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1. 

Verba Volant, Scripta Manent
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IT JUST SO HAPPENED that Emmie MacKerras got married the same week in March that Ray Richard Brockner died. The two instances were not related. 

The events were connected by Neal Lester, Emmie's uncle, and Ray Richard Brockner's acquaintance. Neal was a writer who'd taught the prestigious summer writing intensive at Cecil Serra University. Brockner, a respected author of inscrutable, dark stories with a romantic, mysterious and satirical slant to them, had passed the orb and scepter of his professorial reign to the equally proficient and more famous Neal Lester. The two writers had an appreciation for one another's work ethic, their varied style of writing, and level of state celebrity. Not friends, exactly, but Brockner, fifty-seven at the time of his death, had lassoed around him a few souls that knew him more intimately. Neal learned quickly that Brockner had friends, yes, but no one he was particularly attached to. As a teacher, Brockner had enjoyed the layered intensity of the work and exhibited loads of patience. As a writer, Brockner had found success warping the bits of reality that were flung at him. As a person, Brockner had lived a very odd life. 

Neal Lester had once thought that his own life was a variant of peculiarity no one but him would've appreciated. He lived on a working farm with a market in the warm months, holiday to-dos in winter, and a charity auction in the autumn. Neal became a U.S. citizen in 2001. Coming from the UK in 1995 to stay with his longtime paramour required adjustment. He and Angel MacKerras had been together for thirty-four years. He'd practically helped raise Emmie MacKerras—and there she was, trying her best to get married. And still, through it all, Neal supposed that Ray Richard Brockner had always felt a bit more like an outsider than Wolf Neal Von Lester. 

Sitting on the front porch of the house known to locals as Darke Crossing, Neal focused his gaze on a car purring up the driveway. It was early in the morning, broken streams of sunlight still glaringly gold, dew still clinging to tips of greening grass. Most of the household, built of farmers and those that loved them, already faced the day. But guests at eight in the morning were rather unheard of. Neal winced, speculating on the shape and angles of the red vehicle. It wasn't Emmie's affianced, and it wasn't any of the usual visitors. Brence, the eldest of the MacKerras siblings, shimmied out the screen door and let it smack to a close. In his arms was his baby son Luc, bundled in fleece and crochet so that he looked like laundry. Brence narrowed naturally narrow eyes, and with his Scottish brogue thickest in the morning, asked Neal who was parking in the driveway. 

"Not the faintest idea." Neal set aside a notebook full of class ideas, a book of linguistics that'd been keeping his lap warm and his mind wrapped among academic thoughts, and stood up to make the guest feel invited. 

"Don't know him," Brence said. Luc, in his cloth bed, puled like babies do. Brence glanced at the three-week-old face, still trying to decide if Luc looked like him or more like Cedar, before letting his dazzled eyes land upon a well-proportioned male stranger, coated, hatless, carrying nothing but car keys. Something in the way he walked, the careful way that he ushered himself through the tiny, short gate and up the tedious hill, caught Brence's attention. It'd been a weird year for the MacKerras clan, and 2012 had barely started. He wouldn't be surprised if someone from the far distant past crept back into their lives. It'd already happened twice in the last year. Why not again? While the man closed in, Brence tried to fit the face to those known before, and if there was a vague sense of recognition, Brence didn't know why or how. 

"Good morning," the stranger said to the two persons on the porch. No, there was a third, a baby in Brence's care. He'd heard through vines of acquaintances that there was a new baby at Darke Crossing, but not to whom it belonged or where, in a sense, it'd come from. One always heard things about the farm's residents. They were famous for being as little famous as possible, despite the fact that Neal Lester lived there, that parts of downtown Serra had been named in the family's honor. He let his curiosity soak in the blue, three-story house. Part of it had burned in 2009, almost taking Angel MacKerras with it. He wouldn't have known that just by looking at it more than two years later. It was as wondrous as he recalled from his past visits. He took the four steps to the porch and stuck out his hand to the man with the baby. 

"Evan Reid Silver." That, at least, he could say and not feel baffled. He was glad when Brence tucked their hands into a good shake. 

"Brence MacKerras." He flashed his hand to Neal, still standing. "Neal Lester."

Evan gave a smirk. "You, I know."

"And I know you," Neal responded. His brain sliced through the meal and fodder of the years, trying to line Evan Reid Silver with instances in the past. Evan Reid Silver. It wasn't often that someone would introduce himself with all three of his names, unless all three names were significant. Or professionally used, like Ray Richard Brockner. And at the flimsy connection between the one name and another, and something in Evan's soft gray eyes, beginning to look a little aged at the corners, stirred memories, the past and present finally melded. "You were one of Brock's friends." 

"Yeah, I was." Evan heard himself take in air to birth another sigh, but he told himself not to. Instead, he gave a second smile to Neal, and the two shook hands. "And one of your former students."

"I remember." 

"It's good to see you again. The circumstances suck, but it's good to see you again. And I haven't been here in years." 

"Agreed." Neal sounded more sober than he'd intended. Evan was holding up well, considering the death of their mutual friend had happened only three days ago. Neal couldn't forget to be hospitable. "Would you stay for breakfast? It's a Saturday: big breakfast morning." 

Evan let his answer drift through uncertainty. Brence added his own entreaties, then, when Evan agreed, went into the house to tell the morning cooking crew that there'd be another at the table. Neal led Evan to a vacant seat on the porch swing. 

"The baby's cute," Evan said, glad for a starting point as innocuous and lovely as a child. "What's his name?"

"Luc," Neal recited automatically, then gathered his thoughts into a thicker parade. "Well, actually, it's Ludovico, but somehow we just started calling him Luc."

"Yeah, I can see why. That's a lot of syllables for such a little guy. How are you?" Evan really wanted to know. They hadn't seen one another since the writing intensive two years ago, Neal's first, thankfully not his last. Brock had come for a few classes, too, just to help Neal Lester learn how to balance teaching and learning. And, somehow, perhaps because Evan was the oldest student, or because it wasn't his first writing program, or because he already knew Brockner, he was the one who started helping out, and he got a little closer to Neal than the other students. He knew that Neal Lester had tried to figure him out. To put a finer point on it, Neal had tried to unearth the secrets of Evan's ambiguous sexuality. In the end, though, in a comical display, Evan had told him one afternoon that he wasn't. And left it at that, until Neal laughed at himself and his own obviousness. 

"I'm good," Neal replied. Thoughts came and went, swept through him with the finesse of welcome memories. His first year teaching the summer intensive had filled a hole whose existence he hadn't even realized. He'd been used in a professional capacity by the university before, mostly on-the-fly lectures, or question and answer sessions of marketing students, not necessarily creative writing hopefuls. Evan Reid Silver—more helpful than talented. You couldn't tell that to a bestseller list, though. "Summer Intensive is happening again this year. I didn't see your name on the list of accepted students."

"For adequate reason. I'm not attending. Unless you need an assistant." 

Neal had to toy with Evan just a little. "Don't you have another bestseller you should be working on?"

