridge with two more. He sets one in front of Ever, one in front of Tracy.

Tracy eyes the greens and yellows. Peppers? Some of it looks like straight grass. She’s certainly seen and eaten weirder in New York City restaurants, but this feels different. And maybe it shouldn’t. Oliver’s right, right? Isn’t this the ultimate in farm-to-table? The walk to the fields would take two minutes.

Oliver brings one more for Connie.

He closes the refrigerator.

“A toast,” Morris says, raising his glass high. Everyone else follows suit. Oliver takes his seat and raises his glass, too. “To you, Oliver,” Morris says. “I gotta be honest when I say I never in a million years would’ve predicted Oliver Carpenter slipping so elegantly into farm life. It’s good to see you, man. We missed you.”

Everyone awwws and Rodney gives Oliver’s right wrist a little squeeze as Connie wraps an arm around his shoulder.

My best friends all clink glasses, sure to look one another in the eye as they cheer, a thing Baum learned is a matter of respect all over the world.

“You’re not hungry?” Karen asks Oliver, nodding to the empty space in front of him.

Oliver doesn’t break the connection with her eyes when he says, “I already ate.”

“Okay then,” Connie says. “I’m fucking starved.”

She digs in first, forking the freshest green leaves any of them have ever seen. Everyone else does the same.

They eat.

All but Tracy. Not yet. Rather, she eyes Oliver over her wine glass, sees it as he closes his eyes and breathes deep, as if he’s been waiting to serve dinner to his friends for a very long time. All his life, Tracy thinks. Because, yes, that’s what this feels like, like a man finally coming into his own, finally having found his stride. It’s not hard to recall the slumped form of him in the back of so many New York bars, as Morris or Karen held court. How long has Oliver Carpenter wanted to take the stage, the real stage, to stand front and center in life?

When he opens his eyes he’s looking at her, smiling. She angles the glass toward him, to silently cheer him again, because this is a friend, dammit, a best friend, who has improved his lot in life. Through the glass, half his face is warped, and his slight smile appears to be a straight line instead.

“Fuck this is good,” Rodney says. Everyone agrees.

Tracy eats, too.

It tastes incredibly fresh. Oddly fresh. She isn’t even sure there’s any dressing on it. She wonders what this is, what could this possibly be. She looks to the darkness beyond the deck and knows they came from back there.

Back there.

“What’s in this?” Karen asks. She asks it the way someone does when they’re looking to make the same thing at home one day.

“Fiddleheads,” Oliver says. “Lettuce and green beans. A lot.”

“This is the best fuckin salad I’ve ever had,” Morris says, his mouth mostly full.

“Excellent,” Ever says, his voice close to Tracy’s ear. She agrees. It tastes as fresh as Oliver seems new.

They go silent for a minute. Or without words anyway, as they each eat their salads and sip their water and sip their wine. Connie is downright wolfing the greens. Baum sets his fork down, looks Oliver in the eye, and says, “This is rather fantastic, Oliver.”

Connie laughs first. Cause it’s funny. The word. Rather. Tracy feels a pinprick of laughter, too, the sort of rush one gets when they’re stoned and about to laugh uncontrollably at an otherwise every day joke.

“Rather,” Karen says, mocking her lover.

Rodney giggles. Then Morris outright cackles. Tracy laughs too and fuck if it doesn’t feel good. How long has she been so serious? Has New York City done this to her, kept her so pent up, wound so tight? It shouldn’t feel this good to laugh! And she can admit it now. How dramatic she’s been. Oliver’s been scaring her since even before they arrived and that fear had doubled and tripled since showing up at his farmhouse and observing him up close. Here’s a friend. Here’s a friend who ran into some seriously dark matter in the big city then inherited a farm from his dead grandfather and decided to do something about it. He proactively left town and made conscious changes to every aspect of his life. He has clearly reinvented himself, just look, here he sits, here’s a friend, done well for himself, here he sits, here. Oh who is Tracy kidding, trying to ignore the fact that every group of friends who move to New York City to become actors experience the loss of those who either give in, give up, or simply change their minds and don’t want to circle the wheel anymore? It isn’t easy out there. Oliver got chewed up a bit. That’s okay. Tracy not only knows this but she really feels this, right now, halfway through the salad Oliver’s made, the best fucking salad of her life. And everybody’s happy. Baum and Karen are laughing beside her and Ever is smiling as he sips his water, pure contentment in his eyes. It’s like they’re all realizing at once that it’s okay for a friend to go through changes. It’s okay for people to give up on the “dream” and realize it wasn’t even a dream in the first place, not theirs anyway, drop it in search of a legitimate valued peace of mind on a farm in the middle of fucking Michigan instead.

Oliver stands up.

Tracy’s feeling like he’s going to give a speech. It’s the right time. Something like that. Or, no no, she’s got it: he’s going to open the stove and miraculously pull from it the next course. Oliver hiding food all over his house, the new Oliver.

“I can’t stop laughing,” Baum says.

“Rather,” Karen says and they start all over again. Tracy, too. Morris and Rodney are losing it across the table, Connie’s whole face a smile. They can’t stop. It’s just…

It’s perfect is what it is.

A communal manifestation of the right way to feel, how they should’ve felt about their friend all along. Like in that one book where the group of people attempt to contact a ghost they made up, to test the boundaries of mob mentality, here Tracy and our circle are arriving at an epiphany all at once. All of them! It doesn’t matter that Morris is looser than Ever or that Baum is more skeptical than Connie. They’re all coming to the concrete conclusion that Oliver Carpenter has bettered himself and there’s absolutely no reason to feel weird about that ever again.

“Someone’s standing in the corner,” Karen says.

“Rather,” Baum says.

And it’s laughter all over again. It feels so good. This is Tracy’s dream. This is why she came out here. Friends again. Every one of them.

She looks to the corner. Sees an old man standing behind the stove.

She nearly knocks her wine glass over as she grips Ever’s wrist.

“Ever,” she says.

But Ever is laughing too hard with Baum, like they’re wasted at the Fox Box. Like it’s the end of the night and someone is about to holler last call.

“Ever…”

“Guys,” Oliver says. He’s standing behind his chair now, hands on the back of it. He’s blocking Tracy’s view of the stove. “I hope you like my cooking.”

Even he laughs at this one. Hell, even Tracy does, Tracy who, while laughing, feels a thread of black yarn curling up through the laughter, stretching form her belly to her brain, a thread of fear, no, more, legit horror, at the memory of an old man in this room, quickly fading.

“So here’s what’s going on,” Oliver says.

“Oh really?” Morris says. “Is something going on?”

Rodney loses it again. Flat out cracking up. Oliver places a hand on Rodney’s shoulder. When he talks, his voice comes a little fuzzy to Tracy. Tracy who is still trying to look around him, recalling something behind him that wasn’t supposed to be there. Was that a shovel? A rake? Whatever it was, it didn’t belong in the kitchen.

Oliver speaks:

“You’ve all just eaten the crops that grow out here, the crops The Farmer tends. Now, I don’t expect you to believe this right off the bat, I didn’t, but my grandfather knew about it and my grandmother knew about it, too. It’s really incredibly exciting and so I expect some of you are going to feel almost afraid of what I have to say.”

He looks at Tracy and Tracy feels that black yarn thicken a bit. Why did Oliver say the word “afraid” and then looks at her? Can he tell she’s afraid? Is she? But she’s laughing…

“This part of it feels good,” Oliver says, still standing behind his chair, no longer gripping the back of it. “Change feels good. I know that as well as anybody now. But I don’t mean to boast. That’s the not the point of this. The Farmer is quiet about it and maybe I should be, too. The important part is…”

Tracy’s laughter trails to an end and she realizes the others stopped laughing before her. They’re all looking at Oliver, legitimate concern in their eyes.

Are they worried? What just happened? Weren’t they all just laughing?

Tracy feels a little uneasy. A little sick.

“Perspectives,” Oliver says. He’s more than just a little smiling now. He’s flat out revealing. “Points of view. Moods. Worldviews. Feelings.”

Morris and Rodney exchange a look, Rodney with his customary what the fuck and Morris with a scrunched brow. Baum kindly smiles but Karen’s face is stone. Tracy notes this. She notes it all.

What did Oliver just say? What did he really say?

She looks to her plate, to what little remains of her salad.

Poison, she thinks. Oliver poisoned us. 

She looks to Ever and sees on his face an expression she doesn’t believe he’s ever worn. He looks less naturally aloof, more focused instead.

“I gave you what I thought each of you could use,” Oliver says.

“Olly,” Rodney says, “what the fuck are you talking about?”

Oliver holds up two empty palms, like clam down, calm down.

“Believe me. It takes some getting used to. In a good way. In a great way. But the crops that grow out here, they aren’t like–”

“Karen?” Baum asks.

Tracy sees Baum and Karen are looking at one another, studying each other’s faces, searching each other’s eyes.

What are they looking for?

When Ever turns to her, she feels a jolt. It’s him, of course. And a lover knows a lover. But what is this look in his eyes? Who is this?

Tracy stands up.

“Oliver, I think you’re scaring us.”

Is he? Is she scared? She doesn’t feel scared. But there’s a far away part of her that believes she should.

“Justifiably so,” Oliver says. “But let me tell you a story. Let me tell you how I was shown what grows out here and what it did for me. Will you guys let me do that first?”

Tracy looks to the window. To the darkness. To the fields.

“Sit down, Tracy?” Oliver asks.

Tracy, feeling a little dizzy, a little a lot, sits down.

“I came out here because I had to,” Oliver says. “You all know that.” No shame here. No embarrassment. Like Oliver Carpenter has been on the self-help talk circuit for decades and his closest friends are just finding this out. “The city got to be too much for me. Lost whatever money I had. Drank some away, bet the rest. I realize some of you didn’t know that part. I know Baum did and I thank you Baum for keeping that to yourself. But yes, some of it was gambling. And there was Donna of course, that was just a mess, Donna who I simply should never have met and who should never have met me. Definitely not the me I was then. Morris once said we were like magnets, her and I, we repelled, but still, magnets, a thing you expect to attract. Whatever it was it was poison, and while I’ve given those days, and that relationship, a lot of thought, that’s not what I want to tell you about right now.” He looks to the French doors. “As you all know, I took a greyhound from New York City to Detroit, a second bus from there to Mt. Pleasant. With the money Rodney lent me,” he nods to Rodney, “I was able to take a cab from Mt. Pleasant to Gibbons. Here.” He fans a hand to those French doors, to the blackness beyond them. “I had no guide, no father, no mother, no grandfather to tell me how to run a farm. My first few days were spent sleeping on the exact couch we were all sitting on just moments ago. An old friend of grandfather’s knocked on the door the third day I was here and asked if I needed any help ‘setting things up.’ In a moment of uncharacteristic honesty, I told him I most definitely did and so he more or less inspected the farmhouse and barn. He told me I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. While the electrical looked good and the roof wouldn’t need to be changed for another five years or so, there was a lot of work to do. I told him I didn’t need the barn. He agreed. So he helped me set up a plan to get the house up and running. He called a local electrician, heating and cooling, all from in and around the area. But while he did all this, we got to talking, and he asked me if I knew what kind of farm this was.” Oliver looks around the way someone does when they’re describing the moment they met the love of their life. Connie yawns. Oliver, not missing a beat, points at her. “You’re all going to need to sleep soon. It’s why I made sure to show you your rooms before dinner. But first, the kind of farm this is. I told Howard I had no idea. In hindsight I must’ve looked like a know-nothing kid, right? Not even caring what grew in the fields behind the farmhouse I’d inherited. But Howard seemed worried about the crops, the fields, and it made me curious so I asked him what was up? Was there something bad back there? Was I going to have to sell the place because there were rancid lots? He didn’t give me much of a response at first. He just opened these very doors behind me and stepped out onto the deck and I understood I was supposed to follow. It was good weather, I remember that. I also remember feeling weird for not having looked the fields over at all for the three days since I’d moved it. Christ, it was like I was getting over drugs without even being on any. But that’s the place I was in. And Howard seemed to understand that. He pointed to the fields and he said, ‘You see that line of willows way out there in the distance?’ I told him I did. ‘That’s the end of your property. We could take a walk out there if you want to.’ I told him that sound okay but I think he could tell I was still only half interested in what he was saying. ‘Listen to me,’ he said, ‘because what I’m about to tell you is very important. If you never touch those fields, if you leave them exactly as they are right now, they won’t grow over, they won’t overgrow, and you’ll never have to worry about them again. If you choose, right now, never to give a shit about what’s buried out behind your farmhouse, you can live here as long as you want and you’ll live a long and happy life. But if you follow him out there–’ I stopped him there. ‘Follow who?’ I asked. ‘Wasn’t I supposed to follow you?’ He shook his head like he’d already said too much. ‘How long do you plan on staying?’ He asked me. And in that moment I believed, fully, that Howard didn’t think I was the type of man who could make the right decisions living on a farm this size and that he had begun the deliberate process of advising me to sell it and leave. Some of you suggested the same. Karen, you brought it up once, said I could sell my inheritance, go to any city I wanted, take root in California, Texas, whatever. I didn’t have to come to the middle of Michigan, didn’t have to go from the unfathomable cacophony of New York City to its opposite, a place like this. I think you referred to that as ‘potentially traumatic,’ Karen. And I got it. And I get it now. Change is traumatic. But not all trauma is bad. Not in the end it’s not.”

Connie mumbles something and lays her head down on the table.

Ever yawns.

“She’s asleep,” Tracy says, pointing. Her finger feels heavy. Ever sounds tired. Is she tired, too?

“I’ll help everyone to bed in a second,” Oliver says. “I just need to tell you the rest of this first. It’s something I really need to do. You were right, guys, I have been alone out here. Really really alone. The only other person I ever see is the same one who showed me what grows out here and so I can’t tell him the story. So… give me a few more minutes?”

Tracy looks to Ever, sees he’s having trouble keeping his eyes open. She looks to Karen but Karen and Baum are fixed on Oliver.

“The electrician came out. Suddenly I had light. Then heat. And air. And the water was clean. A broken window was fixed. Stains on the kitchen floor removed.”

Tracy looks to her shoes under the table. Sees bare feet next to her.

She looks up to see it’s only Ever.

Under the table, all shoes again.

“Jesus, Oliver…” she says.

“And the whole time the place is getting fixed up, Howard is advising me to sell. He’s saying stuff like, ‘Now nobody can say the window is broken. Now nobody can say the bedrooms aren’t clean.’ And the whole time I’m considering it. Howard thinks I could get close to two hundred for the house, barn, and lot and believe me, it’s not hard imagining depositing an amount like that and taking off for Brazil. Start over again. Forget New York. Forget Donna. And Howard almost has me there, he’s almost got me agreeing to this when I meet The Farmer.”

Tracy looks under the table. Only shoes. Still.

Across the table, Connie is practically snoring. Morris’s eyes are red and the fact that he hasn’t talked in five minutes means he’s about to pass out. It was a long drive, Tracy tells herself. But she knows that’s not what’s happening here.

Ever lays his head on Tracy’s shoulder.

“Honey,” she says. “Stay awake. Please.”

Again, that black yarn rises, a snake waking to the song of its charmer.

Something is wrong.

Rodney is still seemingly as awake as she is, though she is fading a bit herself. He has his forefinger and thumb to his chin like this monologue of Oliver’s tops even his feat at the Fox Box. Thing is: she doesn’t feel like something is wrong. Not really. That’s the funny part, isn’t it? She can easily remember thinking there was something really wrong back when they were playing CUE but that feels like a long time ago now. Isn’t it okay for Oliver to tell them the story of how he settled in? And isn’t it a little overly dramatic to keep repeating something is wrong when you don’t really feel like anything is?

Even if you remember thinking the opposite before?

“I found him upstairs,” Oliver says. “Sitting in the room Morris and Rodney will share tonight. I thought I’d heard something, an animal maybe, life. You ever notice how readily life recognizes life? How you could be hiking a path and just suddenly sense something living is close? Most people describe that as a feeling of being watched. But I don’t think that’s what it is. It’s more like all of you is seeing something else. Life recognizing life. We could see one another in a cold, dark, empty space, without anybody telling us the other was near. That’s how it was for me with The Farmer.”

“Oliver,” Baum says. “I may need to hear the rest of this story tomorrow. I can barely keep my eyes open.”

“Head upstairs, Baum.”

“But wait,” Tracy says. “Didn’t you just say you found the… Farmer up there?”

“He’s not upstairs right now.”

“But…”

Tracy yawns. Can’t stop it from happening.

Baum gets up. “You coming?” he asks Karen.

But Karen is stoic, staring ahead, and Tracy wonders if maybe she’s not looking at Oliver at all, only facing him.

Baum sits back down.

“I was on the back deck when I felt him,” Oliver says. “First time. Gave me a bit of a chill. That’s how it works, right? Any change, really. Scary at first. But I followed a deeper instinct. I’d started thinking of this place as my house, at least mine to sell, and I wasn’t going to let whatever was upstairs stop me from doing that. I was a little worried about a squatter, truth be told, we all knew people like that in New York. Could someone do that here? I don’t see why not. And so I readied myself. I took my keys from my pocket and put one between each of my fingers, like brass knuckles but meaner.”

Morris nods, eyes closed.

Tracy knows she should get up, they all should. They should leave this place right now. Yet, she just doesn’t want to. The side of her that says leave is smaller than the side that says stay and she thinks,

Oliver is your friend. What are you thinking he did?

“I saw him through the door,” Oliver says, worship in his eyes. “He was sitting in that little green chair next to the bed, the lamp on, showing me most of his face and hat.”

“Hat?” Baum asks.

Tracy remembers seeing an old man in a hat. Was that here? In this house? In this room?

Oliver nods. “Scared the shit out of me. I said, ‘Get out of there, this isn’t your house.’ I thought maybe he was senile. He had that look about him. And he didn’t say a word. Didn’t move to get up. He only sat, his eyes shadowed by the brim of that hat, like he was looking somewhere I couldn’t see. I entered the room and told him again, I said, ‘You gotta go. I don’t know you. This is my house.’ And then he spoke.”

Oliver has the look of someone who believes his audience is in lock step with him. Like Tracy and Ever, Morris and Rodney, Baum and Karen are all excited to meet The Farmer, too.

Or like they’re going to be.

“He told me I couldn’t sell a place this special. Told me I owned the most special farm in the world. Told me he’d been tending the crops for what felt like a thousand years and I needed to see what was growing out there, the potential I had, before I did something stupid like sell it. I listened to him. And I wasn’t scared. His manner, the way he talks, I believed him. And I was right to. He held out a hand for me to help him up from the chair and I did and I saw what looked like a thousand years of work in the effort he used to get up. Saw it in his fingers, too. I asked him if he needed help getting downstairs and he said no and I followed him out the bedroom. The Farmer is an old man. Very old. But he was okay on his own. Took a long time, but we got down to the ground floor and passed through this very kitchen, out onto the deck.”

Morris’s head falls to the table with a soft thud. He is asleep.

Tracy looks to Karen but she’s still staring in that funny way and suddenly Tracy wonders if Karen is looking inward after all. Like this whole time she’s been staring inside herself. Like she has a stranger of her own sitting on a chair in her upstairs bedroom.

“It was on the deck where he told me what grows out here. Not radishes or cabbage, not potatoes or corn. There is no smell to what grows behind this house. The Farmer described for me how he farms, crawling around out there, digging his fingers into the dirt, pulling traits straight out of the earth.”

“Traits?” Rodney asks. “What are you saying?”

Tracy, hazy, is surprised to see Rodney is still awake. Baum and Ever are out.

“That’s the first word he used to describe them.” Oliver says. “He worked his way down the deck steps and I followed. Then out into the fields where his bare feet crunched what sounded like dead grass and dead leaves and I didn’t worry where I was stepping because he didn’t seem to be worrying at all. It was dark but by the moon I saw we were pretty far from the house, pretty fast, and approaching what looked like, and what must have looked to you guys like, the end of my property.”

“Did you say bare feet?” Tracy asks.

Oliver looks to her, entire worlds spinning in his eyes. He’s reached an important part of his story, she can tell. Important to him, yes, but possibly important to her now, too.

“It wasn’t the end of the property is the thing, Tracy. In a way, it was the beginning. Out there where the willows drape over the end of the dead grass and what looks like unfarmable land, there’s a lot of dirt. And in that dirt…”

“Traits,” Rodney says. He might be awake, but he’s leaning far back into his chair.

Karen falls against Baum. She sleeps. Connie is breathing heavy in, heavy out. Tracy looks to Rodney who looks to her. Then they both turn away. As if they’re both ashamed of listening.

“The Farmer couldn’t show me where everything was in one night, of course. That would be like believing you could read every classic book in a day, or get to know every person on the planet. He showed me courage, first. Because he knew. I don’t know where he got the jar from, but he had a jar and he bottled up some courage and handed it to me. I’ve never seen The Farmer’s eyes, not exactly, but I came close then, with the moon hitting him the way it was, and I understood he was telling me to try some.”

“Oliver,” Tracy says.

“So I did. I tried some out there where the real fields begin.”

“Oliver,” Tracy says again. “I think we’re all too sleepy for this story right now. I think–”

“I’ll help you to bed,” he says. “But just one more thing. What I gave you tonight is what I know you need–”

Karen falls face first into her plate. Makes a loud sound as the dish cracks against the table. Tracy makes to get up to help but she’s just too tired.

Rodney points to the pantry.

“Who’s in there?”

Tracy, sensing that black yarn once more, looks.

“In the pantry?” Oliver asks.

Tracy looks to the slats in the door.

Life, she thinks.

“Is someone…”

“Who the fuck is in there?’ Rodney asks, but his words are heavy. Tired.

Rodney gets up. The movement is so violent to Tracy as to scare her. How can Rodney stand right now?

Turns out he can’t, not entirely. Oliver has to support him.

“Time for bed, I think,” Oliver says. “Come on.”

Things are blurry for Tracy. She closes her eyes. Opens them to see Oliver and Rodney are no longer in the kitchen. She senses someone behind her, makes to turn, closes her eyes again. Opens them, Connie is gone. She hears music coming from the living room. Old music. Country music. She closes her eyes. Opens them. Baum and Karen are gone. Did she just see Oliver leaving the room? She closes her eyes. Opens them. The old man is entering the kitchen by the living room door, his hat shading his eyes, a wrinkled chin below. She closes her eyes. Opens them. Morris is gone. Oliver is helping Ever out of the kitchen. She hears creaking upstairs. Creaking from inside the kitchen somewhere, too. Is Oliver speaking? To Ever? She closes her eyes, opens them. Oliver is standing beside her. A jar in his hands.

“You might need some of this,” he says. “I think you will.”

She sees a label on the jar. Handwritten.

forgiveness

His fingers vanish into the jar, then reappear in her mouth. She tries to say something, to turn away. Then she’s swallowing, and his fingers are nowhere near her face again.

“Come on, Tracy, let me help you.”

“Traits,” Tracy says, just able to see the jar on the table. Just able to see the old man sitting where Connie was sitting before. “Oliver… what’s…”

“You’ll see. Tomorrow.”

“Does your grandfather still live here?”

The words are so heavy.

“No, no,” Oliver says, helping her to a standing. “He’s dead, remember?”

It’s not as difficult to stand as she thinks it should be. In fact, it feels like she’s slipped into a glove. Like she should’ve been standing all along.

“Come on, Tracy…”

Oliver is guiding her into the living room. They pass the picture of one of Oliver’s relatives on the wall. Hard to tell what this guy was thinking at the time. He could be happy. Could be not. It’s starting to make Tracy sick, this picture. Like the man behind the glass is more than one person at once. Not that she’s seeing double, but that this man has had to make room for more.

“You’re going to be okay,” Oliver says.

“Why do you say that?”

They’re walking again, at the foot of the stairs now.

“Because you made a sound like you might throw up.”

“Did I?”

“It’s okay. Everyone else is asleep. This is how it works. It feels good when it takes hold, makes you laugh.”

“Oliver…”

“Then you get tired.”

“Oliver… what did you do to us…”

Up the stairs, almost to the top.

“You’re gonna fall asleep now,” Oliver says. “See Ever there? That’s where we’re going.”

Tracy looks, sees Ever out on the bed.

“Is someone downstairs?” Tracy asks. “In the kitchen?”

“Right in here,” Oliver says. “That’s it. Okay. Lay down. Next to Ever. We’ll talk tomorrow. About a lot of things. You’re going to fall asleep now.”

Oliver becomes a mess of whites and blues and blondes, and the paint on the walls is the paint on all walls, and there’s the possibility of a hat, eyes shaded, peeking over Oliver’s shoulder, all a whirling blur that follows her into the deepest, darkest sleep of her life.

And as Tracy goes there, as all my best friends are now sleeping at Oliver’s farmhouse in Michigan, I’m returning to the hotel in St. Louis, still unsure who I want to be, but knowing I need to make changes, knowing that I’m not in the right place, that this job, this conference, this life, is not me.

As Tracy begins a dreamless, black sleep, I enter the hotel thinking, This isn’t me. This just isn’t me anymore. Not anymore. 
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I wake to a bunch of messages.

Baum writes:

We’re going to stay a little longer.

It’s the first message I see and while I’m surprised, I guess I’m also not. We live by the seats of our pants. They must’ve had a good time. I’m happy for them and. I just hope it’s not because Oliver is doing worse than we even thought and needs more than one night with good friends.

Karen sends this next:

Not sure how long we’ll be away. Can you get our mail for us while we’re gone? Expecting a worrisome bill.

This is striking. Enough, anyway. Get their mail? How long is Karen thinking they’re going to stay?

I’m up. I’m hungover. Maybe I’m reading into things. Maybe none of this is weird at all.

Then, one from Rodney:

Hello! Sorry I didn’t respond last night. We played CUE. Another good one. Got lost in a bottle of wine.

Then Connie:

Wow. Just… WOW. Kinda makes me wanna move to a farm.

I’m thinking I was right when I wondered if I was missing a legendary night.

I notice a voice mail. It’s from Morris. Halfway to the bathroom I listen.

“Hey, buddy. How is St. Louis? I’ve seen that Arch before. Can’t remember if I went inside it or not. You know how childhood memories go. So listen, Rodney and I are going to stay at Olly’s farm a little longer. Too much to explore in one night. Don’t really feel like making the drive back yet either. Not used to spending so much time in a car. Can you do us a favor? You don’t have to if you don’t want to but we would be completely grateful if you checked on Townshend while we’re gone. He should be fine for a day or two but even cats need maintenance. Again, I don’t mean to put you out. I apologize in advance. But let me know? And Rodney says hello. Or actually he says he texted you himself. Okay. Call me if there’s any problem.” 

I’m standing halfway to the bathroom, looking at my phone for some time. I’m feeling something like anxiety crawling up my shoulders, but not quite reaching my head.

Thing is: everything about that message wasn’t Morris.

I know, at some point, I’m the one who sounds like he’s not himself, standing here accusing everyone I know of being other people. But, really. If there’s one thing I know about Morris, one thing we all know, it’s that he’s never been polite about asking for favors. The Morris I know would’ve left a message like this:

Yo. We’re staying longer. Look after the cat. I owe you one.

Am I losing my mind? Did we analyze the change in Oliver’s personality to such a degree that I’m transferring all that onto my other friends, too?

I call Tracy. I have to. Maybe I’m just feeling left out. Maybe I’m isolated in St. Louis while they’re all on some spiritual wine journey and I just need to hear the voice of a friend.

She picks up right away.

“Hey.”

“Hi, Tracy. Are you staying out there, too?”

A beat of silence.

“Nope. Ever has a meeting tomorrow morning, early. I have an audition in two days. So we’re heading back now.”

“Great.”

“How’s St. Louis?”

“Whatever.”

Silence again. Why do I feel like I’m intruding? Like I’ve stepped into a room full of people who are talking about something I’m not privy to?

“Well, okay,” Tracy says.

“That’s it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… you know. There was quite a buildup to you guys heading out there. I’m just wondering how it went.”

“It was interesting.”

“Interesting,” I repeat.

“Yes. But we’re heading out now.”

“Okay,” I say. “I fly out in two days. Let’s meet up when I get back? You can tell me all about it.”

Some silence.

“Great,” Tracy says.

We hang up.

I’m feeling a little crazy. Oliver isn’t himself. Morris isn’t himself. And now Tracy…

“She’s with her boyfriend,” I remind myself. And no matter how cool we are, no matter how forward-thinking Tracy and my relationship is (once engaged, now close friends) she does have a new man in her life.

I shake it off. Because I’m pretty sure I’m more upset about the fact that I have a conference to be at in less than forty minutes. I’ll suffer through panels and lectures, deep discussions about topics I have nothing invested in. I’ll spend the day nodding and smiling and counting the hours until it’s over.

It helps that Tracy and Ever have a long drive ahead of them. They have hours spent trapped ahead of them, too. But it’s not till much later that I’m told how that drive goes.

It goes like this:

Ever drives. Start there. None of us have ever known Ever to drive at all. He knows how, he tells Tracy. She’s fine with it. She sits in the passenger seat and they reverse out the gravel drive, smiling and waving to the rest of our friends, Baum and Karen, Morris and Rodney, Connie and Oliver, too.

They don’t say a word the entire ride home. When I later tell Tracy she can’t be serious about this, she looks at me the way people do when they believe they’re the expert, you’re the novice.

She put it this way:

They have a lot to think about on the drive. Feels like they’re seeing the world in a different way. Everything, even something as simple as a rest stop, looks new. They don’t point these things out to one another because it’s understood that they’re sharing this experience. They’re going through this at the same time.

About halfway home, the idea of Oliver’s farm in Michigan has become a little blurry. Tracy imagines Karen still sitting at the kitchen table, still staring at where Oliver spoke for so long last night. But Oliver isn’t in the kitchen anymore. She imagines Karen looking inward, hours on end, maybe for as long as it takes Ever and Tracy to make it back to New York. She imagines Connie standing where she stood when they played CUE, alone now in the living room, not playing any games, just thinking, considering, then reconsidering, too. She imagines Rodney quiet on the front porch, Morris making circles in the gravel drive with the tip of his shoe. His hands are in his pockets. He thinks. She pictures Baum on the back deck, coffee in his right hand, overlooking the fields that have more detail now, whether that’s courtesy of the sun or not. And out in those fields, just past the row of willows, Tracy imagines Oliver himself, a speck of a silhouette to Baum, taking stock of his crops.

Oliver has a utility belt of mason jars in Tracy’s daydream. He’s barefoot and he kneels and he jams his fingers into the dirt and scoops crops into jars that will be labeled with his own sloppy handwriting and eventually tucked into the walk-in pantry in the kitchen.

She thinks of the word traits and shudders the one shiver she feels the entire drive home. The word sparks a memory of one more person in the house, someone, she can’t remember who, sitting in the little green chair next to the bed in one of the bedrooms upstairs.

Is it herself she’s thinking of? Who’s upstairs? Should she and Ever have stayed longer, too? Are they destroying the moment by leaving? Are they cracking some unspoken circle?

Silly as it sounds, it almost feels like they’re walking out on a ceremony they agreed to play a part in.

She doesn’t voice these thoughts. Instead, she views the world, literally, noting everything she sees out the window and how it all makes her feel.

She feels different. She is aware of this. A change within.

But what exactly?

She looks over at Ever behind the wheel. She doesn’t like what she sees. It’s one thing to really notice road signs for the first time in your life, but it’s another to observe a wholly new expression on the face of someone you believe you know so well. It’s not like Ever looks crazy, exactly, it’s more like he’s thought of something, has had a revelation profound enough to alter his physical appearance, the look in his eyes, the lines of his face.

Tracy looks away from him. Tries not to turn his way again for the duration of the drive. At one point, she has to see him, as they’re getting gas, as she watches him walk into the gas station, as she thinks, That isn’t Ever’s step. 

Tracy notices these things. We all do. We’re actors. And it’s obvious to her that Ever’s aloof walk has been replaced with something more purposeful, something driven. As if he’s not walking into a gas station, or driving to New York City for that matter, but going somewhere well beyond both.

Yes, Tracy thinks, Ever looks like a man heading to the base of a mountain he’s always wanted to climb. A man stepping toward a specific location she doesn’t know the name of.

They don’t speak when he gets back in. Ever simply starts the car and they’re off again. The American highways beneath them. And all the while, Tracy thinks of Ever’s new walk.

She’s been thinking about why she didn’t get out of the car at that last stop. She could’ve used the bathroom. She could’ve gotten something to eat or drink.

She thinks she knows why:

Tracy didn’t want to see her own new walk.

She feels a burst of anxiety, something so deep and central to her person that she can only equate it with lava threatening to erupt. Then, she squashes it. Easily. With a clear and focused confidence she didn’t know she had.

And like that, she’s okay.

More than okay. She rolls down the window. Lets the fresh air whip against her face and hair.

She thinks of Ever’s walk but this time it makes her smile. Maybe her walk is different now, too. She’s sure it is. And maybe, if she wants to walk the way she’s always walked, if she wants to think the way she’s always thought, she’ll have to play the role of her life.

She’ll have to play Tracy.

The wind coming hard from the Pennsylvania skies, Tracy releases one triumphant, ecstatic howl out the open window.

Then she’s still again. Contemplating everything she hears, everything she sees, every little thing she feels.
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I touch down in New York on Monday morning. Because I was out of town for the job, I don’t have to go into the job that day. Good. I’m not going back either way. No fault of theirs. It’s just not me and I’ve decided to listen to the voices that ran naked in my head on the streets of St. Louis. I don’t think the company will ever correlate that sending me there had the opposite of the intended effect: rather than feeling more part of the team, I’m out. Not their fault. All good people. Doesn’t matter.

What does is Tracy and Ever. They’re back in the city. Tracy has an audition tomorrow and I want to see her today but she says let’s meet at Thin Cinema, a coffee shop close to her audition, tomorrow. That’s fine. Only I’m growing impatient. Hard to pinpoint exactly why. It’s the same feeling you have when a friend just got over being sick and you want to visit them, make sure they’re okay.

Check on them.

But Tracy has Ever and suddenly I need to figure out what to do with a day off, all my friends out of town. I try the usual things. I read. I walk. I send messages to those still out at the farm. Connie writes me back. We get into what I would call a weird exchange. This is why I need to see Tracy. Just to say hey, why is everybody acting so weird? And to see her, not acting weird. With Connie it went like this:

Me: You milking any cows yet? 

Her: Actually, no. Actually, no animals on the farm. 

Me: Morris doesn’t count? 

She doesn’t respond to that one.

Me: I’m gonna look for a new gig. This one got too serious. 

Her: Serious isn’t bad. 

Me: You know what I mean. Too real. 

Her: Real isn’t bad. 

I roll my eyes. But I also reread her messages. I scroll up to exchanges we had prior to them heading out to Oliver’s farm. Every one of them is accompanied by an exclamation point, a smile. Connie and I have a silly game we play where we send each other intentionally bad photos. Framed so poorly it’s hard to tell what they’re pictures of.

I see some she’s sent before. One that looks like carpeting. One that is probably one of her eyes, way up close. I’m standing outside my apartment building when I see these and so I point the camera to the ground, click a bad picture of the sidewalk, and send it to her.

I wait.

No response. Okay.

Me: What’s his house like? Send a pic. 

She doesn’t send me a photo. But she sends a message.

Her: Now isn’t the best time. 

It’s not that I feel put off by this, if it’s the wrong time it’s the wrong time, but I know Connie. I know her well enough to be surprised by the tone of her message. This may all sound petty and small on the surface, but after weeks of discussing the changes in Oliver, it all feels off.

Me: Okay. Also: Boo! 

