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"Why is it that every time I call my son on the phone it sounds like he's standing in a public restroom?"

The moment his mother delivered this insulting insight, Ewan craned his head about. Surrounding him was basic utilitarian tile in white faded by age, a row of reasonably pristine urinals, and all that one would expect to find in a public restroom. He pulled a face, endeavored to collect a witty deflection, but was far too distracted by the current upheaval of his mother's thrice-daily phone calls to preserve his self-respect. She was his mother, after all, Denora Denmark. According to her, if Ewan possessed any decorum at all as a son, he would allow himself to be humiliated if it made her happy. 

"I'm at work, Mum," he started, stopped, and wondered which of his statement she would pick on first: the mum bit or the work bit. 

"Work, is it? Ewan, it's eight-thirty in the evening! It's nice out! It's a Tuesday night!"

"It's Thursday—" 

"You should be out wandering the streets of Chicago and eating strange pizza in questionable establishments! This is what people do in Chicago, so I've heard! Working! If you can call what you do working without a shred of shame—"

She broke off, unable to add more offense to the insult. All and all, the verbal explosion was not so horrid. Ewan had anticipated it, and experience told him there was more. 

"And don't call me mum. It makes me feel like an old woman in a lace collar and giant hat, like in one of those Jane Austen films they're always showing on PBS. Please stop hanging around Europeans. It's so tiresome. Is this what happens to all home-grown Ohio males who run off? Quit college to become one of those music people in a big city? If so, I don't like it." 

He hadn't heard the final portion of her diatribe, as the door swung in, and around it tilted Doug, personal friend and club manager. "Ewan, you're on the phone? You're supposed to start your set in four minutes. Wrap it up!" 

"It's my mother," he retorted, and soon everything was explained: the hiding in the bathroom, his lateness, the slightly terrified expression with a dash of exasperation. 

"Well, a two-minute delay probably won't hurt these kids," and out the door Doug went. 

Ewan rubbed his brow in a palm, sniveling. "Mom, what do you want? I need to go if you don't want anything important."

Denora was not a woman to pause and reflect on her phrasing. "And what I need from you, Ewan, is to stop on the way out here and grab your cousin."

"Cousin?"

"You know, the odd, solitary one that lives in Indianapolis. Owns some sort of business that no one knows about. Rather like you. What is that term so popular right now in Forbes? Self-employed?"

Ewan rousted through the previous listing of characteristics. "The cousin who isn't my cousin, that's who you mean?"

"Yes, I suppose that's accurate. But you grew up together. Or, at least, it seems that way. I might be a bit whimsical at the moment, Ewan; my mother did just pass away." 

Never in his life had he seen his mother act in accordance to the definition of whimsical. Still, she had just lost her mother, and Ewan had lost his last remaining grandparent. Thus began the great convergence of family into Vinton County, in the slumbering, verdant, lush hills of south-central Ohio. Though he, Ewan Denmark, lived the farthest from the essence of home. Columbus harbored his mother, his father, his oldest brother, while Cincinnati had been dominated long ago by the other Denmarks, Dad's siblings and cousins, along with Mom's only brother, who was just as politically incorrect, gaudy, rowdy and deprecating as his sister. 

He couldn't remember his real cousins as well as he remembered his fake one. 

"Mom, you're talking about Tab Christopher, right? I'm only asking because I don't want to show up in Indianapolis and have him wonder what's wrong with my sanity."

"He'll wonder that anyway when he hears what you do for a living."

Ewan dodged the barb against his chosen profession, and again drilled her for confirmation. "Tab Christopher, Mum, right?" 

"Yes, yes, that's him. Don't be annoyed, kitten."

She'd only called him the old childhood sobriquet because he had slipped again into British-English. 

"And why doesn't he just drive in? He lives less than four hours away. And why does he need to be there? He's not family—not really."

"Oh, Mother would've wanted him there. She liked him. But you'll have to pick him up, Ewan. He's lent his truck to his sister and her husband. Poor folk, I gather. Haven't got a cent to their name, or any method of transportation, either. They're moving and need his only vehicle to scoot their meager belongings around. Can you imagine? Can you imagine having only one car? I mean, really! Sounds highly unreasonable to me. What is that awful noise?"

Ewan had just left the bathroom, intending, espousing one method or another, to terminate the call with his mother, and the awful noise she heard was undoubtedly the thumps of bass and overlay of techno synths pumped through the club's sound system. 

"I'm at work," Ewan repeated, enlarging his voice to fill a cathedral, as he'd learned to do almost ten years ago when he first stepped into a nightclub in the company of some very liberal-minded college friends. "I have to go. I'll call Tab before I leave in the morning, just to make sure he knows that I'm picking him up." 