"Ah, that," Evan said coyly. He paused to smile, to stretch, and Neal wondered where he'd come from or where he'd been living. How long had the morning drive been, and why was Evan Reid Silver sitting on the front porch of Darke Crossing at eight in the morning? "That," he gave the word significance, "is why I wanted to see you. I wanted to pick your brain."

"Well, please, be gentle." He wondered, too, if Evan was all right. It was difficult to judge. He was always well coiffed, dark brown hair always in place, skin scrubbed and moisturized until it glowed, and his eyes naturally bright. He moved quickly and carelessly, loose in joints and alluringly easy. And Evan always dressed well, one of the reasons that Neal's gay radar, still a product of former days of secret proclivities, had first wondered if Evan might be part of the brotherhood. It was difficult to believe that a writer would dress like he was going on a golf outing any moment, in pressed trousers, wrinkled slightly from the drive, and a collared shirt in a modern fit, and a navy duster coat to keep him warm against the tart spring morning. Neal's intuition, although certain that he never possessed much of it, suddenly exploded with awareness and knowledge. "Oh—you want to stay here to work on your book." 

Evan stared, astonished. But it took a moment for the thick lashes over his eyes to lower in speculation. "How'd you know—" He had the answer before Neal could respond. "Oh, Bram, I guess?"

They had more acquaintances and friends in common than Ray Richard Brockner. Bram was still good friends with Cidro García Herrera, who Evan knew rather well after living in Columbus so long. He and Cidro had known the same people that threw the same sorts of dinner parties, and the two of them had always been friends, magnetized to each other over ruby glasses of wine and uncertain hors d'oeuvres. It wasn't that Evan wanted to know how Neal knew he wanted to stay at Darke Crossing for a time unknown, but how Neal had known that Evan was suffering from writer's block. 

"Bram says a few things now and again," Neal said, speaking kindly of their busy Serra friend. "He didn't say much, just mentioned that he knew you were having some difficulty getting anywhere." Neal's eyes sparkled in a fresh idea. "Did he tell you to talk to me about it?"

"No," Evan responded, sure of that if nothing else. "No, just thought I'd take a chance. I know you take in the occasional wayfarer and waif, or, in my case, genuinely confused and bothered idiot who can't get his shit together." 

Neal snickered. "I don't mind if you stay, but these sorts of things tend to be rather democratic. We can vote on it at breakfast. Perhaps if you agree to watch the baby while Cedar and Brence go out once in a while—"

"I can do that," Evan said. He wasn't good with babies, of course, feeling awkward and unnatural around them. But he was willing to learn if it meant staying at Darke Crossing long enough to write a few thousand words of his unfinished second novel. "And anything else, too. I don't mind hard work." 

"That's a necessary trait in life, I think, if you want to be successful. What have you been doing with yourself?"

"Wandering around. I won one of the Ohio Arts grants."

"Did you?" Neal was most impressed. It showed not only a feat for Evan Reid Silver's natural writing ability, when it was present, but also that Evan worked hard enough to go after the grant in the first place. "That's one hell of an accomplishment!"

"I won't lie: It felt like an accomplishment!" He smiled and looked older again, Neal sure that Evan had one of those shape-shifting faces that shot from twenty years old to fifty in a flash. "I did some private tutoring. I liked that, but my main client went off to college and that was the end of it. I still saw Brock sometimes," his voice dropped, "because he was still working at Augusta."

Augusta Community College. Neal had always liked Brockner for working there. A large public school in Columbus was a strange place for a man of Brockner's talent to end up, at least according to the more snobbish academic customs. Brockner had never been a bestselling author, but he had a couple of books that sold well, that were deemed modern classics by critics and other authors. He was considered more of a writer's writer than someone whose prose was palatable by the everyday masses. Brockner's longevity at Augusta led him to know Evan Reid Silver. The two of them hadn't hit it off very well, and Brockner was trying to force Evan to drop the class. Evan would not let "some bossy old man" tell him what to do or what was good for him. And, somehow, through Brockner's own quirky personality, Evan standing up for himself in front of the whole class did more to gain the professor's respect than a mighty list of bestsellers. The two had been friends since. 

Neal couldn't imagine how hard Brockner's odd death, the details of it vague and sketchy, now hit the former student. 

A door in the distance opened and closed, and out of the office in front of one of the barns, Angel appeared. Neal watched him for a second, and could see that Evan was watching him, too, but for different reasons. Evan had never met Neal Lester's significant other. And now that Angel's long legs were carrying him to the house with great speed, Neal wasn't so sure that Evan would have a chance, or if Angel was going to shoot right into the house for another cup of coffee. Thankfully, though, Angel spotted them—it was easy to notice two men, one of them a complete stranger, well-dressed with a managerial aura, sitting on the porch swing. 

"It's damp out here," Angel said to Neal. "Why don't you show our guest inside? Angel," he said, shaking the man's hand. "Angel MacKerras."

"Evan," said the addressed. "Evan Reid Silver."

Angel's eyes showed recognition at the name. "The author?"

"No, that's just a very strange coincidence," Evan said, hoping that his deadpan comedy wasn't lost on a Scotsman. He was right, it wasn't, when Angel broke into a warm chuckle that crept up from heart and soul. 

"Oh, good, a man with a sense of humor. Could use you round here," Angel said. He toyed with the printed sheets in his hand, inventory and daily chore lists, but glanced furtively at Neal. Angel had felt that the house was getting a little serious, and had been since the fire, since his own strange illness. Emmie's marriage hadn't brought a whole lot of cheer, either, for some reason that none of them could quite define. Angel thought of baby Luc as more a distraction than a source of unending joy, but he wasn't the baby's parents, either. While Angel could trace the seriousness back to the fire, he saw, at times, that it'd come before that, too, creeping upon them in the silent stings of life. 

"Well, funny you should mention that," said Neal, "because we're going to put it to the vote this morning if he can stay a few days—weeks—whatever." 

Evan felt a twinge of embarrassment, the fragile awareness of gratitude. "I'm having trouble writing." 

Angel was aware of how awful the lack of creativity was to a person so used to it. Neal had gone through short-lived bouts of writer's block, but he tended to power through them by writing journal entries, blog entries, essays, or bizarre stream of consciousness writing. "Then you'll have my vote. But come inside, both of you. This is ridiculous. It's only March. It snowed a few days ago. And it's raining now." 

Once inside, Evan looked around. He observed with the mind of one who enjoyed writing long paragraphs about the interior of homes, only to have editors scratch them out and tell him to stop being so long-winded, to "take out every other word" and "anything that ends in -ly." But he couldn't help it. Perhaps it was his own banal childhood and banal teenage years and even more banal university life that led him to incorporate the banal into his writing. He enjoyed looking at people's homes, but he hadn't been inside Darke Crossing since he'd come with Brockner and a friend to the Open House charity event. Forgotten, though, was the year, but he guessed that it was more than thirteen fleeting annuals before. It'd been that long since he was in college. Darke Crossing had changed too much. He got to know it over again while taking a seat in the front lounge. 