Me being dumb. Playful. Something. Just trying to get a rise out her. She does respond. But it’s the least Connie-like message I’ve ever received.

Her: I said now isn’t a good time. Please respect that.  

It almost feels like my phone bit me. Hard to articulate. You think you know someone…

“Fuck it,” I say. Because what else am I going to say? I’ll see Tracy tomorrow. She’ll set me straight. For all I know Connie is going through something. We take turns. That’s what friends do. One is an absolute mess exactly when another succeeds. Then the reverse. Rare are the moments when you’re all riding a crest together.

Still…

Morris’s message. Connie’s texts. Tracy on the phone.

“They’re crazy,” I say. I start walking. Feeling more alone than I did in St. Louis.

Weird.

Here I am, New York City, our personal playground, but all my friends feel cold, and suddenly I’m wishing I didn’t have the day off, wishing I was being forced to do some menial task if only to take my mind off the last message Connie sent.

Please respect that.

I realize this is a common phrase. It’s not like I’m offended, no. I get it. But you ever have someone you know talk like someone you don’t?

I have this momentary nightmare flare-vision of all my friends arriving to the farm, greeted by a man in an Oliver Carpenter mask. The others don’t realize it until he’s too close. Then he reaches out and stabs them, every one of them, murdering them in the middle of the road. I can see other people exiting his farmhouse, people I don’t know at all, men and women, walking to meet up with the man in the Oliver mask in the road. There, the killer hands each of them the faces of my friends. So that, for a second, and from a distance, you might mistake them for who they are not.

12

The next day. Sitting across a small table from Tracy. Mugs between us.

It feels almost like I’m seeing her for the first time after a months-long vacation she and Ever took. Like they’d just got back from backpacking Europe. Or like they’d moved far away and here she is, back in New York, long enough for a visit.

But the problem is, there’s none of the shorthand I’m used to with Tracy, and I’m of course thinking of the Connie messages and Oliver.

At this point, I don’t know the story of the farm yet. All I know is, my friends are driving me nuts.

“Hi,” I say. I intentionally say it the way people do when they mean, Hey, hi, it’s me. I’m right here. 

“Hey,” she says. She smiles. But it’s not warm. She has an audition in an hour and for the duration of our talk at Thin Cinema, I’m thinking she must be in character.

Because whoever this is, it’s not Tracy. Not entirely.

“How’s Ever?” I ask.

She smiles, genuinely. I’ve always loved to see her do this. It’s like she’s realizing she’s legitimately, wholly, content, when she smiles this way. As if she doesn’t smile for just anything.

“He’s good, really good.”

“So tell me about the farm. How was Oliver?”

We talked so much about Oliver leading up to their trip that I’m surprised at the half-interested glance she gives me. I feel like I’ve brought up something that’s long been out of date. I almost feel embarrassed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I say. “Come on. Did you forget all the worrying we did?”

“No,” she says. There’s some superiority in her. I’m telling you. I see it. “Of course I remember.”

“And?”

“And I thought it was big deal, but I don’t think it’s a big deal now. That’s all there is to it.”

But I can see that’s not true.

“Are you in character right now or something?”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. You’re just… acting awfully dismissive.”

“I have an audition in less than an hour. You know what that’s like. Come on.”

“Alright. I do. Sorry.”

“No,” she says. “Come on. Come with me.”

This is even more unexpected than the way she’s acting.

“To the audition?”

She smiles, shrugs.

“Why not? There isn’t a person alive who thinks I’m as good an actor as you do. How could it not help, having you in the room?”

I’m stunned. I’m also a little worried because whether Tracy knows it or not, she just knocked on a door that’s been shut for a long time inside me.

Or maybe it’s been open all along.

“Okay. What’s the part?”

She tells me about it. Sounds better than most. Tracy is trying out for one of the family members of a bridal party. It’s a wedding story, a kidnapping story, a scary story, too. It sounds awesome, actually. I wonder if there isn’t something I could try out for. But I’m not here for that. I’m here for Tracy. So I listen to her, and I watch her, and I’m so wrapped in what she’s telling me and how positive she is that I’m hardly noticing this isn’t the usual way Tracy behaves. Right now, who cares? Right? But I am noticing. It’s there, in the room with us, in the room with me, this distant sense that, while this is all fun and games for the moment, there will be an eventual reckoning. Do I sound dramatic? I told you I am. We all are. But this is different. If there’s one person I know better than I know anybody else, it’s Tracy. I know when she’s hiding something. What’s more, I know when she’s hiding it from herself.

There’s a reason she hasn’t told me yet what happened out at Oliver’s farm. And so while I discuss the part with her, I’m also unintentionally coming up with scenarios.

Maybe that’s because we’re talking about scenes and characters. I don’t know.

But like this:

Oliver told them something heavy, something they had to keep to themselves. Tracy can’t talk about it.

Another: there was an accident. Something bad happened and it’s got them all on edge. The others stayed out there to help Oliver take care of it. He couldn’t clean up the mess alone.

What am I doing?

“So the others stayed at Oliver’s,” I say, finding a downbeat in the conversation. Needing to ask for more.

Something changes in Tracy’s eyes. Either that or I’m looking way too close.

She doesn’t say, They were having so much fun they just couldn’t leave. And she doesn’t say, The party must go on. All she says is,

“Yes.”

Then there’s that smile again. Unfathomably refreshing. And the word confidence flutters through my mind as if it were a living thing.

“Ready?” she says.

She got her bag in her hands, she’s ready to audition.

Then we’re up, walking through Thin Cinema, me and my one-time fiancée, and suddenly all I can think about is her current boyfriend. Not because I’m worried he’ll see us, catch me sitting in on an audition. Not because I’m worried he’ll see something deeper than that even, see into me, see how badly I needed this. I’m not even worried he’ll see how obviously glad I am to be near his girlfriend.

None of that.

I’m thinking of him because he’s the only friend, the only one in the circle I haven’t written, the only one who hasn’t left me a strange message or sat across from me in a coffee shop and acted unlike himself.

“Eyes crossed,” I say to her. Because that’s what we say. All of us. Never fingers crossed, that’s too sneaky. Eyes. Good luck for all to see.

“Eyes crossed,” Tracy says.

Then we’re at the door to the place and she’s pressing a buzzer, her back to me. I quickly write Ever:

Let’s meet up? Would love to hear how Oliver’s went.

Tracy turns to me as we’re buzzed in, she actually crosses her eyes, and we enter the building together.
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We’re in a small theater, old black foldout seats made extra dark by the lack of light, all of that centered of course on the stage. Near the stage, a few rows back, sit the writer and director of the play Tracy is trying out for. After waiting a short time in lobby by the ticket booth, we were shown in. Tracy referred to me as her “good luck charm” and it struck me again how confident she was behaving. It’s probably important to note that I understand confidence is a good thing. Why shouldn’t everyone go into a tryout like they own the place? But it is striking when this approach comes from someone who normally doesn’t do that. Either way, I’m no stick in the mud. I nodded to the director, a lady whose eyes were huge behind big glasses, her hair vanilla white, and neither she nor the young male writer said it was okay or not to my being present. I was simply shown in. It was as if Tracy’s energy, her presence, there, already, offstage, was strong enough to have instilled in them the mandate that what Tracy said would be, for the duration of her visit, law.

“Ready?” the director says. There’s a way people talk to you at auditions. Some are nicer than others, but there’s always those few unspoken words: Wow me now. 

Us actors, we’re used to that. And we believe we should wow the people putting on a show. But you do wonder, always, how many actors are perfect for the role but aren’t the type to express it all in a ten minute tryout? How many plays have you seen where it isn’t until the intermission that you say to your date, Know what? I really like her. 

Some things take time. Most good things do.

I sit ten or so rows behind the writer and the director and the theater is completely silent. On stage is a partial set, clichés for now, things to prompt the actors. A wedding altar. A row of white chairs. Tracy is trying out for, of all things, a character named Tracy who, in this case, needs to convince her cousin she is to be trusted and could never have played any part in the tragedy that has befallen her.

Tracy stands center stage. No script in hand.

I’m reminded of CUE and if I didn’t have such respect for the theater, or maybe if I’d had a few drinks in me, I might’ve called out a line for her to perform.

Let me tell you about Oliver’s farm.

Yes. That would’ve been a good one.

“Yes,” Tracy says. All smiles. I’ve seen Tracy tryout before. She’s always good. But it’s not always a matter of that, is it? There’s timing, what the director is looking for, a certain look, a certain gender, a certain age. It’s not an easy gig, oh boy. Sometimes getting a part feels like finding a relationship. And I don’t mean all the work involved. It’s the rarity of it, the off-chance that today could be the day you meet your significant other. Today could be the day you fall in love.

Tracy looks to me from the stage.

“Go ahead then,” the director says.

The theater seat creaks as the writer leans back and Tracy takes a deep breath. I just read some of the lines in Thin Cinema but I know better than to think anything offstage ever resembles what happens under the lights. It strikes me then how intimate this is, bearing witness to Tracy’s tryout. And here, I’d just felt so lonely in St. Louis.

I settle in.

Tracy begins.

The first thing I notice is she’s using the whole stage. This isn’t like her. But I’m into it. Has Tracy been practicing? Taking classes I don’t know about? It’s possible, of course, though it’s likely I’d know about that. Any chance to talk about what you’re doing is a good one, and often no chance at all is a chance. Yet, here she is, traipsing from one end to the other, using all the space afforded her. She steps to the altar, steps to the chairs. She speaks as though those chairs are full of wedding guests, and here, Tracy as Tracy, she’s convincing them, too, that she would never hurt the bride.

She’s using her whole body. I’m surprised. It’s not like I have some idea of how Tracy should play this role, but this… her… this is new. The Tracy I know emotes power from a stationary position. We’ve discussed this a lot, between bottles of wine, grass, on fire escapes and in the lobbies of old buildings. It’s her way, as Karen says, her way, to stay rooted, to blossom from that root, to allow the empathy and conviction to do half the speaking for her. Tracy isn’t an over-actor. Yet…

I shift in my seat. I look to the director and the writer. Are they liking this? Hard to tell. Always is. Tracy’s alone and she’s moving all over the place and she’s using her shoulders and arms, tilting her head dramatically with each word, bellowing the lines as if they were meant to be sung. In a sense, she’s doing a parody, it seems, it feels, an imitation of a tryout. Tracy as Tracy as Tracy as Tracy. I shift again. Because the thought that strikes me isn’t one I was expecting to have. Isn’t welcome at all.

Tracy’s performance is…

“Bad,” I whisper.

Tracy is overplaying the part so intensely that it almost feels like she’s kidding. The director and writer exchange a look. I know that look: Where did this woman find the motivation for this in this script? 

Who is this woman trying to be?

I’m tempted to say something. I mean, it’s that bad. I’m suddenly very glad I don’t have any drinks in me or I might’ve. And the most confusing part is the confidence with which she’s doing this. Tracy isn’t trying out, she’s saying, Hey I don’t know a thing about acting and I don’t care.

I cover my eyes for a second. I have to. I’m turning red with embarrassment as Tracy suddenly breaks into an accent, mid-monologue, that has nothing to do with the part. I tell myself this is funny. Because, maybe it is. Maybe what I’m seeing is an art form all its own.

Is this why Tracy asked me in? Is she performing for me and me alone?

I see the director raise a finger, the way some do as they’re about to cut the tryout short. No actor wants to see that. Yet, if you’re not into it, let me know, let’s get this over with. But Tracy is oblivious. She’s sitting at the base of the altar now, swinging her hair over one shoulder, frowning at the imaginary bride, pleading her case for why she couldn’t possibly be the one who betrayed her. I think it’s gotta be the script. It has to be the writing. But I also know it’s not. It’s just not. This performance, this terrible, over-acted, artless performance is nobody’s fault but hers.

Tracy is just flat-out bad up there.

But she’s not done! She shows no sign of having noticed the director is now standing. I think she must be performing for me alone. Has to be. This is too much.

Too weird.

Too everything.

I think of Oliver.

Think: we talk for weeks about a friend who isn’t acting himself, Tracy visits him, presto, Tracy isn’t herself. As if whatever is going on with Oliver is contagious. Like my friends contracted otherness from the middle of Michigan. Like it might be found in a well, a cellar, a barn.

I’m starting to think of what I’m going to tell Tracy when this is done. Usually, when a friend flops, you can lean on something that was good. But this is going to be hard.

“Okay,” the director says. A little loud, I notice. Maybe I’m the stiff one, I think. Maybe I do need a drink. Maybe Tracy’s giving the performance of her life and I’m in a tizzy because it’s new, it’s different, it’s not my idea of her. 

“Okay,” the director says again.

But Tracy can’t hear the woman over her own voice. Her stomping about the stage. Her gasps and cries. That’s what she’s doing now, crying, center stage, on her knees. She’s doing such an effective job of it that I start to get out of my seat. Does she need me? Is this why she asked me in?

Is Tracy not so quietly asking for help?

No. The tears stop. Her face becomes that smile I saw in Thin Cinema.

She springs to a standing.

“Now that,” she says, “is how you play Tracy.”

She looks my way.

And winks.

I’m beside myself. I’m thinking drinks. Three, four, enough so that I can get up the nerve to tell her how insane this tryout was.

The director and writer thank her. The theater is otherwise silent. Tracy bows and takes the creaky stage stairs, then up the aisle to me.

To the others she says, “You have my number and availability. Just let me know.” To me, “Come on.”

I’m up and following her out the theater. Back in the lobby she stops walking, turns to me, takes my face in her hands, and kisses me with everything she has.

Tracy and I have kissed before. We were engaged. But this…

I try to pull away but she grips me tight, holds me to her.

I give in. I kiss her back. With everything I have.

“Ever,” I say, when we pull away.

For just a second I see real concern in her eyes. Not quite as if she’d forgotten her boyfriend, but more like she’d forgotten herself.

“We’re navigating,” she says.

“Really? You two were Sonny and Cher like a week ago.”

She considers this.

“We were. You’re right. But we’re not anymore. People change.”

“Tracy…”

I want to love this moment. I’m in the lobby of a small theater in New York City. I just witnessed the most fucked-up Dada audition in the world. The woman I love, yes, still, just kissed me without warning.

But that’s exactly it. This didn’t feel like that. This felt like kissing a stranger.

I imagine someone in an Oliver mask, handing out the faces of my friends.

“Wanna tell me what’s going on?” I ask her.

“Or we can kiss again,” she says. “Listen, people change. Ever’s hardly himself anymore. And I’m glad for that. Forget it. It’s nice outside. The city is alive. Let’s get a drink.”

This doesn’t sound like a good idea. And it sounds like a really good idea.

“Wow, Tracy,” I say, trying to go with this but struggling. “Okay.”

She smiles and we hold a look, a beat longer than people who are not dating usually do. And in that look I don’t feel two former lovers falling in love again. I see a woman who is either having a nervous breakdown or is on the verge of a leviathan self-discovery, big enough to change her core. And the man who wants to be here for her when it comes.

Tracy turns for the door. I receive two messages.

The first is from Ever:

Absolutely, friend. Any time.

Second is from Rodney, who, I know, is still out on Oliver’s farm. And has been for a few days now:

We need help. Now.
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The Rodney I know is funny. He’s one half of our personal Laurel and Hardy. And at the time, I haven’t heard the story yet. The story about their night at the farm. So how I’m feeling about Rodney’s message, and the fact that he responded hours late with a smiley face, is close to how I’m feeling about Ever when I see him for the first time since they returned from Michigan.

Like it’s still him, but different.

I’m not sure I would’ve known it was Ever if he wasn’t sitting exactly where we said we’d meet up, which is on the stoop to his apartment building in Brooklyn.

It’s been a few days since Tracy’s audition. I checked on Morris and Rodney’s cat. I got Karen’s mail. I wrote everyone a dozen times, but nobody’s writing back. Just the one weird message from Rodney, like a hand jutting out from a swamp before quickly sinking back in. Did you see a hand or not? I don’t know.

What are they doing out there?

Listen, it’s not the weirdest thing in the world for some bohemian lunatics to decide to spend a week with a friend out of state. I get that. People do it all the time. But it’s the nature of this particular scenario that has me on edge. I keep reminding myself that I wasn’t there the first night and sometimes you have to be strapped into the car as the ride begins to take part, any part, in the ride. I’ve been on the other side of this before. It’s why some people don’t like drinking with people who don’t drink and vice versa. You’re at different parties. Karen and Baum, Morris and Rodney, Connie… they’re at a different party than I am. I was invited, I just couldn’t make it. So I missed this one. Okay. I keep telling myself that. I missed this one, it’s not a big deal.

We’re at different parties.

But then there’s Tracy’s audition…

Well, I didn’t get anything more out of her when we went out for drinks. But so what. We didn’t kiss again either. And at some point she seemed to get edgy. Nervous or angry. I don’t know. How could I know? I figured it had to be her and Ever. “Navigating” means “lost,” right? And sometimes couples don’t want to find their way back. But I could tell she had crossed into the country of angry-drunk and before I decided what to do about it, she said she wanted to head home.

Okay. All is well.

That’s all normal enough stuff. But the thing that worried me was that she didn’t really lose that character she’d been playing on stage for that audition.

It never quite felt like Tracy quit trying out for the role of Tracy.

And Ever.

Oh boy.

As I’m walking up his block, after I’ve seen him waving me down, I’m astonished at how quickly a person’s physical appearance can change. A haircut can do the trick, sure, but the Ever who smiles and, yes, leaps as he waves me over, this man is beyond haircut. I’ve seen Ever out of a work shirt a handful of times, but I’ve never seen him bare-chested on the sidewalk under the sun.

When I reach him, he hugs me. I can smell him. Ever, our business-minded Ever, boyfriend-of-Tracy Ever, hasn’t showered since Oliver’s farm I’m guessing. And there’s no way he’s washed the zip-up sweater that isn’t zipped up, that leaves his torso exposed.

“Wow,” I say. “How you doing, Ever?”

His hair has grown out a little. He hasn’t shaved. He looks crazy.

Yes, it’s the look in Ever’s eyes…

Let me try to articulate:

Well, for starters, it’s not just a thing to say. Yet, if you’d asked me a week ago to describe the look in Ever’s eyes I wouldn’t have been able to. I think maybe we all draw subconscious pictures of those we know, daily, adjusting gradually as they, and we, age. I think maybe it’s partly just a feeling, too, as if the space between two people is not empty after all, but filled with a bridge and upon that bridge walks the ideas we have of one another. I know Ever to be a certain way. This isn’t made up entirely of his opinions, mannerisms, the way he dresses, or the fact that he’s dating the woman I still love. There’s also the unseen stuff, the invisible, the person. We’ve all had friends who have either fallen on hard times or, perhaps, had a revelation of sorts, changing their lives for the better. And while good friends bear witness to these alterations, what do we really see? I think what we see is the stuff that a stranger would see first. Take Ever. If you’d encountered him two weeks ago you would say he was aloof, confident, conservative. And now? The man I’ve met up with has larger ideas in his head, evidenced by the way they press against the back of his eyes. If you met Ever today, you might think him a hippy.

“So,” he says. “The farm. You wanted to know about the farm.”

“Yeah.”

I’m happily surprised he’s getting right to it.

“It was interesting,” he says. He’s using his hands to explain things, pacing a bit, like he’s walking in place. Because we’re talking about a farm, it’s not hard to imagine him walking rows of crops as he describes the night they had.

Or maybe it’s just because he’s barefoot.

Then Ever tells me the story. All of it. It’s the first I hear of their arrival, Bookman’s General, the game of CUE, the dinner. Things get hazy when he attempts to relay a speech Oliver gave at dinner but the parts he does say worry me.

“Are you saying you were drugged?” I ask him.

Because, that’s gotta be what happened. And it explains everything, all of it, all at once.

Ever emphatically shakes his head no.

“No drugs. Just…”

Just what?

“Ever, listen,” I say, “I’m gonna level with you.” But am I? I made out with his girlfriend since he’s been back. Can he feel the dishonesty from me? The hiding? “You’re acting like a whole different person.”

Ever laughs. Hard.

“Isn’t that amazing?” he says. “You’re talking about me like we were talking about Oliver.”

“So you remember that?”

I ask because it feels impossible that he wouldn’t have made that connection already, wouldn’t have said, I know, I’m acting like Oliver was when we were all worried sick about him. 

But that’s another thing: he’s not acting like Oliver. He’s just acting nothing like himself. Just like Oliver was.

“I think you were drugged,” I say again.

“Nope. What drug lasts a week?”

Has it been a week? Almost. Where are Morris, Rodney, Karen, Baum, and Connie?

And how much have they eaten?

Ever places his hands on my shoulders, the way people do when they want you to see things a different way.

“Maybe it was the farm life,” Ever says. He’s smiling. “Maybe it was getting out of the city. What does it matter, man? I’ve had a revelation. The person I used to be? I’ve outgrown him.”

“Ever…”

“I’m serious. Why isn’t it okay for someone to move on? We all claim to respect growth. But the second someone actually grows…”

“Because those things don’t happen overnight,” I say. “What you’re talking about takes time.”

He’s so giddy. So energized. I’m beginning to think he’s having a manic episode. But that wouldn’t explain Tracy. Or Oliver.

“Who says it has to take time?” Ever says. “Why can’t there be an immediate change? That’s what this is.”

“Okay, but not everyone at once.”

Ever looks confused for a second.

“Have you spoken to the others?” He asks.

“To Tracy, yeah.”

He dismisses this.

“Tracy’s on her own trip. She was all worked up over Oliver and now she’s not and there’s a decompression going on or something. Listen… I got out of the city. I had a good time. I got to thinking. That’s all that’s happened.”

“But it’s not, Ever. You said Oliver was talking about worldviews. Moods. Traits.”

Ever laughs.

“So what are you saying, man? That Oliver is growing personalities on his farm?”

We hold a stare, long enough for me to see that this possibility crosses his mind. Then he shakes it off.

“He’s living large out there,” Ever says. “That’s all.”

Ever claps his hands and steps from me, then steps back. Again, the idea that he’s having an episode crosses my mind.

“Okay,” he says. “Think of it this way. Do you know what the word natter means?”

I don’t.

“No.”

“It means to talk a lot.”

“You’re nattering right now.”

“See? Exactly what I mean. I just taught you a word. You used it right away. Do you know this word any less than you know the word ‘house’ now?”

“What do you mean?”

“You now know both words. Natter… and house. Do you know house any better than you do natter? The second you learn it, it’s yours. It doesn’t matter when you received the knowledge, all that matters is that it’s in your head.” He taps his head. Ever has never shown this much emotion, this much color, before. “Now… you own it.”

“Okay, but a word isn’t a worldview. Typically when someone changes so suddenly, the way they think, it’s worrisome. Like how we felt with Oliver.”

“I know. I get it. I get you. But what can I say? Oliver and I must have had revelations in the same place. That’s all. I quit my job.”

“You what?”

He nods. All smiles.

“Man, I’m moving on. I’m leaving the city.”

“What about Tracy?”

He shakes his head no.

“She’s on her own journey. It’s fine. I love her. She loves me. Or maybe she doesn’t?” he laughs. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Ever,” I say, trying to be some model of stability while feeling the opposite. “I think maybe you should consider this a bit more before you make any big changes. I’m all for change, I get it. But you’re acting like you’re in the middle of something and I don’t want you to come out of it and discover you threw everything away.”

He taps his head again. “The big changes already happened. You know that. You can tell. People always say perception is everything when they’re trying to make you feel better, but have you ever really allowed that idea to take root? No. And neither did I. It’s not like I don’t remember how I was thinking a week ago, man. Believe me, the old me is embarrassing now. I was literally floating through life. A week ago I was a leaf on a river and now I’m the river itself. Look, I can tell I’m freaking you out with all this. You just gotta trust me. Do you trust me?”

“I don’t know that I do right now.”

He laughs.

“That’s fine, too! Oliver left the city. He had a revelation. He changed. What do you think is gonna happen to all of us? How many older starving artists do you see? We’re gonna give up on these dreams sooner or later, man. Most people do. I’m just deciding to do it right now. I wasn’t into acting for any of the right reasons. You know that. And don’t pretend you don’t. I wanted people to watch me, wanted them to say I was good. I didn’t care about a connection. Nothing like that at all. Now? Well, I’m not necessarily thinking of connecting now, but I sure as shit don’t wanna do something I have no passion to do. You see? That’s why I’m leaving.”

I’m trying to take all this in.

“What about the…”

“The Farmer,” Ever says. He nods. “I know. I guess it was just Oliver’s word for revelation. I call mine a realization, he calls his… The Farmer.”

Hmm. I don’t know. I sit on the steps to Ever’s apartment because I’m worn out just talking with him.

The scenes from his story are circling my head. Everybody eating. Everybody laughing. Then… Ever wakes up. Drives from Michigan to New York. Realizes here that the life he was living wasn’t his life to live after all.

I mean… okay. I can handle a lot of that.

I look up at him. See he’s staring up the block. I look to see what he’s looking at but there’s nothing, nobody up there. Maybe Ever’s looking within. I don’t know.

“Have you talked to the others?” I ask him.

This seems to connect. For the first time, the sparkle leaves his eyes and, for a second, he just looks like regular old Ever. But worried.

“No,” he says. “I’m sure they’re having a good time.”

“Are you?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?

“I don’t know, man. I wasn’t out there.”

He nods.

“Let’s walk.”

We do. And I’m glad for it. We’re heading back toward the subway and whether or not Ever is passive aggressively getting rid of me doesn’t matter. The shit he told me about, their night out there. I just do not know what to make of it.

Traits?

And yet, here’s a man: seemingly changed overnight. In dress, in mannerisms, in outlook. But not (and this is important to me) in memory.

You might excuse Ever for acting this way if he’d had, say, a head injury. If out on Oliver’s farm he fell in a hole and smashed his head on a rock. But this isn’t even like that. He’s fully aware of the person he was before the visit. He just doesn’t “agree” with that person anymore.

“I really hope the same for you,” he says.

“What?”

“What I’m experiencing. A coming to.”

“Coming to what?”

“I don’t know. To everything, I guess. At some point we all have to change. That’s life, right? What would thirteen-year old you think of you now? Would he recognize himself in you?”

“I don’t know. But I still see him in me. Hey, Ever–”

“Well, what I’m saying is the same thing.”

“Okay.”

I figure whatever this is, all of this, it’s a phase. For Ever, for Tracy, for Oliver. For all I know, Tracy and Ever argued the whole way there and the whole way back and the Ever that’s walking me to the subway is one that’s been trying to break out for years. I’ve only ever known him to date Tracy. And how different are we when pitted against different people? I asked Tracy less questions because I could read she wanted less questions asked. I asked more of Ever because I could tell he wanted to talk. Yet, here I am, the man in the middle, and which one am I really? The one who asks or the one who does not? Maybe Ever has felt pent up for a long time. Maybe Tracy knew this wasn’t going to work a long ago. Maybe the trip to Oliver’s farm had nothing to do with Oliver and I’m the only one who thought it did. I’m trying to look back on all our talks. How serious were they? Was I the most serious? Am I the only one who wasn’t acting, who was actually worried about him?

Have you ever felt like all your friends are losing their way at once?

I wanna talk to Baum. Karen. Rodney. Connie. Shit, even Morris would be good right now. Especially Morris. He’s as consistent a person as any I’ve ever known.

Is it me? Am I too serious? Is this just youth in New York City? Is this what people mean when they say the city will chew you up and spit you out?

I’m thinking of Ever’s story about the farm. I’m thinking of Oliver giving a speech, any speech, and how absolutely insane that idea is to me. And I’m thinking of the words Ever recalls from that speech:

Moods.

Feelings.

Points of view.

Worldviews.

Perspectives.

Traits.

It sounds like Oliver joined a cult is what it sounds like.

“… you don’t even have to be ready for it…”

Ever is talking but I’m not listening. He’s going on and on about the real him and how he remembers the old him but that he doesn’t mind losing track of that guy. He’s talking about shedding his skin and rising up like a fuckin phoenix from the fleshy ashes (his words) and I’m worried like Hell about what it means that he’s leaving New York, what it means for Tracy and me and the story he told and the others still out there. And just about when we reach the subway I come back into focus, I’m ripped back into Ever’s reality at the sound of his tears.

“Is he okay?” someone asks.

It’s a woman. Older than us. She’s walking by and pointing to Ever who is on his knees on the pavement, crying, heavy, his face in his hands.

“Ever?”

I’m down next to him, arm around his shoulders.

“What’s going on, Ever? What happened?”

I’m expecting him to look up at me, to tell me it’s so beautiful, all of this, discovering the real him, cracking through that shell.

But that’s not what he says at all.

“I can’t quit seeing those willows,” he says. “I can’t quit seeing those Goddamn trees like they’re… like they’re… like they’re a fence around me, man. I just gotta chop them down. I’m so close. I just gotta cut those last fucking willow trees down…”
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Tracy isn’t responding. The others out on the farm aren’t responding. I’ve been writing them for days. Seriously. Days. I’ve called Oliver and got no answer. I’ve checked on Morris and Rodney’s cat. I’ve gotten Karen’s mail.

It’s been two weeks.

Yes. Two weeks since the night they went out there with a mind to spend the night. Is it me? Am I being too conservative? Are my friends having a fabled “lost weekend” that will stretch into a month and who the hell am I to be worried?

But if Ever came back as fucked up as he did from one night… what are the others like… right now?

And I’ll admit, it’s hard not to be a little offended. I’m not usually too sensitive, I get it. People have fun. Maybe they’re on a bender.

But at this point, I don’t know.

I don’t have the whole story yet, you see? But I will. All the things I told you earlier on, they’ll be told to me soon, those things and a lot more.

But two weeks after Tracy and Ever return all I can think about is that Tracy isn’t writing me back, her new boyfriend is dropping out, and the rest of my friends have vanished into what’s beginning to feel like a black hole of a farm.

Maybe they’re hurt. That’s what I’m thinking. That’s where I’m at. Maybe some middle of nowhere hillbilly broke into the farm and slashed all their throats. Why not? How else do you explain radio silence from everyone you know, all at once?

I imagine them talking about me like we so recently talked about Oliver. They’re all together, saying how I’ve changed, how I wouldn’t understand where they’re at. Maybe they’re all barefoot like Ever was. Growing their hair out. Turning their backs on the lives they were leading, lives that included me.

That’s kind of how it feels now. You see? Like I was in a show and that run has come to an end. We were a hit for a minute and now it’s just… over. The costumes have been put away, the marquee has been changed, we can start forgetting our lines.

Who called it? Who ended the run?

I’m taking temp jobs again because I have to. I also have no impetus not to, no friends in the city to distract me or talk me out of shitty gigs, to tempt me with late night discussions over bottles of rum. It’s really an incredibly weird moment in my life and I’m fully aware of that fact. It’s so weird that I start equating myself with Ever. Here, he’s changed so drastically and now, so have I. But I didn’t choose to, see?

Then again… did Ever?

I’m thinking I need to get over this dark feeling I have about Oliver and his farm. As if he’s part of some CIA mind control cartel. But how can I? He went west, he lost himself. My friends went west, they lost themselves. Now, I’m a little fuckin lost. To the point where I’m not even sure what I would say to them if they did show up tomorrow. Karen’s stack of mail is high enough to where it looks like somebody moved out of state. Did they move? Move on?

I have a confession. More of a story. A bad one. I followed Ever one day. I was losing my shit about Tracy, she’s not writing me, nobody is, and I’m thinking her and Ever got back together, she told him she kissed me, he got weird about it, okay. And while none of that feels like anything they would do, who the hell knows anymore? So I go to his place in Brooklyn. I wait outside. This is like seven in the morning. I wait, He comes out around nine. I’m thinking okay, he’s going to meet up with Tracy. I’ll see them together and I’m just going to confront them. Walk right up and say hey what’s going on? What the fuck happened to everybody? But that doesn’t sound exactly right. What if he is upset about the kiss? But I don’t think he is. I’m all confused and not sure why I’m spying on a friend. It’s not like me, of course, but here I am. Ever is dressed weird again. Unlike the Ever I know. Sweat pants and that open sweater. His hair is longer, he has a beard. He’s heading for the same subway station he walked me to last time I saw him.

And I follow.

I follow him underground. I wait on the platform, far enough away. I think to myself that at least this is one good sign: Old Ever wouldn’t have noticed anybody following him and New Ever hasn’t either. Maybe he’s still in there somewhere. The train goes into Manhattan. He’s for sure going to see Tracy. Right? Right. But Ever gets off at Fulton Street. I follow.

He’s walking downtown, a place none of us really ever go. I’ve been once or twice for a temp gig but that’s it. Not our world down here. This is for the business men and women. An artist might feel like a deer on a city street down here. Like you might get hit. But Ever walks with as much purpose and direction as I’ve ever seen him. I think about calling out to him. Because it’s getting to the point where I’m feeling really strange about what I’m doing. And here’s Ever, walking straight downtown like he’s got a meeting but of course I know there’s no meeting. The guy told me he was dropping out and he looks like he’s dropped all the way. But maybe. Right? Maybe he’s rethought all that and in downtown Manhattan lies the happy medium between Old Ever and New. I don’t know. I’m confused as hell.

Ever makes a right, I follow. He makes a left, I follow. More than once I think he has to know I’m behind him. He has to! I’ve been tailing him since Brooklyn and it’s beginning to feel like if he did turn around and see me he would have every right to never want to speak to me again.

Whatever this is, these two weeks, the farm, I just don’t buy that it has anything to do with Tracy and me. Ever doesn’t look disconsolate. Doesn’t check his phone. There’s nothing forlorn in his stride along the buildings downtown, his reflection so out of place in every first floor pane of glass we pass.

He starts looking around, looking up. Looking for the place he’s going. The place he’s got to be. I almost call out to him. I’m close. Once. Twice. I even lift my arm to wave hey Ever hey hey I’m right here what are you doing downtown I just happened to be downtown too.

He stops in front of an old building. He looks up. This is it. He enters.

I reach the building and I’m thinking, okay, he’s going to see me for sure now. There’s no more getting around that. I’m going to enter this building and he’s going to be standing in the lobby and there’s just nothing I can do about it. I enter, prepped to confront him, ask him where everyone is, where are my friends, what the fuck happened at Oliver’s farm?

He’s not in the lobby but I see the door to the stairwell closing and so okay, Ever’s taking the stairs.

This is probably a new age place, right? A hippy-dome. This has something to do with him discovering himself. Maybe he’s even buying drugs.

I enter the stairwell, can hear him trudging up above me. I climb. He climbs. I climb. He climbs. We’re passing floors two, three, four, ten, twelve, fifteen, eighteen.

I stop there because I hear a door open and close and so Ever has exited the stairs at the nineteenth floor and I’m feeling so incredibly out of breath that I consider just waiting for him here, forget it, whatever he’s got to do, let him.

But I follow. Out to the nineteenth floor. The halls are empty, echoey, and I’m looking through frosted glass office doors and I realize we’re in a very old building. It smells old, feels old, creaks as I follow.

I see a silhouette, movement, behind one of the doors. I wait. I think. I decide.

I enter, prepared to apologize for walking into a stranger’s office.

But there’s nobody else in here. No desks. No nothing. Just me.

And Ever climbing out the window.

“Ever!” I yell. Because now it doesn’t matter that I’ve been following him. Now it doesn’t matter that he’s become someone else. Right now I don’t care about Karen or Baum, Morris or Rodney, Connie or Tracy, none.

“Ever!”

And I’m to the window just as his second foot snakes out of the frame and I look out and see him standing on the ledge and he looks at me and he laughs. It’s righteous the way he laughs, full of promise, as if my arriving here, at this very second, only proves that what he’s decided to do is the exact right thing to do.