"Do you have his number?"

Ewan had a vague image pass through the high colors of his conscious: his messy dining table in his flat, his two roommates often shifting junk mail, magazines, bills, and a random address book caught in the crossfire. "Sure," he said, hoping to inspire confidence when he felt its opposite. "It's someplace." 

Mechanically, Denora sounded off Tab's number. Ewan snapped his fingers to Doug, mouthed the word pen, and soon wrote the numbers somewhat legibly into the upper corner of the night's extended playlist. 

"Great, got it." He returned the pen to Doug, switched the phone from one ear to the other, and stood before the rostrum of his DJ equipment. "I'll call him in the morning. I'll pick him up. Promise. I have to go. Love you. Bye." 

Doug chortled at Ewan's hefty roll of colorless eyes, and consoled with a personal sentence he didn't often relay. "I remember when my grandmother died. It was hell."

"This is everyday stuff, it feels like. We Denmarks live in a constant state of ever-evolving Hell," Ewan murmured, already lethargic and tired yet he had to play for a vast crowd of dancing fiends until one the morning. "She just has an excuse to call me far more often now. In a way, I can't wait to get home. At least she'll stop calling me. Whose idea was it to invent mobiles, anyway? Why would I want to be reached no matter where I am? Not a keen idea. Not a keen idea at all." 

"Huh, well, we're nearly at the new millennium, and I suppose we'll have to adapt. What are you opening with tonight?"

"A new tune," Ewan was grateful to be distracted by his only love, the savior of his life, the fodder of his spirit, "a Rolando and Keegan original—the vocal mix. And then I'm going to get a little dark, a little goth, and a whole lot angry. It's to get back at my mother for a supposed mindless relapse into my childhood nickname." But, in spite of Doug's efforts to goad it out of him, Ewan would not utter those two syllables filled with excessive disdain. "I'm thankful it's Industrial Night. I'm filled with prejudice and hate. Nothing a little Razed In Black can't cure."

Doug raised his brows, hurried himself away as the lights changed from yellow and red to black and purple. The club looked like a bruise in a blur, but for the green-white light of the active bar, the club's signature piece. Yet half the crowd, perhaps even more than half, would not have paid the cover charge, would not buy eight-dollar fancy drinks, if Ewan Denmark wasn't the mind behind the music. The Memo Street Club would've closed if, by some accident, some will of overseeing nightclub gods, Doug hadn't become too sick to spin, if he hadn't had sense enough to ask Ewan to cover for him years ago. Now it was all Doug could do to keep Ewan Denmark on a regular Tuesday and Thursday night schedule. Friday and Saturday nights, only the most prestigious private parties and exclusive clubs could afford his going rate. He was the most sought-after DJ in the Midwest. 

A four-hour set had an opportunity to feel like a ninety-minute montage, really, and near the first hour of Wednesday, Ewan's trademark end theme faded into its recognizable violin-inspired swath. That special instance, when conversations overlapped the last of an electronic orchestration, never failed to impress Ewan. It came as a reminder that every show was different, every show in nearly nine years absolute in its uniqueness. 

By the time he listed into the crowd, he was again inconspicuous. They hadn't known him before and wouldn't look at him now: a short, small person in baggy cargo shorts, striped polo of no designer name, and weary work boots. He stood a sharp contrast to the bedazzled, glamorous ladies and gentlemen flanking the floor, pirouetting around one another in their attempts to be sociable, discovered for their beauty as well as their intellect. Or, Ewan thought, slipping into a cushioned booth across from Doug, perhaps they only wanted to be recognized for their ability to pick one of Chicago's more fantastic night spots. 

Ewan set his chin to his palms, flat against the cold table, and stared into the shadowy vinyl corner between booth and wall. The silence went on, Doug administering to a common analysis of Ewan Denmark following a lengthy set. Ewan never did run and hide behind the stage. And Ewan, tired and feeling forgetful, admonished himself for not leaving immediately, home to his two snoring roommates and a cat who liked to lick his toes. He was feeling drawn away from this world of Memo Street, instead thrown into the chaos that was sure to greet him among the bucolic tumbling hills of Ohio. 

"So," Doug suspected Ewan would ignore the prying, it was Ewan's way, should the subject not interest him, "tell me if you're actually planning not to work on a thing while you're gone." 

His attention held, the subject to his liking, as the beginning of a smile showed. "I have enough remixes to do to last me the next two years. I can't really bring all my equipment with me, you know."

"Ah," Doug nodded, wheedling his brow upward, "here's a prime opportunity for me to tell you again that you should really have a manager. It's been nine years. Maybe it's time." 