The furniture was large, under-stuffed, and seemed to collapse and mold against him as he was hugged by a large arm chair. Windows wrapped around the front and corner, giving a good view of what was happening in the gardens, the pearly gray skies and slithers of silver-streaked rain, and the occasional twitch of a tree branch burdened by water. A beautiful fireplace had a surround of dark river stone, creating bookcases and display shelves around a wood-burning stove that cranked out an admirable amount of heat. Evan didn't realize how chilly he'd been until the warmth began to scrape away the frost. Upon the coffee table, signs of people existing in the house, with magazines and books, coasters and someone's forgotten mug of coffee or tea. 

"Coffee or tea?" Angel asked Evan. 

"Tea, please, thanks." 

"Black, green, white or herbal?"

"Uh," Evan paused, "green sounds good."

Angel took his coat, too, and hung it up on one of the fourteen hooks in the central hall. Above him, before going into the back of the house, he heard Emmie clamoring down the stairs. She caught up with him just as he got to the kitchen. 

"Who's Doctor Who out there?" 

A veritable light bulb went off over Angel's head. He smiled, taking out a mug to prepare a fruity green brew for their guest. "That's who he reminds me of! Thank you! That's been bothering me the last five minutes! Must be the coat. And probably the hair. He's who I'd want to see as the Twelfth Doctor."

"But who is he?" She let her finger drift down her baby nephew's cheek as he was in his little carrier. Cedar was still asleep, as was Fox, and Brence was the proud parent at the breakfast table. "Do you know him?"

Brence gave the newspaper a flick. As long as the newspaper would be printed, they would receive it at Darke Crossing. Brence didn't know how else to demonstrate his emotions in the morning. "Evan Reid Silver," he paused with significance, "the author." 

"Oh, of course." Emmie understood why this was important. "He's friends with Ray Richard Brockner, that friend—I use the word loosely—of Neal's that just died."

Angel and Brence shared a look that told them things, but hid them from Emmie. She was looking at baby Luc again in a way that her big brother did not particularly appreciate. 

"Don't be getting any ideas, Em," he grumbled. 

She was thirty-two and didn't really think much about having a child of her own. Her affianced, Josh Dew, wasn't thinking about it either. Even turning his life around from the rebellious teenager he'd been, and his lost years in his early twenties, Josh, she thought, really wouldn't be ready to have a kid. They both had good jobs—Josh loved his work, and Emmie loved hers—but—just, no. She smiled sweetly at Luc all the same. She could wait a little longer. Not forever, but a little longer. 

"What's Evan want?"

"To stay for a while," Angel told her. "He's going through writer's block. And, according to you, his friend just died. I think I'd be looking for a place to hang my hat, too. Or park my Tardis."

"Friend?" Emmie emphasized the word, aware of what sort of family she'd grown up in, and that the majority of her friends happened to be gay. "What kind of friend?"

"Not that kind of friend," Angel said. "I think Evan's straight."

"How dull," quipped Brence, giving a heavy grin. 

"He won't fit in here," Emmie added, giving a giggle as she took a chair. "Hope he knows that." 

"Fiddle," grumbled Brence, snapping the newspaper again. "Where's he going to stay? The carriage house is empty," he said, as if answering his own question. "Put him there." 

"He's a person," Angel reminded Brence, "not a box of winter clothes."

"What about a piece of furniture?" returned Brence. "Put him in the carriage house and throw a sheet over him to keep off the dust."

Angel blinked at Brence, but decided that his brother's rare displays of comedy were not to be messed with. He aimed for a more prosaic route. "Don't you think Fox and Cedar should vote?" As the middle child, Angel was always trying to mediate a situation, and made sure the rules of democracy were adhered to. 

Emmie snorted. "No. They'd vote yea all the same. The two of them came here when they wanted a home. So—how do you think they'll vote? How did they vote when Devon stayed here? Or—wait—is that the only person we've had stay here? Seems like more. Well, Fox and Cedar themselves, I suppose. And Lance, but he's at the other house."

"She has a point," Brence said. "Tell him he can stay. I don't think Fox and Cedar will be up for breakfast, anyway." He didn't say why, but it'd been their night to watch Luc, which they did without complaint and like little saints. "Besides, we never have artists or writers around."

Emmie laughed at his obvious sarcasm, since it seemed that all of them were artistic or creative. Brence was less creative than the others, but even he made the occasional wooden furniture piece, or strange sculpture from scraps of metal and wood. 

Angel finished the tea for Evan. "Want to take it into Doctor Who, Em? Give him the good news?"

"No, thanks, you do it. I figure good news always sounds better coming from someone named Angel." 

"Touché." Nonetheless, Angel grabbed the edge of the saucer and returned to the front lounge. Evan was sitting in the chair, leaned forward, looking nervous. "Don't worry," Angel told him, handing over the tea, "we're done talking about you in private now."

Evan was relieved to hear it. "I even asked Neal if you were talking about me."

"I told him that it was obvious," Neal said, rubbing a callus on the outside of his right hand. He could see the same patch of tough skin on Evan's hand, the sign of someone who spent a lot of time handling a computer mouse and running a pen across paper. 

Angel collected magazines together before meeting Evan's curious, stalwart gaze. "We decided not to bother asking the other two in the house about whether you can stay, and have decided to go ahead and set you in the carriage house. It's empty. Neal will show you. I'd better get my own cup of tea and head back to the office."

Angel darted away, and Evan didn't even have a sip of the hot tea yet, or even a chance to say thanks. Neal clapped his hands as he jetted off the sofa. 

"Well, come on. I'll show you to the carriage house. Bring your tea."

And, just like that, Evan found his situation had altered for the better. He started to get excited. He could feel the gunk of stress leave him. Creative urges returned, bubbled to the surface and tickled the back of his throat with the thrill of a developing story. 

* * *
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EVAN ASSUMED A NORMALNESS at Darke Crossing. While he was left alone most of the time, he grew close enough to the clan to attend Emmie's wedding. That, he wrote in his journal, was probably the politeness of the family and nothing else. 

Sunday, March 11, 2012. Weather: Sunny, nice, 63F. 

I suspect that it would've been incredibly awkward for them to have a guest in their carriage house not attend an event as important as a wedding. Imagine having a stranger hanging around the grounds while perfectly lovely wedding guests mill about the farm. I imagine, myself, that the situation would've been rather horrid, and I'm almost sorry to be thrown into it or to make them uncomfortable. Thankfully, I'm rather an unassuming person, and rather, on the surface, appear to be extremely harmless. Actually, to tell the truth, I know people see me as dull. Extremely dull. "Oh, you're the guy who wrote that bestseller!" they say to me when they hear my name. And then realize that I'm about as exciting as watching paint dry. I can't talk very well to strangers, never could. It's not that I'm shy—it's just that my brain sort of falls into a dead quiet, a tranquil and peaceful morning, perhaps because I don't think of people the way other people do, and I have no knack for starting conversations. I dress well. I look nice. I look like I'm playing my part of mediocre, bestselling author very well! People find me approachable before they realize that I'm boring. I'm not willing to be anything but myself! I'll stay boring, thanks.