“Ever, what are you doing?”

He doesn’t look down. He doesn’t look at me. But he speaks.

“The worst part about finding yourself is reaching the end.”

“Hey woa, woa.” Then I’m yelling down to the sidewalk for help. Cause I can’t do it. I can’t fit on that ledge with him. I can’t grab him. “HEY! HELP!”

“It’s fine,” he says. “Shit, it’s way better than that.”

He doesn’t look down. He doesn’t look up. He just stares ahead.

“Ever,” I say, desperate. “Think of Tracy. What will this do to her?”

“Tracy?” Now he does look at me. As if I’d brought up a stupid TV show in the middle of a holy ceremony. “Tracy’s moved on,” he says.

“Ever, I’m sure she hasn’t.”

“She’s gone,” he says. “Back to Carpenter’s Farm.”

I don’t understand but there’s a lot I don’t understand and so now I actually do reach for him. But I’m not close enough.

“Why?” I ask him. Meaning why do this? Why now? WHY?

But he answers as if I was asking about Tracy.

“Because Oliver told her what’s in the barn is why,” he says.

Then he looks straight ahead again. I yell down to the people below.

And Ever steps off the ledge of a building in downtown Manhattan, under a sun so bright it makes the crops at Oliver’s farm look alive.
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This is the story I’m told:

Tracy knows. For all the newfound confidence that flows through her, she’s aware of the change. It’s not only that she can remember who she was (yes, she is to the point of having drawn a line in the sand, black yarn in the soil; I used to be/I am), it’s that, for as fun as she is, the new person she’s become is simply not her. It’s a juggling act from the start. Even on the drive home from Michigan she contemplated new feelings. She’s funnier now. She can tell. And it’s not only the confidence she has in her jokes post-farm, it’s the actual content. She is coming up with funnier things to say, on the spot. What was once a small, pleasant surprise, having suddenly uttered a zinger, is now consistent internal material, golden quips to parody everything she hears, sees, smells. Maybe it’s the confidence that’s birthed the humor. She wonders. Then again, maybe she’s wondering because she ate something that makes her more ponderous, too.

This is when it starts to get scary for her.

While she’s no doubt evaluating herself… who exactly is doing the evaluating? Tracy has done drugs before, of course, we all have. But this isn’t that. This isn’t a manic rush up or a blurry ride into the depths of human consciousness. This isn’t even a crystal clear epiphany in which meaning is presented on a platter, everything so suddenly sensible and simple.

Ever has been talking a bit like he’s had a revelation independent of what happened at Oliver’s Farm, but Tracy knows.

While everyone else was fading out, falling asleep, heads plopping to the kitchen table like dying balloons, she made it mostly to the end of what Oliver had to say. And the new her, whatever she ate that led to the new her, this Tracy remembers.

Maybe Oliver gave her too much… recollection.

She also knows how unfathomably mad this all sounds. How mad it is. If she’s right in what she believes happened, there are too many questions to ask. For one, doesn’t Oliver know that personality traits are more complex than A or B? Doesn’t he know that the self-confidence you feed someone will spread further than just their idea of themselves as an artist, wider even than their place in the world? Couldn’t he have predicted that the confidence Tracy ate would give her the confidence to know, with certainty, what happened that night, exactly what happened, encapsulated most vividly by a jar labeled forgiveness?

Oh, Oliver could tell she was going to get angry about this. He’d miscalculated is what happened. How could he not? And it wasn’t until he saw a sliver of venom in her eyes (perhaps the frayed ends of that black yarn rising in the whites of eyes, stringy hands raised with questions) that he gave her a little more than what he’d planned.

She doesn’t only think this, she believes this.

When she returned to New York, she juggled. Everything. The old her, the new her, and the memories from the night of. She had an audition and she knows damn well how Old Tracy would’ve handled it, how she would’ve come in with all the lines memorized but with no show to display them. She’d have gotten on stage and hoped the director sensed the enormous power within her. I’ve seen this power, I notice this power every time I’m near her. But she got to wondering… how far can a director see? And how high does she have to jump to reach that sightline?

She knows. All of this. She knows she isn’t who she used to be and while it feels good (ah, it feels really good) to be suddenly endowed with these characteristics that were once so sought after, so foreign to her nature, she also is harboring elements, permanent elements, that are not essentially her. 

Tracy’s not so much resisting as she is refusing.

Maybe Oliver should’ve thought to give her some acceptance out of a late night jar.

Does she blame him? She can’t tell. She knows she would’ve, in the past. But now?

No. She doesn’t. But she also doesn’t care what Oliver’s motivation is for feeding his best friends a meal that would change them forever. Because that’s what’s happened. She doesn’t need to spend a year believing or not believing this. She knows this. And she isn’t interested in punishing Oliver for the crime. Right now, she only wants one thing:

Tracy wants to put herself back together again.

As she gets back behind the wheel of her car with a mind to drive another eleven hours, set to head west once more, she’s juggling.

Feelings. Old and new.

Moods. Old and new.

Perspectives. Old and new.

There are side effects to good personality traits. Oliver knows this, right? Take forgiveness, for example. If you’re served too much of that, you may end up feeling like everybody’s walking all over you. You may end up getting angry at feeling like that.

Could forgiveness lead to anger? Directly? So easily?

After four nights spent in her “bedroom” in New York (the walls only tapestries tacked to the ceiling; is anything what it seems anymore? Is anything what it’s named?), staring into nothing if not staring into herself, recalling the dinner at Oliver’s farmhouse and recalling, too, what Ever was like before the farm and what he is like after, Tracy thinks of me. She’s thinking of our kiss, not because she loves me or can’t stop reliving the magic, but because she knows, inherently, that while she has changed, and Ever has absolutely changed, I, me, I have remained exactly the same.

You can tell that kind of thing.

From a kiss.

It’s easy for me to say that the conclusion she’s come to is madness. But, as the line in their story goes, life recognizes life, and so do the qualities, the smaller pieces and centerpieces that make up that life. Personality is a big one. And personality, Tracy is discovering, staring not into space but inner space, is every bit as infinite as the stars. And while I’m not experiencing what she is, Ever is. You see? Tracy now believes Oliver served them traits out on the farm, actual personality. She does not doubt this. She is past doubt. Now: She only considers traits.

Comedy, she thinks. A sense of humor. Aren’t most comedians troubled inside? Isn’t that what we’re told? And didn’t we, us, the circle, know a stand-up comedian named Jonas who was ice cold off stage and like a comet in front of the mic? So if you gave someone a sense of humor, if you physically gave it to them, would you actually be giving them a heightened sense of seriousness?

Has Oliver thought these things through? Can someone think these things through?

This question is followed by a much trickier one. One that, if she were to harp too long on it, might send her spiraling out of control:

Can someone put themselves back together again?

If you were changed, truly, to the core, changed, would you be able to replace the new stuff with the original parts? And if you couldn’t put yourself back together again, did you ever know yourself to begin with?

Tundra-cold thoughts. But everywhere inside it’s cold. Oliver violated them. She knows this now. Oliver did something to them that may not be reversible. He did it without their knowledge and clearly without their consent. This is criminal.

And what did Oliver eat, first, in illusionary fields beyond the high willow trees, what did Oliver eat that brought him to believe the best course of action was an irreversible first course of a meal?

Tracy wants to be mad. But every time she’s about to damn Oliver she doesn’t. Every time she’s close to imagining herself choking him in his kitchen, dragging him by his hair out into those fields, jamming his face into the earth, she doesn’t. The fantasies flash, the Old Tracy still within, but they are quickly followed by a spread of warmth that blankets them to death.

Forgiveness.

Tracy didn’t come to this conclusion on her own, of course. This overarching, insane idea that Oliver Carpenter is growing personalities on his farm. She didn’t leap from I feel unlike myself to Oliver changed us without doing her due diligence. No. In the dungeon of her four-day bedroom stint, her journey through inner space, half-laying half-sitting on her mattress with no sheets, her neck at an uncomfortable angle to the wall, her eyes white marbles of contemplation, she spoke with Karen on the phone. Karen who is still out at the farm. Karen who is horribly, terribly, justifiably worried about Baum.

Tracy can’t believe it, but there’s a part of her that’s jealous that Karen and the rest are still out there. It’s an unexpected emotion and it comes the second she hears her friend’s voice. Here’s a woman: juggling the heaviest thoughts, her relationship in dust, hasn’t left the mattress in four days, and still… she doesn’t want to miss a thing.

Did Oliver feed them envy, too?

It’s clear right away that Karen is different on the phone. She doesn’t speak with her customary straight-shooting tone of voice. There’s a warble now, something like self-doubt, perhaps even a pinch of shame.

Tracy isn’t sure yet, but she thinks she might be able to hear personality traits now. Individual strands. Like a single stalk of wheat.

“We’ve spent nights out there,” Karen tells Tracy. “Nights out in the fields.”

Envy. Deep envy. Despite the horrific grip she feels at the mention of the fields, Tracy wishes desperately, darkly, she’d shared this experience with her friend. The reason why is suddenly clear: they (all of them but me) touched something deeper than the mundane on Oliver’s farm and so, good or bad, good or evil, what can ever compare?

“I woke up and Baum wasn’t beside me,” Karen says. “Stars above. Dirt below. And Baum… I don’t know. I got up and I searched the willows and I searched the farmhouse. And it was from a window in one of the upstairs bedrooms that I saw him, Baum, way out in the fields after all. His silhouette was kneeling, about as far as I could see. And he wasn’t alone.”

Tracy, still staring inward, still immobile in her bedroom, knows, distantly, what Karen is going to say next.

The Farmer.

“The Farmer was kneeling beside him. Both of them, their hands in the dirt, pulling up clumps of earth, eating it. Together…”

Tracy hangs up. She doesn’t even look at the phone as she calls Rodney. She needs to talk to everyone at once. Yet, this overwhelming sense is coming not from deep within, but almost from the past. Like Old Tracy is tapping her on the shoulder saying, Hey, I know you could venture into the rest of your life as the new person you’ve become, but you should really think about it first. 

That’s the rub. That’s the real monster here. Despite the horribly unsettled idea of what has happened to her, to all of them, Tracy isn’t actually upset about it. Yet, okay, she is. Or the memory of her former self is. She (and I, I think this, too) thinks that being an actor is helping her right now. Because she is able to empathize with people, men and women, characters, who are not her.

And Old Tracy counts.

She can remember Old Tracy’s lines. The way Old Tracy walked. The way Old Tracy felt. Tracy can get into this character, if she focuses, if she let’s her guard down, if she utilizes every lesson we’ve all learned in our New York City acting classes. Tracy can play Tracy better than anybody else in the world.

This is something good in a bad place.

Rodney answers the phone.

She doesn’t know what to expect, but she definitely doesn’t expect the Rodney she remembers to arrive, presto, at the other end of the line. And she’s right not to. This Rodney sounds like a terribly sad person. Someone who has been through things Tracy cannot fathom. Tracy hardly speaks at all, still staring into space, recalling how Old Tracy sits and stands, waves her hands. When she mentions Morris, Rodney actually confuses his boyfriend with Baum and begins describing Baum in the fields, on his knees, gobbling dirt with The Farmer. When Tracy hears herself ask Rodney about Morris a second time, when she says no no, Morris, Rodney laughs and laughs and laughs and hangs up.

She calls Oliver.

He answers.

They talk. He tells her a secret.

They hang up.

She sits. Uncomfortable. She thinks.

She thinks.

She thinks.

Eventually she thinks of our kiss.

And she knows that I prove her conclusion right. Because I didn’t go to Oliver’s farm. Because I haven’t changed.

Done, she stands up. Like Tracy stands up. She gets dressed. Like Tracy gets dressed. Method acting now, staying in character, fully committed. Hanging tight to four days of study.

She understands the danger in driving six hundred miles in character.

This is the story I’m told:

Four days following Tracy’s wild audition, as I’m worrying about the new look in Ever’s eye and getting angry at my friends for not responding to any of my messages, Tracy is carrying an unpacked suitcase down the stairs of her building, her mind fastened to Old Tracy, practicing her lines, understanding that she simply has to get back to the farm because that’s what her character would do. The suitcase is empty because it’s a prop. As she passes a woman climbing the stairs, a neighbor Tracy has seen before, she curtseys. Then she laughs and kinda folds against the railing. She can’t stop laughing because… who curtseys? Not Tracy. So, okay. Time to get serious. She gets her shit together. She stands up. Brown pants and boots. A white shirt and a jean jacket, too. This is Tracy. She’s emboldened by the new confidence she has, a welcome addition that New Tracy warns her is in danger of being revoked if she does, indeed, return to the farm.

If she does what she means to do out there.

She’s trying not to think about Oliver’s mind right now. What must be happening in there. She has with alternating, thaumatrope, visions of a misty swamp and sudden LED rainbows that pierce a pitch black outer space. It’s too much. It frightens her deeply.

What he said on the phone.

That simply cannot be what is in the barn.

Old Tracy sat on the deck with Oliver and looked out over those fields, looked right at that barn, and had absolutely no idea. How could she have? How could any of them?

Through the lobby of her building now, meaningless case in hand, she doesn’t want to shudder, doesn’t want to cry. She concentrates on other things. Even her breakup with Ever is a brighter subject. Much. Ever and her are done. That’s okay. He’s found himself. It wasn’t even a painful split. They shook on it.

Good game.

Good game.

She didn’t cry then and she doesn’t cry now, outside, finally, under the sun, just a woman walking to her car, unlocking the door, opening the door, sliding into the car, careful, easy, as if she’s stealing the thing, as if, if she were to make a noise, a single noise, the police would leap from behind the bushes and arrest her for… for… for not being the car’s owner, for not being herself.

This is hard.

Because New Tracy could stay in New York. She can be as loud and crazy and forthright and shady and happy and sad as she wants to be. She doesn’t have to go back to Michigan, back to the farm, back to the deck that overlooks the fields and has a pure unobstructed view of the barn. She’s trying to stay in character because she knows, deep down, it’s the right thing to do. And it wouldn’t take much to lose it, she thinks. Something as small as discovering there isn’t much gas, right now, could end this, could stop her from getting there. She could say fuck this, drop the role at any time, saunter into the future as the new her, freshly confident and with a whole new view of everything.

She starts the car.

She sits this way, looking ahead, afraid to glance down at the gas gage. She doesn’t even know if she wants it to be full or empty. Stay or go. Go or stay. People walk the sidewalk ahead, the bustle of New York. Her life is here. She doesn’t have to do this.

She thinks of Rodney laughing at her asking about Morris and she suddenly recognizes that laugh. Not because she’s laughed with Rodney so many times in so many places before, but because that particular laugh, that exact fucking giggle rings a bell. A big bell.

“He was changing when you talked to him,” she says. Out loud. As if Ever is sitting beside her. Next to Old Tracy. About to head west to check on a friend.

But now “friend” is plural. This time it’s “friends.”

She looks at the gas gage.

Almost full.

Ah yes. She remembers Old Tracy and Ever stopping just outside the city, on the return, Ever saying they might want to gas up because you never know when you’re gonna wanna take a long trip again and who wants to find gas in New York City? Like he kinda knew then. Right? Like he had a feeling one of them might wanna head back to Michigan.

Sooner than later.

She puts the car in drive and pulls from the curb. While I’m writing my friends, all of them, coming to grips with the fact that I quit my job, that I’m rudderless, Tracy begins driving.

And the drive is a crazy one. And the drive is a long one. Loaded with memories of how she used to feel. About Ever. About Oliver. About the night at Oliver’s farm. Even about me.

This is the story I’m told, by each of them in turn. By my closest friends in the world. Friends I made after I’d already gone through high school and college. Friends I’d made after what was supposed to be the best days of my life. These are the friends who, when I moved to New York, I laughed with, I got serious with, I studied with, I dreamed with, I acted with. We fought, we drank, we stayed up so late that it felt like we’d discovered new hours. We were nowhere near reaching an agreed upon end point to what we felt like we were a part of. You see? How sudden all this was? But then, I think about our conversations about Oliver. I think how there was a shift there. Maybe. Maybe that was the moment we got strapped into the seats. The funhouse doors hadn’t flapped open yet, but we were all locked in.

Tracy drives:

She discovers something new about herself as she stops at a gas station just over the Michigan-Ohio state line. She’s getting water and chips and she’s waiting in line and she sees a young woman, a teen, nab some chips of her own and walk right out the door. Okay. Tracy’s seen someone steal something before. Who hasn’t? But now, without thinking, she sets her own stuff on the counter and follows the girl outside. She calls to her.

“Hey, you.”

The girl reddens as she turns around. Overcompensates with a scoff.

“Hey,” Tracy says, going to her. “I’ll get those for you.”

“I already got em,” the girl says.

“I know. But let’s do this the right way.”

And as Tracy brings the chips back inside (the girl, embarrassed, remains in the lot), it occurs to Tracy that, while this line of thinking may have been a part of Old Tracy, the gumption to act on it, in such a decisive way, is New. She likes this. She wonders what it’s called. Assertiveness? No. Righteousness? Maybe. She isn’t sure, but that’s okay. She pays for her stuff and the extra bag of chips. She leaves the place, gives the girl her chips, and says, “Its okay to steal, but only after you’ve been denied it for free first.”

This is new. Tracy wonders: Am I going back to the farm because it’s the right thing to do? Am I… righteous? 

Then she’s back in her car and the sky is darkening and she’s heading north toward the middle of Michigan all over again. She remains in character, but can’t help marveling at the new ways she thinks and feels. She rolls the windows down and allows the summer air into the car, to whip furiously as she drives fast.

Tracy is on her way.

That’s how it feels.

She’s on her way. 

Fuck, it feels good.

She howls once, out the window, then sees a man on the side of the road, an old man in a hat.

She slams on the breaks, stopping in what is close to the middle of the highway. The sun is low enough that she can’t see the details of the man in the rearview mirror, only his silhouette.

She reverses it. Heard enough that she has to slam on the brakes again when she’s beside him.

Window down, she leans toward him. She squints.

A vision comes, clear: an old man sitting on a small green chair in an upstairs bedroom in Oliver’s inherited farmhouse.

This man, here, stumbles toward her.

Tracy braces herself. Like she might if someone were about to attack her, about to change her personality forever.

But when he gets close enough, she sees he’s nothing like the man she saw standing in the kitchen of the farmhouse.

Then she remembers, really remembers, seeing the old man standing by the stove in the kitchen and the truth of it nearly steals her breath.

“Unfortunately,” the man on the side of the road says, “I think you’re heading in the opposite direction.”

Tracy eyes him a second longer. Then nods. She is most definitely headed north.

“Good luck to you,” she says. The man tips his hat.

Then Tracy is driving again. A little less pep now, a little less speed. As if she’s suddenly aware she could use a little more time to sort a few things out. Like, hey, you may discover a righteousness within you, one strong enough to send you cross country to check on the health and happiness of your friends, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t something waiting out there to stop you from doing that.

She rolls the windows up.

Feels a little colder now.

She scans the sides of the highway for old men in hats, seeing more than one on the distant horizons once she’s left the cityscapes of southeastern Michigan behind and has entered true farm country.

It’s dark by the time she reaches Gibbons. She’s still in character but it’s hard. The memory of the old man jolted her. She’s barely hanging on.

Just past the sign welcoming her to Gibbons, she pulls the car to the side of the country road.

She puts in park. It’s dark.

Here, she thinks. Because she needs to. Because she doesn’t know exactly what she’s going to encounter when she pulls into Oliver’s gravel drive.

Does she need to be armed?

This sounds absurd. Yet… does she?

So while I’m at home in New York, still more than a week away from following Ever through the streets of downtown Manhattan to a nondescript building, one old enough to have unsafe windows that extend high into the sky, Tracy is planning, preparing, or, at the very least, steeling herself for what’s to come.

And what is?

This is the story I’m told:

Tracy reminds herself these are her friends. No matter what’s going on at Oliver’s farm, friends need to stick together. And they can. That’s the thing. Friends find a way. Not in the hokey sense of bonding and being there, but in the same way ants survive. A group of friends, Tracy thinks, seen from above, are an organism unto themselves. Hadn’t she heard that a pod of Orca wales think in a group? Okay. This is different but certainly if she remembers Old Tracy, they must remember their old selves, too. And who’s to say Morris and Rodney, Karen and Baum and Connie aren’t the same old friends they were when last she saw them?

God, she feels alone. A theater of one, a one woman show. The car is off. The windows are closed. The world around her is dark and dead. Crops fan out in either direction and here she is in her car, nodding, reminding herself, needing to remind herself that, yes, yes, these are her friends.

And the reason she’s out here is to help them.

This is a good thought. Only a good person would think this way. So whoever New Tracy is, she’s good.

And righteous.

And has the confidence to start the car again, to drive the remaining eleven miles to Oliver’s farm where she will hopefully, mercifully find her friends drinking wine around the kitchen table, none of them so far removed as to be out of reach, impossible to put back together again.

She needs to be careful is all. Because while Oliver didn’t technically shed any blood, while it’s not like he cut their throats as he fed them salad, he did violate them.

Tracy shudders.

Careful. Caution. Drive slow. Maybe turn the lights off when she gets close. Sure. That’s what she’ll do. She remembers the drive in because she’ll never forget the drive out. Dark or not, Tracy knows the way. She can almost feel the distance, an exact emotional recall of how much time she spent heading in one direction before the car turned, Ever driving, this way, then that way, new people, them, leaving Oliver’s farm.

She sees the farmhouse ahead.

The lights are on, upstairs and down. A silhouette in a bedroom window on the second floor? Connie? Maybe. Karen? Maybe. Baum? There must be a floodlight on the back deck because she can see the beginning of the dead fields behind the house. She can almost see the shape of the willows that signifies where the real crops begin. The ones she needs now. The ones she’ll need her friends to need now, too.

She turns off the car lights.

What if they don’t want to change? What then?

And who is Tracy to know exactly who they were before, what made them who they were, what’s new, what’s buried?

She stops the car. She gets out.

Standing under the night sky, she can smell the country again. She didn’t realize she’d noticed it the first time out but if this smell had passed through New York City in the last few days she might’ve spun, fists raised, screaming, Don’t eat that! DON’T ANYBODY EAT THAT! 

She removes the empty suitcase from the backseat.

She has to stay in character. Now more than ever. She cannot enter this house as New Tracy. Tracy who might forgive Oliver for what he’s done.

She must remember herself. Everything. She must put aside these sudden feelings of sympathy for Oliver. The heartbroken, troubled friend who, by way of a slew of bad breaks, moved to place where he knew nobody, there to confront himself, all the pieces and parts that make up a person.

Tracy looks to the windows, upstairs and down.

She walks up the gravel drive. Her shoes (exactly the kind of shoes Tracy would wear; her shoes) sink a little bit into the stones. It sounds neat. Yes. She would’ve thought so. Feels neat, too. If she didn’t know better (and she does, she must!) this would be a picturesque moment. A woman arriving at the home of a good friend. Other friends already deep inside.

The reality of what Tracy’s doing, what she’s done, makes her feel very small. Despite the newfound confidence that flows within her, she realizes she’s afraid. Has she made a mistake? Should she have asked Ever to come with her?

Should she have asked me?

She climbs the porch steps and expects to hear voices, music, a game. Morris and Rodney laughing. Karen and Baum in a heavy discussion. Connie loud on wine.

But there are no voices. And the night is dark. And the farmhouse suddenly feels devoid of life.

She knocks.

Nobody comes from inside. Nobody answers. Suitcase in hand (she has to hold onto it, has to grip the prop), she walks the length of the big porch, looks along the side of the farmhouse.

You’d pull your truck up to the end of the drive and you had to run to the house and touch it and run back. Just… a dare.

She can do this. She’s not too scared to do this.

She walks the full length of the porch, reaches the far side, looks along the other side.

Just a dare.

“Guys?”

Her voice sounds smaller than she feels. Like suddenly she’s standing on the porch of a mansion, the biggest home she’s ever seen.

She goes to the door and knocks once more. Hearing no movement, she turns the knob, finds it open, and enters uninvited.

As Tracy.

Thank God, still, somehow, Tracy.
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Inside, the fire is lit. The space where they played CUE looks particularly empty. On the wall, Oliver’s ancestor still might be smiling, might not.

“Guys?”

The ceiling creaks. She looks up, waiting for a familiar voice. A Rodney cackle. A Connie burst. She looks to the kitchen. Nobody there.

Without glancing at the French doors and the fields beyond them, she heads back to the stairs, suitcase still in hand. Someone is up there. She hears a second creak. The sound of someone standing up. Maybe.

Could be Baum. Rising from bed. Maybe it’s Karen, confused, lost, hearing a familiar voice from downstairs.

Tracy climbs the stairs. She wants to howl her arrival, break this quiet, get it over with. I’M BACK FOR FUCK’S SAKE! But she doesn’t. Because a voice inside (not even Old Tracy; just whoever she is right now) is telling her hey hey, you might wanna keep the advantage of surprise. But what does that mean? Tracy can’t seriously be worrying about getting hurt, right? She doesn’t have to be careful about… violence, right? It’s unfathomable to be worried about one of her friends, unrecognizable now, suddenly erupting from a bedroom, kitchen knife in hand, a mind to slash her.

Right?

She opens her mouth to say Karen’s name but doesn’t. Another creak. Down the hall. Tracy looks to the room she shared with Ever, the room she woke in, the room Oliver guided her to the night he violated her core.

She takes the hall that way first. Gripping the case, she suddenly wishes it was heavier, that there was an anvil inside, something she could use to protect herself.

The room is empty. She turns, passes the head of the stairs, passes the room Oliver said he’d readied for Karen and Baum. Nobody inside. At the far end of the hall, shadows. But not necessarily the kind made by an object obstructing light. This particular corner looks like it’s made of the same stuff regret is made of. That same shade of black.

She breathes deep. Because, despite her newfound confidence, or perhaps because of it, she’s sure the creaking was made by an old man sitting in a green chair situated beside a bed in the room she approaches.

She looks inside.

Nobody here.

But somebody. Somewhere.

She looks up.

She takes the hall back to Karen and Baum’s bedroom. Inside, against the right wall, is the door to the walk in attic. Baum told Oliver he was lucky to have it. Called it rare. Most attics are stuffy crawlspaces that can hardly be used. But a set of stairs? Hell, that’s almost a third floor, Baum said.

To some people, that’s enough space to call home. You could fit a whole room up there if you wanted to. A whole life. You could even fit a person who no longer knows themselves, a person with a sudden, confused mind to murder up there.

Easily.

Tracy steps back from the doorjamb.

She needs to get into the fields. Needs to put herself back together again. Has no idea what that means. How that’s done.

She takes the stairs back down.

In character, case in hand, she’s trying hard to maintain an expression that Old Tracy would’ve worn. Just in case one of her friends is waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

But nobody is.

“Guys?”

Where are they? As she crosses the living room, she recalls Karen on the phone, Karen telling her she saw Baum kneeling in the fields, stuffing his face with dirt.

It strikes her that she hasn’t gone into the kitchen for two reasons. First, this is where it happened. This is the room where Old Tracy last sat. Last drank. Last ate. Like a murder scene, she can see the outline of her friends, the seven of them seated around the kitchen table, bottles of wine, forks and knives, salad. And second, the kitchen leads to the deck. And the deck to the fields. And it’s out there in those fields that she will find what she’s looking for, what she needs.

But is she ready to look?

She looks through the glass.

Are they out there now? Her friends?

Oliver?

The old man, too?

What to do…

She can’t bring herself to look at the barn. She’s not ready for that. She needs to be in control of her faculties, Full Tracy, before she can think about doing anything else.

She opens a French door. She listens.

Wind ripples the willows that stand just out of range of the flood light tacked up to the back of the farmhouse. It’s almost like Oliver was instructed to allow the light no further jurisdiction. It’s not hard to imagine him testing it out, angling the light until it fell just shy of the closest limb.

Are they out there? All of them? Digging? Jarring?

Tracy hears nothing. She turns back inside. On the counter, close to her elbow, is a jar labeled:

bravery

She hadn’t noticed it on her first pass through but here it stands. And from its image comes the recollection of the jar Oliver fed her from at the end of the night.

She looks to the pantry. Where people keep jars.

Through the slats is darkness, like the color of that corner of the hall upstairs.

Case in hand, Tracy crosses the kitchen and opens the pantry door.

She half expects Oliver to blow a horn in her face, for an old man to scream SURPRISE!

But the only things in here are jars.

Tracy doesn’t set the case down. She drops it.

It clangs to the floor and she brings a hand to her chest because it feels, momentarily, like she’s going to pass out. Like she’s seen the face of God and it’s going to drive her mad.

The shelves are full of labeled jars:

pity

power

cunning

empathy

mindfulness 

humor

attentiveness

recall

shame

happiness

balance

depth

outrage

So many. It would take an hour to read them all.

One particularly catches her eye:

decisiveness

Because she needs to eat the contents of this jar and she needs to eat it now.

Tracy can’t stand here like a damsel in distress as her friends lose themselves in the fields beyond the willows on Oliver’s farm. She came out here to act. To take action. To extricate her friends from the hands of…

“Shit,” she says.

Before she can stop it from happening: she’s forgiving Oliver again. Standing before seemingly infinite possibilities, endless people she could be, it’s impossible to stay in character, the character she needs to be.

Herself.

“Just shut the door,” she says. Because why not? She likes herself. She’s confident. She’s strong. She broke off her relationship with Ever just days ago and she drove all the way out to Michigan without telling a soul. These are the hallmarks of an independent person. A person who does, indeed, act.

Why change that? Whatever formula Oliver employed, whatever recipe he’d decided she needed… well maybe she did.

She doesn’t close the door but takes a step back.

Some of the jars are half-empty. Others have very little remaining. Still, others are full. On a different night, she might find this interesting, might spend some time taking notes, what personality traits people desire, which ones they don’t.

She hardly realizes she’s stepped all the way back to the sink, the pantry doors wide open like the flap on a giant paper invitation, a date and time set long ago, a place she’s supposed to be, right here, right there, amongst those shelves, inside that pantry, choosing the characteristics she’s always wanted to have, become the person she’s always wished to be.

She grips the edge of the sink behind her.

This is overwhelming. The pantry floor is littered with flakes, leaves, crumbs that indicate somebody has recently eaten.

Will she know her friends when she sees them? Will they know her?

She looks to the jar of decisiveness again.

Do it, she thinks.

But why stop there? What about the bravery sitting right here beside her? How about the flakes of tenacity that have fallen to the floor? And what of a little wit for good measure? Why not scarf some inner strength if she’s going to be forced to endure the loss of great friends? Why, who in their right mind wouldn’t eat a little recovery, a little healing, a little bounce-back?

The front door to the farmhouse opens and shuts.

Tracy moves quick to the pantry, closes the doors behind her.

She didn’t plan on hiding, thinks she should’ve announced herself instead. Why is she trembling in the dark as friends enter the house? What is she doing? She doesn’t even know what state they’re in. She hears them. More than one. What is she afraid of? What does think they’ve become?

Someone is on the stairs, climbing.

Someone else is in the living room.

Do they know she’s here? Did they see her car parked on the road? Why is she hiding from her friends?

Enough kitchen light enters through the slats for Tracy to read the labels closest to her.

It’d be so easy to unscrew a lid and swallow some.

But how much?

With drugs, a little can go a long way.

Is that true with this, too?

One thing in here sounds particularly good right now.

Seemingly frozen to the spot, too scared to stand still, too scared to move, she takes it from the shelf and removes the cap.

A creaking upstairs.

Life in the living room.

“No,” Morris says.

It’s Morris, but it’s not. He’s here. Her friends are here. She must leave this pantry and face them.

She swallows the courage.

The liquid courage.

The brandy in the pantry.

It burns on the way down. Fuels her.

She puts the alcohol back on the shelf and opens the pantry doors.
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“Jesus, Tracy,” Morris says. “You look scared.”

He’s standing by the fireplace, looking at Carpenter family photos. Oliver’s ancestors look back.

Tracy studies Morris. He resembles the man she knows in some ways, but he’s unlike him in others. She realizes, clearly, that he’s right. She is scared.

“Hi, Morris,” she says. She’s smiling, trying to grip a fleeting dynamic, the energy she’s accustomed to between herself and Morris. It not only suddenly feels like the two of them have never had a moment alone, it’s like she hardly knows him at all.

“Why are you scared?” Morris asks.

There’s nobody else in the living room. But someone moves above.

“Who’s up there?” she asks.

Morris doesn’t take his eyes off hers.

“Why are you scared?” he asks again. Tracy knows he’s asking for himself. Asking why he’s scared.

“I’m not,” Tracy says. She’s still gripping her suitcase, both hands on the handle. Like a traveler arriving at a hostel. All strangers here.

She steps to him, lowers her voice.

“Morris, where is everyone?”

He leans in and smells her. Makes a face.

“You smell different,” he says. “Have you always smelled this way?”

“Morris,” Tracy starts. Then she thinks: Honesty. Morris ate honesty.

“Does Oliver know you’re here?” he asks.

“No. Nobody does.”

“Why are you here?”

“Hey, listen to me,” she says. “I really need to know where the others are. Where’s Karen?”

“Karen?”

He looks up. Frowns. “Baum got into some bad crops.”

“What?”

“We’re worried sick about him.”

“Okay.” She breathes deep. “Okay we need to get everyone together and get out of here. And we need to do this now.”

Morris looks at her like she’s crazy.

“You think that’s a good idea? Didn’t you hear me, Tracy? Baum is sick. No. We can’t leave yet.”

Tracy has no way of being prepared for this moment. She’s an artist in New York City. She shouldn’t be here. She should’ve left this farm and everything about it behind.

“Where’s Baum then?” she asks.

Morris points up.

“The attic.”

Tracy nods.

“Okay.” Does she go to him? Does she leave?

“You ever wonder who you were in a past life?” Morris suddenly asks. It strikes her that he isn’t wearing his blazer. She can’t remember the last time she saw him without it. Even under punishing summer skies, Morris wears that blazer.

“What?” she asks. But this is good. Whatever this is. It’s an everyday question. He isn’t asking about crops. He’s thinking. “No,” she says. “I’m not sure I believe in that sort of thing.”

He shakes his head and looks into the fire. Just days ago Tracy and her best friends performed prompted lines in this very spot.

“I can’t quit thinking about it,” Morris says. “And I don’t want to. I think… I think I believe in that. The recycling of people.”

“Recycling…”

Morris smiles. Tracy realizes that one of the differences between the man she knows Morris to be and this man, is that this man is shy.

“Sounds lofty, huh.”

“No. I mean… yes.”

She smiles and with it feels tears rising. She says:

“Morris, I’m going to go upstairs.”

“Okay. Why are you telling me this?”

No humor. No wit.

This isn’t the Morris she knows. So she tries to itemize, silently, what she does know about her friend, the way he was. What would it take to put him back together again? It feels like a shelf runs the ring of her skull and upon it are dozens of hand-labeled jars.

“Morris, I’m going to help you.”

“Help me what?”

She keeps her voice low.

“I’m going to help you become yourself again.”

Tears well in Morris’s eyes.

“I don’t want that,” he says. “I don’t want that at all.”

“Wait…”

“No.” He’s agitated. Starting to pace by the fire. “I mean it, Tracy. Please, stay out of my business. I like who I am.”

“Do you remember who you were?” she asks. “When we arrived here?”

The tears escape his eyes, but he doesn’t make the face of someone who cries. He only stares at her. Tracy feels it, a momentary recognition, a feeling that Morris sees things the way they were.

“Yeah,” he says.