He'd turn down good offers from the best entertainment managers from around the world. It was impossible for him to be so important, and everything he did or wanted to do was easily taken care of. He never travelled to other cities. Chicago had enough revenue for him to subsist, and freelance remixing had always come his way, from Chicago bands to any industrial or electronic band in the Midwest. And in the last few years they were not so indigenous: He'd worked with talented groups and far-seeing individuals from around the globe, from as close as Vancouver to as far away as Adelaide. If it meant he had to make a few extra trips to the post office to send or receive copies of his work, the effort was made gladly. Doug not only wanted him to have a manager, someone to take care of the business side, but to hire a personal assistant, get a new place where he could live alone, and receive therapeutic massages at least as often as he went to the gym. What he wanted was unrealistic. Ewan tried to keep his life as it was, attached to what it had been, so that he did not lose sight of himself.

"Just think about it," Doug insisted, trying to be gentle with the grief-stricken, artistic mind. "When you get back, we can talk about it some more."

"You're still going to field my calls, right?"

"Yeah," nodded Doug, who'd leapt at the opportunity to take some of Ewan's burden. "And check your mail. Make sure those idiot guys you live with remember to feed Sassafras."

"Don't forget to water the plant. We only have one. The fern in front of the kitchen window." Ewan's brief grin mocked while simultaneously drawing rare comedy out of Doug. They'd been friends since college, since Ewan's freshman year at Northwestern, since Doug's senior year. The subsequent friendships and acquaintances wove a strange pattern that shaped their present lives: Doug to managing the Memo Street Club, where they used to party to avoid studies, and Ewan, through Doug, learning about the music that altered his outlook on life. 

For all their years of friendship, Doug squinted his beady dark brown eyes and shifted his sight into the distance. "I don't remember a fern." 

"It's there. Besides, how often do you actually go to my place?"

"Who'd want to? If Sassafras wasn't a white ball of fluff, like laundry lint, I'm not so sure I'd be able to find her in that shit-pile you live in. Come on," Doug pleaded, "at least think about getting your own place. You could live with me, but I think Mindy would hate it. The whole cat versus dog thing." 

"We can talk about that, too, when I get back." Ewan thumped his forehead to the table, his nose and chin hanging over the edge. The place behind his ears ached. Sinus pain, he supposed, and he hadn't eaten anything in six hours. Hazy recollections of takeaway in the refrigerator pummeled his conscience. "I need to go home." 

"What time you off in the morning? How long of a drive is it? Sometimes I'm not even sure I know where Ohio is. It's over east somewhere, isn't it?"

"East and south, yeah. I have to take I-90 over to I-70, and small highways home after that. About eight hours." 

Doug listened to Ewan's pauses. "Is it weird?"

"Is what weird?"

"Going home, facing all of them, after what happened?"

Two things were possible in Doug's allusion. To both, however, the answer was the same. Ewan had not seen the whole of his family in eight years. Back then, he'd stayed only three days. He'd stayed sane only by his brother's humor, his niece's cuteness and Luc's steadiness. He'd been back since then, brief stays with his grandmother, just the two of them. Those days had been easier, the memories richer. He rubbed his eye with a palm, dreams of old days and childhood were so far from present mayhem, now unpleasantly mixing with possibilities. "It's a little weird. I don't know what to expect. You know, I never told them."

"You never told them?"

Ewan watched Doug's eyes pop open. An earnest regret stirred them. "No, never. Not even a peep. A hint. A clue."

"But I thought that's why you went home all those years ago, to tell them."

"I don't know what I would've said. They have some idea of what I do. My mother thinks it's a phase. Anyway, that was a while ago. I didn't go home alone."

"True," Doug mumbled, lost in the theories behind Ewan's cowardice. "And it was the holidays. Still, you'd think they would've figured it out by now."

"The self-absorbed Denmarks? I'm already a blemish on their derrières. I'll try to make them understand this time. They're not all bigots and selfish idiots. But maybe this was supposed to happen. It's not like Grammy was a spring chicken or anything. She was ninety-eight."

Doug's sense of humor, about as wicked as Ewan's was dry and acidic, found a measurable amount of laughter wrung from what he'd said. "I always forget that your parents are already as old as my grandparents." 

And Ewan's brother Jimmy, the correct and important offspring, was fifteen years older. "Well, I'm certainly living proof that accidents happen. I'll call you when I get to where I'm going. It's possible that Tab and I might decide to forget the family and drive over to Toronto."

"What's going on in Toronto?" Doug worried himself needlessly. "A festival? Did I forget a festival? Did you want to go? Should you go?"