The wedding was pretty, the reception was small and a bit different. There was some standing around the house with a drink in my hand, people watching. The colors. The smells. Must remember these for later. And the breath of people when they speak to you. I spent most of the time watching Luc. I said I would take on warrior baby-guardian duties when I settled into the carriage house, and so I have done it. Warrior baby-guardian! Babies are easy to care for, really. He sleeps a lot. Fusses sometimes. But I like him because he just thinks he's absolutely perfect and has no idea that he'll grow up to have flaws and insecurities, poor chap! He's full of joy. To him, I can be anything. And what I am to baby Luc is not dullness or insensitivity or frivolousness or a bestselling author. I'm just the person who carts him around sometimes when his parents aren't here to do so. And that is everything. 

Naturally, compared to the residents of The Big House (Darke Crossing itself), I am quite a snooze! They live exciting lives, more or less. Brence had a newborn son while at the ripe age of fifty-seven (the ceaseless greatness of male reproductive organs!) while also having two girlfriends—one who travels all the time and writes books while simultaneously losing her eyesight from a genetic disorder; and the second one is a woman of about forty who's very domestic and witchy and kind of wonderful. The two women are also devoted to one another, be that all well and good! I like all of them. They seem perfectly suited for one another, and seem to understand what they're doing. They understand their relationship, probably after lots of conversations and years of work, far more than I've ever understood any of my relationships—and I'm not nearly as adventurous as they are! My relationships are far from complicated—but they always wind up being as complicated as clockworks. I should ask them what their secret is. It might give me insight into my own relationship failures, the ones that were my fault. If I had a love interest, or if I wrote one into my life right now, I wouldn't know how to handle it. I'd tell her to go away. 

As for Emmie, romance wasn't always easy for her, either. I understand that her now-husband Josh was a bit of a cad and sort of an ass. In a small town, he was the archetypal rebel. He was the one that urged mothers and fathers to bring their kids inside if they saw him coming. You wouldn't believe it if you saw him now. He's nice. Smiles a lot. Good smile—very bright and animated. He's very devoted to Emmie. And as if no one in this household can have a relationship that fits the standards of romance novels, Josh is eight years younger than she is. Imagine that! Old ladies in town would roll their eyes and knit and purl and gossip! And here I am, thinking it's sweet and defiant and courageous. But what do I know? I'm perpetually single and not awkward about embracing the thoroughly anachronistic (for this day and age) act of total celibacy. 

Sadly, there were very few single people at the wedding. I felt like the only one. It was good to meet so many of the people that I'd been hearing about for a while. Bram was kind enough to let me hang around him and his significant other during most of the reception. He introduced me to a lot of guests, so did Neal. I liked Tara and her boyfriend Joel. I liked Marianne, the first baby of the next generation to be born here (as she explained to me, this was before they knew that Tara, her cousin, existed). Marianne is fire and sass, and she quizzed me mercilessly about my knowledge of British literature. Actually—she frightened me and I was glad she went off with that young man to wade leisurely through the orchard. But don't tell anyone I said that. I wouldn't want it to get around that I was scared of a fifteen-year-old. The most striking individual I met was probably Sion Clowe. He's a little older than me, but not nearly as dull, and has led an exciting life. I don't know that for sure, I just know, instinctively, that he's led an exciting life. Secrets glimmer like pearls in his unusual teal eyes. I can never look at anyone like that. I don't have pearls. I don't have secrets. But I do have eyes. It's getting secrets and pearls and eyes to match up that I can't do.

Well, when you get right down to it, bare bones and hollow hearts, I am a dull, dull man. The only great thing I've ever done, write a book that a lot of people bought and some of them even read, and that more people bought but haven't read—well, that—that happened almost entirely by accident. 

Maybe with the wedding out of the way and my own boring journal entries beginning to make me weep for the want of something better, I'll actually get back to that novel. Multiple times a day I read the notes and the outlines I've done. It's supposed to motivate me. Mostly I just want to drink tea and stare into space. 

Brock's funeral is tomorrow. Lots of staring into space required to get through it. 

* * *
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MONDAY, MARCH 12 — weather: raining, thank goodness! Don't know the temperature. 

Me: Hey, what's the temperature?

Neal: *alert eyes dart around for the temperature gauge on his car* Uh, fifty-four.

Me: *writes that down*

Neal: How can you write in that thing while we're in a moving vehicle?

I don't know. I'm using a tablet these days, not pen and paper. It's not easier. It's just more environmentally friendly. Sure. Economically sound. Industrious-looking. Damn, do I look important or what—carting around my tablet and wearing my long navy coat? I'm going to a funeral. I won't know anyone there but the corpse and Neal. The solemn occasion is in Columbus. Not a long trip from Darke Crossing—less than an hour. We suppose this is why Brock's family is having it in Columbus: central location making it easier for his family and friends to get there; for his former students still in the capital to come. 

Neal is driving, obviously, or I wouldn't be typing this. I'm glad he invited us to go together. Makes it easier. Death is a fabulous Gregorian Knot in life, isn't it? You don't understand it. You just want to take a sword and slice your way through it. It's difficult, you want to persevere. You don't really want to understand at all. You just want it to be over. You want it to be the day before the death and you want it to be a thousand tomorrows—all at the same time—all identically—and you feel yourself shredding through the muck of your mind or face being shredded by the muck of your mind. It's a constant forward motion when you want to run backwards.

What I'm really hoping for is that no one reads anything of Brock's during the service. I don't think I could take it. The fragile shell of emotions, fear and heartache and loneliness, is threatening to break inside of me. Any moment. It'll crack. I'll be lost in the bewildering wilderness and goopy with the yoke of sorrow. 

The trees and fields we pass are fallow with old weeds, or black with freshly turned earth. It's weird that we stick dead people in the ground, like we hope they'll sprout and grow. It's weird that every car that passes us, or every car we pass, seems to mix the word "death" into the hissing of wet wheels against the wet road. It hums a song, too. It sounds like a requiem, like a dirge. All of us are called by it one unexpected day. 

* * *
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EVAN WAS RIGHT: HE didn't know anyone at the funeral except Neal. Fleeting moments of recognition passed with two souls, perhaps former students of Brock's, students who'd shared a classroom with Evan Reid Silver but now neither recognized him nor cared. Evan felt the same way, that he did not want to mingle with faces he barely knew and names he'd forgotten. Neal, it was safe to say, knew very few people there, too. If you're the famous author Von Lester, people know of you. He was recognizable, with his long, square face and shaggy black and white hair, his battered good looks and sanguine deportment. He handled himself decorously, and Evan took notes on what to do, how to act, what to say, how to treat others as well as himself. 

He'd come for the burial of his mentor, his friend, his teacher, instructor; the quizzical man across from him at many coffee stops at Columbus cafes, a few dinner parties, a few quiet days, when it was raining, like that day, when they would compare notes and discuss the atrocities then being published. Evan was very aware of the loss of Brockner. Too aware of it, maybe, to pay attention to his surroundings, to who was there. 