Honesty.

“Okay, well, I think it’s important that we get back to who we were before all this happened.”

He wipes his face with his hands.

“No. No way. I didn’t like myself when we drove out here. You must have known that? I was tired of playing the funny guy. Seriously, Tracy, I never liked him. He wasn’t as funny as he thought he was. He wasn’t even a good actor. None of us are. We’re all just people who wanted to be other people.”

He’s crying hard. Tracy doesn’t know how to comfort him. If she should at all.

Does she stay? Does she go?

What could she give Morris right now that would bring him back? Which jars contain the right stuff, the crops that’ll show him that right now he believes this, but the real him would not?

Then, an all-too-obvious thought: maybe she didn’t know Morris as well as she thought she did.

“I understand,” she says. “But I think–”

Morris falls to his knees in front of the fire. As if, perhaps, the heat might dry his tears. He’s suddenly rambling. Talking about the end of the world. How existence is not about life, but death. How there is no God and everything anybody does is done in the name of coming back.

Tracy doesn’t know what this means.

“… all in the name of survival, you see, children aren’t legacies they only add more traits…”

Somewhere in Tracy’s horror she finds the resolve to move to the foot of the stairs.

Who’s up there? And are they are as far gone as Morris?

As changed?

Baum got into some bad crops. We’re worried sick about him.

She climbs the stairs for the second time since coming back. She pauses halfway up, stricken with a quick rush of feeling sick. She remembers this feeling from her first night out here. Morris continues behind her, on hands and knees, how the world is an empty bowl, how there is no meaning. And maybe it’s his tone of voice or possibly the idea of Morris playing this particular character, but suddenly Tracy finds it a little…

Funny.

She tries to resist this, tries not to laugh at Morris who can’t stop crying, can’t stop preaching emptiness. But it’s funny, isn’t it? The way Morris sounds like a newscaster alone on a set, talking monotone, letting everybody know that nothing matters?

She’s not two-thirds up when she really starts laughing. It’s too much. The house, the pantry. The pantry! Ah, simply amazing. Jars full of traits! It’s incredible! Truly. Incredibly funny, too. Oh man. The handwriting alone is hilarious, enough to make her double over, cracking up, as the suitcase slips from her hands and tumbles down the stairs, crashing open before the home’s front door. Jesus, it looks like it’s frowning, the suitcase, sad for having been dropped! Too funny. Too–

A thought interrupts her fit: Brandy in the pantry.

There was something in the brandy she drank.

Tracy tries to shake it. The laughter. She tries to physically push it with her mind. She understands there’s nothing funny about what’s happening here. Morris is not Morris. Baum is something she’s afraid to see. And where are the others? And where is Oliver?

And isn’t the name Oliver… kinda funny?

She grips the railing and pulls herself up one step. Another. If she could only stop laughing it would be so easy to hurry up the rest of the way. But she can’t. Old Tracy is shouting from a frighteningly far distance. She says:

GET OUT OF THAT HOUSE

Too funny.

Tracy makes it another step. Needs to see Baum in the attic. Needs to see how he’s changed. Needs to fix her friends, here, before taking them home again. Because there’s no way to do that in New York City.

No place like Oliver’ Farm.

The top of the stairs now (she made it!), she pauses to catch her breath. Okay. She can do this. The room Karen and Baum used is right here. No problem. Just gotta enter the room and open the door to the attic.

She looks to her suitcase at the bottom of the stairs.

The old man is looking through the bannisters at her.

Tracy stops laughing and flattens herself to the wall. She turns quick for the bedroom and the motion is fuzzy, makes her tired. She remembers this, too. Of course, each of her friends falling asleep as Oliver told them about his farmhouse, his fields, and The Farmer.

Standing in the door jamb she turns, sees The Farmer is halfway up the stairs.

She moves slow (too slow!) through the room. Sees the bed is made. Where do Karen and Baum sleep?

Creaking behind her.

The Farmer is nearing the top of the stairs.

Tracy reaches for the attic, feels too warm, too fuzzy, like she might not be able to open this door.

“Come on,” she says. And she feels it. A hint of what she swallowed. Just enough to recognize a feeling, a perspective, as new.

The Farmer is in the bedroom now. He’s coming toward her, hands at his side. Tracy shakes her head no, there’s simply no way she can open this door, get inside, close the door, climb the steps, before this man is upon her.

“Stay back,” she says.

But it’s too late for that. The Farmer takes her hand, the one reaching for the knob.

And Tracy sees.

A lot.

It’s brief, the image, but it’s bold enough that, even in this state, she knows she will never be allowed to forget it.

It’s a series of fields is what it is. Probably. But it’s flesh or something like it. Like the arched back of woman lined with rows for crops. And in the rows grows no corn. Not potatoes nor wheat. Rather (and Tracy isn’t sure how she knows this, isn’t sure she ever wants to know how she knows this), what thrives here are the pieces of a person, men and women in slices, but not bodily, no not in the rows, here grows the essence of a person, what differentiates one from another, things rooted much deeper than what is known even as personality, each of them their own color so that the vision is not illuminated and certainly not a rainbow (these colors do not blend, they do not compliment), but so that she can see, really see, the individual strands of an individual person, no, people, YES: in these columns grow the traits that made up people, once alive, now dead, the dead not ghost not zombie not specter but crops, so many crops, people not reincarnated like so many think happens but broken apart, the crowded pieces of those essences available, right here, on Carpenter’s Farm!, for the taking, pluck one, pluck many, an unfathomable farmland comprised of all colors, all strings, all yarns, unknitted, displayed individually so that Sally is not recycled here but the bountiful elements that made Sally so, Sally spread in small portions across a woman’s back, row upon row of bright character, THIS IS HAPPINESS, THIS IS JOY, THIS IS COWARDICE, THIS IS COY, a vision so powerful that Tracy even becomes momentarily, exhilaratingly aware of her own strands, Tracy her own field now, below her neck the soil, her quality through the prism, split, cleaved, everything in it’s own place, but of a piece, yes, humanity, all the dead not the dying, all the dead never to be reincarnated as a single person but as the cruxes and cores that made up those people and will soon make up new people who will breathe, live, like Tracy does now, like her friends do now, like Oliver Carpenter himself who no doubt is privy to this fleshy farmland prism, this unfathomable rectangle of roots.

Then… it’s gone.

Tracy stands in a bedroom on the second floor of the farmhouse. She grips The Farmer’s hand. For support. For balance.

Without it, she would fall to the floorboards, fall asleep.

She lazily reaches once more for the attic door, but she knows this is for show. She isn’t climbing any steps right now. The Farmer is walking her to the bed. She’s sitting upon it before she knows it. Looks the old man in the eyes. She nods. Says, yes I know, sleep, have to, came all this way to free my friends but haha you know how it is, gotta sleep sometime, right?

Right.

Then she’s lying down. Eyes closed. Sinking into a sleep as dark as a nest of black yarn. But she can still think, Old Tracy and New, and Newer, too, perhaps, as the thing she thinks about, the tiny prayer she makes, is to wake, yes a prayer, despite having just been shown a vision in which there is no soul, there are only mergers, alliances of traits, but yes a prayer to wake, still, to wake at all, but most of all to wake with courage.
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I’m walking the streets of Queens, Brooklyn, Manhattan, the Bronx, early morning, contemplating the change I saw in Ever (I’m days away from following him downtown yet), writing my friends, feeling crazy, worried about Oliver, worried about them all, when Tracy wakes.

She sits up, understands she’s outside, sees Oliver’s farmhouse from a distance. A voice speaks over her right shoulder.

“Don’t turn around to look at me. If you look at me I’m going to thumb your eyes out. I’m serious. I can’t be looked at. Not by you. Okay?”

“Connie…” Tracy says. But she does not turn around.

“And please don’t call me that. Not anymore. You need to hear this. All of this. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Tracy is terrified. Memories of Morris by the fire, the old man in the upstairs bedroom.

How did she get outside?

“When you and Ever left,” Connie says, “we tried to put ourselves back together again. Okay? Me, Karen, and Rodney. The three of us knew something was wrong and we must have been served the right combination of indiscretion and deduction, because we knew to speak only to each other about it. We could tell Morris and Baum had no intentions of changing back. Okay? Do not look at me. I’m serious, Tracy. Do not turn around right now. The face you see will haunt you and the face I see will destroy me. Okay? Karen and I talked about it first. On the back deck. We drank coffee and tea and the boys went inside and she said, ‘We have to change back.’ There was no discussion about what she meant, there didn’t have to be. I’m curious, now, how long it would’ve taken me to come to the same conclusion, but I like to believe I would’ve got there on my own. And yet, that was many people ago. Okay? I’m not the same person Karen brought this up with on the deck. But I remember that person and she means something to me and that’s partly why I won’t let you turn around. I have too much respect for that girl for you to see what she’s become.”

“Connie…”

“Enough with that. You’re still in shallow waters. You must’ve retained enough of the old you to get all the way back out here. The fact that Ever isn’t here tells me that he did not. Okay. Then Karen said, ‘We can’t speak to the others about this.’ I’m not sure how she immediately knew it would be dangerous to do so. Again, it must have been from something she ate. Caution? I don’t think so. Something more nuanced than that. Intuition. I can’t remember if I have a memory of Karen having had good instincts before coming here or not. It doesn’t matter. She said we weren’t to talk about it with the others and I agreed wholeheartedly. Obviously Oliver is dangerous. And the rest of us? Well, you could see it in their faces, that next morning, after you drove off and we all waved like Laura Ingalls Wilder, you could tell Morris wasn’t going to give up what he’d got for anything. He and Rodney didn’t think Karen and I could hear them, but we could. Through the living room window. Okay? Rodney was whispering about how wrong this was. Whatever this was. How we’d been violated or something like it and Morris snapped at him, in a voice that sounded nothing like Morris, as if Morris had been lifted to the lips of the Devil and used as a megaphone before being set back down again. Karen looked at me. We nodded at the same time. Okay. Rodney was feeling like we were. We could talk to Rodney. We finished our coffee and tea, we got up, we went back inside. Oliver was washing the dishes at the sink. Karen didn’t even look his way but I did. And I saw in his eyes that he felt no shame, no pity, no embarrassment, no regret, no doubt that what he’d done was the right thing to do. I smiled because I understood that Karen and I were covert now. We were on an island until we could talk to Rodney. She took my hand quietly and led me upstairs and in the room I found you in last night, we sat on the edge of the bed and she said, ‘I’m thinking.’ And I asked, ‘What about Baum?’ She shook her head no, then slapped a bug on her arm. It felt, to me, in that moment, that she had squashed not Baum, but the guts of what they had. Okay? Don’t turn around, Tracy. Do not. That would be a very bad thing right now. For both of us. Okay. So, we did talk to Rodney. It was easy to get him alone because Morris didn’t want anything to do with him. So while Morris and Baum sauntered out to the fields (yes, they were both extremely interested from the start), Karen nodded to Rodney and gestured to the front door and the three of us went out there and we talked. I kept my eye on the windows for Oliver but I wasn’t thinking. Didn’t know back then. Okay? I was on watch while Karen and Rodney tried to calm each other down, both of them well aware they had changed. You know. As if you were a teenager at night and woke up an adult. Right? So they’re talking, evaluating, trying hard to juggle the fact that all of this is impossible with the fact that it is, in fact, possible, and what then can be done about it. I’m watching the glass, watching for Oliver, but I didn’t think to look up, okay? I didn’t think of the upstairs windows because Oliver was downstairs when we went outside. Easy mistake. Except it wasn’t Oliver I should’ve been keeping tabs on. The fucking Farmer was watching us from the upstairs window the whole time, looking down on us on the front porch, the sun bright as hell, and all I had to do was look up but I didn’t think to do it until we’d been out there a long time. Okay. Why does this matter? We’re not sure. But we’re sure as fuck sure that he’s around every time we eat.”

“He is?”

But if Tracy thinks about it, she knows he is.

“Don’t turn around, Tracy. You almost did it. Just forget everything you know about me because it’s not there anymore. Okay? Karen, Rodney, and I agreed to wait till we had the kitchen to ourselves. Then we’d go into the pantry and eat what was taken from us. Okay? We didn’t have time to go over what that might mean. We were scared out of our minds. Stupid. We were stupid. And stupid with a plan isn’t any less stupid. But we pretended all day. Rodney read. Karen sat on the deck. I walked up and down the drive. We acted like we were examining the new us, okay? Acting like we hadn’t made up our minds yet if this was good or not. Late night, Morris and Baum were still out in the fields. You could kinda see them. Nowhere near each other. And then Oliver… went to sleep. Okay? He fucking fell asleep on the couch in the living room and Karen came and grabbed me by the wrist and grabbed Rodney, too, and then we were suddenly in the pantry, the door closed behind us. She used her phone light to shine on the jars and we read all these… names…. and that was when we realized we had no idea who we were.”

Tracy closes her eyes. What is Connie telling her? What did they do?

What did they eat?

“So we talked it out. Okay? We asked each other questions and based on those questions, and our memories of who each other used to be, we decided what to eat.”

“Oh, Connie…”

“Yeah, well, turns out personality traits aren’t so black and white. Did you know that empathy mates with resentment? That while you understand how the other person feels you start saying hey why don’t you understand how I feel, too? Did you know that intelligence sleeps with indecision? Sometimes, when you know too much… Okay. Listen. I think we made poor choices because we were scared and we wanted ourselves back immediately. Rodney ate bravery. Because he thought he’d need it. Karen ate cunning. She wanted to come up with a plan to get everyone out of here safely. And I ate… well I ate some deception. Okay? I thought I needed to fool Oliver. Fool him right back.”

“Connie…”

“You can stop saying my name. Honestly, just stop. Okay? Listen, as you can guess, because you’re smart, and you’re still something like Tracy, you can guess how all that went wrong. Rodney’s bravery led to him confronting Oliver outright. Karen’s cunning turned into her lying to the rest of us. And my deception made it so I didn’t help either of them out. All this after laughing like hyenas and falling asleep. Okay? We fell to pieces laughing in the pantry until we were on the floor and couldn’t, didn’t want to, get up. And while we were down there I saw a pair of bare feet that made me laugh so hard, Tracy, I thought I was going to puke. I wish I had. Instead I slept. We all did. And we all woke in our beds. Okay. So, next morning, all cropped up, Rodney went after Oliver, demanding he explain what was going on. Oliver kept brushing it off. Saying he had to do chores. But we knew. He knew. And Morris and Baum had been out in the fields for at least twenty-four hours by then. Karen went out there to talk to Baum but I don’t know if she ever found him. I haven’t seen her since. Morris came back eventually. Told Oliver what Baum had done out there and Oliver told him Baum had gotten into the bad crops. Rodney asked Oliver what that meant? How could we help? Didn’t we have to help? But Oliver only shrugged and said the only answer for bad crops was good ones. Okay. Well, Rodney lost it then, attacked Oliver. Grabbed him by the shirt and threw him against the wall and then Morris was suddenly on Rodney and I was yelling at them to stop, stop it, as The Farmer came into the kitchen, threw Morris off Rodney like he was a piece of paper, and dragged Rodney by his hair into the pantry. Went in there with him, slammed the door shut behind them.”

Tracy feels cold. Black ice.

“What happened to him?” she asks.

“Do not look at me,” Connie says. “It will not end well. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay. Morris was knocked out on the kitchen floor and I stood dumbly staring at the floor, listening to the sound of Rodney being force-fed crops in the dark.”

“Oh, Connie… we have to leave. We have to leave this place right now.”

“Really? As we are? I’m not leaving here until I put myself back together again. You can do whatever you want.”

Tracy looks across the fields, sees the farmhouse. Sees the barn.

Shudders.

“Where’s Rodney now?” she asks. Connie can’t help her anymore. Not beyond this conversation. The Connie that speaks to her, speaks over her shoulder, talks with a different cadence, a different compass. Tracy thinks she can hear a thousand traits at once: a discord of identity.

A crisis.

“I felt so bad for him, Tracy.” Connie is not crying. Has she lost the capacity? Did she eat that out of her system? “I could hear him laughing and then I heard him snoring and then I had to get outside. I paced the driveway, thinking, thinking, for so long that the sun went down and the sun came up again. When I went back to the kitchen, Oliver was long gone, and Rodney was just stepping out of the pantry. I don’t know if he recognized me but I’m sure he did not recognize himself.”

“Oh my God.”

“He ran.”

“What?”

“Ran up the road. That’s the last I’ve seen of him.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Yeah. And all through the house, Oliver walked around, saying, ‘You guys didn’t have to do that.’ He kept saying, ‘I’d already worked it out.’ Like he knew what was best for us. Okay? That’s what happened here, Tracy. Oliver thought he knew what was best for us because he believes he’s discovered what’s best for him.”

Tracy watches the willows ripple. She thinks of Connie’s face. What’s wrong with it? Did Connie go mad, put her face in the fire? Did she lose her mind in the pantry? Is there any face behind her at all?

She imagines someone eating so much perspective that their body boils, blood fills their mouths and eyes.

“I haven’t gone into the fields yet,” Connie says. “No matter what I eat, I can’t bring myself to dig for the unlabeled stuff.”

Unlabeled stuff.

What did Baum eat out there? Who is he now?

Tracy freezes with a horrid realization, a thing so etched in fact that even a good liar couldn’t move it:

There is no end to this. There is no sick bed. There is no fresh air, water, and rest that will solve this.

No medicine, no therapy, no Time.

They are changed now. Tracy and her best friends. Never to change back.

“How much did you eat?” she asks.

Connie laughs and it sounds like the laughter of a stranger. An old woman. A waitress. A movie.

She says: “I’m not sure I’ve eaten anything else at all.”

Tracy turns around because she has to, because she must be strong and cannot allow the poor decisions of her friends decide a single thing she does out here.

She spins, fists up, in case Connie attacks her for looking.

“Connie…” Tracy says, lowering her arms.

Because Connie looks exactly the same as she always does. Because, on the outside, she hasn’t changed one bit.

“I told you,” Connie says, obviously rattled. “Unrecognizable.”

Tracy can’t stop the tears from coming. She wants Connie to be Connie, so badly. And can’t she be? Is it possible that Connie ate, at random, the exact combination of moods and perspectives, feelings and beliefs, to end up back where she started? Is it possible the subconscious is untouched, even by Carpenter’s Farm?

But Tracy knows that isn’t what’s happened.

“I love you, Connie,” Tracy says.

Now tears appear in Connie’s eyes, too. She shrugs. The two of them just friends sitting in the grassy farmland of mid-Michigan. Two women who bonded over similar aspirations, dreams, goals, ideas of fun, and, once, worldviews.

Yet, different or not, whatever Connie has eaten, whatever Oliver did to her, whatever Oliver has begun, she’s still the kind of person who would warn Tracy of danger.

Because that’s what this is. A warning.

“The barn,” Tracy says.

Connie shakes her head no.

“Absolutely do not go near it. Okay? Promise me that much.”

“Connie, what are we going to do about our friends?”

Connie says something so un-Connie that Tracy isn’t sure if it isn’t her friend simply surviving.

“Fuck em,” she says.

Tracy thinks. Maybe Connie’s right. Maybe it’s not worth putting her life in danger.

“You look good,” Tracy says, her voice warbling with tears.

The sun is high. The day is gorgeous.

Both cry.

Tracy looks to the farmhouse. She thinks of Rodney running up the road. Was he running for help?

“Where’s Oliver now?” she asks.

“Right there.” She points to the willows that block most the view of the fields that stretch to who-knows-where behind the house.

He’s under the hanging branches. Collared shirt rolled to the elbows. Fair hair blowing from a warm breeze. He waves.

And for a moment, he’s Norman Rockwell. And she’s Andrew Wyeth. Two painters whose most beloved works tell very different stories about the same subject. And while she wants so badly for this moment to be picturesque, all she can think of are the canvases these artists worked with. The empty, white, indifferent truths that support all false beauty.
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Tracy is up and crossing the grass. Long blades slide against her pant legs, sounds like an old man breathing. She’s going to punch Oliver in the fucking face. Here’s a man: shaded by the willows, could be a postcard, GREETINGS FROM THE FARM!, not a trace of blame on his smug prick face. She isn’t thinking about the Oliver from New York who earned sympathy and, sometimes, even protection from the actor friends who took him, who called him friend. Yes, they took him in, Tracy reminds herself. Like a stray fucking cat. But not one that was abandoned, oh no, this cat was a bad cat that bit people. This cat was a stray because it’s not always nurture, sometimes it’s nature. They welcomed this piece of shit into their circle because nobody else in a city of billions would and because fucking dammit Tracy and her friends are nice. Were. Are. Were. She doesn’t care. That Oliver is dead. The Oliver they found standing on the street corner with his eyes closed, the Oliver who kicked the table over and punched Donna’s drink, the Oliver who was splashed with street water as cars sped by, that Oliver lost his balance and fell into the road and got squashed by a car driven by an old man in a farming hat. Tracy doesn’t care if The Farmer erupts from the farmhouse or suddenly appears next to Oliver and drags her by her hair into the pantry. She’ll knock him out, too. This sonofabitch piece of garbage. Look at him. Look: not a teaspoon of remorse on his content, holier-than-Tracy face. Probably thinks she’s coming to thank him. For “fixing” her, for “showing her the way.” This meek manchild didn’t even have the guts to try to convince a group of people what was best: he just flat out served it to them for dinner. No gathering of the flock. No charisma.

Salad.

Tracy’s close now, makes a fist, imagines the color pink exploding from Oliver’s nose.

And with that color comes the memory of a field of flesh, every conceivable mannerism and state of mind growing in the rows.

Tracy is twenty feet from him.

Ten.

She brings her arm back.

A woman screams.

Tracy spins back to look where she just sat with Connie but Connie is standing now, alone in the grass, holding her hair entirely in front of her face, hiding under a perfect sun.

So if not Connie… who?

“Karen,” Tracy says.

Then she’s running to the farmhouse. Fuck Oliver. She’ll settle with him later. She’ll call the police and tell them what he’s done and if they don’t believe her she’ll serve them some gullibility for lunch.

“Karen!” she cries out.

A second scream. Coming from inside the house. Dammit. Tracy is moving fast, up the deck steps, through the French doors, past the pantry (thinks of Rodney, crops stuffed down his throat, traits he neither wanted nor needs, new Rodney, running from a house he doesn’t recognize, running perhaps not with fear but joy who knows). It’s not hard to imagine Baum or Morris forcing a new perspective on her. Or maybe they’d use something more traditional. A kitchen knife. Why not? Haven’t things gotten that far? Would it be that surprising if they all starting killing each other?

Halfway up the stairs she realizes she’s still making a fist. She can barely unfold it, the rage coursing through her, rage uneaten, rage coming from somewhere deeper even than anything Old Tracy.

Screaming, a woman screaming, like a woman discovering her man is made of knives, has knives for bones, knives for eyes, is looking right at her.

Tracy is up the stairs, into the room Karen and Baum used. But now… empty. Up the hall.

Following the scream. This room, empty. To the other end of the hall. Karen will not stop screaming. What is she saying? Are those words? What is Karen processing right now? What new thoughts, feelings, views, beliefs, what is Karen experiencing RIGHT NOW?

This room, also empty.

Karen, from above.

Right.

The attic. The fucking walk-in attic.

Tracy is shaking, up the hall, one glance back to the shadows at the deep end. She actually stops. Actually squints into the blackness as if she might see something, anything, in a place she knows is lightless.

A woman screams. From above. Tracy is moving fast, through the Karen and Baum room, to the attic door, oh thank God the fucking door is open, guys I’m coming, it’s just me, REGULAR OLD TRACY, we need to go, we need to get out of this house right now, cut our losses, we cannot eat any more of what grows out here, not the cycle of life but the cycle of person, the cycle of who, regular old me, Old me New me Newer me, Newer you, doesn’t matter, we go now, we go now

WE GO.

She’s rushing up the attic steps, can see the ceiling is high enough to remain standing, passes a window, sees Oliver outside, down below, looking up at the house, Tracy’s head hurts from the wailing, so scared for what she’s about to see, so scared, it’s gotta be Baum or not Baum, killed himself, Karen found him, Baum dead, Karen crazy, Tracy too scared to do anything but move.

When she turns to face the bulk of the attic, she does not see Baum, no Baum at all.

No Karen either.

Rather, The Farmer stands in the middle of the otherwise empty space, surrounded by corners, everything seemingly out of the corner of the eye up here, even if you look right at it.

It’s just the old man.

The Farmer.

Screaming in a woman’s voice in the attic of Carpenter’s farm.
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The day I follow Ever through the streets of downtown Manhattan, to an old building where the windows are not barred, where the windows still open, allowing passage in, and out, Tracy wakes in the pantry.

This is the story I’m told:

She remembers. Not only the events that led her here, but the person she was when, long ago, she drove with her boyfriend to check on their friend Oliver in Michigan. Only, those particular memories are harder to locate now. It’s something like recalling her years as a toddler: the memories are nowhere near fresh, but if you showed her a photo she would say yes.

She sits up. Bangs her head on one of the shelves. Lays back down.

There is enough light coming through the slats that she can see the shelves above her. Can see the rounded edges of jars. The pantry is fully stocked, it seems. She can make out a couple letters on the handwritten labels. Can see some of the crops behind glass. Before sitting up a second time, she tries to understand who she is at this moment in time, aware of the fact that, by virtue of doing this, she is still something of Old Tracy.

She hears voices.

They are mostly familiar in that they are the voices of her friends, but more like she’s caught her friends acting. This, too, she has heard before. Each of them, in character. Morris sounds less refined than he normally does, but that’s definitely Morris. And Connie, too. Connie doesn’t sound exactly like she did when Tracy saw her last. No, Connie sounds confident, less afraid. And there’s Rodney! Right? Yes! He’s responding to something said by… Karen! Right? Yes! It’s all Tracy can do not to sit up, not to burst forth from the pantry, not to bound with delight into the kitchen.

Then Oliver speaks.

He talks about replacing a shingle on the roof. Karen tells him why it’s tricky to do that, even on flat surfaces, and why he ought to be careful. He thanks her for the advice but assures he knows what he’s doing.

Tracy doesn’t move.

She remembers.

The Farmer in the attic, screaming. Then she was hurrying back down the attic stairs, out the bedroom, down to the first floor, out the front door, up the gravel drive, to her car, starting her car, driving away from Oliver’s farm.

She’d decided to cut her losses. Whoever she was at that moment would have to do. She would say goodbye to her younger self, the woman she was when she moved to New York City with aspirations of becoming an actor and there met a group of like- minded people, men and women who became her best friends. She was driving away from the farm. The sun was high. Blinding. She was shaking because of what she’d seen in the attic and the idea of Connie covering her face in the middle of a farm field, Connie who, so recently, had been sitting on a fire escape in Manhattan, cracking open a bottle of rum, telling the others about a one-night stand she’d had with a fellow actor in the scene, a guy named Murray of all things, who naturally grossed everyone out and that was the funny part, that Connie didn’t care if they all knew she had made out with Murray, not if it meant we all laughed together.

Tracy drove what felt like one mile an hour, too afraid to speed, to miss a turn, unable to shake the feeling that, if she wasn’t careful, she was going to make a bunch of lefts until she turned back into Oliver’s drive and there she’d hear the screaming of The Farmer all over again.

No. She was finished with this. Out. She’d left the farm. For good. She would go back to New York, start a new life, all new friends, deal with the changes she’d undergone like everyone deals with changes every day, everywhere, at all times.

Ahead, on the side of the country road, Rodney sat with his back to what looked like a wall of cornstalks.

Tracy cried out. Oh my God. Rodney. She could barely think, her thoughts scalding hot. She’d grab him. They’d go to New York together. It didn’t matter what happened, all that mattered was that it can’t happen any more.

She slowed, eased to a stop, rolled the passenger window down.

“Rodney,” she said.

He got up and went to her window.

“Tracy?”

“Yeah.”

They shared a look.

“Get in,” she said.

Rodney glanced up the road, back to Oliver’s farm.

“Get in,” she repeated, her voice hysteria. “We’re going home.”

“Home?”

Did he remember where home was? He remembered her name.

His eyes were like pools of pond water.

“New York. Let’s go.”

Rodney waited. Then, “Okay.”

He got in.

“Buckle your belt,” Tracy said.

He did.

Ten miles from Oliver’s farm, ten miles of dirt roads, Rodney said, “Something bad happened.”

“Yep.”

They were silent the next twenty miles. Twice, Rodney looked over at Tracy like she was a stranger. Like he was about to say, Thanks for picking me up. Where are you heading to, miss? Instead, he said, again,

“Something bad happened.”

“Yes. It did.”

They drove. Past field after field after field. Once they reached the highway, Tracy went faster. She suddenly wanted to be pulled over. Wanted to be forced to tell the officers about what Oliver did, even if, when they went out there, they were met by a group of people who denied it all. She’d tell them everything. She’d lie about it if she had to. No mention of traits. No mention of change. She’d accuse Oliver of attempted murder. And isn’t that close to what happened?

Rodney looked bad. Thin. Tracy thought of Connie saying she’d only eaten from the pantry for days.

“Listen,” she said, trying to piece things together, what to do, how to handle this. “We’re gonna stop at that place up there. We’re gonna get something to eat. Something healthy. Then no stops but gas from here to home.”

Rodney nodded.

“Something bad happened.”

There was no humor left in Rodney’s voice. No crumbs of the enthusiastic man she called a best friend.

The restaurant was two hours south of the farm and while the sun was lower, it was still up. Tracy felt safe for this. Safer.

She parked in the big gravel lot.

“You’re going to be okay,” she said. But she couldn’t look at him when she said it. Couldn’t lie to his face. Rodney was gone. The man beside her was a dropped box of puzzle pieces.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s eat.”

On her back, looking up at the shelves, the light from what she believes must be the next day glancing off the jars, Tracy remembers:

They got out of the car and entered the restaurant. People looked at them the way people do when anybody enters a space they were already occupying.

“Two?” the man behind the host stand asked.

“Yes,” Tracy said. “And we’re in a hurry.”

The man looked to Rodney, then back to her. She couldn’t help imagining him eating from a jar of suspicion.

“This way,” the man said.

He grabbed two thick menus and led them through the dining room. On the way, Tracy looked through the glass to her car. Saw an old beat-up Ford truck parked beside it.

“Was that there?” she asked.

“Excuse me?” the host said. He’d just placed the two menus on a table in the middle of the room.

“That truck…”

Was that there?

She didn’t mean was it there in the lot when they pulled in. She meant was it at the farm.

“Ma’am?”

The host frowned. He had no idea whether the truck had been there. When Tracy turned around, Rodney was already seated, already drinking water, going through the menu.

Tracy scanned the restaurant. Older, rough types at a counter bar. Two more together at a table. One with what looked like a lawyer.

Okay. Someone who might own the truck then.

She sat down.

“Hungry?” she asked. Then she didn’t say anymore. There was nothing to say. Like getting gas for the car, they had to get fuel.

Escaping a horror requires a meal.

They ordered. They waited. They hardly spoke. Once, Rodney mumbled something about something bad happening. Tracy nodded. Said yes, it did. She tried not to look him in the eye because it wasn’t Rodney. It just wasn’t. And even Old Tracy knew the worst thing in the world is losing a friend to change.

And how about herself? Had she changed so much, too?

The food came. Tracy’s fruit and eggs. Rodney’s stacks of ham and hash browns. Tracy didn’t tell him that he was a vegetarian. It was the first she’d seen of his eyes in full, the way he ogled the meal as it was set down in front of them. No salad, Tracy noted. Maybe never again.

Neither spoke as they ate. Tracy intrinsically believed Rodney felt the same way she did: alien. Life from another galaxy, life that did not know the ins and outs, the temperatures of dining rooms, the feel of seat cushions, how to process the many voices surrounding one in a diner.

Rodney shoveled the food down his throat. Tracy did the same. And oh how wonderful it felt to savor something, anything, to wash out the taste of Carpenter’s farm. She wondered, hoped, prayed, that a good old greasy American plate might be the antidote to the something bad that happened two hours north. Could it be true? The more they eat good food, the less Oliver’s crops hold sway? Might they return to the people they once were? Was it possible they’d one day piss and shit everything out, eradicate their bodies of Oliver’s crime?

It felt good to hope. It was easier, too, without such horrific hallmarks at hand; the kitchen, the stairs, the pantry, the deck, the fields, the bedrooms, the barn.

“Nope,” Tracy said, her mouth full. “No barn.”

Rodney looked up at her, his face close to his plate, like maybe he’d been licking the remains of the hash browns.

“Barn?” he said.

It was funny the way he said it. A mouth full of food. And so they both laughed and it was the first time they’d so much as smiled since he’d gotten into Tracy’s car. For one magnificent second, Tracy thought Rodney was back.

But no. He was only laughing. Enough so that he spit up some of his food. Then Tracy was laughing at the crumbs. They tried to be quiet about it and they reached across the table to grip hands, the way people do, this joke is our inside joke, let’s build a dam for the unfathomable flood of laughter that’s coming, that we both feel, that’s going to wash us straight out of this restaurant.

Then they got loud about it. There was no stopping it. Tracy held a hand to her mouth and looked around the room, attempting to say sorry in some way, but unable to stop laughing long enough for even that. It was hysterical. Everything, really. Poor Rodney was turning purple with it. Tracy caught sight of the truck parked beside her car, saw the old rusty men no longer at the counter, saw nobody in the room that might drive a vehicle that looked like it could’ve been parked behind the barn of an old farmhouse, unused for years.

“No,” she said, because nobody laughs the way they were laughing. Not even people who have triumphed over horror.

She stood up. Tried to anyway. But that alien feeling again, like she and Rodney had crash-landed in the farmland north of here, had donned their disguises, and stepped into this diner.

“Rodney,” she said, suddenly tired, but still laughing. “Rodney, get up, man.”

Distant recognition flashed in Rodney’s eyes and he tried to get up but his knees struck the table and his water tipped over and then the whole table started to go and the room was flooded with what felt like commotion as waiters and the host came to them, a manager, too, no doubt. They couldn’t stop laughing. Still. As the kitchen doors swung open and Tracy was unable to see who stepped forth, the cook, she thought, wondering what was so funny, as her eyelids got super heavy and the world dimmed a little and she heard (clearly) the voices of the people who ate here regularly and the people who worked here and another voice, too.

“No, no,” Tracy said.

But it was too late for no.

Laughing almost over. Sleep soon.

The wonderful world of change.

In her blooming darkness, she heard Oliver say,

“I’m sorry. These are friends of mine. They drank a little too much. Smoked a little too much. They shouldn’t have left the house.”

Yes.

First, the violation.

Then, retrieval.

Tracy remembers it all.

Now, on her back in the pantry, it strikes her that her car must still be hours south of here. That Oliver no doubt drove them back to his farm in that truck. And the voices she heard in the diner, as the world went fuzzy and dark, have been replaced by the crystal clear sound of the voices of her friends. But the tiny, unmistakable noises made by people using utensils and plates were not replaced, no, and Tracy understands that her friends are gathered in the kitchen.

Eating.

She sits up now, avoiding the shelf above her head.

She tries hard to focus, to take stock of who she is, what has changed, what has not.

God it’s not easy.

Yet, there is one thing, already noteworthy, as she rises to a standing in the pantry.

She remembers herself. And she remembers all that has happened to her.

Why does it sound like her friends do not? Why did she drive back from New York and Ever did not?

Her hand on the pantry knob (there’s no reason to stay hidden, they must know she’s in here), she’s struck with an epiphany clear as the Michigan sky:

Oliver hasn’t figured her out yet. Her core, her essence, what to add and what to subtract, in the name of profound change.