"You're more uptight than I am, and I have a thousand things to do. Relax, man. All right? You didn't miss anything. Not that I like to condone flourishing alcoholism, but it might be a good idea for you to have another drink, maybe with a pretty young lady." 

Ewan, on his feet, slapped the suddenly lethargic Doug on the shoulder. The apprehension Doug faced daily outweighed the expectations of Ewan Denmark. 

"What pretty young lady?" Doug asked, milling eyeballs about. He never saw what Ewan did. "I don't see one." 

"That is not my problem. Listen, you're doing a lot for me," Ewan had drawn Doug's attention away from any potential dates in the club, "so, look, if any of the calls you handle for me get me a job, I'll give you ten percent. Standard starting rate for a decent manager. Please take it." 

The look he received in response spoke of uncertainties. 

"Hey, well, can't say no to a guy in mourning. I don't want to be rude." Doug gave Ewan a weak embrace. Then, in the action of an older sibling, he messed Ewan's pointy bed-head hairstyle. "If that little car of yours breaks down on the way, you can't say I didn't warn you a hundred times not to buy it. And I'm not going to drive out and save your ass. Just so you know."

"Why would you? You have a fine Chicago landmark to run. And, anyway, she won't break down. She hasn't yet."

"Well, you are living proof that accidents happen."

"As much as I hate it when we're tired and loopy and speaking in adages, I suppose there really is a first time for everything."

Ewan later determined that's what the trip felt like: returning home for the first time. His life was so different than it had been. What happened to someone in the course of a moment, through the impenetrable tangles of a decade, truly amazed him. 
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The roommates had left for their respective positions in the corporate world by nine in the morning. Ewan followed the pale streak against the floorboards, a giddy Sassafras, to the kitchen. He gave her the morning routine, assured that felines savored routine as much as humans. While chewing her soft salmon treats, Ewan checked the coffee, the burner still on and the bean water inside as thick as maple syrup, and nearly identical in color to charcoal. The first sip hit him like a kamikaze airplane. To the indifferent fern on the windowsill, he squeaked out a hello, fingered its new injured frond, frowning and wondering if it wouldn't soon be deceased. And everyone had told him it would be impossible to kill a fern. 

The dining room table was a meringue, filled with tipping stacks of mail, bills in accordion shapes, and slightly unrolled but heavily dog-eared collections of The Reader. A bag of cookies, a sack of chips, and a twelve-pack of soda rested at the edge. Taped to the soda box was a note signed by one of his roommates. "Take these with you! Don't get lost! Come back safe!" It ended with Sid's recognizable signature, the dot over the lowercase "I" an open circle, like a ten-year-old girl. 

Sentimentally, Ewan taped the note back in place, and hauled the goods to the stand beside the door. It resembled every other flat surface in the three-bedroom apartment: littered with keys to unknown locks, more unopened junk mail, an empty Molson bottle, loose CD's, tissues, and enough pocket litter to make Ewan's eyes roll. The place had been cleaned only twice, once when his parents visited, and once when Jimmy and Libra visited—but his cousin Rose hadn't been so lucky. Her trip had been spontaneous, and she never visited again. 

Reunited with the remainders of coffee, Ewan paused in the middle of the sitting room. A faint squeeze began inside him. The bitter remnants of nostalgia, he supposed. He hardly stopped thinking of home since the phone call from Libra, his teenaged niece, four days ago. She was the stable one of the family, precocious, intelligent, mellow, and the only one who, as she phrased it, had it together mentally to call him and let him know that Grammy had passed away. He was not shocked. Her death hadn't bleared the world for him, but he was quiet and contemplative, and stepped into the maelstrom of disjointed recollections. He loathed to tell any of his friends, other than Doug, exactly how much he missed home. It came in spurts. It hit him at odd moments. And still he didn't know if he missed his childhood or if he missed the undulating hills, the haze over the treetops on a hot day, the wild daffodils that bloomed determinedly in spring, or the orange lilies in roadside verges that swayed in summer breezes. In the aftermath of Grammy Harvest's death, how he reached the stage of rumination failed to matter. Particularly as he showered, hurriedly dragged his luggage to his black Sunfire, and threw it in: he would be home in eight hours, then maybe he'd have answers. 

"Good morning, Raven and Dove Publishing."

"Tab Christopher, please," he spoke to Tab's secretary on the end of the line.

"May I ask who's calling?" She had a husky voice, and, with the way his mind roved the halls of musical genres, he tried to find a match for it. A bit Vanessa Williams, and a threat of Karen Carpenter.

