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      Daylight sparked off the dirt road, catching minute flecks of mica left from when the sand used to be rocks, when the county tried to lay down gravel, when people gave two damns about the ass-end of Corley Road. I didn’t mind it so much, being forgotten in the back end of nowhere. It was quiet, and the people I needed to see knew where I was. Hell, some of the people I didn’t need to see knew where I was, too. Like the two men poking around in Sam Jenkins’ old barn.

      “Hey! Hey!” I tromped across the uneven ground towards the half-collapsed building. Twenty years ago, it’d still been sturdy enough for folks in the area to store shit in if the weather got too bad. Jenkins’ farm had been the highest point for about four miles ‘round. Now, it was a heap of rotten wood and rusted metal; what was left of the outside walls pretty much held together by termites making a concerted effort.

      One of the men, on the shorter side and dressed like some sort of old painting, raised a hand to acknowledge me as I tripped and stomped over the field that’d once grown row after row of corn.

      After Sam died, the farm wasn’t long behind.

      The land between our two barns had been our playground as boys, then as we grew, became our pride, our shared joy.

      Tall and cool stalks of corn stretched over our heads, shading us when we’d move between the rows to find one another.

      Long patches of dark earth, moist under our hands, clinging to our fingers when we sat and talked, and talked, and talked.

      It held all of our secrets, that stretch of land.

      It hid our steps as we raced back and forth, desperate to share secrets, to laugh, to just be.

      When we were boys, we’d hidden treasures there. Told stories. Snuck a drink or two. When we were men, it became a refuge from all the hard parts of life. A place to be together, where no one would question a thing.

      Where we didn’t question a thing.

      I missed seeing the tall rows, seeing how they were just green nubs at first, then by September, they were over my head, blocking my view of Sam’s barn. It had been like the rows kept our secrets too, hid our path back and forth, kept us from prying eyes.

      Now it was dead and gone as Sam.

      “Y’all ain’t supposed to be up here! It’s private property!”

      The taller of the two, this one more sensibly dressed in long sleeves and heavy boots, waved a dark gray box up and down near the broken doors, making a face as it squealed and squeaked.

      The first man started towards me, waving down whatever his friend was going to say without even looking back. “We have permission,” he said, his eyes weird and wild as they moved over my face. “You, um, your house nearby?” he asked, looking past me, downhill towards where my family’s homestead still stood, one hundred years strong.

      “Miller Talbot,” I said, shoving my hand out to shake.

      He hesitated, then just gave me a small smile and a funny little wave, barely a wiggle of his fingers. “Oscar Fellowes. The Jenkins family gave us permission to come investigate the barn and old house.”

      I blinked, surprised at his voice. “You’re English? Huh. You’ve come real far, mister. And you’re askin’ after Terry and his wife? Those Jenkins? Hope you’re not friends with ‘em.” I couldn’t help the face I made. “Those two would’ve sold Sam for a dollar if they could’ve gotten away with it.”

      Fellowes looked a little embarrassed, his pale face flushing as he looked back towards where his friend stood beside the hanging door of the barn. “Well, we did pay them a nominal fee for their trouble…”

      “Their trouble?” I laughed, though I could tell how bitter it sounded without even needing to see the frown on Fellowes’ face. “Sam wasn’t dead a day before they cleared out his place and had a real estate agent out here snooping around. That what y’all are here for? They trying to sell the place again?”

      The other man had been taking pictures and doing something with a weird little box, waving it around and frowning at it, never really looking at me but kind of just… in my direction. He didn’t answer me but took a longer look in my direction, his face a little sad looking. It sent a weird little shiver through me, that expression that wasn’t pity but something close. “Ah, no. The farm has been deemed unsalable,” he said carefully. “There’s been some… complaints, you could say, that it might have some… problems that would make fixing or building a home here difficult.”

      “That sounds like a load of hogwash, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so,” I chuffed. “This farmland’s damn fine. The house and barn though, it’s not so nice anymore. Ever since Sam died, hasn’t been a reason to keep it up. But the land? It’s fine as frog’s hair.” Fellowes’ smile was nice when it came, warm and friendly. His friend was staring hard at us though, pretty sure he was frowning. “Your buddy okay there?”

      Fellowes looked back at him and made a stay-there gesture. “He’s fine. He just hates this part of the job.”

      “Real estate inspection?”

      “Ah, well, we’re investigators. Inspectors, of a sort,” he agreed with a shrug, “but we’re more interested in the history of the farm than the trappings.” He made a small gesture towards the van they’d pulled up in, where his friend was lingering and another man with the wildest hair I’d ever seen was leaning against the hood, fiddling with something in his hands. “Sometimes we’re on telly for it. People like to see us talk about the stories we find.”

      I glanced at the sign on the door of the van. UnReality was written in green and black letters. “UnReality? That’s not a word.”

      “That’s the channel that airs our show.” Fellowes looked a little shy about that, shrugging again, glancing back at his friends. “A lot of people seem to like it.”

      I snorted hard enough to hurt. “If I can’t get it with rabbit ears, I don’t watch it. Though my grandson showed me how to watch one of those shows online. I can never figure out the little box he set up, so I don’t get on the internet much.”