"Hi," Evan heard a woman say, her voice the echoing, lax tone that everyone carried in the aftermath of the religious service. It was weird, religion and death—they seemed uniformly disconnected. Evan didn't understand how, going back to the idea of the whole attitude and mindset of living after a friend's death was a Gregorian Knot that must be ignored. But there was this woman looking down at him as he sat in a chair off to the side, away from the clumps of low-voiced individuals, and someone's brave laugh. The woman had an ebony pageboy that he couldn't tell, right off, if it was real. She didn't look real. She was like him, the blended age of youth and ancientness, not one or the other. Glasses of thick plastic frame, tortoise-shell, gave her slight form a signature of importance. He recognized her as one of the persons in the front row at the service. Front row—another name for the family of Brockner. 

"How do you do," Evan said, shooting up from his chair. He could guess that she was Brockner's sister. One that Brock might've mentioned, might've been on the phone with during their coffee stops, their dinner parties. "I'm sorry for your loss."

"Thank you. I'm Wennie Cargan. Brock's sister." 

That's right, Evan thought to himself. That's who she was. There was a resemblance. The eyes, the philtrum between chin and nose, ambiguous stretches of flesh and tumbles of bone. "Evan," he started with his hand stretched out, "Evan Reid Silver." It was easy to say all of his names. Easier that way to let it roll off his tongue amid the bland din of continuous conversations in the background, against the constant chatter in his own mind. "I had Brock—Brockner—for—I was—" He stumbled and let the pieces lay scattered.

"You were a student of his." Wennie shook his hand. "I think he might've mentioned you. Thank you for coming." 

"Yes, of course. I—uh—" He missed the words. He missed all words. Dictionaries full of words could not save him. He wanted to ask her questions about Brock's death, knowing he'd never receive another opportunity. The details of Brock's death were missing. He'd died. Closed casket. What more was there to say, to show? He was dead. It's the end of the story. "Am sorry," he said instead. "Again, sorry. I admired Brock so much. He helped me. Tremendously. A lot. He was a good man." 

Wennie thanked him, and Evan sat back down when she left. But he saw them there, pearls glistening faintly in the back of her eyes. Wennie Cargan had secrets, too, shining like pearls in the back of her eyes. About herself, maybe. About Brock's death. They were keeping it a secret. 

Evan wanted to know why. 

* * *
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I THINK HE MIGHT'VE mentioned you, she'd said. 

Might've. 

Of all the solemn instances of Brockner's funeral, it was that ridiculous second in time that Evan's mind replayed. It was a hideous replay. It mocked him and defined his ignominious status. The lack of awareness, He Might've Mentioned You, burned in his gut. And he didn't know how to define the ache. As the days thundered by, the tempestuous and uncertain days of March, full of vernal pleasures and persistent change, Evan grew to understand what bothered him about that incident. He might've mentioned you. 

Might've. 

Monday, April 2. 

Hurts are usually so shapeless. Formless. We know what they are when we're younger, when pricks and sticks and stones start to hurt us. As an adult, hurts become so unclear, less defined. They stretch out across a broad spectrum, some we don't know, we learn, we identify. We start to hurt ourselves more than we let others do the maiming and the fighting, the squabbling and the desecrating. Brock's death has hurt me. What Wennie Cargan said hurt me, too. Not because the words fell from the mouth of Wennie Cargan—I don't know who she is, really—but because she said them and tweaked my subconscious. Now my conscious realizes it, too. It's true, I see it now: I've lost the only person who cared that I wrote stories. Really cared. Through that, my identity as a writer, a hat I always wear, has gone, and I don't know who I am. I can't recognize myself.

Brock liked my writing. He despised it when I first took his class. Of course, we didn't get along and we didn't like each other. Like finishing the composition of a novel, our good friendship took time. We bonded over bad writing. We grew to respect one another's efforts, even if we knew what we wrote was awful. He didn't like my bestseller, and told me so. No blowing smoke, just honesty. "He might've mentioned you." The words poke my brain. Bruise my confidence. Prod my heart. Eclipse my feelings. It's emotional rubbish. Be reasonable, Evan. He is not the first of my loved ones to die. He'd be the first one to tell me that he won't be the last, and I recognize that now. Maybe it's the emotional reaction to human mortality. But. But he. But he was my friend. At the end of our friendship—kind of changed now that one of us is dead—what do I have now except emotional rubbish, and the crap I've scribbled through the years? We used to laugh at pathos, angry diatribes, too much sentimentality, lack of experienced writing lost in the crummy whirlwind of the internet. In real life, in our writing, we were stoic and modern, cutthroat and violent, masculine and unapologetic. We cared about our work. 

He might've mentioned you. 

Right now, all I want to do is forget. 

* * *
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EVAN SPENT THE MAJORITY of April disassembling his typical rituals and OCDs. Anything, he thought, could fix the writing problems he was having. While nothing was a hundred percent effective, he found days when the words came easily, and days when they didn't. He listened to Neal's suggestions. Those were far more useful than anything Evan read on a website (by the same kind of hack writers that he and Brock used to sneer at), or any idea of his own design (also sneered at). Neal had lived through all the horrors a writer could, even ghost writing for his own mother. She was the popular and famous Prissy Lester, more famous than her "mostly adequate" son. Prissy Lester's quote, not Neal's, certainly not Evan's. The extensions of writer's block Neal suffered were comparably normal. The only time he did not write anything for an extended period was just after the house fire in the autumn of 2009. It took him almost two years to write again. He conquered it by starting a journal, which he'd never done before; he'd never kept "a daily reminder of my travesties." He went back to writing essays. When returning to fiction, he wrote a book for young adults, a genre he always thought he'd ignore, and ignore not from elitism but from lacking ability to produce anything that those in that age group would want to read. He wasn't afraid to mix fears and ignorance, and tried to pry Evan into accepting the fact that writing may not ever come back to him in a way that he was used to handling. "Its complexion will alter," Neal tried to tell him. They spent a lot of time walking the Darke Crossing grounds in April, and Evan learned the care and attention needed to keep a small farm going almost as much as he learned ways to break his creative blockages. He was grateful for the changes. 

After a few weeks of this, Evan had the thought that he should unlearn everything he'd learned about writing. He wanted to ignore all the schooling, the writing workshops, the years of self-study. He wanted to hit a RESET button. It was time to forget. 

"You're not going to forget," Bram Banner told him in a sympathetic but scathing way. "I imagine it would be difficult to be in your position. You have this thing that you do, you're good at it, you're smart, and right now you can't do it." 

The two of them were seated at Bram's café, The Watched Pot, the original one on Spruce Street near the Cecil Serra campus. Bram had to admit that hanging around Evan Reid Silver once in a while had been refreshing. They hadn't seen a whole lot of each other the last dozen years, since Bram decided to stay in Serra and rarely visited Columbus. He'd told Cidro, his and Evan's mutual friend, that Evan was quieter than he used to be, and the death of his writer friend hit him pretty hard. Evan was different than the carefree gadabout that Bram met at numerous parties and concerts back in the late 1990s. Bram wasn't surprised to find that Evan had given up alcohol as easily as he gave up drinking fully caffeinated coffee a couple years ago. He looked like a tea drinker, sort of poised and handsome. Evan was incredibly refined, like something from an old movie, or sliced together from the cast of Henry James novels. His laugh, too, when it came, had a bounciness that was full of elegance without an ounce of the ridiculous. Bram wondered if Evan would be great in another profession, like theatrical work or newscaster. If Evan were to stay in Serra indefinitely, Bram planned to invite him into the Dramatics Society. Evan never talked about staying. He never talked about leaving. He was fine at the carriage house at Darke Crossing, where a few people throughout the years had lived and dreamed, dreamed and departed. Bram guessed that Evan had more than Ray Richard Brockner's death that he was fighting through. Fear could do a lot to a person. Evan was afraid of his future, but he didn't understand that, or wasn't ready to face it. 