She feels her pockets, feels for her phone.

Gone.

Okay.

She opens the pantry and enters the kitchen, seeing, yes, the faces of her friends seated around the kitchen table, all looking her way.

Karen raises a glass of wine.

Cheers.

Tracy knows she must now give the performance of a lifetime. Oliver must believe she is altered, in the way he wants her to be changed, in the way he thinks she should be changed, if she’s going to get out of this situation alive.

“Hey guys,” she says. She looks directly at Oliver and smiles. All while understanding that, because he hasn’t figured her out yet, that means she originally drove eleven hours west, desperate to check on the welfare of a friend who never took the time to get to know who she was in the first place.
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This is when Tracy starts thinking about me.

I come back to her in gradations: a photo of me first, a still, me sitting too close to the edge of a fire escape, Tracy about to tell me to come closer. Then I’m someone she knows well. A man who makes her feel good. A man who makes her laugh. And finally, a man to whom she was once engaged to be married.

She isn’t sure yet why I’ve come to mind. Here she is, sitting at the table, Oliver to her left, Morris to her right. Karen, Connie, and Rodney on the other side.

Baum is still not here.

She feels cold. The French doors are open behind her and the fresh air travels over the fields and comes into the farmhouse. Only, Tracy isn’t sure how fresh it is. Is it the air that chills her?

What small damnations are carried by the wind, arrive by open doors all over the world?

The Farmer protects Oliver. She knows this much now. Between Connie’s story about what happened to Rodney and her own experience, The Farmer in the attic, distracting her, on her way to physically attacking Oliver, it’s clear the old man needs Oliver safe.

Tracy looks over her shoulder.

Where is The Farmer now?

Morris places a hand on her wrist.

“You should drink some wine,” he says. “You’re upset.”

When Tracy looks back to the table, she sees all her friends are looking at her.

“Thank you,” she says. She takes the glass. She smiles. She can feel Oliver eyeing her profile.

She brings the glass to her lips and her friends commence with their meal.

She does not drink the wine. Nobody notices.

There isn’t a worried expression among them. Not one anxious eye. Here’s Karen: as happy as Tracy has ever seen her. She moves with grace. Her lips part in a genuine smile that is one beat short of laughter. Her body language screams satisfaction. She looks showered and fresh. And beside her, Connie isn’t that far off. No longer hiding behind her hair, she speaks openly with the others about her life, spooning what looks like tomato bisque to her lips. Morris appears to have worked his way through the nihilism that gripped him by the base of the fire. Even Rodney looks well fed and like he’s enjoying himself.

How long has Tracy been out? She makes a mental check of her belly. Is she hungry? Yes. How hungry?

She doesn’t want to believe she’s been out for days. Doesn’t think she can handle anymore than she already has. Yet, at the same time, she’s retained Old Tracy; that woman is still within her. Yes, the old her, the original her, still waves a distress signal, still shouts, YOU NEED TO FIND A WAY OUT OF THIS HOUSE. YOU NEED TO FIND A WAY BACK HOME.

You need to find that truck.

Because, on the walk from the pantry to the table, she glanced, quick, through the living room, out the front windows, and saw the gravel drive is empty.

Where are all the cars? Far enough away that, were she to run, Oliver could catch her? Parked out in the fields, past the willows, watched over by a lunatic Baum?

You need to find that truck.

She thinks of the barn.

“Right here,” Rodney says, suddenly, pointing to what appears to be mashed potatoes. “The best I’ve ever had.”

He looks to Tracy. She smiles.

How nice. How lovely.

Dinner with friends.

“I missed you guys,” she says, hardly able to hold the quiver in her voice from reaching her lips. She turns to Oliver. “Thank you for having us.”

Oliver eyes her a second longer than he should and she hopes he’s eaten enough ego to believe he’s vanquished her at last. She needs him to believe that, by way of what he snuck into some fruit and eggs at a diner two hours south of this table, he’s finally altered her core.

He smiles, too.

“I cannot tell you how happy I am,” he says. “It’s like I’m living a dream.”

“Hungry?” Morris says.

He’s holding a plate of apple slices her way. And while she’s hungry enough to eat Morris’s hand, she shakes her head no.

“Just woke up,” she says. Then, to Oliver again, “But I’ll eat you out of house and home by nightfall.”

Then, everybody’s talking at once. For a moment, it actually sounds like six or seven independent conversations, as if each are so far into their own heads, the New Them speaks solely to the Old Them.

Tracy watches closely. Looking for clues, differences, gaps she might be able to one day close.

And is this hope she feels? Was there hope in the eggs at the diner?

Old Tracy shouts, waving two flags.

You need to leave, Tracy. YOU NEED TO LEAVE THE FARM.

It strikes her, suddenly, coldly, that what Oliver has begun, what he’s truly trying to accomplish, is to force his friends to change at the same rate he has.

This is no small realization.

Friends drift. And while nobody wants to admit when that moment comes, everybody also agrees that it must. But Oliver didn’t like the drift. Disliked it more than most.

Out here alone for six months, how much math did Oliver do? Once he discovered what grew on his property, how many lists did he make, charts did he draw, preparations for the seven salads of a lifetime?

And, perhaps worst of all, how responsible is he, directly, for their coming out here, rather than them having come to that decision on their own?

Tracy smiles Karen’s way. Nods to Connie. Laughs at something Rodney says. When she looks at Oliver again, she sees nothing but joy in his eyes. Absolute delight.

He believes you, she thinks. And why not? Because, no matter what the traits are that make up a personality, there’s always enough wiggle room to lie.

She wants to bring up the truck. She’s looking for an angle. But everything that comes to mind is frightening in how obvious it is.

Oliver is happy.

Leave him that way?

Yes. But maybe, Tracy thinks, maybe there’s a way to make him bring it up himself.

“This place embarrasses New York,” Karen says. “Makes the city look like a mistake.”

“I agree,” Connie says. “Like the world went in the wrong direction, all at once.”

Everybody is eating and drinking as if this is the first night of their visit. Old friends reunited in a fresh, exciting setting! Oliver is hosting! How divine!

And as they go, Tracy inserts innocuous quips, laughs at harmless jokes, even feigns debate. And the more she does it, the easier it gets, and the easier it gets, the more readily she can see the Old Them in the New.

Whether her friends know it or not, everybody at this table is improvising.

Everybody is acting.

Nobody is themselves.

Tracy readily recalls the last acting class we all took together, our instructor off-stage, teaching in crisp, terse tones:

Too on point, Karen.

The body language doesn’t have to match every sentiment, Rodney.

Too overt, Connie. Too nuanced, Morris.

You’ve vanished, Baum. You have exited stage-middle.

“I know that look,” Oliver says, leaning toward her. “You’re planning something.”

Tracy, acting as well, only acting, Old and New, sees the entire table is staring at her again. She feels like, if she were to stand up, they would, too. If she were to leave this room, they would, too. If she were to leave this house, they would not let her.

“You were planning a game,” Oliver says.

Tracy nods. Tries not to overdo it.

“Yes. Wow. That’s exactly what I was about to suggest. A game.”

Oliver beams with pride.

He believes you.

He’s also given Tracy an idea. As if he’s the one visiting her inheritance, he’s the one with the housewarming gift.

An idea. A very good one.

“Which game?” Karen asks.

Tracy, too hot inside, feeling too much hope, gives everything she has not to overact this single word. But she wants them so badly to agree to it.

“Corpsing,” she says.

There is a beat of silence, then Karen actually claps.

“Sounds fun,” Morris says.

They’re all saying yes, sure, a game of Corpsing, a game we’ve invented, a game we played when the nights in New York City either got too late or got too cold, and we decided, without discussion, to remain indoors, the lot of us, best friends, close enough to have invented games, always about acting. And some games, like Corpsing in particular, can even afford you a moment alone, apart from the group, wherein one might escape the party, if one were so suddenly inclined to do so.
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We think “corpsing” is a British term for breaking character, but we don’t know for sure. What we do know is that we’ve adopted the word, a name for a game in which you cannot… break character. Corpsing is not easy. I imagine Tracy had this in mind when she suggested it. It’s especially fun when you’re drunk, but that wasn’t anybody’s intention that night, the night of the day I’d seen Ever leap. It all would’ve been easier for Tracy if it was.

The rules:

The audience (those of us not on stage) describe a character that the one, on stage, must play. There are no cues, no help beyond the description. And the moment that character is broken, or, more, determined to be broken by the audience, the performer must wait in the Room of Shame until the game is over. The Room of Shame is always the bathroom. So, in a good game of Corpsing, you end up with seven of us packed into a small New York City toilet waiting for the last performer to get called out by the last member of the audience.

Get it?

Okay. Now, Tracy’s plan:

Lose the game on purpose. Be sent to the Room of Shame. Get outside and find the truck instead.

“Is there something else we could do?” Connie asks.

The question startles Tracy because it strikes her that her friends, the way they are now, what they’ve become, may no longer be interested, or even capable, of performing. The fact that she’s got them into the living room is encouraging, but this game requires more than presence.

She will have to improvise.

“One round,” she assures Connie, her blood hot, her skin cold; Tracy feels as if she’s been experiencing a single chill, a single scare, in slow motion, for close to an hour now.

And when will it peak?

The rest of them eye her the way a much more conservative crowd might. I once dated a girl from a religious family. I imagine the audience Tracy attempted to rile up that day resembled Helen’s family on Easter.

It strikes Tracy that her entire plan could be jeopardized if Oliver volunteers to go first. After losing (everybody eventually breaks character), he would then be waiting for her in the Room of Shame. And might notice if she didn’t come.

So she chooses.

“Morris,” she says. “You’re up.”

“Me?”

Old Morris would’ve snapped with both hands and leapt to the stage before Tracy could sit down. But this Morris?

Tracy resists the despair she feels for the discrepancy.

“Very well,” Morris says. “But please don’t embarrass me.”

“We promise,” Tracy says. She’s all smiles but her lips feel cold. Her heart thuds sludge. For a miserable second she fears she could pass out.

She plops onto the couch.

There is no music playing. Nobody is properly drunk. Yet, Karen surprises Tracy by starting.

“You’re a funny man,” Karen says. “Some might even say acerbic.”

Morris eyes her a moment. He nods.

“Go on,” he says.

It’s not lost on Tracy that Karen is already describing the man Morris once was. She looks to her friend, hoping for a sign. Oh, for Karen to look her way and wink, to let her know that she, too, is not entirely taken by the crops.

“And you dress well,” Connie says. “Better than what you’ve got on now.”

Some light laughter. Nothing like the chorus I love.

And is this Oliver’s golden vision of his friends? Tamed wilderness? No edge?

Rodney says:

“You’re aloof in front of those you are not intimate with. You carry an air of masculinity, a classy toughness, through your wit and consistency. But those who are fortunate enough to slip into your personal sphere, they know. They feel the warmth, smell the summer, and see a man who has not lost the tenderness of a child. He only acts like he has.”

Tracy has to physically bring her hands to her throat, to stop the emotion from escaping.

The room is quiet. Rodney looks to the ground. Morris looks away.

“Well,” Tracy says. “That’s quite a description. Going to be hard to remain in character. And nobody wants to be first in the Room of Shame.”

“No,” Morris says. “I certainly don’t want to spend an hour in the toilet.” He pauses. “Unless, of course I have the right boots for it.”

Tracy smiles. She hopes.

Morris, it seems, is in character.

“I’ll tell you what really bothers me about bathrooms,” he says, standing dramatically erect, chin high. “The paper in there always carries the same news.”

Rodney giggles. Tracy notes that not only is Morris playing something closer to himself, but he’s inspired a similar reaction in Rodney.

Or, at the very least, a familiar sound.

Morris, feeling it now, walking the tight rope of Corpsing, not wanting to spend time alone in the Room of Shame, steps from one end of the fireplace to the other, feet angled out, a funny walk.

Karen laughs.

And for one second, Tracy is back in New York. Morris is telling jokes that are either good or bad and it just doesn’t matter. He’s making us laugh.

“Bathrooms,” Morris says, “are no place to put on one’s face. The foundations in there!”

Tracy legitimately laughs. She wants so badly to believe Morris is back.

But he is not. He is acting. And while the last thing in the world she wants to do is discourage her fiend, right now, of all times, she looks for the quickest chance to do so.

“Once,” Morris says, “I slept the night in a bathroom. Tile floors, porcelain chair, curtains, royalty.”

They’re laughing. Most importantly, Oliver is. Has Tracy fooled him? Does he believe he’s altered his friends to the point of happy, happier, happiest he’s ever seen?

And is that what he’s even after?

“Corpsing,” Tracy says. The others are surprised. “We didn’t say you were a stand-up comedian.”

Morris turns to her.

“No. You didn’t. But a sit-down, perhaps? Depends, right?”

Laughter. Oliver smiles at Tracy’s and she takes a mental snapshot of his face before turning away.

Yes, she believes, Oliver thinks they are playing a game and nothing more. To him, this is it. The idyllic night he’s dreamt of for who knows how long, certainly since Tracy called him from New York, worried, suggesting we might come visit. This is what Oliver has wanted.

His version of happy.

“I had a friend once,” Morris says, “a guy whose entire house was made up of bathrooms. All except the dining room. Which is where he took his shits. And all day… all day he’d…”

“Corpsing!” Tracy calls. Because she needs this to move faster. She needs to take the stage. She needs to be sent from this room.

“Not a chance!” Karen says. Karen, who laughs at Morris’s jokes as the love of her life roams the fields beyond the willows. Baum may lie dead among traits. “He’s doing a terrific job.”

“I’m with Karen,” Connie says. “He’s pitch-perfect.”

“Okay,” Tracy say. “But one mess up.”

“Come now,” Morris says.

Tracy points at him.

“Got you!”

Karen and Connie groan because they know Tracy’s right. Morris broke character to address Tracy’s complaint.

“You know where the bathroom is,” Oliver says.

Some boo, some clap. Morris leaves the living room.

“I won’t wait all night,” he says, closing the bathroom door behind him.

Outside, the sky has darkened.

Tracy makes to take the stage, but Karen beats her to it.

“I’m up,” Tracy says. “I’m feeling it.”

“If I don’t do it right now,” Karen says, “I’m not going to do it at all.”

Tracy considers making a stand. She looks to Oliver. There is no sign he has any idea what she’s planning to do. None.

“Okay,” she says, not wanting to change that. “The stage is yours.”

Karen bows.

“Hit me,” she says. “Who am I?”

But while Tracy is playing the role of happy friend, that doesn’t mean she’s patient. As Connie suggests Karen play an “artistic type” who is also a “straight shooter,” as, again, her friends are asking the performer to act more like their true self, Tracy feels the anxiety crescendo within. It’s hot and it’s cold and she hardly notices that Karen is looking directly at her, waiting for her to suggest a characteristic, to build upon the role Karen is being asked to play.

“You’re a best friend,” Tracy suddenly says. The rest pours out: “The sort of woman every woman wants to have in their life. You’re a completely independent thinker, and have established a rapport with the people around you, an honesty, a candor, a faithfulness that has made it so you aren’t worried about offending anybody. Ever. You’re the kind of woman friends turn to when the situation has gotten so out of control, they simply have no choice but to seek out the truth. If I were, say, your friend, I’d call you my best friend, because, while there are little white lies in us all, there are certain personalities that can’t be faked.”

The room is quiet. Karen stares long at Tracy.

“Incredible detail,” Oliver says. “That’s a lot to work with.”

Tracy won’t look at him. Acting or not, plan or not, she won’t give him a smile or thank him for complimenting her attempt to reach a friend he buried.

“Alright,” Karen says. “Easy enough.”

She inhales deeply. Closes her eyes. Begins:

“I love my husband. But I do not worship him. I liken us to two books on two very different shelves. We’re not even in the same store. But we’ve heard of one another. See? From the lips of readers, real readers, those who travel from store to store, seeking the written word, and the revelations therein. Me on my shelf, I’ve heard of my husband, he on his. I’ve heard people speak of him, his pages, and the content of those pages. I know his title and I believe he knows mine. I know what he’s about. I know how rich he is and how deep he goes and the many ways he truly moves people. I understand that his is a kind story, an adventure experienced mostly within. The kind of tale some call quiet. But I can tell it resonates loud with those who have read him. These people are affected, those who enter his bookstore, those who have read my husband. Some are strangers, meeting for the first time in my store, happy to discuss my husband. They speak with pride, for having experienced him and I feel that pride, here on my shelf. I may seem alone, but I am not. I know where my husband is. I know who he is. And I know he is respected by those who’ve read him.”

It’s the kind of performance we would talk about for years after. We’d name it: The Time Karen Said She Was a Book. Like Oliver’s outburst at the Foxy Box, like Morris’s sudden one man show at Maxwell’s in New Jersey. It’s the stuff of legends and, despite Tracy’s unbearable impatience, despite all that has occurred out here on the farm, she fully understands what she’s just witnessed. Karen was not playing the part: if only for the duration of her speech, and possibly for the last time ever, Karen was Karen.

“Corpsing,” Tracy says, staving off tears. “You broke.”

Karen turns to her, surprised.

“Did I?”

Nobody else is saying anything. They’re still processing the performance.

“How so?” Oliver asks.

Tracy thinks. She has to nitpick. But must make it so.

“While a book on its own shelf is certainly independent of one on another, you talked about your husband the whole time. We learned nothing about… you.”

Tracy doesn’t feel this way. But it’s a good argument.

“But we learned so much about what she values,” Oliver says, “through what she loves about her husband.”

Tracy agrees.

“Still,” she says, “this is a different woman than the one we described.”

The others consider this.

“I think I agree,” Rodney says. “But I still think it was delightful.”

Which is very Rodney.

Tracy can’t help but hope that, by way of describing the people they truly are, by forcing two friends to act as their true selves, she may have glimpsed the possibility that all will be right again.

One day.

But she’s not foolish enough to think that is today.

“Fine,” Karen says. She flails her arms and smiles. “But I thought that was pretty damn good!”

It was amazing, Karen, Tracy thinks.

Then she’s up, taking the stage.

But so is Connie.

For a moment, both stand in front of the fireplace, as Karen exits the living room and enters the kitchen. Tracy sees her open the bathroom door, sees Morris standing inside. She sees the open French door, too. She feels the gumption, now, and can wait no longer. She’s struck by a horrific vision of only her and Oliver remaining. Tracy performing for Oliver. Acting like she’s acting like she’s acting. She needs to be next and she needs to fail at Corpsing now.

“Did you wanna–” Connie starts.

“I’ll go,” Tracy interrupts. “I’m feeling it, yes.”

Connie takes her place on the couch.

The stage is Tracy’s at last.

The rush of what this means comes close to overwhelming her. She imagines what comes next is inevitable, so long as she plays this right, and she digs for the energy to do so.

Morris and Karen are in the Room of Shame. There is only Connie, Rodney, and Oliver to tell her who she must play.

“Okay,” she says. “Who am I?”

But they’re thinking. And for a horrible beat, Tracy imagines the next words to come out their mouths will be, We know what you’re planning, Tracy. 

“You’re conflicted,” Oliver says, a forefinger and thumb to his chin. The pose is so unlike the Oliver she knows, she’s shaken.

Something must be done.

She must act.

Oliver goes on:

“You’re the kind of woman who truly believes she knows herself but everyone around her knows she does not. Sometimes they say so, other times they keep quiet. Because you are also sensitive, the timing matters. You either happily, often drunkenly, accept their advice, or you get prickly. More than once you have caused a scene, refusing to believe the observations of those closest to you. You do not want someone else telling you who you are, yet you’ve never a good idea yourself. You’ve traded decent, complex relationships for vacuous, unchallenging ones, and you convince yourself this is okay by insisting an uncluttered life will not stand in the way of that which you want to do. And that is… performing. Acting. Like you are about to do now. But the hole in your logic is that you ignore the importance of passion. Passion not found only in the art form you adore, but in all manner of life, so that one might bring to the stage the fire they walk through. You repudiate those flames and, in the end, most audiences members can tell. That includes your closest friends. So while you believe yourself to be performing at a transformative level, the rest of us are witnessing a woman who thinks she’s doing something she’s not. In the end, for those around you, it’s bleak. And while your friends empathize with you (after all, who doesn’t lie to themselves some?), ultimately they feel sympathy. They are sorry for their stubborn friend who, had she listened now and then, had she opened herself up to the minds and opinions of those she has professes to love, she would be closer to the person she erroneously believes herself to be.”

The room is silent. Rodney looks to the floor. Connie squints at Tracy, considering.

“I have nothing to add to that,” she says.

Tracy nods.

She looks to Oliver.

“Thank you for the character. A lot to work with.”

But she can’t hide what his words have done to her. For, no matter how many of his own crops Oliver has eaten out here in the past six months, no matter how deranged his reality has become, she knows that he speaks his own truth.

Oliver is only partially playing the game. He’s told Tracy exactly what he thinks of her.

And how much of what he said is true? It’s natural, Tracy knows, to at first believe all condemnations.

She smiles. The smile I love.

Because if there’s one thing Tracy has proof of, if there’s one meaningless bright spot to the madness in which she stands center stage, it’s that, by way of not having succeeded in procuring profound change within her, Oliver Carpenter has proven he doesn’t know her at all.

Fuck you, she thinks.

Then she plays along:

“I don’t care what your opinion is,” she says. To begin with breaking would give her away. And besides, she has something to say. “A good friend once told me: before you feel bad about someone’s opinion of you, think about how they see the world. Do you have any idea how complex a person, any person, really is? Who are you to think your advice, or any, might help? Are you an expert on me? And furthermore… are you prophetic? No fifty-year old exists who doesn’t say their thirty-year old self is unrecognizable. Do you not know that we change, naturally, on our own, and the person you are opining on now is already changing, in ways you can’t see? You’re an expert on no one, and no prophet of mine. But don’t feel bad; there’s no such thing.” It’s all too on the money, too close to this reality: what Oliver said, what she’s saying now. He must know. He must be able to tell she’s about to do something. He can sense the rising anxiety within her, right? It’s so obvious, she thinks! The shelves in his head are probably prepped with the crops he believes she will need. “Advice, in general, is boring, long-winded, and off-point. I know what you really think of me. I know you don’t mean the things you say. I know there is something much deeper, deeper than any place you can reach, than you can change. You’re jealous of me. For reasons I do not know. You envy my makeup. You say I don’t know what my friends think of me, but what you really mean is that you, as my friend, aren’t sure what to make of me. I can feel your envy in every piece of advice you offer.” She needs to break. Now. The courage, the gumption, the plan, may not sit still.

Oliver violated her.

And he wouldn’t let her leave.

What’s to stop him from stuffing her face with naivety? What’s to stop him from keeping her in the barn?

“If I sound angry,” she says, “it’s because I am. You claim to have advice for a friend, but we were never friends to begin with. We were only two people who met in the most magical of places. We shared friends, yes, but never each other. Did we, you and I? Or have we have always been two moons, circling the others, never a moment alone.”

She readies herself to break now. It’s time.

But Oliver speaks before she has the chance.

“Corpsing,” he says.

It’s so unexpected that Tracy has her first genuine reaction since leaving the pantry.

“What? Where?”

His eyes glisten with tears in the firelight. Tracy, she realizes, has moved him.

Did she speak the truth? A truth? His?

“You were supposed to play a character that doesn’t know herself, while her friends do,” Oliver says. “Instead, you expressed an indisputable inner familiarity. And I applaud you.”

“Wow,” Connie says. “Jesus you guys are good at this game.”

“The Room of Shame,” Tracy says. “Who’s next?”

“Me,” Oliver says.

He’s up before Tracy can comprehend that she’s planned this wrong.

Oliver can’t have a view of the kitchen or she can’t go out the French door.

But things are in motion, if she stops now to consider he might notice. She’s shaking her head, oh poor me, I broke, smiling Rodney’s way as he claps for her performance.

Then she’s in the kitchen.

The pantry on her right, the bathroom ahead, she turns to see Oliver at the fireplace.

Will he see her go? Is he watching her? Or is he truly playing this game?

Is he thinking about her at all?

He’s facing the couch.

Tracy turns to the bathroom.

She steps left, out the French door, onto the deck.

Can Morris and Karen hear the game? Do they expect her to enter the bathroom?

She closes the door behind her.

Down the deck steps, quick.

She looks to the living room windows. Oliver’s back is to the glass.

It’s dark now, but the barn is partially lit by the moon.

Tracy runs.

She hears no movement behind her, no friend erupting from the farmhouse.

TRACY! WHERE ARE YOU GOING? 

No movement from the fields either, no Farmer appearing, suddenly, to grab her by the wrist, to punish her for what she’s planning to do.

She sees no cars. Okay. Oliver had them parked up the road. Something.

But the truck?

It’s gotta be behind the barn.

She hurries, bangs a leg against a metal pipe sticking up from the ground. The pain is real. She grips her leg.

Still, no movement behind her. No uproar.

Halfway to the barn she sees a figure out in the fields.

She stops.

Baum?

Yes. She thinks so.

She can’t worry about him right now. She must find the truck. Must leave Gibbons. Must find help.

Behind her, no doors opening. No loud voices.

Almost to the barn, she thinks of what’s inside.

What’s been inside for a long time.

She ducks the branches of a sudden tree.

It doesn’t matter if the keys are in the truck. Tracy knows how to jumpstart.

I taught her.

We were in the city then, yes. Tracy and I. Our first date. We were out of our minds high on grass and out of our bodies for each other. From the start. It was like that. And that night we snuck into a cemetery, walked through the stones, talked about life and death and who each other were and we wanted to be. We spent hours inside, on our backs upon someone else’s bed. We made love on that grass, that dirt. On the way out, I told her of another cemetery, even better, bigger stones, more space for what was growing between us. But it was far. Too far. And when we crawled out, under the gates, I suggested the kind of thing only a man falling in love would do:

I said let’s steal a car. Go see the other cemetery. Then bring it back.

I might’ve worried that Tracy could’ve thought she had me all wrong. That my idea revealed a monster, a bad man, someone other than me.

But I knew she wouldn’t.

And she didn’t.

We broke into the car together. She asked if I’d done this before. But she knew the answer.

I showed her how to hotwire a car.

Now, coming at the barn too fast, Tracy raises her hands, plants them against the wood.

Still no movement from the house. Still no Farmer.

Trembling, out of breath, she walks to the side of the barn and sees there’s no truck beside it.

Behind it then. It has to be.

This is all so unlike her, so different than anything she’s ever done, that she wonders, mistily, how much of this is a result of what Oliver and The Farmer have given her and how much is not. Has she been fed forgetfulness? Did they plan on her forgetting what happened at the diner? What did they stuff down her throat when they brought her back? What miscalculations did they make?

She touches the wood of the barn as she walks its length. At the end, behind the barn, is a large pool of moonlight.

No truck.

Except…

She follows the end of the barn to the side that faces the farmhouse again. Halfway down, the sliding doors are shut.

When open, they’re big enough for a truck.

Right?

She moves, her eyes on the house. The windows. The silhouettes within.

How much time does she have?

What if Oliver has already broken character and is heading to the bathroom right now? How many seconds before he sees she’s not in there, never was?

At the barn doors, she braces herself for what’s inside.

She slides a door open.

She enters.

It’s all so piqued, so panicky, she expects a deafening alarm, a call to Oliver, and him to come running, arms full of jars.

But there is no alarm.

And there is no truck.

What there is… is light.

Some. A lamp.

Enough to show Tracy jars.

Dozens of them empty on long wood tables. Crops separated into piles beside them.

Tape and pencils.

Scissors and cloth.

She looks up to the loft.

Below it, shelves are loaded with labeled jars. And next to those shelves, a third of the way up the wall, is a landline.

Tracy thinks of Oliver’s voice on the phone, how different he sounded back in the days when she started worrying about him. She remembers telling Ever that, for as ridiculous as it sounds, what surprised her most was that Oliver had even been using a landline.

She picks it up.

Without her cellphone she doesn’t have the bank of numbers she normally does. So she calls the one number she has memorized.

As the loft creaks above her, Tracy calls me.

And I, I saw Ever fall from a building earlier in the day. I spoke to cops. I saw his body. I see a call from Michigan and I know it’s Tracy before I answer and I think she must be calling about Ever, must know, but I can tell immediately that I’m wrong.

“Come to the farm,” she says. “He’s dangerous.”

“Who is?” I’m already putting on my shoes.

“Oliver.”

“Okay. Where are you?”

“In the barn. Come. Now. Don’t let them see you arrive.”

“Who’s them?”

“Anybody.”

“Our friends?”

“Anybody.”

“Tracy, you’re scaring me.”

“Come now.”

I’m thinking of what Ever said. That Tracy headed west again when Oliver told her what was in the barn.

“Tracy, what’s in the barn?”

Tracy looks up to see eyes peering over the splintered, wooden edge of the loft.

Then she tells me.

And I imagine one half of the most turbulent relationship I’ve ever witnessed. I see Oliver storming out of another New York City bar.

And the woman he’s rushing after.

Tracy hangs up.

And I think of Donna.

Yeah.

Donna.

That’s what’s in the barn.
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First thing I do is buy an axe.

I realize how this sounds. But what am I going to do? Buy a gun? I can’t get what Tracy said out of my head, that I shouldn’t let the others know when I’ve arrived.

She didn’t call Oliver “crazy.” She said “dangerous.”

What’s happened out there?

I get the axe at Nuthouse Hardware on 29th. This on my way to Penn Station.

I’m taking the bus to Detroit.

I ask the guy at Nuthouse to wrap it as a gift. He smiles and winks. Like he knows it’s already dark out and nobody is buying an axe as a gift after the sun goes down. Like he’s almost rooting for something violent to come from our interaction.

Maybe it will.

The wrapped axe is almost all I got. That and a book. The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. I don’t know if I’ll be able to read on the ride or not, but I don’t love the idea of staring out the window, thinking of the urgency in Tracy’s voice, for close to twelve hours.

I don’t have enough money to take a plane. I suppose I could steal a car in Michigan. I might.

These are the things on my mind:

Ever. And talking to the police after. Telling them my friend hadn’t been himself lately. That I was worried sick and followed him downtown. I’ve never had to talk to the police about something like this and while they questioned me it was all I could do not to look where Ever had landed.

The call from Tracy: She sounded hurried, yes. She was using a phone that wasn’t hers. Okay. I don’t know what any of this means but I’m smart enough not to call the number back. Tracy asked me to come. I’m on my way.

She knows how long the drive is. She must believe she can handle (survive?) half a day. Otherwise, why tell me to come? Whatever’s going on out there, it might not be quite as dire as I think it is.

But how could it not be?

Ever’s story: the suggestion that Oliver drugged them. On one hand it’s unfathomable. On the other, I’m remembering nights out with Oliver. Acting classes where he argued with the instructors. Times on the streets when he bumped shoulders with people and didn’t think to say he was sorry.

Have I ever known Oliver at all? Has he always been an ornament for us? Our loose cannon? Every group of friends has one. They add an edge, a dimension the others couldn’t touch on their own.

What’s going on at his farm?

Donna in the barn: Jesus. What does that even mean? The way Tracy said it, it’s like Donna’s been kept in there. A prisoner these six months and I feel guilty as hell that I didn’t check on her once after their breakup.

At Penn Station I buy a ticket but I have to wait forty minutes for the bus. I’m starting to lose my mind. I want to write the others but Tracy sounded scared of them.

What do I do?

The image of Ever on the sidewalk is defining what I’m imagining is happening at the farm. I’m seeing Karen and Baum, Connie and Tracy, Morris and Rodney, all of them climbing to the top of a windmill, leaping to their deaths below. I can hear the thud, the crack I heard from Ever, as I turned away from the window, the image of him falling tattooed. I can hear that same thud for each of them, one by one, Oliver standing in waist high wheat, smiling up at his friends that he’s driven mad with…

With what?

A man tries to take the axe from me. It’s after hours at a bus terminal in New York City, so I get it. I’m so dazed and on edge that, for a second, I think it’s his. That’s how strange it is for me to even have it. Then I’m up and I grab his shoulder and rip the thing back and say,

“This is for my friends.”

We share a look and the man smiles and I think he believes I’m going to use this axe to kill someone and now that he knows that, he’s okay with it being mine.

Everything is colored by Ever’s death right now. Everything. The time I have to wait is the time it might’ve taken to talk him out of doing what he did. And when the bus finally does arrive and the handful of us board, I’m counting the empty seats, each a potential chair for my dead friend.

We wait another twenty minutes in the terminal. I’m starting to tap my foot, starting to feel like I’m too late, already, before leaving.

Then we’re off, the wheels are rolling, and late or not, I’m on my way.

I’ve got an open seat next to me and I talk to him. To Ever. And because it’s shadowy and we pass through tunnels and under overpasses and there are a billion lights in New York and New Jersey, it’s as if I can actually see him, sweater unzipped, barefoot, sitting next to me on the bus.

“Are we gonna make it in time?” I ask him.

“For Tracy?’ he says. And his question is punctuated with a thud. “No.”

“Oh come on, man. Why do you say that?”

The shadows move just enough to make it look like Ever shrugs.

“Because there’s nothing to get there in time for.”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s happening out there, it’s not a matter of stopping the bad guy. The damage has been done. Your friends are not your friends anymore.”

I look out the window. I watch the space between buildings begin to grow. Patches of grass. Trees. We’re leaving the biggest metropolis in America. Heading west. Into the country.

“But it’s good you’re going,” Ever says.

Thud.

“Why?”

“Because who knows? You might do some good.”

I turn to him, actually reach my hand out to feel the empty space of the open seat.

“Tracy’s smart,” I say.

“It doesn’t matter what Tracy is,” Ever says. “It’s what Oliver’s made her into now.”

I know I’m getting all this from Ever’s story about their night on Oliver’s farm. All his talk about beliefs in jars, personality traits on a plate.

“You’ve got it wrong,” I say. But I don’t know if I believe that or not and I also don’t care. Tracy’s voice. God. So scared. The last time I heard Tracy talk like that we were climbing the steps to the house she grew up in in Maryland. I was about to meet her father for the first time and she said,

Oh, what if there are pictures of Mom?

I’d known her mother had died and I’d also known her mother was something of a monster. But I hadn’t planned on the fear I saw in Tracy’s eyes as she realized she might have to gaze upon the woman’s face. As if the ghost of her mother might leap suddenly from within the walls to fill existing hanging frames.

We’ll turn them around, I said.

She held my eyes, then started laughing. Just as snow began to fall.

Okay, she said. We’ll turn them the fuck around. 

“This is gonna be a bit harder than that,” Ever says.

Thud.

I wince at the sound.

“Why?” I ask.

“For starters, you can’t just make Oliver and the others stand in the corner, their backs to you.”

“What do you mean the others?”

It strikes me then that Tracy didn’t use one of our friends’ phones. Why not? Was she afraid to ask? I already know there’s reception out there.

Was Tracy afraid to ask Karen for her phone?

I imagine Karen leaping from a windmill. Landing in the dirt.

Oliver claps.

“I’m scared,” I tell Ever. Someone two rows ahead turns on a light. It’s an older woman. White hair. She opens a book. I can see a little less of Ever.

“You should be. It’s not right out there.”

“Jesus, man. I need to calm down.”

“No,” Ever says. “You need to be the opposite of calm right now. How you’re feeling is exactly how you should be feeling. In fact, I hope your anxiety builds the whole way there. Because when you arrive, Tracy’s gonna need you to be alert as you’ve ever been.”

Don’t let the others see you arrive.

I can barely sit still. I grip the wrapped axe. I reach up to turn on my own light. I need to read, do something other than sit here and think.

But when I press the button, Ever vanishes.