      Fellowes nodded. “Well. We’re not here to sell your… friend? Your friend’s place.”

      “Then why’re you poking around his barn?”

      He hesitated again, smoothing his hands over that ridiculous brocade jacket he had on. “Tell me, Mr. Talbot, how long has your friend been gone?”

      “Ten years this December.” It hurt to say it, to admit it was true. “Knew him since we were both knee-high to grasshoppers.”

      “Will the farms pass down to your families?” He’d turned his attention back to the crumbling barn, the barren fields. “Is there anyone who’d inherit the place, or does it have to be sold off?”

      My turn to shrug. “Sam’s kids, they weren’t really made for the farm life I suppose. Mine are out west, but they’d come back when the time comes, I suppose. My eldest, he’s got a degree in agriculture.” And damn was I ever proud of that. When I was a boy, a degree in farming was unheard of. Though he told me time and again that it wasn’t a degree in farming. Still… close enough.

      Fellowes gave me one of those tight-lipped sympathetic looks I hated. “Oh, now, don’t give me that shit. I’m proud as hell they’re out there making their way! This life, it’s not for everyone. Hell, if I’d’ve gone to school, maybe I’d have left too.” I looked back up the hill, to the old shell of Sam’s house. No, I wouldn’t have gone anywhere at all. Not with Sam still here. Not with just a few hundred yards between us.

      Fellowes nodded, turning now to face his impatiently pacing friend back at the barn. “I understand,” he said softly, not turning back to look at me, something heavy in his voice that made me think maybe he was sad or near enough to it that it might make his eyes hurt with wanting to cry. I know that’s how my voice got when I thought of Sam, when I remembered Martina on our wedding day, when I thought of… Well. When I thought of everything that I used to have, a long time ago.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think I do,” he agreed. One of the men at the van called out, asking if he needed the box, and Fellowes waved him off. “I should go check in with Ezra and Julian.” He sighed. “They get fidgety if I take too long. If you ask me,” he added with a sharp, funny grin, “I think they just worry I’m talking about them.” He waved, turning to head towards the van.

      “Hey!” I called after him. He stopped and turned, giving me a small smile again. “What kind of history y’all lookin’ for? Maybe I can help.”

      Oscar nodded. “I think you could. Might we stop in tomorrow? Have a chat?”

      “Sure, sure. I still keep farmer’s hours so any time after the sun’s up is good for me,” I chuckled. I wondered if they wanted to hear about Sam too.

      Maybe I could finally let someone know about him. About us. He’d been gone so long it’d be good for someone else to remember him too.

      They mucked around inside a while longer, leaving me to stare at the hulking shadows of the Jenkins’ place as the sun slowly dropped past the trees.

      Finally, they left in the dusty van with UnReality Channel painted on the side, a third man loping around the back from the driver’s seat, waving his hands like he couldn’t talk without the potential to smack someone across the jaw.

      I was so lost in my own head that I didn’t remember the walk back to my place across the sloping lawn, past Martina’s old flower beds and small vegetable garden. Most of the Talbot farmstead spread down towards the river, in front of the house, leaving the back garden free for my wife—well, back when she was living anyway—to grow whatever she liked so long as it wasn’t soybeans, she’d said. The rusted frame of Jack and Nedra’s swing-set waited by the shed for me to tear it down, set up the new, safe one for the grandkids. Tomorrow, I reminded myself. Have to do it tomorrow so the kids can play when they come visit next week.

      The house was dark, and I didn’t bother to turn on the light, stopping in the kitchen to look back towards Sam’s place. A flicker of light caught in the barn, and, for just a minute, my heart leaped in my chest. It was so familiar, his signal to me when his folks were finally asleep and we could run out together, getting into mischief when we were small. Then, years later, hunkering in the barn together and… Well. Martina never knew, and that was okay. We stopped before I married her, before Sam married Sarah. After our wives passed, we both felt too old for that sort of thing anymore, but it didn’t stop us from wanting to be close.

      And we were. Up till Sam died in his sleep from a heart attack. All by himself.

      I didn’t regret much in my life, but I regretted he died alone. Though, in all likelihood, that was going to be the way I went, too.

      “No, it’s not.”

      I stopped in the hallway between the kitchen and the living room.

      “You won’t be alone.”

      I flipped the switch for the overheads, the bright white bulbs Jack put in for me last time he was home flooding the small space with light.

      No one was there.

      “Great. Not only am I old, but I’m also going crazy and hearing Sam’s voice. Perfect.” I left the lights on as I got settled for the night, looking back towards the barn one more time.

      No lights flickered this time.

      The laughing started around dawn. Familiar laughter. Kids cackling it up about something I couldn’t make out, but it was too early for them to be playing like that.

      I grabbed my boots, shoving them on as I fumbled towards the door. No kids lived out as far as my place, so anyone out there was up to no good. The morning was cool and damp in the way it could be down near the river, threads of mist weaving around my legs as I followed the laughing towards the road. I didn’t see a single car in either direction as I reached the wide dirt track of Corley Road, but the rustle of the roadside shrubs and the loud peals of laughter drew me down to the left, towards the river.