Evan turned the mug of tea around on the table. Although it'd been a few years since he'd visited Serra and Bram, with Cidro, not much had changed. The Watched Pots numbered four now, and some recent acquisitions had made Bram Banner and his cousin Trent Filmore suave members of the Ohio business community. Bram had fallen into it accidentally, a lot like Evan and his writing career, such as it was. "I don't know," he said, his fine brows furrowing as he puzzled over the nebulous idea, "maybe I don't want to bother with it anymore. Being a writer, I mean. Lots of writers only write one book and then they're done. Well, Margaret Mitchell wrote Gone with the Wind and she was hit by a car some years later." 

Bram shifted in the seat. "I don't think you're going to get—"

"I'm not going to get hit by a car, I know. Sorry," said Evan, fully meaning it. "I'm a little out of sorts." He snickered at himself. "I just meant that," he shrugged, giving a shake of his head, "that maybe I should examine other career options." 

Bram waited the moment out. As he suspected, the more Evan considered the possibility of leaving writing behind for good, or at least publicly, the more his expression dimmed. "I'm sure you have other talents, if you don't want to write anymore. You could teach." 

Evan didn't know about teaching, and felt it squirm inside like a snake of anxiety. "It's self-debasing, but I remember a friend of mine in college telling me that those who can't do, teach. Somehow, it's always haunted me. I don't know if I'd be a good teacher. That doesn't mean I wouldn't be willing to try. What I need to do is give myself more time."

"I think that's a wise idea. You've been hard on yourself since your friend passed away."

That was a solid truth, and Evan knew it. Why, though? He was completely uninvolved in Brockner's death, and even, to a certain extent, his life. The two of them had talked just days before Brockner died, and Evan wondered if he had missed something poignant in what was an otherwise bland conversation. He brought them back to a safe subject. "I'll try to go easier on myself."

"Self-approval and self-love go a long way to straighten things out in the head." 

Evan remembered that Bram had a way of saying impossibilities in a way that sounded possible. He was intuitive and helpful, usually all at once. "I'll try. There's not a lot to love. But I can find something. And I figure if I write a little bit every day, that's all right. It'd be a little bit written every day, wouldn't it? Something small is always going to be more than nothing." 

Bram caught glimmers of Evan Reid Silver's real mind and real imagination during their conversation. Evan was remarkably well-centered for someone whose life hadn't gone exactly as he'd planned while in college. Very rarely does anyone have complete control over the pathways walked, but Evan hadn't planned on writing a bestselling novel at the age of twenty-five, either. It'd been over ten years since that novel had come out, and while Evan had written a few things here and there—a book of poetry, a few articles, a few forwards for reprinted classics—he had yet to finish composing another book. He remained convinced that it would happen. Not overnight, but some day in the future. In the meantime, he was working—slowly and steadily, word stuck to word, but he was working. 

Bram hitched his mouth into a grin. "In the meantime, if you need something to do and don't mind slinging around some coffee, I'll hire you. If the MacKerrases don't put you to work first."

"I think they have first dibs," Evan remarked, smiling too. 

It'd been a while since he'd had steady work, what he'd always called in his head "a real job." Despite the fact that Remarkable Soldiers came out ten years ago, it still sold enough copies yearly for him to live comfortably. Not lavishly, but he was able to take care of himself. He didn't need a steady paycheck, a steady job. He used to think, during the first years the book was out and selling well, that real jobs were what others writers had. It took a while for it to sink in that he, a) had a bestseller; b) that people respected his writing; c) that future stories were expected when there was neither a future nor a story. More and more since Brockner's death, he'd fantasized about quitting the whole publishing sphere. Not writing anymore might be like cutting off a body part, with the phantom feeling that it was still there, but the more he struggled to string words together, the more he wanted to break away forever. If the MacKerrases asked him to work, he would do it. He was sure he could work in the barn, ringing up people's vegetable purchases. That wouldn't be so bad. He wouldn't even mind working for Bram at the coffee shop. Bram and his team of store managers were always looking for quality help. That would be Evan Reid Silver. He knew he had a tremendous work ethic. He'd worked jobs like that before. The dichotomy was strange. How could he work one job so well, while his real job, writing, was slipping through his fingers? 

He was on the verge of telling Bram he'd fill out a job application when a somewhat familiar face stood next to their table. Bram looked up, blinking his strangely hued eyes at the visitor. "Yes?"

"I don't mean to interrupt—" The visitor looked at the other man at the table twice before realizing who it was. "Oh, Evan! How are you?" 

Evan knew who it was, and stood up for the two of them to shake hands. It was Jonathan Dew, someone that he knew from the periphery of Columbus friends. "Well—fancy running into you here!"

Bram cocked an eyebrow, wondering if Evan was one of those guys that everyone knew. He supposed that being the social king of Columbus for a lot of years had something to do with Evan's popularity. "I see the two of you know one another."

"I heard you were in town," Jonathan told Evan, ignoring Bram's remark. He'd known Bram practically forever, and they were comfortable enough that ignoring certain things was an accepted practice. He examined Evan for flaws, for signs of aging, for changes, but everything was shamelessly unaltered. "I was going to come and see you, but—"

"That's all right, you don't have to make excuses. I've been keeping a low profile." He angled his gaze to Bram, still seated. "Jonathan and I met at Augusta."

"We had a couple of quarters together," Jonathan added. "But I was older. Still am, I suppose. We had a class together, and we would always run into one another in the common area. Everything all right?" 

Bram judged that Jonathan was asking Evan that question. Evan answered with affirmative nod, but his eyebrows were up and the truth didn't come easily. Bram elaborated. 

"Evan was thinking of sticking around town for a while, maybe finding work." Bram threw Evan a glance. "You could work for Jonathan and Marek at the deli." 

"Oh, yeah, we always need people. So do you, though," Jonathan pointed out to Bram. He elbowed Evan in the side. "We can fight over you." 

"MacKerrases get first dibs," Bram said, repeating Evan's earlier wisecrack. 

"Damn competitive Scots!" Jonathan cried teasingly. His laugh was warm, given to debase his own sense of humor. He was pleased that Evan might stay in Serra. "I'm glad you'll be here. It'll be a novelty having a straight friend for a change."

While Evan's chuckle warmed, his cheeks turned pink. But Bram laughed heartily and openly, then contradicted it. 

"Jonathan has straight friends. What he meant to say was straight, single friends, which are in short supply here. And we're down two now, too. Ugh. I still can't believe someone married Josh Dew—that Emmie married Josh Dew. Seems so weird!"