I press it again.

“You make it sound like there’s a monster out there,” I say to him.

“There is.”

“Oliver,” I say.

“No,” Ever says. “The land.”

I can’t handle this. I look out the window and realize we’ve completely left the city and its outskirts behind. This is an America I haven’t seen in a long time. The space is overwhelming. Like Oliver could be anywhere out there, secrets held behind his back.

“I can’t fucking believe this is happening,” I say.

“It happens to everyone,” Ever says.

But I don’t get what he means. What I do know is, everything was going so well. Friends partying into the naked hours. Conversations electric enough to run the heat. Dreams, ideas, goals. Failures, too, sure. But what tremendous flops those were! And then, suddenly, cut, one of us has to leave town. A crack in the wall of what we thought was forever. Soon after, worry spreads. Then, a visit. And now?

Tracy’s voice on the phone.

“I’m sorry about the kiss,” I tell Ever.

He laughs. Sounds like a body cracking against pavement.

“That was a wonderful thing,” Ever says.

“You really think so?”

“Of course. What’s more beautiful than an unplanned kiss?”

I look out the window. The world is dark now. And will be for the duration of this ride.

Can Tracy stave off whatever the danger is until I get there? Will I enter a farmhouse in the middle of Michigan to find streaks of blood? The blood of my best friends? As if we’d reached some unspoken maximum joy and exploded into viscera from the pressure?

“I’m overreacting,” I say.

Ever doesn’t answer. Ahead, the old woman flips a page.

I do feel like progress is being made. The wheels of this bus are turning. It’s delivering me to Michigan. Tracy needs me and I am on my way.

What more can I do?

“Everything is going to be okay,” I say.

Again, no response from the shadows of Ever. But when I look next to me, lights from the other side of the highway mingle with those shadows and I believe, for a second, I can see him looking back at me, eyes wide, shaking head slowly: No, it will never be okay again. 

I think about Tracy in that barn. The bus passes the silhouette of one now.

Donna.

“You ever mistake rancor for love?” I ask Ever.

“Of course. I witnessed Oliver and Donna, too.”

“Sure, but you never seemed put off by it. Not like we were.”

He shrugs.

“I was different then.”

“You were.”

I think about the good times Oliver and Donna had, the tenderness I’d witnessed, almost in a sadistic way, knowing that a filmmaker could cut from one of these scenes to Donna, kept in a barn for what I’m guessing is a long time.

But I cut back, to the good stuff, yes, because there were evenings that saw the rest of us basking in the quietude of a couple we knew were capable of madness. They were living human bombs, or rather, a single explosive, the two of them one, always, it seemed, so that when they were comfortable or relaxed it was a thing of brief beauty. I wonder if the orderlies at mental homes would know what I’m talking about.

I remember one image, specifically, Donna laughing hysterically at something Oliver said, a little joke. We were on a rooftop, all of us, the sort of roof you weren’t supposed to be on, and the wind was blowing Donna’s dark hair from her face so that her smile was almost spot-lit, her face a stage, as if, in that moment, she was confirming a feeling deep inside herself that, despite all the anger, the fighting, the public embarrassments, she really did revere Oliver’s mind. I was a little stoned and I must’ve stared at her too long because I had enough thoughts to fill a small notebook and most of those hovered about the belief that I was witness to two very complex personalities, too many gears for an uneducated watchmaker to wind, and how sometimes the holes in one partner lined up with the pegs in the other, but more often than not the pegs, their pegs, left no room, causing friction and, often, stalling. But… not in that moment, that laugh, as Donna’s voice was carried by that wind like she’d tied it to a messenger pigeon and sent it sailing across the top of New York City for all the millions of dwellers to hear, to know, to understand that even dark love, even pitch black matters of the heart, might have keyholes through which you could spy something like happiness. I’ve always thought the loss of innocence is when you become aware of why you feel the way you do: you’re no longer just happy, you now know what makes you happy, you’re no longer just upset, you now know why. But that night, and certainly in the memory I retain of that moment, Donna was innocent once again.

Those moments were rare.

But I don’t want to think about the bad stuff. Or I’m just not ready to. I remember when I went alone with Oliver and Donna to a play off-Broadway, just the three of us, one of the only times our group was configured in just that way. I remember them holding hands the entire time. Both their faces sparkling canvases as they took in the show. I must’ve spent as much time watching them as they watched the stage and I thought to myself, Maybe this is love, after all. By then, Tracy and I were having problems, distance bubbling up from a source we couldn’t find. And I was angry, partly, that here these two, of all people, were able to maintain their relationship, despite the unhealthiness, the mania, the danger, while Tracy and I, conservatives by comparison, could not. I remember, too, how Donna said we ought to get drinks after the show and how readily I braced myself for another scene. Nine times out of ten that was how it went, of course, and so even as we entered the small Irish bar I eyed the distance from our table to the door in the event I was looking to avoid an embarrassment, leave them to explain to the staff whatever malice erupted. But I didn’t end up needing an escape route that night. Instead, the two of them sat shoulder to shoulder, across a small table from me, and, though we got drunk, the scales never tipped in favor of darkness. I can see that image, so vividly. Looking out the bus window, I can see them sitting shoulder to shoulder out there in the cave-black darkness of the country.

“You’re romanticizing it.”

Thud.

Ever’s voice beside me is enough to make me turn, to see the old woman still reading, flipping another page. It’s late now and I wonder if she reads at this hour at home. I hope she does.

“But we romanticize everything from the past,” I tell him. “And, as they say, hindsight is 20/20. So isn’t it possible that the legends we make of things are actually what they were at the time?”

Ever is quiet but not because he doesn’t agree. I know he’s considering this.

Here’s a man, here’s a woman: Oliver and Donna, young and together, the big city backdrop. It strikes me that, like rock stars, they make just as much an impact when together in a story that takes place on a farm. Because there is no precise setting suitable to ill-crossed lovers. Not even a dungeon makes sense of the blackness they waded through, the blackness they dragged us through, the unbearable and constant sense of negativity that emanated from the pair at almost all times. Am I being dramatic? I suppose I am. But you might too if you’d gone through the same. Those happy islands were so pleasurable, so welcome, that they felt something like a drug themselves, a warmth that spread through the rest of us and even, sometimes, suggested there were such things as cosmic consciousness, a swamp Oliver and Donna had been to and, momentarily, come back. If I sound like we all had some degree of Stockholm Syndrome, I guess we did. Karen used to talk about how we needed to cut them off. How they were hurting our chances of succeeding with our dreams because our dreams required an almost militant positivity. The city was hard enough, she’d said many times, and we didn’t need to make things more difficult by partying with two black holes. But I know Karen felt the same way I did. I could see it in her face when those island moments floated into view. I could feel it in the whole group, the lot of us raised up by an unexpected, and unpredictable, easiness. I spoke with Baum about this once, told him I wondered if perhaps having a front row seat to the Oliver and Donna horror didn’t make the rest of us better lovers, more mindful of other people. I also suggested that we, the rest of us, seemed to exceed what we considered our own limitations when these brighter, rare, evenings came along. But Baum didn’t agree. He reminded me that while Tracy and I were floundering, Oliver and Donna were tied together, stuck, like two pirates roped together and tossed off the plank. They could use each other to float, take turns breathing, Oliver underwater, Donna facing the sky, then they’d flip, Oliver gasping for air as Donna drowned.

“That’s what I was talking about,” Ever says. “Baum was right. You gotta remember that even legends have down moments. Hard times. There’s no such thing as blanket positivity. All of your idols felt the same way you feel now. All the great myths describe miseries we’ve experienced, too. Are we living a legend, in real time? Sure. Always. But legend doesn’t equal the sun. And reality doesn’t equal the moon.”

I look up at the moon. See an open window in it. See a woman kept in a barn.

Tracy, I think.

“She was always yours,” Ever says. “And you’ve always been hers.”

It’s me who says this, of course, but it’s nice to hear it in Ever’s voice.

“Naw,” I say. “Sometimes lovers are actually just best friends.”

Ever goes silent and I can hardly make him out in the shadows beside me.

“Love shouldn’t be easy,” I say. “There should be some smoke in love.”

“Why shouldn’t it be easy?” he says, new energy in his voice. “Why do we equate passion with anger? Why can’t you be passionate about being level-headed?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But I think it has something to do with reward.”

“Is everything so hard? Here’s a man: you. Riding a bus from New York to Detroit. You have an axe for Christ’s sake. And somehow, still, you’re able to think, to plan, to prepare. I’d think someone who believes everything is so hard wouldn’t be capable of doing what you’re doing. It’s time to redefine reward.”

“Okay,” I say, not wanting to do so.

Outside, in the darkness, I see an enormous silhouette of a man wearing a brimmed hat. It rises ten, fifteen feet above the hilly horizon and I know it’s one of those bizarre statues a quirky farmer puts in a field bordering a highway. A massive red cutout of a farmer for all to see.

Right now, it feels like it’s there to see me.

“I told you how Oliver was talking about ‘The Farmer,’” Ever says.

“You did.”

I’d forgotten about that. Felt like the smallest part of a very big story. An unrelatable character among my closest friends.

Who is The Farmer?

“I don’t know,” Ever says. “Sounds like a delusion, but I don’t think it is.”

“Why don’t you?”

“I guess I’m someone who believes he can tell when someone is telling truth. And not just their own truth. The way Oliver spoke of The Farmer, it rang deeper than just Oliver believing what he said. It rang like impossible fact.”

The Farmer.

I pull the axe closer to me. I suddenly can’t think of anything except Tracy in a barn, some farmer coming at her, me busting through the doors with the axe, swinging it till she’s covered in blood, till she rushes into my arms, till bright music swells, indicating I’ve made the world right again.

The Farmer has been slain.

“That’s not the world you’re gonna have to make right,” Ever says.

Thud.

The bus hits a bump and I actually grip the seat in front of me. Because we’re in total darkness now, it feels like we’ve hit an asteroid, a meteor in outer America.

“What do you mean?” I ask him.

“It’s the inner world, man. Pay attention. You can chop the head off any old man you please, and you can hold Tracy all covered in blood as that music plays… but inside Tracy’s head… she’s not Tracy.”

“But she called me. She must be something of herself.”

“Sure. But who isn’t always something of themselves? At my worst I’m still Ever. I could sink into a decades-long bitterness and I’m still me. I could leap from a building and still be Ever. You can’t change somebody’s core.”

“He changed yours.”

I look to him and see him staring ahead.

Or looking within.

She’s not Tracy.

I would write this thought off as totally ridiculous if it wasn’t for all the unparalleled change I’ve seen myself. Oliver. Ever. Yes, Tracy. Even the others staying out at the farm. Scant word from any. I suddenly feel very alone. Not in a self-pitying sense, but in a clear-cut literal way. If my friends have all changed… who are my friends? Am I, without warning, without friends?

The woman a few rows ahead flips a page and I can see she’s making headway in her book. The number of pages under her left thumb vs. those under her right have become my clock. How fast does an old woman read? How many friends has she lost to either change or death, and which ending does she prefer?

“Death is terrible,” Ever says. “And change is supposed to be gradual.”

“Good,” I say. “Then I’m not crazy. This is as wrong as it feels.”

“Oh, yes. There’s no doubt about it. That pit in your stomach, every time you imagine Oliver’s farmhouse? That feeling is right. You were smart to buy an axe and you’d be even smarter to listen to Tracy’s advice.”

“Not to let them know when I’ve arrived.”

“Come quiet and slow as a growing crop.”

It’s hard for me not to imagine a farmhouse that is the equivalent of the Oliver I know, a barn in the same condition as Donna. Both would be splintered and painted red, angry and, possibly, wounded. All the open space in the world, all theirs, a pair of edifices mistakenly built together. They should never have met. That’s the truth. A bad thing happened when they did; an unseen door opened in the middle of New York City, a wrinkled hand reached out to tap both on the shoulder.

Look at one another.

Be changed by one another.

And wasn’t I changed by Tracy? Before meeting her, if someone suggested I’d one day be riding a bus with an axe in hand, wouldn’t I have told them no? I realize I’m not espousing anything profound when I say we’re changed by every intimate relationship we experience, cherish, or endure, but some platitudes bear repeating. Ever’s insane description of a dinner that could alter a person’s personality… is it so crazy after all? Don’t all dinners with friends do that very thing?

“Pennsylvania,” Ever says.

We’ve crossed from one state into another and I’m starting to feel like I’m far from the city. It’s a good feeling and it’s a bad feeling. I haven’t sensed this much space around me in a long, long time. I’ve also never had cause to sense something lurking in that space, a fifteen-foot silhouette of a farmer, crazy friends turned crazier, the love of my life shaken to her core.

Oliver and Donna should never have met and we should never have met them.

I’m starting to get angry, justifiably blaming this whole thing on the fact that neither gave a shit about their peers, their supposed friends, anybody outside their sick sphere of codependency. Why did we put up with them? Worse, why did we herald their behavior as passionate when it was so obviously selfishness at work? Maybe they wanted attention, just as a run down farmhouse and barn ask to be fixed. Maybe they saw in us driven, intelligent, fun people who, more than anything else, could be easily duped into thinking their farce of a bond was where true love lies. You see? We’re actors. We’re dramatists. We live for the overblown, the weeping, the falling to one knee with shock, the long, delayed death scene, enough time to express every emotion we’ve ever felt before expiring. You can imagine what this couple looked like to us. At first they were living theater. A tragedy, no doubt, but we’d been living a comedy for so long maybe we thought we needed the balance. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s–

“Never agree to tragedy,” Ever says.

“Amen.”

The bus rocks. The old woman flips a page.

I think of Tracy. And the horror in her voice.

I’ve been pushing the actual timbre aside. I’ve been replaying what she said while trying to erase the emotion from those words.

Tracy didn’t sound worried. She was scared. 

It’s a bigger word than we give it credit for. We say we’re scared to give a speech, to go on a blind date, to start a new job. But there are very few words that do what that one does.

Scared.

Scared changes you. Scared breaks your decision making and everybody knows life is a series of decisions and that two paths come with every one. Tracy was not only what Ever would call “not herself,” but she was also someone else entirely, a third person, the old her or the new her, both of them scared. And Scared spreads, doesn’t it? I tried to blame it on the poor quality of the connection (sounded like a landline), but the more I think about, the more I realize anything that worries me all came from her.

“What if she’s hurt when we get there?” I ask Ever.

The old woman pauses midway through flipping a page. Did she hear me? She doesn’t look back. Flips the page. She’s pretty far into that book now.

We’re getting closer.

“Then you call the police,” Ever says.

“Should I anyway?”

“I think she would have done that instead of calling you. There’s a reason she called you instead.”

“Yeah, but what can I do that the police can’t?”

Ever goes quiet.

Outside, the world is so dark it looks like the old woman, reflected in the glass, reads outside the bus.

Tracy, Tracy, Tracy…

Obviously things couldn’t have gone so terribly wrong between us. I’m the one she called, after all. Should this make me feel good? Well, it does. It strikes me that I’m heading to Michigan for her and her alone. The kiss in the theater lobby meant more to me than I even thought it did.

If Tracy had called from Finland I’d be on a flight there. I’d have found a way.

“And she knows that,” Ever says.

It’s easy to remember our downward spiral and the weirdness of witnessing Oliver and Donna maintaining while publicly hating each other and more. Sometimes I wonder if they infected us. If the two of them were a poison. They were supposed to fail, not us. But it was almost like we didn’t think our love matched the fire we saw in theirs. That’s the rub, isn’t it? We glorified those who had it worse, and never noticed how good we had it.

“There’s time for that,” Ever says.

“You think so? But what if she’s as changed like you said?”

“I don’t know. I’m the kind of guy who thinks there’s a good ending to everything.”

I see him on the building ledge. Staring ahead.

The world outside gets darker, the old woman flips another page. Another. I should be reading but I can’t. I can’t do anything but grip the axe and wait. At some point, Ever says Ohio but I’m so far into the weeds that I don’t grasp how much closer we are. The woman is halfway through her book. That’s striking. I wonder if she’s on speed. I want to ask her if I can have some. For bravery. For resolve.

“Now you sound like Oliver,” Ever says.

Thud.

“Let’s say for a second that everything about your story is true,” I say. “Let’s say Oliver really did feed you personality traits, changed who you were. Why would he do that?”

“Because it’ a helluva discovery is why. And because he believes it was the right thing to do.”

“So you think he’s coming from an altruistic place.”

“No. I think Oliver is just like the rest of us. Behind that angry New York thespian punk front, he was glad to have friends and he was very scared of losing them.”

“When he moved away.”

“Imagine yourself doing that. Going from the biggest city in America to a Midwest farm. Imagine how lonely that must’ve looked. Then, imagine discovering a way to change how you feel about that. God, the relief alone would be enough to invite your friends over for some of the same.”

“I get it,” I say. “But I don’t think that’s what happened here.”

“You don’t know enough yet to say either way.”

“I don’t. Do you?”

“No. But if I had to play Devil’s advocate, I’d say Oliver was looking for control, found it, found profound change, then tried to exert it over his world. He’s acting no different right now than he did in New York. Donna and him, they didn’t give a shit about how they were changing the people around them, how many nights they destroyed, how many conversations that could’ve been productive became all about them. You know this. You just came to the same conclusion yourself. Oliver’s indifference has always been obvious. Only now he’s found a place to plant it.”

“Fuck,” I say.

Because now I’m thinking of a horror story. Eight friends living in an English Tudor, far from the road, the cityscape in view but not close enough to pollute their private heaven. They sing in there, they dine in there, they dance, they joke, they try in there. They love one another and they fail, too. They get angry and they get over it. They get jealous and they cheer. And they act. They play games in which some are the performers and some are the audience and they root each other on and they help one another get better. Then a knock comes on the front door. And it’s a dark and stormy night, a night when just such a game is being played. All eight answer together, expecting someone lost, looking for the city, someone looking for help.

But it’s hard to tell exactly what it is at first. The misshapen form in a basket looks to have clothes, a t-shirt, jeans, but whoever brought it here is not around to explain.

The eight friends stand above the basket, staring at what could be flesh, and bones beneath it, but also could be the ruins of a terrible thought, something half-created, a dream forgotten and left behind.

Yet… then…

Life recognizes life.

There’s almost imperceptible movement from inside the basket, the quietest shuffle of a shoe. And the eight look up the road because they realize, oh no, someone has indeed left them Life, someone has placed this basket, this responsibility, in their care.

“Get rid of it,” one says.

“We can’t,” another says.

“What is it?” a man says.

“What’s its name?’ a woman says.

“Where did it come from?”

“We’re the kind of people who help.”

“Take it in.”

“Can’t leave it out in the rain.”

“We’ll welcome it to our party.”

“We’ll sing with it and drink with it and play games with it, too.”

They bring it in. They put in the living room.

Where it grows.

Small signs, at first. Someone asks if it looks bigger. Then it’s pressing against the basket. The basket breaks. The thing starts to unfold. Looks more like a person every day. Two arms and two legs. A head! A mouth on that head. One that tells them its name is Oliver. Oliver Carpenter. Thank you for taking me in. Thank you for being my friends when everybody else in the world didn’t want anything to do with me. Thank you for being fun people who saw in me either the potential to have fun, too, or the harmlessness that I wouldn’t steal yours.

Then he steals it.

“That’s a scary story,” Ever says.

It is. That’s right.

“Michigan,” Ever says.

Now my ears perk up. Is it getting lighter outside? Hard to say. The old woman is really far into her book. How long have I been gripping this axe, staring out the window, thinking about my friends?

There is some light in the sky. It’s distant, but I can see it.

I think of Tracy on a phone in a barn.

“You love her,” Ever says. “I’m glad.”

“I do,” I say. “And we shouldn’t have let it go.”

“That’s okay,” Ever says. “But remember: there’s more going on here than just your little love story. There’s real danger out there. Stuff that’s beyond your comprehension.”

“So what do you suggest I do?”

“Don’t try to understand it. Get in and get out.”

“With my friends.”

“All that can be taken, yes.”

I’m not tired. Despite getting no sleep, I feel as awake as ever. My head is clear.

By the time we can see Detroit, the sky is bright enough for farmers to ride their tractors, tend to their crops.

The bus pulls up under an awning and comes, at last, to a stop.

The light of this new day shines through the windows and I turn to Ever’s seat.

It’s empty.

“Thank you,” I say.

Then I’m up, tears in my eyes, passing the old woman as she flips the final page of her book and reaches up to turn off her private overhead light.

I see she’s just read all of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. 

“Hey,” I say, genuinely excited despite the horrors I will face today. “I brought the same book.”

I pull it from my pocket, show her.

She smiles.

“Well, then I guess it’s not so lonely after all,” she says.

I look back to the empty seat, where Ever didn’t sit. But when the interior lights come on, flooding the bus, I’m momentarily blinded, and in that fading, gray, impression, I see him wave goodbye.

I do the same.

Then I’m off the bus, rushing to catch another I’m told heads north.
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This is the story I’m telling you:

I’m walking up a country road, the emptiest road I’ve seen in a long time.

The sun is high and I wish it wasn’t so bright out here. Wish I didn’t feel so easily seen. 

And I must look insane. Walking this road with an axe. And there’s no way a local would mistake me for being the same. There’s a farmhouse far up ahead. But while the address I have says that’s probably it, I can’t reconcile it with any place Oliver Carpenter would call home. It looks nice, for starters. A lot of front porch. From here I can’t see any barn and definitely no fields where the type of things Ever described might grow. There aren’t any cars but that doesn’t mean my friends aren’t there.

I know I said Tracy was scared, but I am scared. I don’t know what’s gone on since she called me and I really don’t know what happened before. Never felt this way under the sun before. In the city, late at night, coming home, sure. But out here, it feels like, despite all the space, there’s nowhere to go. I’m talking to myself, talking myself up, telling myself I may have to use this axe. I’m trying to hide, walking alongside tall crops that edge up to the road but there are sections, you know, where the crops aren’t as high and I’m as obvious as the sky.

Fuck.

If that’s Oliver’s place, I better get off the road now. Too much farther and someone might see me from the window. I’m entering the tall crops to my right. I have no idea what these are and I’m so piqued that I don’t even look at them long enough to guess. I’m moving, imagining my wake is just as easy to see, Oliver inside that house, watching me coming, smiling, my best friends in real danger in the next room, upstairs, downstairs, the cellar. I’m wishing Tracy gave me ten times the information she did but I just gotta be quiet and slow and maybe this will work out for all.

Fuck.

Feels like I’m walking forever, like I may not be heading toward the farmhouse anymore. But every time I worry, I see a bit of it, the very top, an attic window, and I am, yes, I’m getting closer.

I’m thinking of Morris and Rodney and how I could really use them right now. With them I’d have numbers and both are stronger than me.

What am I being asked to do here? What have I come to do?

I allow one second for a completely delusional wish, that this all a prank, a set-up, that my friends preplanned my getting to the farm, they’re all gonna leap from these crops and holler surprise and then we’re all gonna be drinking wine and smoking grass and playing games till the sun comes up again tomorrow. Then I think of Ever, falling, the sound, and I grip the axe harder and I continue through crops that are now, mercifully taller than I am.

But not for long.

I have to crouch as I reach the end of them. They resolve in a near perfect wall and I see a long stretch of open grass that ends at a cluster of willow trees.

I think of Ever crying on his knees by the subway in Brooklyn.

Fuck.

To the left of the willows is the farmhouse.

I see it. Oliver’s farm. The deck. The barn.

The fields.

And a body.

Someone is lying down to the right of the trees in what looks like endless dirt from here. For me to get there would mean either walking in the open across all this grass or going straight from these crops to a series of pines that look like toothpicks from this distance. Either way, once I leave this wall of crops, I’m in the open.

I don’t move.

I can’t decide what to do.

Could you?

I could go back, come at the house from the front again. I could walk miles to come from the other side, use the barn as cover. I could walk right up to the front door. I could look through the windows. Is what I’m doing, where I am, the best plan? I realize I don’t have a plan and I feel dumb and exposed and like all my fantasies of helping Tracy were the thoughts of an ex-boyfriend who still foolishly loves the one that got away.

To the pines, then. Because I gotta choose one way or the other. And I gotta choose now. I’m worried I’ve already lost too much time. I’m already late.

I go.

Axe in hand I erupt from the crops and I’m not worried about being quiet, just being seen. I look left, to the house. To the body in the fields behind the house. Then ahead, trying not to think. Hoping that whoever put that fear into Tracy’s voice is occupied, isn’t looking out the window today.

It’s even farther than I think. I’m wearing jeans and boots, a complete city boy in the middle of the heartland, running without a plan, out of breath, a third of the way there, moving the axe from one hand to the other because it feels heavier, like it’s gaining weight, like I’m gaining weight, like someone in the house controls gravity and I’ll never make it to those trees.

I should stop. What good am I passed out? But I don’t stop and I’m two-thirds there when I hear the clack-slam of a door far to my left.

I drop to the grass.

Roll onto my back.

I’m breathing rabbit hard, expecting the sound of a gun, boot-steps crushing grass.

But nothing comes and I wait and nothing comes and I lift my head, my chin to my chest.

Is someone on the deck?

It’s hard to see. The sun is almost too bright. Just like Oliver was doing too good. Fuck. I don’t see anybody. I wait. My breathing returns to normal. Close as it’s gonna get. I roll back onto my stomach and start crawling for the pines. I’m going, looking to the house, going, then I’m up and running, reaching the trees sooner than I thought I would.

Here, cover.

I wait. I watch.

I walk through the tall trunks, shadowed now, eyes on the back of the house but most of it’s obscured by willows. It’s okay, I tell myself. It’s going to be okay. I just need to get directly behind the house. I can stop there. Plan.

Something big moves to my right and I spin and raise the axe, have a vision of The Farmer, fifteen-feet tall and red, too close for me to do anything about it.

But it’s not a person. It’s a coyote.

We stare at each other. He’s facing one way, me the other. I don’t know where he’s going, but I do know our paths have crossed at the most extraordinary of times.

“Good luck,” I tell him.

He goes, I go, axe in both hands, the sightline to the fields behind the farmhouse a little better now.

There’s no doubt it’s a person. Face down in the dirt.

And I’m closer than I thought. Because I recognize him. From his clothes alone.

It’s Baum.

The willows are blocking most the house but I can see the steps to the back deck. No voices. Still no cars.

Are they still here? My friends? Or did Tracy call me too late and here I’m arriving even later than that…

Level with the fields, it’s all dirt. So much dirt that Baum’s figure, face down, looks like a single hair on a giant’s hand. A path of red bricks comes from between the willows and splits the open space. I wanna go to Baum, and I will. But first, I need to be sure I’m alone.

So I wait.

And I watch.

And I listen.

And nothing comes from the barn and nothing comes form the house and I step out from the pines, walking slow, axe in both hands, eyes on the house, toward Baum.

“Hey,” I say, “hey, buddy.”

The closer I get, the heavier my heart is beating and I know Baum is dead. Of course he is. His face is literally in the dirt, nose and mouth, no way to breath like that.

“Hey, Baum…”

I’m watching the house. I’m thinking of Tracy facedown in the barn.

Next to him, I kneel.

“Baum, man.”

But who am I talking to? This friend, this man, can no longer hear me. This man is–

Moving.

Right. Yes. Baum is moving. And as he plants both palms in the dirt, I see, just ahead of him, two holes in the ground, air holes no doubt, proven when he lifts his face and I see the space he no longer occupies leads underground toward them.

“Baum!”

I’m too loud but I don’t care. I’ve had nine thousand terrible visions and thoughts leading up to this moment and here’s a friend, here’s a man, here’s Baum!

He gets to his knees, eyes still on the dirt. I’m expecting him to say hello, holy shit, how are you, get away, what are you doing here, anything.

But he only stares down into the hole.

Then he’s on his belly again, burying his face once more.

“Baum.”

I grab him by the shoulder but he shakes me off.

What’s happening out here?

Am I ready for this?

A door opens.

The farmhouse. There’s nowhere for me to duck.

So I stand.

This is it then. Ready or not. Oliver or The Farmer or whatever the fuck is going on out here is going to come down those deck steps and they’re going to see me.

I’m sweating. I’m scared.

But there are no steps on the deck. No movement at all.

Except me. I’m moving now. To the farmhouse.

Tracy warned me not to let anybody know when I arrived but what else can I do?

At the willows, I duck. I see the whole deck now. French doors. A window.

There’s no movement.

Come on, I’m thinking, somebody opened a door. Right? Come on. I’m not losing it. I’m just scared. I can do this.

Right?

Nobody in the windows. Downstairs or up.

Okay.

To the deck, to the steps and up the steps and at the glass I cup one hand and look inside.

Nice place. Nicer than I imagined. Big kitchen, walk-in pantry.

I open the door and I’m inside. It’s hard to articulate how fast this is happening. But I’m breathing and I’m bracing myself for any confrontation, something I don’t yet understand, steeled by that fear in Tracy’s voice.

The kitchen is empty, yes, so is the living room. The fireplace is cold. There’s no sound from above. I look through the front windows. Nobody on the porch.

Okay.

Up the stairs.

I don’t know if I’m ready or not anymore. I hardly recognize myself.

Should I call out?

No. Tracy would say no. So no.

At the top of the steps I pause. I’m listening. There’s an attic. Someone up there?

I go right, peer into a little bedroom. Nobody there.

Back down the hall, look right. Nobody in this room either. A door, though. A closet? Farther up the hall, a third room. Nobody.

Okay.

Breathe.

I can do this whatever this is. And if I can’t, I can’t. If I get killed in this house, well then this is where my life’s led up to.

But there is a noise. Yes. Water. I’m looking up and down the hall for a bathroom. I don’t see one. Okay. The door in that one bedroom. Okay. I’m in the bedroom. The noise is quieter here. I open the door. Don’t think it’s coming from upstairs but there are stairs and I am taking them and at this point I’m half expecting to find Tracy chained to the wall, a pentagram in farm dirt on the attic floor.

But, again, nothing.

Jesus, where are they?

I look out the attic window and can’t even see Baum for the willows.

Maybe I showed up at a good time. Maybe I got lucky. Maybe I need to hide. Up here? Maybe. Or down under the deck. Somewhere that gives me an advantage.

But for what?

I’m down the steps and through the bedroom and there’s that water trickling again and I look to the far end of the hall and I’m thinking there might be another bedroom back there, back in the shadows at the end of the hall. It has that look, right? A color darker than shadow. Cloth? Tapestry? No. A corner. Right? I’m close, feels like I’m too close, using the tip of the axe to feel if there’s a wall, there isn’t, open space, into this darkness, the dripping sound getting louder, a dance of water on tile, water on stone, into the dark, the axe, my arms, me, walking, into that color, seeing shape ahead, certain this is it, this is the moment I die, as the shape takes form, begins to take light, growing bright enough to see, just enough to see Morris with a watering can, holding it chest high, the water coming smooth, pleasing, from a sprouted spout, sprinkling an old man sitting in a little green chair, a hat on the floor beside him, the top of the man’s head dirt, Morris watering the man, that color black in the corners of this vision, and me backtracking, back into the black, me, my arms, the axe last, then turning, moving, fast, can’t understand what I’ve seen, see a shape ahead, a rectangle, okay, the hall again, it’s the hall, and I’m out of the black, out of the end of the hall, back under a roof, back into the spilling daylight that illuminates the farmhouse at noon.

That was Morris. Okay, Morris was in there, out there, but I can’t be in there, I don’t know what that was but I can’t be in there, I know that (what’s at the other end of the hall?), can’t think about Morris, too crazy, need to move, to get out, okay, moving, back down the stairs, okay, down to the first floor, a look out the window, nobody on the porch, nobody in the drive, Morris though, Morris was upstairs, doesn’t matter, through the living room, the kitchen, the back doors, wait, back into the kitchen, the bathroom, empty, the bathtub, empty, how about the pantry?, yes, okay, someone in there?, maybe, I’m fast about it, pull the door open, nobody inside but jars, labeled, emotions?, feeling?, traits, yes, like Ever’s story, traits in jars in the pantry, okay, out the back doors again, onto the deck, barely able to hold onto the axe now I’m so sweaty, that was Morris upstairs, why didn’t I say something?, why didn’t I make myself known to him?, okay Morris looked different, he did, different haircut, no blazer, changed, okay, the barn then, the last place to look, checked the house and fields, now got to check the barn, got to, Tracy called from the barn, told me about Donna in the loft, Donna peering over the edge at her, Donna who has been in there I don’t know how long and I don’t know why, down the deck steps, to the grass and dirt, still no cars, no sound of cars, no noise of people, just me and the barn now, except Morris upstairs, right?, watering a man?, and Baum with his face in the fields, okay, the barn, Tracy, Donna, the barn, almost there, wooden doors on the side, the sliding kind, I can hold the axe with one hand, open the door with the other, a sound behind me, a deer, two deer, acting like nobody lives here, like nature has taken over, watching me, like they know, they know what I’m coming up to, what I’m coming up against, they know, my hand out, reaching for the barn door, can see my hand shaking, so fucking scared, and the door opens, but I’m not doing it, the door slides open and I’m backing up fast, too fast and I just wanna get the fuck off this land, call the police, call God, tell Him there’s been a terrible accident, a terrible crime, something was done here that even He might not have known about.

The barn door slides open. Everything slower now.

Oliver. There. Here. Right here.

An axe of his own.

I lift mine but he only looks at it, sees the same thing I see, the sun gloss off the blade like the sky winking. Maybe God telling me, I know all about it. 

“Hey, this is amazing,” Oliver says. “You came to visit.”

It’s the way friends talk. Kind of. But the way they do it on stage. Scripted. A hand on a hip. A smile. What a pleasant surprise! 

He doesn’t talk like Oliver, doesn’t dress like Oliver, I can barely see Oliver inside him.

“Hey,” I say. “Where the fuck is Tracy?”

“I’m glad you didn’t tell me you were coming,” he says. “I like the surprise.”

Still, that look. Like we’ve run into each other in Central Park.

“Where’s Tracy?” I repeat. “Come on. Don’t screw around with me.”

I’m drenched in sweat. The sun is high. And now that I’m face to face with him, I’m not so scared anymore.

“Tracy?” he says. He looks over his shoulder.

He points.

He slides the barn door open a little more and I see Karen, yes, really Karen, at a long wooden table, twisting the lid tight on a glass jar. And farther down the table…

Tracy.

Labeling a jar.

“Modesty,” she says.

Then she sees me.

“Oh my God,” she says. Happy. Light. Smiling. “You freakin came!”

She rushes over to me. As her face breaks from the dark of the barn to the sun outside, she closes her eyes.

She’s the epitome of innocence.

Of joy.

Of ease.

Then her arms are around me and she’s hugging me. Saying hello. Deeply. Again and again. So glad an old friend made good on his word and stopped in.

I push her off me.

“What’s going on here, guys?”

Oliver looks to my axe again.

“I’m glad you brought one, too,” he says. “I only have the one of my own.”

“Oliver…”

He points past me, to where the backyard ends and the fields of dirt begin.

And between them, the trees.

“Help me chop those willows down?’ he says. “I gotta show you something that’s gonna change… your… life.”
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It’s imperative that you understand how little I knew at this time. I had the fact that Oliver wasn’t acting himself, I had Ever’s story about that first night on the Farm, Ever’s death, Tracy’s call from the barn, and the stuff I’d seen for myself so far. I hadn’t got the whole story yet. That wouldn’t come until later, from the mouths of those who got out.

So when Oliver stood before the willow trees, his own axe in hand, I didn’t know the depths of what he’d done to my friends. But I knew we were all in danger.