      “Y’all need to keep away from the water,” I called out. “It’s deep down at the bend there!”

      We’d lost Freddie Montgomery when I was twelve, caught in the currents at the bend, and I’d never forget his mama’s screams when the men pulled him out.

      “Where y’all at?” I demanded, pushing into the overgrown bushes and weeds that hid the old track down to the dock that had collapsed years ago, before I even married Martina. “You kids need to show yourselves!”

      The laughing stopped, and the world glittered. Not just mica specks but sharp, rainbow prisms of light knifing through the shadows. The path was wide, smooth, and clear. Ahead of me, a group of kids were moving, running back and forth, laughing silently like a TV with the sound turned off. One of them peeled away and darted for the dock, and that made me stop still. The dock was whole, and jutting out into the river, which was running blue and clear, not the usual chocolate milk brown it had been my entire life. The boy turned back and grinned, his too-big smile on his pointed face punching the air from my lungs. “Sam.”

      “Hey, Miller,” he called. “Took you too damn long!” He started walking towards me and changed, passing through every version of him I’d known until he was the Sam he’d been when he died. He stopped in front of me and smiled again; this time the expression was just the right size for his face. “Hey.”

      “Goddamn, this dream.” I laughed, shaking with relief. “This feels so real.”

      “It is,” another voice said quietly. “Real, I mean. It’s not a dream.”

      Fellowes stood behind Sam, his eyes closed and face a tight mask of concentration.

      “What the Hell is happening?” I demanded, though I think I knew already. The air smelled of my grandmother’s baking and sweet, fresh hay cut decades ago on a warm morning while we laughed in the sun.

      “I got tired of waiting.” Sam sighed. “You’ve been lingering, Milly. It’s been time for a while but…”

      “You’ve passed on,” Fellowes said, his voice wavering with strain. “It’s been a while, Mr. Talbot. You’ve been stuck here, and some people thought you might need help to move along.” His eyes opened and were wild again, dark and sharp. “Your friend Sam came to us yesterday⁠—”

      “Sam,” I snorted. “That’s impossible.”

      “You know I’m always up for something impossible,” Sam chided. “Remember when we decided to ride McSteen’s red bull?”

      “Christ, you broke your collarbone,” I recalled. “I thought our dads were gonna kill us!” I couldn’t help laughing then, and Sam joined in. A chorus of soft, silvery laughs drifted from the water and the trees. Fellowes’ own thin smile dipped and bent. He was sweating in the cool morning air, his face pale. “You okay?”

      He nodded. “It just takes some effort to keep the gate open sometimes.”

      Sam grunted softly. “Milly, Jack called these folks, this guy and his buddies, to come check out the place. Said he’d heard footsteps an’ shit when he came out to clean the place up. Well. Looks like you wasn’t ready to go yet.”

      I shook my head, hard enough to hurt. “No, you’re…”

      “Close your eyes,” Sam whispered, pressing close like we used to in the barn that summer before Sarah and Martina. That summer before we had to stop. “Close your eyes and breathe.”

      I nodded and did as he asked. I breathed in—laundry soap and water, and sugar-sweet apples overripe on branches. Mother’s perfume—every mother, everywhere. Laughing, bread, acid-sharp tobacco we’d pinched once and decided it made us too sick to try again, but we’d lie about liking…

      “What happened, Sam?”

      “That part I’m not sure,” he said. “Time moves weird now. I was waiting for you, though. And I know everyone is there, just on the other side, waiting for both of us. Even Freddie. He’s just like you remember, Milly. Just like. Hell, I’d bet you money right now, your grandpa’s already got a domino game going and my Aunt Claire has a pan of cornbread for both of us. Remember how we’d eat it with buttermilk?”

      I opened my eyes. Sam was a young man, and I was, too. The trees were in springtime, green and pale silver with tiny white buds that looked like snow. It had been summer when I got up that morning, dry and hot, dark green leaves ready to die and make way for fall. I looked up, and the very peak of the Jenkins’ barn showed over the branches, whole. “What’s gonna happen now?”

      “Come with me and find out.”

      I thought of Jack, of Nedra, the grandkids I only saw once or twice a year. “I don’t know.”

      “I can’t keep things open for too much longer,” Fellowes muttered. “This isn’t something I do often, and right now…”

      “Right now,” Sam interrupted, “he’s got his foot in the door for me. I pushed it open, he’s doing his best to hold it. So come on now, Miller Talbot. Don’t be scared. If you can swing off the branch over the bend, you can do this.”

      “Swinging off the branch over the bend was less terrifying.”

      “Yeah, but this?” He took my hand and lord, how good that felt after so long. “This is gonna be good. Everyone’s waiting. And don’t worry about the kids. They’re not gonna be along for a while.” He looked at Fellowes. “Remember, you promised⁠—”

      “This isn’t going on the show,” he said. “Promise.”

      Sam nodded again, sharp and sure. “Come on then, Miller. Let’s see about that cornbread.” He squeezed my fingers, and everything was cool and sharp, sweet and soft. And we were there.
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