Jonathan laughed at that. "You and me both! He's still just my gross, weird cousin. But, hey, Evan, if you decide to stay, you won't be single very long." 

Evan didn't know how he liked the sound of that. He'd been single nearly three years, and wasn't sure he was ready to date anyone. Women had tried—tried and tried—and he didn't trust them. Not now. "I'll take that as a warning. And as a Con on my list of Serra Pros and Cons." 

"Damn it," grumbled Jonathan, leaning over and gripping the back of a chair. "I should've kept my mouth shut. I should never joke about things like that! Oh! Speaking of, Bram, what do you want to do about the meeting tonight? We're all neck deep in rehearsals. Marek and I thought we could just get together and play some improv games." 

"I like that idea," Bram said. He brought Evan into the conversation by decoding his and Jonathan's chatter. "Dramatics Society meeting tonight. You can come along, if you'd like to. Angel and Emmie will be there."

Evan didn't know why he snort-laughed at the end of that sentence. "Sorry," he said, "I didn't mean to be indecorous, but the thought of Angel MacKerras doing improv—it sort of hurt my brain and triggered a response of utter hilarity."

Jonathan beamed. He liked the way Evan talked, and remembered it from Columbus parties, and Evan's renowned outspokenness at Augusta College. If intonation hadn't been so important to Evan, the things he said could've been taken the wrong way, as callous, unfeeling. But Evan had a lot of feeling. "It is funny—but mostly he just plays the piano for us. And I think he comes to get himself away from the house."

"Not necessarily away from Neal," Bram added, forgetting, for a second, that Evan wasn't into men. Everyone, gay or straight, seemed to have a certain protective feeling for Angel MacKerras, a cross between a crush and everlasting obsession. The brogue, the long legs, the doe-like eyes, the shiny mane of golden brown locks, the talents—Angel was an ideal fantasy. "Neal has an office at the opera house where we hold our meetings. He's there sometimes. And sometimes not."

"Oh, the opera house," said Evan. "I've seen it a few times. From the outside. I didn't realize there was so much theater here."

"We do what we can." Jonathan flashed a grin. "I'll be there, so will Marek—along with a lot of other people you probably know by sight but maybe not by name." He swatted Evan on the shoulder. "Hope you'll come. Starts at seven." 

Evan, predictably, went when Angel and Neal did, and had the time of his life. While the Dramatics Society received a certain amount of backlash from the village of Serra for being "invitation only," Jonathan had stood before village council and defended the Society's choice. It was considered a necessity for the Society, and, after Jonathan's powerful speech, the public's retaliation faded, and the Dramatics Society continued. 

Evan could tell that he was on the receiving end of a few flirtatious looks from single women in the Society, meaning, of course, that all three of the single women in the Society attempted to solicit him. He tried to be pleasant, tried to feel flattered, but he wasn't in the mood for the bother of it all. The only point about their flirtations that he liked was the fact that the women didn't know who he was. To them, he was just a friend of the MacKerrases, of Jonathan Dew's and Bram Banner's. He wasn't a famous writer. It helped that he didn't introduce himself using his full name, either, just Evan Silver. That tended to throw people off, unable to make the connection. Popular as Remarkable Soldiers was, his face was anonymous, and, for the most part, especially in a small town, his name was anonymous, too. Despite the interference of feminine creatures with good intentions, Evan had a marvelous time. It was the happiest he'd been in years. 

Neal bothered Evan with a few questions when they were on their way back to the farm. The distance was short, about seven minutes, but it was long enough for conversation to be necessary. "Do you parents—your family—do they know where you are?" He'd asked this after a conversation with Angel the night before, when realizing that they never saw Evan on the phone, that he rarely received phone calls and most of those appeared to be from an agent and from friends. He rarely texted. In fact, for an active man in 2012 America, Evan Reid Silver looked at his phone as infrequently as anyone they'd ever encountered. The only one of their assembly of friends who did less with the day's technology was Sion Clowe, who had neither an email address nor a cell phone. Wasn't anyone worried about Evan? Wasn't anyone wondering where he was?

"No, not really," Evan replied with a stiffness in his voice. He moved his head to look out the window, but the countryside was dark. Only the pale headlights illuminated the trees, the swaths of grassland and empty fields. "I don't talk to my parents very much. They're divorced. Mom lives in Florida. Dad lives in Georgia. I've always been in a state of disconnect with them, anyway, since high school. I moved in with my friend's family when my parents divorced when I was seventeen, and I had a year of school left. They moved on with their lives, and, I don't know," he paused, "it's just always been that way. I have a sister—don't see her much. She lives in Gahanna. I went there for Thanksgiving last year. She's very attached to her husband's family. There's not much to tell." 

Neal wondered why Evan's family didn't like him. He was a good guy, smart, articulate, even if he wasn't what a lot of people would consider "fun." He was so straight-laced that it was probably to his own detriment. As an aside during the Society meeting, Jonathan had told him about the Evan Reid Silver remembered from Augusta College, that he was a little "looser and freer" and "didn't give a shit what people thought about him." But he'd always dressed nicely, like a man in a magazine, or in a cologne ad. 

"I'm sorry for prying," Neal said, but Evan waved away the apology.

"You've been letting me stay close to your family, and it's only fair that you should know something else about me. No, no one's looking for me. No one's wondering about me. I don't really have any close friends. One I just lost to death. And one I just lost." 

"That's an interesting statement."

"You know how people are. Interests change. Sometimes quickly. Sometimes it's like a slow murder." Evan flashed a messy grin, slanted sideways and hollow. A suddenness of hurt and anguish made him lower his head before he was looking at the driveway, the sharp outlines of barns highlighted but unfinished in the shadows, and the carriage house where he'd been staying. "Thanks for taking me. I'm glad I went. It was the best night I've had in ages." 

"Good. I hope you'll come next week." 

"I certainly will." 

Evan wished Neal and Angel a goodnight, hearing the phrase returned to him. They passed each other in front of the car before going to their respective front doors. 

The carriage house had a faint scent like new paint and sage, and, for some reason, Evan was unable to put up with it. He opened windows. He couldn't stand still. The excitement of the improv games he'd participated in, he guessed, still produced adrenaline. But it was more than that, a sense of belonging, a homecoming, a connection. He hadn't felt so animated and happy about his future since he finished his MFA. No—before that. Way before. The MFA was a thing he achieved through determination and perseverance, a way to prove to everyone that his bestseller wasn't a fluke. (Which, of course, it was. But, at the time, he was twenty-seven and had to show off.) When was the last time he was excited about his future? 

He took out his journal to analyze himself, standing at the kitchen counter. Water was heating in the kettle to make tea, and he thought he'd sit on the patio for a little while, thinking about the night, thinking about tomorrow. 