This is how it happened:

Oliver takes the first swing and the blade sinks in so easily, I’m thinking only of the trunk, the impossible ease of what he’s just done, and the fact that what I’m seeing is simply not possible, not allowed, not in any reality I know.

For the duration of that swing, I’m not thinking about the safety of my friends.

The willow trunk is wide, thick enough that, when we walked to the cluster, I imagined it would be days before we got them all down.

“Oliver,” I say. “How–”

But I stop myself. Thinking of “Ever’s” words on the bus:

Don’t try to understand it. Get in and get out.

I look to Tracy. She’s watching Oliver, she’s squinting from the sun, shaking her head the way people do when they’re earnestly impressed. As if Oliver is juggling.

“How am I doing this?” Oliver says. “Is that what you were about to ask?”

Nothing about him is like the Oliver I know.

I look past him to the barn. Connie stands between us and it.

“Yes,” I say. Karen and Rodney watch Oliver with Tracy. Baum may be out in the fields still. I can’t see for the willows.

I look to the farmhouse’s second floor. To the far right side of the house.

It that where the room was?

But I know it’s just as impossible as what I’m watching Oliver do.

“These trees support an illusion,” Oliver says. “It takes a while for that to settle in. To make sense. But let it. The crops can’t be visible for all to see. You know?”

He’s smiling my way and I’m looking to the faces of my friends. We have to leave. We have to leave now. But none of them are expressing immediacy and it’s making me think of cults. Of Kool-Aid.

I’m not necessarily afraid of Oliver; what’s keeping me from rounding everyone up is the belief that, if I were to instigate exodus, something bad would befall me. And without me… what happens to them?

“Watch this,” Oliver says.

He takes a particularly strong swing, the fabric of his work shirt rippling as the axe cuts clean through the tree. Three swings. That’s it.

I don’t have to ask what happens next because it’s obvious. And either way I can’t find the words to question what I’m seeing.

The willow tree falls away from the home’s backyard, out toward the fields, exposing, suddenly, what at first appears to be a color, a long strip of brighter land, or many colors, hard to tell, a clearly defined row spanning farther than I can see.

When Oliver speaks again, he is much closer.

“It’s one of the first things The Farmer showed me,” he says. “The willows have a false shadow. See?”

False shadow. Again, I hear the words of “Ever,” admonishment half buried in the rumble of the wheels of the bus.

Don’t try to understand it.

“Hey man,” I say, “I need to know everyone is okay. Or that they’re going to be.”

The words come out like kidney stones.

“I know,” he says. “You’re worried. But that’s exactly why we’re cutting down the trees. For them. Come on. Help?”

He swings for the next one and the axe sinks into the wood like a worm slithering into dirt. I’m still holding my axe with both hands. I’m watching the faces of my friends who are watching Oliver like he’s the most interesting thing they’ve ever seen.

Am I supposed to hurt Oliver? So he can’t hurt us?

Is that what I’m supposed to do?

I don’t know the whole story yet. I don’t know what needs to be done.

What would you do?

“You gotta try it,” Oliver says. “It really feels great.”

He swings again. The second tree is more than halfway cut. It leans. A partial band of color is exposed behind it.

I don’t want to go near the trees. I don’t want to touch a thing out here. I want to get my friends and go home.

“Oliver,” I say. “If it’s all the same to you–”

“It most certainly is not,” Oliver snaps.

But it’s not really Oliver’s voice. Not one I’ve heard him use before.

It sounds like he swallowed a witch.

He laughs, trying to play nice again.

“Man, what I’m showing you here is so much bigger than that. Be a little patient?”

He eyes me like he’s making a note.

He swings the axe again and the second tree falls and a second, equally colorful, equally confounding row is revealed.

Now though, because there’s more of it, two rows together, I can see details I wasn’t able to before. The dirt is no longer the flat chalky color of dirt. It now looks like skin. And embedded in that skin are rows of every color known and unknown to man.

Oliver steps to the next tree. He swings the axe.

False shadow.

As if he’s not cutting down trees but taking down an enormous tent, the willows as stakes in the earth.

And what happens when the tent is folded up and put away?

The third tree falls. Oliver is sweating. He looks to the farmhouse and then so do I, lifting my axe, imagining The Farmer coming out the back door, coming toward me.

But nobody’s there. Nobody I can see.

I look to Connie. She smiles. The barn like a backdrop behind her.

“Donna,” I say to Oliver. Because maybe her name will put a stop to this. Maybe if I come at Oliver with something that I know matters to him, more than it matters to me, and more than I matter to him, maybe then he’ll set down his axe and explain to me how I can help my friends.

But Oliver ignores the mention of her name.

Or does he?

He wipes sweat from his forehead with his forearm. Did I reach him?

Is there any him to be reached?

“You aren’t just shown something like this and then turn your back on it,” Oliver says. The fourth tree falls and I see a red path, red bricks, splitting the fields in two halves. But I can’t see where the path leads.

“Whoever you were before discovering a place like this doesn’t matter anymore,” Oliver says. “You’re changed. Right away. Congratulations,” he nods my way, “you are different now.” He looks at the fifth tree. “They won’t bite. Take a swing.”

But I can’t move from where I stand.

I start to say Tracy’s name because, whatever this is, this has to stop. But Tracy stares out at the fields, no sign of feeling the same at all.

Behind her, Karen, Rodney, and Morris do the same.

I look to the farmhouse. When did Morris come outside?

And where’s the old man?

I grip the axe tight.

“Hey,” I say to Oliver. “Where’s the other guy?”

“Do you mean The Farmer? He’s standing right next to you.”

I turn. I swing. But nothing’s there.

Oliver strikes the tree and it falls, revealing another endless column of strange colors.

I’m looking for The Farmer. I’m turning in a full circle. I’m seeing Morris smiling and Karen gazing out at the fields. I’m seeing Connie watching Oliver and the open barn behind her. I’m seeing flesh and fields and the tall crops I walked through when I came to the house from the back. I’m seeing it all, spinning, sensing that fucking man beside me, now, no now, now, swinging the axe, looking for him, is that him on top of the barn? Is he peering around the side of the barn? I see Baum out in the fields. I look to Karen. She shows no sign of distress. Baum raises his head, stands up, walks to another spot, lies on his belly again. Where’s The Farmer? Oliver swings. Another tree falls. Another column shows. I try not to understand it.

“Tracy,” I say, backing up. “Guys, get back.”

Because the entire mass of impossible land rises and lowers again. Like something breathing.

“Guys,” I say, trembling, stepping back to the deck stairs, spinning, expecting The Farmer to be on the porch. I look back to Oliver just as the last tree falls. The sound of it is so pleasing, the axe through the dreamy wood, the tree dissolving into nothingness, only the huge spread of land now, colors in neat rows but not neatly paired, mesmerizing, yes, but not hypnotic, not lulling me, repelling me, making me feel sick with worry.

“Guys…” I say.

But they’re following Oliver toward the fields. Toward the red bricks.

“Make sure to stay on the path,” Oliver says, stepping onto it. “You will find certain crops absolutely irresistible if you don’t.”

He’s waiting for me.

I look to Tracy.

“Come on,” she says. She’s the only thing that lines up with the summer I’m standing in. Her genuine smile. The light in her eyes.

What has Oliver done to my friends?

“Obviously I’m going to explain it all to you,” Oliver says. “But it’s the kind of thing that works best with visuals.”

“I’m calling the police,” I say.

Oliver looks over my shoulder and I turn, fully aware that this time there will be an old man, a head of dirt.

But nobody is there.

“It won’t help anything,” Oliver says. “Trust me. One walk through the fields. One story. Then I’ll put everything back together again.”

I don’t loosen my grip on the axe.

What does this mean?

“Come on,” Morris says. “It’s too hot to stand still here without the shade from the trees.”

They’re all on the bricks now. I can hardly look to what lies beyond them without thinking of Ever on the bus.

Don’t try to understand it.

“Walk with me,” Oliver says.

They wait for me. Uncluttered. Not a sign of worry among them.

I think. I weigh. If I stay? What then? If I run? What then? Will I ever not be haunted by the sight of my friends standing with Oliver on the first red bricks of the path?

“What did you do to them?” I ask.

“For Christ’s sake,” Karen says. “You’re being so dramatic.”

Then I’m walking, axe in hand, not letting that go for the world, glancing back once, checking for the old man, before stepping onto the red path, close to Oliver, seeing, up close, for the first time, the root of things, the source of this horror.

The crops that grow on Carpenter’s Farm.
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“You don’t come back from the unlabeled stuff,” Oliver says. “So stay on the path.”

The path is wide. But I don’t want to be here another second. I wanna grab Tracy and run. I want us all to just go, get out of here, come on.

Yet…

If you could see these crops. If you could see for yourself what grows out there on Carpenter’s Farm in Gibbons, Michigan. It’s absolutely… breathtaking. Impossible not to look at, not to study, not to consider. Any time you see something you never have before it does something to you, right? No matter how good or bad the scenario is? On the one hand, how could I just run from this? Here are my friends, and it’s a different kind of danger they are in. Nobody is holding a knife to Tracy’s neck. Whatever is wrong with them isn’t going to be solved by moving faster.

Right?

Is it really so terrible to just… take a look? Take it in?

“Baum,” Connie says, pointing to our friend way out in the multicolored fields, face buried in what looked like flesh.

I look to Karen, thinking she must show some sign of sorrow, some recognition that her soul-mate is out in the “unlabeled stuff” and might not, as Oliver warned, be coming back.

But there’s nothing.

“What’s wrong with Baum?” I ask Oliver. I’m overwhelmed. Scared. Confused. But I wonder if the reason I’m asking about Baum is because I feel like I have to. That I’d be ignoring the whole purpose of my being here if I didn’t.

“We’ll get to that,” Oliver says. “But first… look. You see that cluster of violets and grays over there? It’s an excellent example of how no trait is singular in and of itself. They’re all contradictory out here, all strange bedfellows, until The Farmer pulls them apart.”

“I don’t care what this is,” I say. “I just need to know my friends are okay. Oliver, talk to me. What happened out here?”

It’s like talking to an entity I know nothing about.

He doesn’t answer my question.

“Out there,” he says, “incompatible traits are woven together. Empathy and narcissism, for example. Extreme strains of both. And if you eat one of those stalks, well, your brain doesn’t know what to do, you freeze up, not sure how to behave, you repeat things, standing up, sitting down, only because your body needs to move, you know? So, like I said, it’s dangerous out there. Thank God The Farmer taught me before I tried anything on my own.”

Beyond his work shirt and blond hair, so many colors, rows upon rows of mismatched hues, it’s enough to make me feel a little sick. The fields rise, I think, and lower again. But I don’t ask Oliver if it breathes.

Don’t try to understand it. Get in and get out.

“Those early days were incredible,” Oliver says. I look back and see the others are following. I can’t make up my mind. What do I do? Listen and learn about this place?

Or shove Oliver into the unlabeled stuff?

Do I need him?

“Scary,” he says. “The first time The Farmer cut down the trees was downright scary. I couldn’t help but see it all as mine, you know? I’d inherited the farm and the land, all this. I wouldn’t say it was anything like coming in to a fixer upper, it was more like…”

He turns to look me in the eye.

“This is reincarnation out here,” he says. “All this? This is the dead.”

I know he’s either wrong or lying or just doesn’t know.

Nothing looks dead out here.

“But in order to understand these fields,” he says, “we have to shift our understanding of soul. For starters, there is none. But there’s something close: personality.”

I look to Tracy, looking for the right moment to grab her by the wrist, to pull her close. We can’t go any farther up this path. The farmhouse behind us is already smaller than I’d like it to be and the horizon ahead blends into a blur that scares me.

“It’s insane to think we’d have one unified soul,” Oliver says, still walking, slowly, his shoes scraping against the red bricks. “We’re made up of parts. Pieces. Let me ask you… what do you relate to more? A singular idea of yourself, or many?”

He stops. He’s waiting for an answer.

“We need to go,” I say.

He nods.

“The answer is many.” He’s walking again and suddenly I feel like we’re being led somewhere, that what we’re really doing is walking a brick path through the dirt of The Farmer’s head. “There are so many sides to us, some really great, some not so much. I mean, we’ve seen this in each other, as friends. Right?”

He cocks an ear my way. Waiting for me to say, yes, friends. But I’m not giving him what he wants.

What did he do to them? Look at Karen. Oblivious to Baum. Look at Rodney. A stranger to me. Look at Tracy.

Exactly what did Oliver do?

“Friends,” he says. “And those sides are not singular in and of themselves! All the faces we wear aren’t wholly correlated to the good and the bad within us. Oh, man, no. We’re made up of traits. Hundreds of traits. Colors that, as you can see, don’t always go well together. And these,” he fans his hands to both sides, underscoring the vastness of the fresh forever abounding. “These are them, buddy. This is where our traits come from. Like a woman born with only so many eggs…”

But I’m not listening. I’m staring off into the fields, sweating, worrying sick about Baum and the others. I’m thinking I can just run to him. To Baum. That I could make it quick, pick him up or drag him back. Maybe Rodney could help me. I can’t just stand here, can’t let Oliver play host as one of my best friends is stuck out there, unable to pry himself from the fields, his mind frozen by root contradictions. And is that even true? I don’t care what Oliver is saying. I can’t care. Here’s me. There’s Baum. There’s the distance between us. If I run my hardest I could get to him in–

“Hey woa,” Oliver says.

I feel a tug. He’s gripping the back of my shirt. One of my legs is held forward, boot hanging over that flesh.

Oliver caught me just as I was stepping out there. Without having decided to do so.

“I’m serious,” Oliver says. “You don’t come back from the unlabeled stuff.”

The axe is in his other hand. Not in mine anymore.

I turn and reach for it but he backs up to the other edge of the brick path and holds the thing over the fields.

“What do you really need this for anyway?” he says.

He tosses it and I see a billion colors reflecting off the blade as it rotates, forever, before falling flat to the earth.

My only thought is: I didn’t use it. I had the chance to take the axe to his back, but I didn’t do it. 

And now? Now I’m out here with no advantage over Oliver.

None.

I look to my friends. See they’re all looking back at me.

“Come on,” Morris says. “This is fascinating stuff.”

He holds his hand out to me and, despite this being a kind gesture, I’m chilled by it. This isn’t the Morris I know. The Connie. The Rodney. The Karen. The Oliver.

The Tracy.

She’s looking at me, too, her form and face framed by all those colors, and that flesh, expanding so far in every direction.

I failed her, I’m thinking. I came out here to help her. As a friend. As a lover. As a–

“There is no such thing as a soul-mate,” Oliver says, eyeing the crops. He looks so calm. So at peace. A man observing the habits of, say, a whale. An entity so naturally mystic it manifests serenity without any aid. “There is only what fits together and what does not.” He looks at Tracy, then back to me. “How many traits do you have? And how many are compatible with themselves? And then how many are compatible with someone else’s? You know how people say you’ve gotta love yourself before you can love someone else?” He smiles and shakes his head. I’m thinking of the axe off the path. Tracy. Baum. “What they mean to say is that you gotta have as few contradictions as possible in your personality before you can attempt to twine yours with someone else’s and then, then, that person has to have too few as well. There are scenarios, you know, terribly dark scenarios, in which the contradictions in one person weave with those in another, like spider legs, wrapping each other in two webs. And it’s very hard to pull yourself out of something like that.”

His eyes are glassed over, the overwhelming colors reflected therein, and I see the sun is a little lower than it was when we stepped on the path.

“The Farmer explains it better than I do,” Oliver says. “But, really, there’s no getting used to it. No getting over it. It’s just… this is us out here, man.”

“You changed yourself,” I say, not knowing if this is true or even possible.

He smiles, proud, and nods.

“I sure did. Who wouldn’t? Look.”

I look. I see the crops, his crops, the crops he inherited when we were all still living in New York, when he was still the troubled Oliver I knew so well, already in possession of this, a twister we all suggested he run to, for solitude, for healing, for peace.

It’s not that I can hear the traits calling to me, that wouldn’t be the right way of explaining it, but, for moments, bright almost ticklish beats, I can tell what certain ones are. There’s openness, despite its dark gray, and I know the colors don’t mean what I think they do, and that if I were ever to understand what’s going on out here it would take a perceptual adjustment of a lifetime before even ingesting anything that grows.

There is no soul, Oliver said. Only traits. And each one grows with another that negates it, so that, really, in a way, nothing grows out here at all. Except, the gray of openness, throbbing, it seems, has been somewhere before has it not? The openness of a father who lived far from here, who encouraged his daughter to become the photographer she became. And before him, that openness, that very trait!, was buried within another man who, because of other, meaner, more powerful ones, hardly used it at all.

“You see one that speaks to you?” Oliver says.

He’s standing beside me and I’m scared because, for a second there, I forgot where I was.

“No,” I say. But I’m not just answering him; I’m saying no to the farm, to these fields, to what he’s done to my friends, to this path, to the dinner he served them, to the colors spread before me, to the fear I heard in Tracy’s voice, to Donna in the barn, to the fact that the fields do rise and lower, just enough, to give the impression of life.

“No,” I repeat, this time to staying any longer.

But it’s hard. It really is. And I don’t mean to describe uncanny threads pulling me toward those fields, implausible magic, unseen ropes, black yarn, wrapping itself around my ankles and wrists, luring me out into the unlabeled stuff, meeting a fate like Baum’s.

The fields are not attempting to persuade me.

It’s Oliver who teases like a siren.

“Anything you’d like to change about yourself? Anything at all?”

I keep my mind fastened to Donna and Baum.

I turn to face Oliver.

The others are farther up the path, each observing the fields like they would if we were walking through one of poppies, marveling at the small, powerful visions, nature displayed mere feet beyond signs that read: DO NOT CROSS. 

Oliver is facing them. My friends. His back to me.

I raise both my hands with a mind to shove him off the path. I have to do it. I can’t stand this anymore and I won’t. He begins talking about how incredible it felt to discover he’d inherited not only a farm, but anybody he wanted to be! He raises his arms to the sky to thank Nature for delivering this farm to his family and, therefore, to him. He’s going on about separating strains and the difference between who he was and who he wanted to be. He’s talking, fast, about experimenting, testing crops on a young man named Matt who works at Bookman’s General. He’s talking about crops, about discovering the bad ones by way of a poor neighbor, a girl who, now, just sits and stands, sits and stands, in the living room of the next farmhouse up the road.

And it’s just me and him. Oliver and I. The others are farther up the path and he’s facing the fields and I move toward him, ready to hurt him, hoping he dies out there, hoping the fleshy dirt parts and swallows him whole.

The last thing I hear him say is that he knew exactly who he wanted to be and it strikes me, as I’m stepping toward him, that he’s talking with rhythm, aggrandizing to a beat, like there’s an unseen drummer out there in the colors, in the fields, playing the toms, building, getting louder, until it sounds like feet, bare feet slapping brick. I turn to see The Farmer, his face mostly hidden under the brim of his hat, but his chin and mouth like the fields, yes, flesh corded with multicolored strings, and he’s already halfway up the path to me.

“Hey,” I say, shaking my head no.

But The Farmer isn’t stopping. And Oliver isn’t done talking. Not even when the old man is upon me and his dirty fingers, with earth beneath his nails, dig into my mouth, my eyes, my nose, pulling me toward him, pulling me by my face, away from this, away from Oliver’s voice, back to where the willows once stood, back to the farmhouse and the barn.
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This is the story I’m told and this is the story I’m telling you:

Obviously I get out of the place alive. And by now you must be wondering if I was force-fed crops or even just ate something out there all on my own. If you’re a naturally suspicious person, you’re starting to question the validity of my story. That makes sense, of course. I’m just glad you didn’t get your suspiciousness from Carpenter’s Farm.

Here’s the rest of it, and bear with me, this is not easy:

I wake in a room that’s bigger than I thought it was the first time I saw it. I might be excused for gauging it wrong then as I’d just come through the shadows congregated at the end of a hall and saw my friend Morris watering the head of an old man.

I see The Farmer right away. He’s standing at a table, his back to me, he’s working with his hands. Color rises from in front of him and I think he’s separating twined traits less than ten feet from where I lay.

We’re not alone, as Morris stands facing what I believe is the way in and out of here, that passage of shadows.

The three of us are not alone either, as Baum is in the far corner over my shoulder, sitting at a bad angle, his face half to the wall.

Okay.

Jesus.

I need to go. That much I can comprehend. I’ve read somewhere that some people react to horrific scenarios with a whole presence of mind. And while I’m certainly not doing that, I am able to think.

For starters: if all of Ever’s story is to be trusted (and what else do I have at this point?), then it’s not because of any crops that I feel the way I do. I didn’t laugh, I didn’t get tired. I was knocked out, evidenced by a throbbing at the side of my head.

I don’t move.

I’m on a wood table. I’m looking to Morris who is looking into those shadows. I see a chair in the center of the room. The Farmer is at the table, working, the sound of dry sticks snapping apart alternating with the sound of something like jelly hitting the floor. I’m looking to Baum again.

I wanna say Morris’s name. Say hey, Morris, friend, we need get the fuck out of this room. If we want to live, we need to do it right now. 

But I don’t think The Farmer knows I’m awake.

Whatever presence of mind I have is evaporating. I’m getting cold. Scared. Fast. The reality of the situation is striking me, brutal, and I am sure now that, yes, I’ve woken before they expected me to.

The Farmer extends his right arm, the fabric of his work shirt stretched tight.

I don’t move.

He stretches his fingers, makes a fist, stretches them again.

Sounds like twigs tested.

I look to Morris.

I don’t move.

The Farmer brings his hands in front of him and cracks his knuckles.

Sounds like a shovel in dry dirt.

A door opens downstairs.

The voices of my friends rise like heat. Tracy’s in particular. Yet, in here, she sounds both near and far. Echo? Delay? That’s not quite it. I can hear her beside me and downstairs at once.

The Farmer cocks an ear to the shadows.

Baum doesn’t stir.

Tracy says:

“Sure, why not, it’s the only one we haven’t played.”

Then Rodney is talking about needing to use the bathroom.

Someone is running water.

Oliver speaks:

“Okay. But let’s be quick about it. Dinner soon.”

I look to The Farmer. To Morris. To Baum.

I don’t move.

There are no windows in this room. No doors.

“It’s the only game I’m any good at,” Connie says.

When do I sit up? When do I make a run for it?

The holes in my face hurt.

The Farmer bends his neck right, then left.

Morris turns to face him and I close my eyes.

“In the living room,” Karen says. She’s right next to me. She’s downstairs. “Where else?”

“All the house is a stage,” Oliver says.

I hear the chair in this room slide across the floor and I’m readying myself because I have no choice. This is it. Whatever The Farmer has planned for me, this is when he carries it out. I make fists of my hands. I’m not ready. I’m ready. I’m not.

Someone sits in the chair. It creaks.

“The fire’s going,” Rodney says. Beside me. Downstairs.

I hear water slosh.

I open my eyes.

Because I have to. And if it means the old man will smother me with his dirty hands, so be it. Then I die in an impossible room on an impossible farm.

But neither he nor Morris is facing me.

I sit up.

Quiet. Trying so hard not to make a sound as Morris lifts the watering can chest high and looks inside, makes sure it’s full.

The Farmer isn’t wearing his hat.

I see the dry dirt there. I see it running down his head and neck and vanishing into the folds of his collar.

I swing my legs over the side of the table.

Because maybe he needs it. The water. And without it…

My feet touch the floor and Morris looks to me. The Farmer still faces the table and Morris’s brow scrunches, confused.

I hold a finger to my lips, but I know Morris isn’t Morris, isn’t seeing this the way I’m seeing this, isn’t seeing that he’s a part of anything wrong.

I’m across the room before he can speak. I’m taking the can, cracking him across the jaw with it.

Water splashes and my friend wobbles, uses the table for balance. But I’m not watching him.

The Farmer is turning, or trying to, slowly, the sound of dry bark breaking underfoot.

The fire crackles below and the sound is in here, too.

Morris falls, knocked out, and I’m still not looking at him.

The Farmer is facing me, his eyes on mine, then on the can. I’m rooted to the spot. Can barely move. I imagine him moving scythe quick, suddenly upon me, my throat in his hands. But he isn’t moving any more than I am.

I don’t think he can.

“Morris,” I say. But Morris is out.

I dump the rest of the water.

The Farmer looks to the ground and the sound of his eyes is shifting sand.

I inch closer to him, then hurry past, kneeling beside Baum.

My eyes on The Farmer I tap my friend on the shoulder. But it’s not a shoulder. It’s sacks of something. Weeds. Baum’s head rolls from the pile and plunks against the bare feet of The Farmer.

The Farmer looks my way, slowly, the sound of a tree dying.

Breathless, I’m up, shaking, stepping toward him again, feeling his hands upon my face, feeling him dragging me up the path.

But it’s not happening.

The Farmer, I think, needs water.

I’m at Morris before I can talk myself out of passing The Farmer again.

I won’t look at Baum’s head.

I can’t think about Baum.

I’m hardly thinking at all.

Only moving, dragging Morris with one hand, the other still holding the can. Like this can, this fuckin watering can, might be my way out of this house.

“Come on,” I say to Morris, my eyes on the old man in the chair.

I set down the can. Kick it behind me into the shadows.

I’m dragging Morris with both hands now, half of me in those same shadows. The vision of The Farmer in that chair, watching me, becomes framed by the blackness, his eyes never leaving mine, the room growing smaller, the black frame larger, me and Morris deeper now, the others downstairs, talking about games, “Motivation,” Connie says, and I know the game, and I know the rules, as The Farmer grows smaller without moving, the vision of him like a wallet-sized photo now, him in that chair, his hat on the ground, a head at his dirty feet, his eyes still upon mine, me still imagining him leaping, suddenly, erupting from the chair, grabbing me by the holes in my face, pulling me back into that room, clubbing me, feeding me, changing me. But no, he’s not moving, and I can’t stop, absolutely cannot stop, dragging Morris into the hall now, as the darkness swallows the sight of that uncanny room, and I pray the man is stuck that way forever, unable to move, only clumps of dirt now, in the shape of a man, incapacitated, without water. I’ve got Morris fully into the hall, far from the shadows, that darkness like breath, got him into the second bedroom I come to, the one with the second door, and I’m quietly setting him there on the floor, telling him I’m sorry, seeing by the window that it is night, night on the farm, as I’m leaving the room, not taking my eyes from those shadows at the end of the hall, thinking I can still see The Farmer watching, can still see the shape of him in the blackness there, sitting, watching me, as I reach the top of the stairs and hear Oliver start talking below:

“What’s my motivation?” he asks.

They’re playing Motivation. A game I helped create.

His voice is only downstairs now. He talks with the confidence of one who does not know that the man who protects him is unable to do so right now.

“What’s my motivation…” he repeats.

Those are the rules. You wonder it aloud twice, the audience gives you a character, a scenario, and you find your motivation on your own.

I eye the stairs. How loud are they? Do they creak? Will Oliver hear me coming and if he does, what then? Is her armed? Are any of them? Will they protect him like the old man did? Will they stop me from bashing Oliver’s face into the hearth? Is this my plan? What if Tracy doesn’t want to leave? Should I leave by the window up here? Come back with the police?

Never come back at all?

“You’re a troubled young man,” Tracy says. “You’re on a bus leaving New York City. What’s your motivation?”

The first stair looks particularly weak. The wood is worn in the middle.

I lift my boot to take the first step but I bring it back.

“Okay,” Oliver says. “I got it.”

“Awesome,” Rodney says.

“I love you guys,” Connie says.

They all laugh and with that as cover I take the step after all.

It creaks. And the creak dies just before their laughter does.

“Well, it’s simple, really,” Oliver says. “I’m on a bus and I’m traveling to Michigan because, like my best friends advised, the best thing for me is to get out of the city, to try something new. I’m scared shitless, of course, because I don’t know anybody, have never owned a house, have never handled any substantial amount of money. And I’m going to be alone. That’s big for anybody and proved to be really big for me. But it’s not the city I’m fleeing and it’s not my friends I’m leaving… mymotivation is getting away from her.”

I bring my other boot to the step.

“You all know the feeling,” Oliver says. “You’ve all done the same. You’ve made decisions based entirely on heart and you’ve worried, at the time, if they were the right ones. It’s the reason you’re here. Right? Here you are, you’ve come out to see a friend. You are visiting a friend. How wonderful! How kind. The bonds between people are strong. The unseen is mightier than the seen. So you can understand how hard it was for me not to call her? Not to tell her that I had a whole house to myself in the middle of nowhere and that maybe… maybe we could try it again?”

Oliver is off-game. He’s long past explaining his character’s motivation.

He’s getting something off his chest.

This is good. I need him to keep talking.

My plan: I don’t know if I have one. I’m hardly thinking at all. But I have a vision of Oliver not having the time to get away. Of me reaching the bottom of the stairs and rushing him, grabbing him, knocking him out somehow. Maybe I’m emboldened by what I did to Morris. Maybe I’m operating entirely out of fear.

I’m thinking of Baum’s head. I’m not thinking of Baum’s head. I am.

“Well, she isn’t interested,” Oliver says. “Of course she isn’t. She tells me it’s a terrible idea. Calls us poison. And can you believe that? Two people who love each other as much as we do… poison? I’m upset. I call her again. She answers. This proves something to me. She doesn’t really think we were so bad after all. Or, perhaps, we don’t have to be, anyway, not with the right amount of change.”

I’m staring at the next step down. I’m trying to find the nerve.

The fire crackles. Oliver speaks:

“She isn’t as indifferent as she claimed!” His voice gets a little higher, a little louder. I lift my boot and lower it just he continues. “I know things were bad. Are you kidding me? I’m the one who moved out to a farm. But when you find yourself alone, removed from the city, even after only a few days, you start thinking you’ve changed. Really! You feel a little better, you’re breathing a little easier, you’ve broken the pattern. So, I invite her out, I tell her we don’t have to treat it like a second chance if she doesn’t want that. Just friends. Like you guys, visiting, just friends. But still, she refuses. I don’t know what to do. I feel helpless. I must have her here but she isn’t coming.” He laughs without mirth. He takes a sip of a drink. I hear the glass touch the mantel again. “Then I meet The Farmer.” He pauses. I pause. “I didn’t inherit this farm by some lucky providence keeping me away from Donna. I’d come into the exact and only means possible of getting her back.”

He stops talking before I think he’s going to and I have no choice but to finish the step I’ve already started to take.

The wood creaks.

Silence from the living room. What faces do they make?

Did they hear me?

“The Farmer changes everything,” Oliver says. “Everything. With his guidance I go from being an angry, inarticulate, lazy man to one who knows exactly what he wants and how to go about getting it. The two weeks I go without calling Donna are the longest two weeks I’ve gone since meeting her. It’s hard, guys, but now I have purpose.”

“Yeah,” Connie says.

“Yeah,” Rodney says.

Tracy says something and I miss it as I lower one boot down to the next step.

I have a vision of myself rushing the rest of the way, reaching out for Oliver, missing him just as he slips out the back doors.

Am I strong enough to win a fight with Oliver?

“So!” Oliver says. “That’s my motivation. Such things change with Time, of course. And what a change this was: two weeks of forgetting who I was while learning for the first time who I am. It’s overwhelming, yes, but it’s the most important two weeks of my life. It’s just me and The Farmer, out on the bricks, me watching him work out into the fields, him harvesting, bringing back bushels of traits, separating the pairs, teaching me what’s out there. And the whole time I’m considering, I’m thinking: what kind of man does she want? Who would not be poison for Donna? The opposite of the man I was seemed like a good start.”

I’m waiting for an interruption, something to give me cover. A noise from outside. Commentary from the others. Anything.

“I test,” Oliver says. “I experiment. I refine. And when I’m ready, I call her again.”

I step down just as Oliver snaps his fingers.

“What happened?” Karen asks.

I’ve never heard Karen sound so rapt.

“She says yes,” Oliver says. “Yes, she’ll come see me. Yes, when she’s ready. In typical Donna fashion she tells me she can’t give me a specific date or time and that she’ll come when she’s ready. That’s all.”

I lower my other foot. I look back up the few steps I’ve taken. My head is level with the second floor and I see Morris, unconscious, on his side as I left him.

I’m not thinking about Baum.

“She shows up one evening. No warning. No call. There’s a knock at the door and I answer it, hoping it’s her but patient enough to wait until the time is right. I’m feeling different about it now. Right? I’ve worked on myself. I peer through the curtains and I see her. I wait a second before responding. Let her look at the porch, I’m thinking. Let her look at the house. Let her really understand that I’ve done right out here. I want her to think of this farm as a place she can call home.”

Another step down. I’m moving too fast. Getting impatient. He’s going to hear me and he’s going to rush out the back of the house and I won’t catch him and I won’t know what to do. I’ll grab Tracy and I’ll try to get her out of here but she won’t understand.

I remind myself that Oliver thinks he’s still protected by The Farmer.

I remind myself I don’t know the rules of this place at all.

Don’t try to understand it.

Get in and get out.

“I open the door,” he says. I move a step lower. “And she’s standing on the porch with a bag in one hand and she says, ‘What’s up, farmer?’” He pauses. So do I. “I don’t know that I can articulate how deeply I feel at this moment. It’s the only word that comes to mind: depth. As if, just by seeing Donna again, I’m no longer only a new man but now one that stretches through the floorboards I stand on, like I go far down into the earth, where it’s cold and then warm again, so warm. I’m rooted to the spot because there’s no amount of inner strength that grows out here that could bring me to step away from the sight of her. I cry because it’s all I can think to do and it’s so much better than speaking. And I know this now! You see? I know! What’s my motivation? This! This exact moment is my motivation. Donna is at the front door of my house. Donna has come from New York City and I feel whole again, I feel even newer than I did as I changed, by way of the crops, became the real me, for those two weeks. I know right away I’ll never forget the look of her with that bag in one hand, the look on her face, the way the moon lights up the drive behind her so that she’s perfectly framed and… and… and here! I reach out to take her in. Because there’s no other reason for her to be here other than she feels the same. Donna. My Donna. Returned. I am whole. And she sets the bag down on the porch and she says, ‘I thought we were going to try to be friends.’ And immediately, like that, all that depth, all those roots, came shrieking back up at me from the earth, all that dirt and the worms that fill it, it all comes rushing up into my stomach, my heart, my head and I say, ‘Oh, come on. You’re here.’ And she picks up her bag and she says, ‘No,’ and she leaves.”

I’m staring at the next step. It’s worn. I know it’s going to creak. I’m reminded of when I was a kid, sneaking up and down the stairs at home, knowing the best places to put my feet, knowing the quietest way about the house.

Above me, a creak.

I turn. I’m too low to see into that room anymore. Did the noise come from upstairs? Or was it made in the living room, Karen rising, Connie shifting, Oliver leaning toward his audience as he plays the game?

“She’s actually walking away, already down the steps, and I rush after her and I feel like, for a second, that I’m in New York again. That nothing The Farmer taught me has changed a thing. That I’m the same pathetic creature I was back when I lurked the city streets at night, drunk, angry, made out of my mind by Donna. But this time… I stop. Yes. I’m across the porch at the top of the steps and I stop myself from chasing her any farther. I watch her go and I don’t say a word. I allow the horror of this exit to wash over me. I see her swallowed by the night beyond the moonlight and I say to myself, Okay. This is what happened. This is how it is. And I turn around and I go back inside the house. My house. And I shut the door behind me.”

“Good for you!” Rodney says.

Then they’re all saying it.

I make it two steps lower as they do. I turn, see I’m about halfway. I look to where the hall wall begins, expecting a face of dirt to peer around its corner, to silently say, I made the sound up here. And I’m going to make many more. 