"Ewan Denmark. I'm his—"

"He's expecting your call, Mr. Denmark. Hold on one moment." 

His what? Cousin? Friend? Not exactly. They hadn't spoken in three years. Not spoken, in the literal sense, but Tab had his e-mail address, about as worthwhile to Ewan as the internet. Every once in a while, he remembered to check e-mails, usually at Sid's urging. 

Ewan wrapped the phone cord around his finger, preferring, of course, that old relic of the 1980's still stuck to the mustard-yellow walls of the kitchen: a hideous rotary-dial telephone that now rang so loudly that neighbors had started complaining. He was not about to call his fake cousin on the mobile he detested. He'd bought it because Doug had talked him into it. If Ewan had his way, it would sit at the bottom of Lake Michigan, regardless whether Shannon Keegan or President Clinton called him. 

The cord was on its eighth spin as the line clicked. 

"Hello, big important DJ-type person," came the cheery, slightly accented greeting. Tab had been raised in rural Indiana, and there was a mellowness to the consonants and an urgency on the vowels that made Ewan's inside rattle. Years before, Ewan had decided Tab Christopher sounded amazingly like Billy Gibbons. Tab would forever be a denim-wearing bohemian sort.

"So you work for a publishing company?"

"That I do. Don't you feel sorry for me? It's as dull as dirt around here. We're not very busy in the summer. How'd it get to be June already?" 

Ewan assumed correctly that he was not meant to answer this question, even with the unfunny retort dangling from the tip of his tongue: Because it was May last month, and that's how the calendar goes. 

"Anyway," Tab recalled, as the silence came, that Ewan was rather wordless, at times laconic, and would rather convey his thoughts with a stare that could entice happiness or offer a reason for disembowelment, "let's not talk about my corporate playground. Did you leave yet?"

"Was just about to. You are really coming with me then?"

"I wouldn't miss it. I suppose you'd like directions. I thought people got those off the web these days."

"Not me. Pen and paper get the job done. I use my computer for work. I won't use it for anything else."

"That explains a lot of things. Like unanswered e-mails." He didn't wait for Ewan to apologize, if one came. "You can pick me up in front of the office building here, I'll wait outside." 

Directions and street address stuck on the scrap paper, stuck in his pocket, Ewan asked what traffic was like around noon in downtown Indianapolis. The inquiry received a noncommittal grunt. 

"What is today? Thursday?"

"Friday." But Ewan only smirked to himself, then to Sassafras who leapt to the counter. Tab had always been—Ewan didn't know the word. Not flakey. Not indirect. But there were more important things to Tab than dates and days of the week. 

"Oh, well, don't worry about it then. I heard from Dad that you got a new car. True?"

"True. A Sunfire, two-door coupe."

"White?"

"Black."

"Oh, sexy."

"It gets me around. I'm anxious for the parents to see it."

"Want to rub it in their face that you can finally make enough money doing what you do?" 

"Exactly." 

"Good, then hang up and get here so we can move forward with the finer points of revenge. How are you coming? Sixty-five to I-70?"

"Absolutely." 

"All right, enough chatter." Although it occurred to Tab that he had done the majority of the talking, as it had been when they were younger. Ewan had never been a particularly garrulous sort. "We have a whole car ride to catch up on one another's lives, though I'm guessing yours is a bit more interesting than mine." 

"That depends on your definition of interesting."

"What are you talking about? Name-dropping never bores."

"It might. I will see you in a few hours." 

"I'll be the ugly guy in sunglasses and jeans, standing in front of a squat office building, who looks very relieved to be out of work for a while."

As the last of the southern suburbs thinned, and fields began to outnumber the houses, Ewan rolled down the passenger's side window, listened to the roar, the fresh air buffeting his arm, and knew he had made an excellent decision. As much as he would miss Grammy, her death had brought him the advantage of taking a respite from his whirlwind life of the last nine years, from being blistering new to house music and its culture, to the exhaustion of youth, the end of the heavy drinking and till-dawn parties, and now to the comfortable level of fame that had, in a way he still wasn't sure about, settled on his shoulders. 