Thursday, April 19, 9:25 PM— 63F, clear, many stars. Exciting night with the DS of Serra. Lots of fun. Laughter. It's amazing how it echoes, laughter. It's been ages since I've heard it like that. Cannot really find a point in my past when I was this excited about everything. I don't care right now if I ever finish the book. I don't care if I write. I just want to find something fun to do, something that fits me like this place does. But I feel in pieces, too. I don't know what to do without writing. I've spent so much time with words, sentence structure, grammar, ideas, creativity. I don't know who I am without it. It's my skin and soul. But I want to be happy, too. It wasn't when I got my MFA degree that I was this optimistic. It was the day after my breakup with Brianna (freedom). It was the last day I spent with Simon (anticipation). It was the last time I saw Brock (gratitude). And this was freedom, anticipation and gratitude rolled into two hours. I could stay here. Couldn't I? I could stay here and make myself work. I wouldn't have to bargain with myself because there's nothing to bargain for. It's all here. I have it all. There's nothing more I want. Just to take my cup of tea and sit on the patio where I can listen to the night. This is what it's like to forget who you are, to hit RESET, to start over. I want to forget about writing. Right now, it just makes me think of the things I did wrong with Brianna (regret). The things I never got to say to Simon (regret). The things I never told Brock (regret). No regrets. Just silence. Just the future. Tomorrow. Time to begin again. 

What was it Bram said to me earlier? Something about a little self-love going a long way. Pretty sure he meant spiritual love, not masturbation. For the mind, maybe. 

* * *
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AS SURELY AS HE WROTE Remarkable Soldiers by accident, Evan began doing work at the farm the same way. He was having a conversation about the Dramatics Society with Angel while in the second greenhouse, and Angel asked for his help repotting tomato seedlings. And that's how it started. Evan relearned the simple art of growing plants.

"You're good at this," Angel told him when they'd made it through half the grape tomatoes two days after Evan's repotting initiation. The way Evan moved soil with delicate fingers. The way he handled the roots. The way he admired his finished work. It was familiar. "You've done this before." 

"I used to have grandparents once," Evan replied, not meaning to sound cryptic. He'd enjoyed the last few days. He hadn't written a thing, and he was glad about it. Brockner's death, Brockner's funeral—it all seemed to be fading. The hurt was still there, spherical, phosphorescent, and ignoring it wouldn't make it go away. What he had to do was learn to fill in the gaps Brock had left behind. It was similar to what had happened when he broke up with Brianna, and when he'd lost Simon and had lost everything. Death and deadness had many forms of emptiness, created many holes. He had to learn to fill those holes with newness, regeneration. "My grandparents lived on eight acres near Weymouth, out in Medina County. I didn't go there a whole lot when I was a kid, but a couple of summers here and there. Lots of gardening." 

This was interesting to Angel. For someone that Neal had in his circle for a long time, there was so little about Evan that they actually knew. Most of those things were the basics, that his parents had divorced, that he had a sister he didn't see very often. Evan was difficult to grasp, too hard to know. Angel had an inclination that Evan was closing himself off from others to deal with his grief. Neal supposed it was grief and healing and having a bestselling book for the last ten years. Neal averred that the first bestseller could really screw with a person's head. Neal, who'd had five bestsellers, not including the books he wrote under his mother's name, would know about that. Three of Neal's bestsellers had happened in the last two years.

"Are your grandparents still with us?" Angel thought it was a safe question, expecting the answer to be no. 

"My grandfather is. He's in a nursing home near Ashland. My sister and her husband take care of all that stuff. They didn't want me involved." He managed to say it without displeasure, regardless of the earnestness that arguments with her came back to him. "They use the house sort of like a vacation home. You know the kind. Birthday parties. Fourth of July picnics. Family reunions—his family, not ours. It's good for the kids."

"Ah," Angel gathered new insight into Evan, "you're an uncle."

"In the smallest sense of the noun. Again," his eyes flashed against Angel's, revealing a lot in a split second, "they didn't want me involved. I'm pretty sure the kids know I exist, but that's all." He gave a flat grin, one of his traits, a smile without a lot of emotion, only a hint of humor. "I like them, though. Maybe when they get older, things will get better."

Angel wanted to ask what happened, wild guesses of his own swimming through his mind. To know a lot of the people that he did, Evan had to attend a lot of parties in Columbus. Sometimes that much partying led to consequences, to addictions, tough love from family, to squabbles and disputes. Angel didn't know, only drawing on his own history with drinking to propagate a possibility. "Where did you grow up?"

"Various Columbus suburbs. We moved a lot when I was a kid. One apartment to another." 

Evan didn't mind that the MacKerrases were trying to get to know him. As he'd told Neal and Angel on the way back from his first Dramatics Society meeting, he felt he owed it to them. 

With the work at the farm giving him a change of pace, a defeat of his usual rituals, Evan began to wonder what would happen next. He liked the field work, when, before, he thought he'd be fine ringing up corn and vegetable orders in Barn Two, the produce market barn. But, to his surprise, he was in the fields in the morning and evening, and became one of those guys rarely seen at Darke Crossing: in dirty jeans and muddy boots, in a t-shirt with the farm's name on it, who never said much but just brought in vegetables and disappeared again. 

Every Thursday, he went to the Dramatics Society meetings and had the time of his life. He started attending rehearsals of the play the Society was planning to put on for Memorial Day weekend, a comedic version of the Cinderella fairy tale. He went to the Watched Pot on Spruce to write in his journal the nonsense of his head, to talk with Bram and anyone else who happened to swing in and see him. He was getting attached to Serra, and the thought sort of frightened him. Putting down roots wasn't something he did. It was easiest to ignore the nagging, the resistance. 

As he predicted, rumors began circulating around town. People were trying to figure out who he was, what he was, and why he was there. By the time May rolled in, he'd signed a few copies of Remarkable Soldiers and answered a few questions from fans. But his identity wasn't the only thing of speculation then undulating secretly through Serra. 

"You should date," Bram told him, slinging himself into a backwards chair with longtime elegance and ease. His Serra school baseball cap was on with the brim facing the other direction. Its blackness went well with his black work shirt, his slate gray cargo pants and black boots. It wasn't the sort of sentence Bram ever thought he'd have to say to Evan. "I mean, really," he had to stop to add emphasis, "date someone. Quickly." 

"Why?" Evan clicked the pen to tuck the tip away in the barrel. The pen fell between the pages of his ordinary notebook journal. He felt a shy smile tug at his mouth, truly amused. "People talking about me? Seems they either think I'm sexually unaccounted for or already married." His eyes searched Bram's, hunting for a legitimate continuation, one that brought sense to having gone through it before. "The women, I mean. You can ask Cidro about it. Or Jonathan. They always were trying to set me up with people. Women, I mean. Sounds like a poem, doesn't it? I should write that down." 

He started for his pen, Bram watching him. But the pen tipped between the notebook pages, heavy with a dense, bold print that was narrow and squished together, illegible from Bram's angled view. A gallimaufry of expressions tumbled down Evan's face. 

"On second thought, no—no poetry. I've already done that." Self-debasement came on quickly. "It didn't go so well. Did you have someone in mind?"

"No," Bram said. "But you rebuffing all the single women in town is starting to cause a lot of chatter. And questions. I get asked a lot of questions."

Evan was familiar with this. He'd been putting up with it most of his life, from his parents, his sister, his girlfriends of the past, his guy friends. "Ah
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