I look to the bannisters. Could someone in the living room see my boots? Am I visible? How soon before I simply have no choice but to move, quick, no longer caring if I give him a head start?

“Then what?” Connie asks.

“What’s your motivation?” Tracy asks.

Because those are the rules and Oliver has long left them behind.

“My motivation,” he says, “is to move on. To close not only the front door but any and all doors that would allow this pestilence to continue. And do you know what happens? Can you guess?”

“She comes back,” Karen says.

“Not ten minutes later there’s a knock at the door,” Oliver says.

“What’s your motivation?” Tracy presses.

“I wait. I consider. My motivation is to show her I can live without her. And I think I have succeeded. She now knows I won’t chase her if she leaves. So I answer the door. And there’s Donna, on the porch again. She says, ‘What the hell, Oliver? You were gonna let me walk all the way back to New York?’ And I know I got her. And I know she will be calling this place home. It’s only a matter of time before I show her what grows out here.”

I’m almost flat to the left wall now, trying to stay out of sight. I can see the open space before the front door. I’m searching for a weapon. Anything I can grab as I rush him.

“We struggle at first,” Oliver says. “Donna keeps asking me why I’m acting the way I’m acting and I keep telling her I’d changed. She gets angry every time I do something nice for her. I’m able to see how hurt she is, inside, how damaged this woman has always been. Why didn’t I see it before? I start thinking of The Farmer at every turn, haven’t seen him in days. I study Donna. I take notes. What grows out here that might change things for her, make her a happier person? I’m wasting time waiting for her come to a realization on her own: that she needs to change who she is. I’m wasting all this time thinking she’s going to ask me how I did it, how I changed, as I’m not taking any of her usual bait. I’m telling her I love her every time she says she hates me. I’m quiet as she yells. I sit still as she storms about the house. I walk from room to room to avoid serious confrontation. I’m telling her it’s okay, she’s just angry, not angry at me, that it’s her, her core, that’s doing this, nothing I’ve done or said. But nothing I’m doing or saying is getting through and she’s only getting more upset with me. The days are dragging into the nights and Donna sleeps downstairs, away from me, then comes up and snuggles beside me. It’s New York all over again only I’m not taking the bait! Because I’m not the kind of man who does that anymore. You see? And she doesn’t understand how someone could change so much, so entirely, and I can’t really blame her. She doesn’t know yet. She hasn’t seen beyond the willows and I’m thinking the time is coming when I’ll have to cut them down but I’m wasting so much time… waiting for her to come to this on her own. What’s my motivation, Tracy? I hated myself is my motivation. And I hated Donna and she hated herself and she hated me, too!”

I’m imagining Oliver and Donna up and down these very stairs, arguing like they did in the big city. It’s so easy to put an image to the story he tells. I can see her storming out the back door, storming back through the front. Can see him acting like he’s found some inner peace on his own, keeping the secret of the crops for as long as he can not because, as he says, he wants her to come to this on her own but because he wants to have something over her. The Oliver I know would do that.

I make it another step down.

“This all leads up to a night of absolute and utter darkness. The fire is on. Music plays. We’re both drinking but only Donna gets drunk. And I hear it in her voice right away, like a truck falling from the sky above the farmhouse, I hear the turn, hear her take the turn, as she’s going to come at me, there’s no denying that, and I can tell it’s going to be a bad one, the worst one since she’s arrived. It’s almost like her eyes go as black as her hair and she refuses to smile and I know that, in her inebriated state, her pickled mind, she absolutely believes the horrid nihilism that takes root, that has taken root, that took root a hundred times in New York and didn’t let up till morning. I see the snarl, not on her lips, but in her eyes, her lips as dull and flat as two dead earthworms upon her angering face. It starts small, as it always does, her asking me why I think I’m so smart and me saying now now, Donna, you’re just drinking, maybe let’s have some water and her shaking her head and saying you dumb motherfucker since when are you so smart and you’re going to tell me how the fuck you did this or I’m going to stick my fucking arm down your throat and pull it out of you. And I’m shaking my head, calm as a crop, and every time I inch away she inches closer until all I can see is her loveless lips and all I can smell is whiskey and she’s yelling at me, telling me I better fucking tell her how I became so smart, so calm, so above it all. And we’re on the couch, the couch right here, and I move away another inch and she moves closer and I move back and her face is getting not red but purple and she’s leaning into me and I say hey hey, it’s okay, and she shoves me. Easy at first. You know. Testing how far she can go. I’m not biting and so she’s trying a bigger worm. She shoves me, harder, and I move another two inches, and she shoves me, and I move, and she shoves, and I move, and she brings her hand back to hit me and The Farmer erupts from the kitchen and bashes her over the head with a shovel.”

I don’t move. I listen.

“She half-cries out and I’m staring at this horror, my hands up to block my own face and head, not understanding what I’m seeing, not even knowing he was there, as he grabs Donna by her hair, as she, still conscious, reaches up, and screams, ‘OLIVER! WHAT’S HAPPENING? OLIVER! HELP ME! OLIVER!’ And I’m shaking my head no, no to what I’m seeing, no to the depth I saw in The Farmer’s face, the same depth I felt at the farmhouse threshold when I first saw Donna on the porch, something horribly limitless in the face of The Farmer as he clubs Donna again and drags her over the back of the couch, the very couch you’re sitting on, and she thuds to the floor and he drags her into the kitchen and I hear the pantry door open and close and glass breaking within. Then Donna’s gurgling, moaning, fighting, her mouth full of whatever The Farmer’s shoving down her throat, could be anything, anything at all, and she’s trying to call out for me, I hear my name in broken pieces, fractals, the letters, the traits that make up my name, until she starts laughing. Oh, God, at first it sounds like a hyena in the pantry. A sad beast that doesn’t want to be laughing, but can’t stop, and can’t get the full laughter out for how many crops are blocking the way. I’m too afraid to get off the couch, I’m too scared to move. Donna’s horrid laughter becomes Donna’s sweet laughter and I rise after all, I say, ‘Dear?’ as she giggles with a mouthful of crops and I realize, I just know, that The Farmer is not and does not ever work at random, that he is sitting at his piano this minute, he is writing music, the score upon Donna’s body and mind, as he tunes Donna to a finer key, a better key, a happier Donna. And I’m standing about where I’m standing right now, and I start clapping. For The Farmer. For this performance of his, for understanding what she needed and for giving it to her, my Donna, whose laughter tails off and becomes the drifting unintelligible dream-like words of those falling into limitless, colorless sleep.”

Oliver claps. Now. And I make it two more steps before looking to the top again. Expecting that face of dirt. Imagining myself in that pantry. My own laughter. As the real me is stolen, smashed, broken upon the pantry floor.

“When she wakes, it’s exactly as the sun first shows. I was up all night, unable to sleep for the eagerness of learning what The Farmer had done, what music he’d played upon her person. She looks at the ceiling, then to me, I, who sit in the chair beside the bed and take her hand and say, ‘Good morning, my dear, my Donna, hello.’ And she looks at me like she might not know me, for the duration between blinks, a terrible, scary forever, and then? She smiles. And she says, ‘This place is gorgeous, Oliver. But I think we need to sweep up the attic and get a new bed for the bedroom at the end of the hall.’ I stare at her, stricken. And then I’m laughing, crying, holding her hand to my head and she’s sitting up and stroking my hair and saying, ‘What is it? What’s the matter, Oliver? Don’t worry. We’ll sweep the floors and change the beds.’ And I laugh and say, ‘Okay, whatever you think the place needs. Whatever you think we need, we’ll do it.’”

I can’t tell if I’m rooted to the step I’m on because I’m waiting for the right time to move or if I’m so unfathomably damaged by Oliver and Donna that I want to hear the rest of Oliver’s story.

“We play house after that. And it’s the most glorious months of our lives. We sit on the deck and watch the sun come up and then watch it go down, more than once without moving between. We clean up the house, fashion it in ways she likes. We joke and we make dinner and we listen to music and we dance and we sit on the couch for hours saying nothing at all. What’s my motivation? My motivation is this: these days, as Donna calls to me from the kitchen to show me a spider she found, one she asks me to name. My motivation is Donna standing in the back yard, watching the willows sway in the wind. My motivation is hearing her rearrange the furniture in the house, trim the bushes outside, sweep the dust in the attic. And the scant clouds that pass across her brow whenever she looks at the pantry door aren’t enough for me to worry. They do not blot out the sunshine of a drive to Bookman’s General, a hug from her in one of the aisles, Donna happy at last. Yet, no matter how many crops may grow out here, and no matter how many we eat, there has yet to be the trait that stops a man, any man, from ruining the perfections he’s unearthed.”

He breathes deep. I listen. I wait.

“Perhaps I should’ve eaten some apathy, maybe it would’ve stopped me. Donna is happy. And so am I. We walk the country roads and don’t speak for days, only smiling and holding hands. We make love in the many bedrooms, the attic, on the deck at night. But all the while I want so badly to show her what I’ve seen, to cut down the willows and reveal, for her, what I’ve revealed for you all. I mean, who could come to a place like this and keep quiet about its revelations? Who could inherit this farm and keep that hidden from the woman he loves? Turns out, not me. And the me I am is the me I’ve always wanted to be, so I can’t be upset with myself for showing her, for explaining, at last, what is in the jars on the shelves of the pantry she avoids. I sit her down at the kitchen table and I bring them out, one by one, explaining the same things I’ve shown you, the things The Farmer taught me, that this farm is not an aberration but a centerpiece, a crossroads, where all the pieces that make up a person go upon death, take root upon decay, and grow once more for those about to live. I see the change in her, of course, though I try to deny it. And by then, who would stop? Who could? I’d already opened the pantry, I’d already begun. And so Donna’s peace seems to rattle, as her questions grow colder, and I understand I’ve reminded her of a distant person, someone who she knew very well, someone who arrived at this house with a single bag in hand, unsure what she was going to find. I try to tell her that we are perfect but she can’t get past the fact that she’s not afraid of what has happened, losing this other girl. She repeats this often: I should be afraid. Why aren’t I afraid? We debate, we discuss, sometimes we come close to arguing, but it’s never like it was before and I believe I’ve done the right thing by showing her. By telling her the truth. And eventually, by cutting the willow trees down.”

The silence following this statement is so whole, so entire, I imagine they can hear me without me moving at all.

I hold my breath until Oliver speaks again.

“This crazy idea of hers, that she should be scared, it doesn’t go away. Now when we’re on the deck, Donna brings it up. ‘Shouldn’t I be afraid?’ she says. ‘Shouldn’t I be scared of this place?’ And I say, ‘No! Donna! We’ve made it to the other side! We were in Hell for a long time, together, but look, we’re no longer there.’ And she nods but she also looks to the willows, squinting, the willows all grown again, as if she can see through them, as if she wants to go out there and make sure she’s feeling the way she’s supposed to be feeling. I’m trying to leave it be, it’s the New Me to do so. But the New Donna simply won’t leave it alone. One night, in the kitchen, she points to the pantry and says, ‘Why don’t I care what happened to me?’ I’m at the stove, cooking dinner, and I have to say something because she’s beginning to sound like a skip and I say, ‘Because you must’ve eaten calm, or courage, or resolve, or apathy, or some perfect combination of them all that’s brought you to this point. You’re not afraid, Donna. Isn’t that nice?’ But I wonder if, for someone who has experienced despair their entire life, for those who live by its ceaseless, dark hum, I wonder if the absence of that sound is more distressing than its continuation. ‘Why don’t I care what I ate?’ She says. And she says. And she says. At the table, it comes up again. Until Donna is standing by the pantry, pointing at the pantry, all night, so that even when I tell her I have had enough, that I need to go to sleep, and I do, and I wake, alone, and I go back downstairs, I find Donna in the kitchen, still, that consternation on her face, her finger still pointing at the pantry door. And the first thing she says before good morning is, ‘Why aren’t I afraid?’ And this will not go away. Like a parasite in my paradise, this simply will not go away. I start looking for Donna all over the house and farm, always finding her inside the pantry. Sometimes the light is on, sometimes it’s not. Often she’s fingering the labels on the jars. ‘Why don’t these scare me?’ As if she’s maintained enough of her old self to recall how that woman would’ve responded to this idea, but not enough to allow that woman passage. Oh, guys. I try. I talk to her constantly about it until this conversation has fully eclipsed the arguments we once had and the bliss we shared for many days. Now? Now it’s only about how she isn’t supposed to be brave. She isn’t supposed to be okay. She spends day in and just outside the pantry. I only see The Farmer once during this period. I’m alone in our bedroom and I hear someone outside and I go to the window, thinking it’s Donna, no longer in the kitchen, no longer in the pantry, thank God, but it isn’t her. The Farmer is crawling lengthwise along the side of the barn and I step quick from the window and head downstairs. Donna is in the pantry, after all. ‘It’s night, dear,’ I say. But she doesn’t respond. She’s staring at a jar of concern and I fear she’s been staring at it for a long time. ‘What’s beyond those willow trees?’ she asks. ‘I showed you,’ I tell her. Because I had. ‘No,’ she says. ‘You said there were bad crops. But you didn’t say what they are.’ And now I’m stepping into the pantry and taking her by the arm and she says, ‘Why aren’t I afraid of you taking me by the arm?’ And I walk her upstairs and help her to bed and we sleep this way, together, for the first time in many nights.”

Oliver pauses. The silence is unbearable.

“The next morning I find her in the barn. Because in the barn is where The Farmer keeps the stuff that shouldn’t be in the house.”

I don’t care anymore. I can’t. I take two steps and am mercifully rewarded as neither creak. I’m close to the bottom. I could leap to it, turn, run for Oliver, grab him before he has a chance to defend himself, before he can flee. I can end this. I can do it.

I make to move but Oliver’s voice stops me.

“Fear,” he says. “She found the jars of fear. I can tell she’s changed right away. She must’ve gone through the entire cycle overnight. Alone. The jar is half empty and she’s standing by the worktables in the barn and I tell her it’s only me but she backs up and takes a handful more and stuffs her face with it. ‘I’m supposed to be afraid,’ she says but her words are mumbled and I’m crossing the barn to stop her from eating any more and she’s scratches me with her nails, scratches my arm, and I’m bleeding and I’m watching her take handfuls of pure fear and bringing them into the barn’s loft, her eyes wide, so scared of me, me who is trying to stop her from being afraid. ‘Donna!’ I say. ‘This is a mistake! We can fix this!’ And I’m climbing the loft ladder as she’s starting to laugh and starting to scream, telling me she’ll kill me if I get any closer and I do get closer and she scratches my face and kicks me in the throat and she’s afraid of things I can’t fathom, so afraid, already, and this only day one of what becomes an entire week in which Donna will eat nothing besides, nothing but fear.”

Oliver chuckles.

I make it another step.

“I try to bring other food. Even other crops. But I can’t get close to her. She’s an animal up there. A wolverine. All nails and survival and The Farmer isn’t coming like he did that day on the couch and I think it’s because he thinks she deserves this.”

He starts laughing.

I’m another step closer to the floor.

“It’s kinda funny, isn’t it? The idea that someone would choose that over what she had? It’s almost… it’s so ridiculous…”

He’s laughing loud enough for me to reach the first floor. I’m flat to the wall and I peer around the corner, prepared to rush him if he looks my way. But Oliver is doubled over, laughing like I’ve never heard from him before. The backs of the heads of my friends don’t move, they sit still on the couch. Watching.

“What’s my motivation?” Oliver manages to say. “What’s my motivation…”

He can barely talk and I step fully into the room. I look to the ceiling, listening for his protector. But no sound comes.

I understand what happened down here. But I don’t know who did it yet.

Oliver doesn’t look up when he says, “Who did this?” Laughing. “Who did this to me?” He’s trying to express anger, a sense of betrayal, but he’s unable to. He’s laughing like he’s high out of his mind and I see a glass of dark water on the fireplace’s mantel and I know one of my friends slipped him something. Something that grows here. Something of his own.

“Who did this?” Oliver suddenly snarls, on his knees now. He can’t stand up he’s laughing so hard.

“Olly?” Connie says.

She’s up but not quite going to him.

“I had me perfect…” he says.

And we all watch and listen as the laughter finally recedes, replaced by slurred phrases. The language of a man very close to sleep.

“I… had… me…”

I’m crossing the living room as Oliver falls to his side, rolls to his back, unable to keep his eyes open any longer.

Then he’s out.

Asleep.

I look to the mantel, to the glass.

When I look to my friends, they’re all facing me.

Karen.

Rodney.

Connie.

Tracy.

I look to Oliver. I didn’t do this. But I want to marry whoever did.

Tracy says, “Where’s The Farmer?”

And I see complete presence in her eyes.

“Oh my God,” I say. “You were acting.” Then, “I think he’s stuck, upstairs.”

“What’s going on?” Karen asks.

“We have to go now,” Tracy says.

And I smile, despite what I saw upstairs, despite the despair of this farm.

I smile.

Tracy did this. Tracy put something in Oliver’s drink.

Tracy’s been acting since she called me from the barn.

The others look to her.

“What do you mean?” Rodney asks.

But Tracy’s eyes are on me and me alone.

“Now.”
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I want you to think about drugs. I want you to think about how significant the smallest change in a person, in yourself, really is. A pill to calm you down, calms you down. You experience the world differently for the duration of that pill. Your reality, what bothers you, what doesn’t, what you care about, changes. So you see? It’s not like Oliver had to change my friends into slobbering lunatics for him to have done something horribly wrong. Any change at all, no matter how big or small, made by him, was the most egregious violation possible. If there were a pill to give you more confidence, forever, would you swallow it? Would you willingly eat the crops at Carpenter’s Farm? And if you would, and if you did, that would be by your own volition. Your choice: the you you’ve always known would have decided to open those jars, to eat those crops, to change.

While it’s true that we change, and change each other with every interaction we have, change without consent is evil. Whether Oliver made Karen happier with herself or not, it’s evil. Whether the farm he’d inherited was powerful enough a revelation to rid the world of its shared reality, it was evil. Whether Carpenter’s Farm is only a fact and therefore beyond good and evil, what Oliver did was not.

The farm may not be right or wrong, but Oliver is.

“Come on,” Tracy says, stepping into the kitchen.

I’m between the pantry and the French doors. It’s dark outside. But the oven clock tells me its very early morning, not late night.

“What happened to Oliver?” Connie asks.

Does she not know? And if not, why? What did she eat out here that would make her so?

“Whatever you’re thinking,” Tracy says to me, “the answer is no.”

She reaches for my hand, to pull me away from the pantry.

“I need to grab a few things,” I say. “I’ll hurry.”

She looks to the pantry, too.

“What’s going on?” Rodney asks, entering the kitchen. “Why are we leaving?”

“No,” Tracy says to me.

But I open the pantry door.

Because even a small change, unasked for, is criminal.

And I know Tracy better than anybody else in the world knows Tracy.

“What are you doing?” Karen asks. She’s behind me. She’s asking Tracy what’s going on, where are we going, why are we acting like this place is bad?

I don’t have time to sort out the change in Karen, the changes in Connie and Rodney.

Beneath the bottom shelf is a gray bag. Ironed to its side, in bold black letters, is a name:

DONNA

“What’s he doing?” Rodney asks.

We hear a thud upstairs. Or maybe it’s a pipe. Water running, a faucet on somewhere in the house.

“Jesus,” Tracy says. “Come the fuck on.”

There’s a touch of hysteria in her voice but I don’t care. If we’re leaving, we’re leaving with the means of putting her back together again.

I reach for a jar of stubbornness.

“I know you,” I say. I’m trembling as I grab jars, Tracy in pieces.

From above, steps on a creaking ceiling.

“Where are the cars?” I ask Tracy, shakily putting a jar of self-consciousness in the bag.

“Bookman’s General,” she says. “Come on.”

“Will somebody help me move Oliver?” Connie asks.

“We’re going for a walk,” Tracy is telling her, telling the others. “All of us. Outside. Let’s go.”

Yes, hysteria in her voice. Ice cold, almost painful electricity in mine.

“Almost there.”

I’ve got jars of consternation and indecision, intelligence and pity. I’m piecing Tracy together, putting her in a bag.

A thunderous sound from upstairs and I’m reaching for the last jar, wisdom, when Tracy reaches into the pantry and grabs my shoulder.

I look to her.

“I love you,” she says.

Steps thunder upstairs.

Then we’re moving. Through the kitchen. A glance back and I see Morris crossing the living room. Tracy is already out the back door. I’m following, as Connie remains to ask Morris what’s going on, as Morris shoves her aside, calls out to stop us, says I tried to hurt The Farmer, says The Farmer is moving again, The Farmer is coming.

Karen is outside with us but she’s not moving as fast as we are.

“Seriously,” she says. “What is going on?”

“Donna,” I say to Tracy.

“Too late,” she says.

She’s heading to the side of the house, toward the gravel drive.

“We can’t leave her,” I say.

“Too late,” she says, moving faster.

Beyond her, at the very edge of the house, I see the brim of The Farmer’s hat in the moonlight.

“Tracy!”

I’m running to her, grabbing her, my fingers around her wrist, just as the old man steps around the side of the house.

Tracy skids to a stop, almost falls. I’m helping her balance as the old man’s bare feet squash the grass on his way toward us.

I think:

The farmhouse, no. The barn, no. The road, no.

I look to where the willows have been cut down. To the path of red bricks that splits the abhorrent land beyond.

“There,” I say. Because Morris is on the deck now, Connie is pointing to us, and I can hear The Farmer crushing the weeds as he comes.

“There they are!” Connie says, excitement in her voice. And I imagine her swallowing the same.

Does she know what will happen if The Farmer catches us? Does she think she’s still playing a game?

“No,” Tracy says, looking to the fields. “Not out there.”

But she’s moving toward the path, too, both of us, Karen close by, still asking what’s going on, what are we doing, why?

I’m looking to the other side of the farmhouse but there’s too much in the way, bushes and shadows, and I’m struck with a vision of Tracy and I immobilized as two dirty hands reach through the brush to drag us back into this house.

“Go,” Tracy says, on board now, because Morris and Rodney are coming down the deck steps.

And The Farmer is halfway across the yard.

“What is going on?” Karen asks and then Tracy has her by the wrist and the three of us are stepping onto the bricks and Morris is calling out for us to stop and Connie is saying The Farmer is gonna get us and I think she’s right, the man is at the head of the path and we’re not much farther. To the right and to the left of us the fields glow, just enough. Ahead, a peak of the sun, and I think I do see an end to this path, though it’s so far I can’t trust we’ll ever reach it. And we’re moving fast, running, the three of us, and it feels like we’re literally running away from death, the death Oliver told us can be found in a billion pieces, threads, traits, on either side. I can hear The Farmer’s bare feet and I look back to see Morris and Rodney off the path, bounding through the unlabeled stuff. Rodney falls to his belly, burrows his face in the dirt just as I turn ahead again, thinking no, please no, Baum, Rodney, Morris, Donna, all lost to the crops out here.

Bare feet like drums behind us.

Tracy’s trying to calm Karen while moving, still, going, as the sun gets higher, a little bit, bringing to life the red in the bricks we run across. The bag of jars bangs against my back, my leg, the threads of the Tracy I know.

Ahead, do the bricks end? Can they? Is there an end to this path or will it bring us all the way around again, back to the farmhouse, just like the crops that grow here, traits, used in various combinations, billions of combinations, all the people who have ever walked this earth and had, within them, a persona, a personality, character, reincarnated, they all come back again, used, again, to make us up, to make us, no soul but this, these, endless characteristics so small so delicate so individual that how can you ever really know someone how can you ever really know yourself?

Connie’s voice cracks the sky behind us, gleefully screeching The Farmer is getting closer, and I, fool, look back, and see that he is, his form like living dirt now, the thud of his feet the thud of Ever hitting the sidewalk, a thousand Ever’s in a succession, falling from open windows, The Farmer gaining ground on us and I know, I know!, that this does not lead back to the farm or he would not be chasing us, coming for us, there must be an end to this path, the farmhouse only a toy behind us, only a model farm, not a real farm at all, small enough to fit in my hand, my hand still gripping the strings of a bag labeled Donna.

The Farmer is close.

But ahead, trees.

Trees I recognize, yes, the same willows that grew at Oliver’s and I’m momentarily cold, thinking we have come all the way back after all, until I see, beyond those trees, no house, no barn, but…

“Road,” Tracy says.

And we’re moving fast, breathless, haunted by the images of our friends no longer themselves, Oliver speaking with candor and confidence, Morris and Rodney dancing amongst rows of personality that they will never return from, Connie screaming in favor of our doom, Oliver on the floor in the farmhouse, back there, his protector, the protector of the farm, The Farmer, like earth thunder on the red bricks, his bare feet the sound of dirt falling, yes, to the top of a casket, yes, a sound I’ve heard before, the first few shovelfuls as earth meets box, the finite, the finality, the end at hand, before the person within the box dissipates, separates, breaks into a billion fractals, becomes the crops at Carpenter’s Farm.

And we’re there, at the trees, me and Tracy, I can touch one, I reach, I’m off the path, Tracy is off the path, OFF THE PATH, just as The Farmer reaches Karen, Karen so lost, confused, grabbed by the shoulder and whipped back into the arms of a horror.

I continue through the trees but Tracy remains, sees something I don’t, sees The Farmer isn’t stepping past the cessation of red bricks. She reaches for her friend’s hand, finds one, flailing, the one The Farmer does not already have hold of, takes it, as the sun gets higher and Karen is pulled hard between the two. Karen screams and I imagine her torn, rent, untwisted like the process of peeling opposing traits from one another, each of us always on the precipice of being forever frozen by the warring traits within us all.

I see Tracy and I see Tracy in her eyes.

I look to the bag.

And what was I planning to do with it? And who am I to say I know her?

I come back to the edge of the bricks and I swing the bag at The Farmer and the jars strike the side of his head. Dirt explodes in a cloud, his fingers give, just enough for Tracy to pull Karen off the bricks and with us under the trees.

I don’t look back as we move, the three of us, on someone else’s land, under the branches, until we are deep enough into the trees that we can no longer see those fleshy fields, can no longer see the path or the thing we left upon it.

We back up, slowly.

The branches rattle, the leaves shake. As if The Farmer is trying, yet, to reach us.

And just as the sun reaches a height that is indisputably day, the branches of the willows go still.

We stare.

We step back.

“Come on,” Tracy says.

She’s got an arm around Karen and then so do I, the two of us helping her across a stranger’s grassy field, toward the road we spotted from the middle of the middle of it all.

“The road,” Tracy says.

And, breathless, we reach it.

Cornfields fan out forever ahead. We regroup on the gravel shoulder.

From the front porch of the home behind us, the owner of the land we trespassed upon calls to us:

“What are you three doing?”

We don’t answer the woman. We just stare back at her. None of us sure how to respond.

“This isn’t Carpenter’s Farm,” she says. “You don’t run up and touch the side of this house. This isn’t that one.”

She’s got her hands on her hips, her head cocked to the side.

Then, “Are you three okay?”

Tracy says, “Do you know the way to Bookman’s General?”

The woman hesitates before responding. Then she nods.

“Up that way a full two miles and a quarter, then a left on Pearson. That’s all there is to it.” Then, “I don’t need to call the police now do I?”

“No,” I say. “We’re just looking for the store.”

She shakes her head.

“Well you’re a long ways away and not so far, too.”

“Thank you.”

We begin walking the way she told us to go. Tracy, Karen, and I, like survivors of a shipwreck. Karen huddles inside her cardigan like it’s cold. But it’s not.

“That was the best performance I’ve ever seen from you,” I tell Tracy.

She smiles. She knows.

“Thank you.”

We walk. Until the woman who watches us is out of view. As the sun gets higher and the sense of having made it out gets bigger.

But not much.

Ahead, on the same road, walking towards us, a figure.

I squint into the sun. It’s a man, I think.

Karen talks about needing her things. Tracy tells her we’re going back to New York. She can get new things.

As they talk, and as our shoes crush the small stones of this country road, my heart picks up speed.

It’s a man, yes, and while it’s not The Farmer, doesn’t move like The Farmer, his motion is familiar to me.

Like seeing a photo of someone you used to know.

I try to make small talk, ask about Tracy’s car, attempt to help assuage Karen’s confusion. Karen doesn’t understand what went wrong, why we ran. We tell her there was a bad man at the farm. Do you remember him, Karen? We ask. Do you remember the man in the hat?

But I think I recognize an even worse one ahead.

“Is that…” I say, thinking out loud.

We come to a stop.

Despite a new walk, new posture, and very little that resembles the friend we had in New York City, we know who this is.

Oliver.

I look for places to hide, for something we might use as a weapon, thinking, if Oliver, The Farmer might not be far behind. Maybe he can leave his land, after all. Maybe he can do anything he wants.

“Wait,” Tracy says.

I look to her. Does she have a plan?

Oliver moves like a man who has had a hard night of drinking, arguments with a lover until the sun came up.

When he’s close enough to yell to, Tracy takes a few steps toward him.

I think: showdown. 

A duel, Oliver and Tracy, drawing truth and true persona from their holsters.

I brace myself for a fight, I make fists.

Here we go.

Yet, as he gets close enough to fully distinguish, as the dust rises around his shoes and pants, as he’s close enough to recognize us, I don’t see his expression change at all.

Tracy doesn’t move when Oliver steps level with her.

He says:

“Have you seen my friends?”

Still, Tracy doesn’t flinch.

“What do they look like?” she asks.

I grip Karen’s wrist. She doesn’t speak.

“Well,” Oliver says, seemingly searching his head for an answer. “I suppose they’re about the same age as you three. Same build. They wouldn’t look like they’re from around here.”

Tracy holds his gaze. Then says:

“No. I haven’t seen anybody like that at all.”

Oliver looks to me. Looks to Karen. Then back to Tracy.

He nods.

“Okay. Thank you. Wish me luck.”

But she doesn’t wish him luck. And I don’t either, as he passes me and nods the way one does to a stranger on a big city street.

We watch him grow smaller, his form slowly swallowed by the heat and dust of the country.

I step to Tracy.

“What…”

“Prosopagnosia,” she says. “In his drink. I found it in the barn after I called you.”

“And what does that do?”

We’re still watching him. He still grows smaller, surrounded by endless farm and fields, as if the land, the entire world, is growing wider, taller, more daunting, around him.

“It’s when you can’t recognize a face,” Tracy says. “Not even the faces of your friends.”

Then she winks.

We watch Oliver walk until he is swallowed by the open space of everything that is not him.

“Come on,” Tracy says. “The car.”

As our boots crunch gravel and the sky gets hotter, I think:

Does Tracy wink?

I can’t remember her ever having done it before, the expression, from her, so new to me. And I think of the bag I swung at the old man, the bag I let fall to the bricks, and I think it doesn’t matter. It can’t. Tracy, this Tracy, may not be exactly the woman I fell in love with, she may not be the exact person she was when she started worrying about a friend on a farm in Michigan, but she is Tracy. She has been changed by the experience, yes, in ways both big and small, yes, ways I’ll never fully comprehend or be able to pinpoint, but ways that I know she’ll sense, when she recalls the Old Her and compares that woman to the one she is now.

And I hope, and I believe, that she’ll think:

Close enough.
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In the mailbox of the apartment we share in New York, it is not infrequent to find letters the size of a printed photograph, mailed from Gibbons, Michigan. At first we didn’t open these. We’d called the police from the highway on the drive home, but nothing came of it. To this day they insist there is no sign of foul play on the farm. And it’s not an easy thing to explain. But after enough time passed, and more of these letters arrived, we started to open them. Now there are numerous pictures in a drawer in the desk in the extra bedroom we use as an office. Most these pictures are the two of them, standing in front of the farmhouse or at the foot of the decks steps, Donna’s arm around Oliver’s waist, Oliver’s hand in hers. One photo has him holding her in his arms, the two of them smiling so big you’d have no choice but to think them the perfect couple, living an ideal life of solitude, hard work, and deep love. In some pictures, Connie is included, and we wonder who took these because we assume she took the others.

We do not ask what might have happened to bring Donna out of the barn and every time I find myself feeling glad that she made it, my relief is jaggedly tempered by bad images I’d rather not describe.

We recognize them, of course, but we also don’t.

In the pic that arrived today, the three of them are standing before what I think must be the side of the farmhouse. The grass is especially green at their feet, bare feet. Oliver is smiling a little shyer than he normally does, Donna’s mouth is open in full mid-laugh, and Connie, leaning into the pic, though she doesn’t need to, lifts a hand to wave.

Accompanying the pic is a letter that reads:

Come visit any time. We miss and love you guys!

Tracy and I read the letter together and our eyes meet and this time we don’t turn away. We’re both wondering if this is it, if enough time has passed, if the day has come in which we’ll start seriously planning a return to Carpenter’s Farm. We both know we’ll eventually have to, to check on our friends. Connie weighs on us the most, of course, but Karen does, too, as she walks these city streets unlike herself, with no memory of Baum, no idea whose clothes and things we helped remove from her apartment, no idea at all. We help Karen in every way we can, having her over for dinner weekly, meeting up with her for lunch at her place of work, being her friend. But there are, of course, some things even the best of friends cannot achieve.

Yet, are there not solutions for Karen on that farm?

“Look,” Tracy says, pointing to the window of the farmhouse behind the three of them. I see what she’s saying but I can’t bring myself to definitively agree.

It could be two people inside that window. Two lovers who found a way back from the unlabeled stuff.

I take a picture of the photo with my phone and I zoom in on the window and decide, finally, no. It’s only the beginning of those stairs, the bannisters rising up like legs, pieces of a person, toward the ceiling.

“Not yet,” Tracy says.

And I know what she means. But the yet worries me. The yet underscores what’s inevitable.

Tracy is up, changing her clothes, opting for what she calls the good-luck shirt. She isn’t trying out for a part: someone is trying out for one of hers. Tracy has written a play and while I love it, I find myself wondering, almost clinically, from what life is she mining the details of such harrowing things?

The Old or the New?

Either way, it’s brilliant.

“Give it to me,” she says and I hand her the photo and the envelope and she vanishes with both into the back bedroom. I hear the drawer open and close and then she’s standing beside me again.

“How do I look?”

I pull myself from the vision of Donna, her mouth wide with laughter, utter happiness in her eyes.

“Like you,” I say.

She shakes her head and smiles.

“We’ll do it,” she says. “Just… not yet.”

I nod. And I’m glad she’s at the same place I am.

After she leaves for the sidewalks and subways that will lead her to a small theater in what feels like the exact center of all this city, I head to the back bedroom and open the drawer.

I pull out all the photos they’ve sent us and I examine each, looking for a sign, any sign, of Morris and Rodney. But eventually, like always, I’m not looking for them and instead I’m following a pattern, eyeing Donna especially, trying to determine what steps, what path, was taken to get her smiling again.

I glance out the window, look to the city to remind myself I’m not on the farm.

I close the drawer and it seems to cut off, to literally snap, a piece of black yarn, the length of which feels like an impossibly small margin of error, a symbol of how close we were, all of us, to being completely unrecognizable today.

I look at the city.

Tracy is out there.

And I think, in me, in my memory and my mind, there will always be Tracy. As she is, yes, but as she was, as well.

There is Tracy.

There is Ever.

There is Morris.

There is Rodney.

There is Connie.

There is Karen.

There is Baum.

And Oliver.

Oliver is there, too.

And we’ll do it, Tracy and I, when the time is right, or, perhaps, when a photo arrives that fools us entirely, that lessens the horror and opens a willingness within us.

I don’t know when that will be. Sounds far off to me now.

Maybe we’ll build our way up to it.

Maybe we’ll start with a run up to the farmhouse to touch its side.
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