Before she'd died, and before his cousin Libra was old enough to grasp the concept of music, Grammy was the only one who'd ever believed in him. He'd realized that during his last visit to Vinca Hill. They had good conversations. She would sit in the rocker in front of the open balcony doors, and he would sit cross-legged on the floor. He'd listen to old tales of her life, stories he'd heard before but didn't mind hearing again, and on the little portable boombox left over from his teen years, he played tapes of his newest mixes. Of course, Mum didn't like that her mother listened to "that awful noise" and often reprimanded Ewan until Grammy waved her arm, smiling and saccharine, urging Denora to back away and Ewan to stay. Later, Jimmy, Ewan's far older brother, informed him that Grammy still listened to his tapes, back then mostly melodic Delerium, ambient Front Line Assembly, and some low-key KMFDM remixes. When he'd talked to Libra a couple of days before, she mentioned Grammy listening to his tapes clear up until she died, and expressed a belief that Grammy had lived another ten years longer than anticipated because of her "need to groove to your tunes." He didn't know if it was true or not, but he could imagine a little KMFDM couldn't have hurt, and they certainly held a contagious energy. He liked to believe he'd helped her as much as she'd helped him. 

During the first portion of his drive, Ewan thought it appropriate to play these older tunes, for Grammy, to honor her memory. But shirking Gary, Indiana, by taking a back road of two wide, fat lanes across farmland and sleepy towns, FLA began to entrance him, and he had to change to more cheerful rock artists of the day: Matchbox 20 and some Green Day, Third Eye Blind and Afghan Whigs. He knew so many people in so many areas of music, with his "thumb on the drumming rhythm of Chicago," as Doug was fond of saying, that it seemed as common for him to listen to rock as it did for him to listen to Mase and Madonna, to the makers of Chicago's own Acid House and the master spinners emerging from Detroit and Toronto club scenes. 

At the east-west road, Route 2, Ewan drove the Sunfire off Route 41, to get back on the freeway, now that he was safely from the reigning kingdom of Chicago traffic. He passed through a tiny town, Route 2 its First Street, and remembered, only when being leered at by old men outside the hardware store, to turn his music down. In a few minutes, far too soon, he was back on I-65 with the windows rolled up, returned to his little jar of a vehicle, with the air conditioner ridding the cabin of June humidity. The Sunfire pushed its adorable four-cylinder engine to maximum roar, then calmed to a comfortable, quiet purr once its acceleration reached sixty-eight. Already, Ewan missed the pastoral air, the towns visible at great distances among trees and at the shores of squiggly Indiana creeks. He wouldn't have admitted it aloud to any of his friends, only to Doug, but he liked the country. Plenty of elbow room for the mind and soul, no one to bump into except a neighbor, and everybody knowing everybody else's business had its good sides as well as its bad. 

A few minutes after one, without a single stop, Ewan scaled the blocks of downtown Indianapolis. Every time he saw it, this Midwestern city had at least doubled its previous size. The urban areas were a constant construction zone. Navigating the roads confused at times, with orange barrels and cones bright in shadows of buildings and freeway overpasses. The directions provided an easy route, and soon he was in front of the nondescript office building, with a very conspicuous individual seated on a bus-stop bench. Tab had one old duffel bag across his lap, jeans as he'd told Ewan, in the mentioned garb of sunglasses and demeanor of indifference. 

Ewan rolled down the window in favor of stepping out of the car himself. Tab poked his head in, thumb raised. 

"Are you my ride to Vinton County? Or, specifically, a house on a quiet lane called Vinca Hill?"

"I believe I am. How are you?" 

"Hot as hell," Tab said, slapping Ewan's diminutive hand; he'd forgotten how small Ewan was, how Jimmy and sometimes Uncle Mitch described him as "a dainty priss," though none of the Denmarks were tall or especially comely. "It's hot sitting in the sun. Can I throw this in the back?"

"Go for it. Sorry if I had you wait too long."

"Not your fault. I could've waited in the lobby. But I had to work on my farmer tan." Tab rubbed his forearms, indeed reddened from the sun, covered in numerous freckles and wiry golden-red hairs. The hem of his shirt sleeve rose to reveal a marked difference between exposed skin and covered skin. "Look at that, would you? It's too bad William's precious golf club won't let me take to the links in muscle tees, please mind the pun. I don't suppose anyone at the Hill will care if I roam about shirtless all day, will they?" 

"Probably not," Ewan said, half laughing, never outright laughing, and pulling the car into post-lunch traffic. "At least not to your face." 

"I can handle snide remarks behind my back. One gets used to that." Tab threw his weight into the seat, stretching with hands behind the headrest. He slipped his feet out of old, earth-beaten flip-flops. Everything was done to encourage the belief that his vacation had started. William, his business partner, chairman, CEO, the man of a hundred titles, certainly had condoned the escapism Tab had eagerly wanted, and did not have to argue for, however much he was prepared to. William Augustus Lowry had merely waved his hand, flicked a smile, and mumbled encouraging words about the trip being pleasant. 

Ewan stumbled into conversation, side-stepping the foolish act of asking after the publishing industry. Without a genuine idea of what Tab did, Ewan was very secure in his assumption of the generalization: Tab Christopher was a big-wig at some small, independent publishing house. In music business terms, Ewan could relate to Tab by thinking of Raven and Dove Publishing as a tiny, worthwhile indie label that put out some of the best songs on college airwaves. Except that 'best songs' was moved to 'best books.' And 'college airwaves' changed to 'national book retailers.' 

"Do you want me to drive?" Tab cracked open a soda can. "If you've been up since the crack of dawn, you must be tired by now."

"Well," the first traces of fatigue had begun to sink in, "I suppose it's my pride that's keeping me behind the wheel: I want to keep pretending I'm twenty-one and driving eight hours in one day is still considered fun and exhilarating."

"But you're nearly thirty, and it is neither fun nor exhilarating. Stop somewhere in Richmond, or near the border, and I'll take over. Did you eat lunch?"

"I had a protein bar before I left the house," admitted Ewan. Tab enlisted a disapproving grunt as acknowledgement. 

"Great, then find somewhere to eat and then I'll drive." 

The dialogue between them ventured into common regions. Tab mentioned how strange it would be to see the whole family together, as neither of them could remember the year they met at the Logan County lake house for the last time. The Denmarks and Christophers had been intertwined for three generations, the forefathers of the clan, at the turn of the century, befriending one another at the manufacturing plant. And, after that, the two families stayed connected. Tab's father and Ewan's father were best friends. This camaraderie had led to the purchasing of a residential home in Logan County, near the shores of Indian Lake, and for many summers and winters the two families spent holidays together. Though the old house was still there, no one went with the former frequency, except Jimmy and Libra. Ewan hoped to steal Libra away for a day or two and revisit embers of childhood. Tab was not the type who had to be invited, and when he heard Ewan's tentative plan, knew that he'd go, too. 

"I haven't seen that place in ages. I tried to go the last time I was there, but the weather was too awful," Tab said, painting the silver and gray of November again in his mind. "Rain and wind, and I just knew as soon as I left the house it would snow. It never did, of course, because I stayed in the house." 

"That must be the way to controlling Ohio's weather. I haven't seen the house in so long that I thought for sure it'd been sold."

"Libra wouldn't have stood for it."

Ewan chuckled, visions of his niece maintaining her fervid appreciation for genealogy and family antiques. She wouldn't let Denora throw out great-grandmother Denmark's old chamber pot. It sat in indelible, dignified silence, keeping its secrets, up in the attic. But because Ewan's heart of homesickness was in Vinca Hill, Tab tentatively asked Ewan if he knew of any changes. 

"To Vinca Hill?" He snorted in disbelief. "Absolutely not. It'll probably be exactly the same. I bet there are even tomatoes and peppers growing in the garden." 

They entered the city limits of Richmond, and no sooner had the Sunfire zoomed by the first exit (without food either of them wanted) than Ewan's phone blurted ecstatically. He cursed the number, but answered cordially. 

"Oh, good, you're awake," Denora started. 

"Awake? Mum, we're now getting into Richmond. We'll be home in a couple hours. What do you want?"

"Is Tab with you? You didn't have any trouble recognizing him?"

"As far as I know it's him. If it's not," Ewan scanned Tab's features, squinting a little to see the prepubescent dunderhead he'd been told to be nice to, "then it's an amazing likeness, and he should be commended. What's for supper?"

"Libra legs with a side of Jimmy," Denora responded without a pause.

Ewan never failed to impress her; she was his 'little baby kitten' after all. "But I had those last night. Don't you ever feed us anything else?"

"They're getting on my nerves already, and it's only Saturday!"

"It's Friday, Mum." 

"Is it? Oh, good, I thought I'd missed my hair appointment."

"Send them to the store and tell them to get some good food."

The line rattled, faint clanking sounds, some indistinct speech, and finally Libra spoke. 

"Ewan! Hey!" 

She never called him Uncle Ewan, despite his mother and father's best efforts to instill the ladylike mentality of polite honorifics into her. Libra had broken from the lineage of upright, snobby, pretentious Denmarks. Jimmy and his wife had named their only child Margarethe Christina Scotia Denmark. It was the only time in the world a Denmark had dared inculcate a sense of humor into the clan: Margarethe was the reigning queen of Denmark, the country. The name hadn't stuck, and since she could talk she'd been known as Libra, her astrological sign, and Margarethe Christina Scotia showed itself only when she was about to be verbally blistered. 

"Did you hear we're having my legs for dinner?"

Ewan snickered. "I bet you're honored. Can we have mango salsa with them?"

"But of course, monsieur."

"Ah, merci, ma petite nièce."

"Show off." 

"Libra, just take your dad and go get us some real food."

"Will do. When are you and the fake uncle going to be here?"

Tab's title, fake this and fake that, had been successfully transmitted around the family throughout the years. Libra thrived on the closeness of her uncle, but she loved her fake uncle, too. 

"In a couple of hours. We're about thirty minutes from the border."

"Ew, Darke County's coming up, then."

"I know it."

"A seriously boring drive. You should turn on some Moby and Lords of Acid! That'll make it speed right by."

"Okay, young lady, you are not allowed to listen to Lords of Acid."

"Oh, I don't, but I read about them in some magazine. I want to know their sound, though, and I hope you're bringing something of theirs."

Ewan remained silent on the subject. A whole slew of music had been brought with him, he didn't even know why. Perhaps he treated mix tapes and homemade CD's like a security blanket. "But Moby's okay," he finally said. "Just don't hurt yourself with your crazy jive dancing. And turn it up really loud so Grandma Denora's is annoyed as possible. She hates Moby. She thinks he's a bald-headed freak, like that guy at the end of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom."

Then Tab guffawed and Libra laughed so loudly she had to hold the phone away from her. She came back and acknowledged that maybe Denora needed to start wearing her glasses more often. Unfortunately, Libra's departure meant returning the phone to Denora. 

"Kitten," his mom sounded sweet and questioning, "I hope you don't mind, but we're putting you and Tab up in the garret for the night. I swear, Vinca Hill wasn't meant to handle this type of onslaught. Can you imagine if we were up at the lake house right now? Nine people and one bathroom?"

He refrained from mentioning that the lake was free to use in toilet emergencies. "I really can't talk long, Mum. Tab and I need to stop somewhere and eat."

"Stop somewhere to eat, darling. Proper preposition usage is the American way. Please stop being British. You didn't have two years of braces for nothing." 

He didn't really know what one had to do with the other, yet allowed her to indulge her fantasy. "Here, talk to Tab. I need to actually drive the vehicle now."

"You and that toy car of yours—" was all he heard before tossing the Nokia into Tab's lap. 

"I hate these things," Tab grumbled, pottering about with the Nokia, similar to his, but a different color. "What happens if I push this button?" He pushed the red button and feigned a great gasp. "Oh dear," now his remorse was thick with the flatness of sarcasm, "it seems that I have inadvertently hung up on Denora." 

"Nicely done. She'll call again in a while." 

"I can handle Denora, but I don't want to waste my strength needlessly, either. Especially when I can just hang up on her—which was an unfortunate accident. I'm really all thumbs. Steak 'n' Shake," pointed out Tab, seeing a sign for the restaurant on a passing highway sign. "Let's eat there, please. I haven't been in one almost as long as I haven't been in Ohio. And then," he smiled, serenity settling into him, as he enjoyed the vista of Richmond suburbia, "I will drive us all the way home. Libra legs for supper tonight?"

"So I've heard."

"Excellent. Been a long time since I've had those, too. We're so lucky she was born a starfish and can regrow her limbs."
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House music left Tab feeling like he'd been through one of those rock tumblers he'd had as a boy. The kind with the crank handle that sends the poor rocks spilling over themselves again and again. House music, the acid house that had derived, as Ewan said, from Chicago, was exactly like the beat of a rock tumbler. 

Thankfulness passed silently in Tab's mind that none of that thumping bass played during the remainder of the drive. They listened to 80's music and relived their childhood singing Tears for Fears and Wham!, yet Ewan remarked that it wasn't the sort of music that suited Ohio's landscape very well. 

"Everyone I meet," he explained, "and everything I see—well, most of the things I see—soon becomes part of the soupy music culture mixed up in my brain. Like Mom, for instance. She's Rachmaninoff, sometimes Philip Glass. Jimmy's just like video game music. Libra's the Go-go's or The Bangles, sometimes she's Heart. Other times I swear she might be Stevie Nicks, but I'm not really sure."

"She's a teenager: she's supposed to morph from one second to the next. Who am I?"

"You are Billy Gibbons."

"I can live with that."

"With a dash of Gary Glitter. And one of the Backstreet Boys."

"Which one?"

"No idea. One of them."

Tab's reaction to this remained mixed. Gary Glitter? Maybe he had a swagger he didn't know about. Still, at least he hadn't said one of the Gibbs brothers. Or one of the Hansons. The Backstreet Boys had the advantage of being well-dressed and rich, and Tab was certain he was neither of those. "What's Chicago?"

"The greatest hits of house music: the now. A Pete Tong show, I suppose." Ewan rapped his fingers on an expensive import CD, the top case in a stack of five he'd taken from his trunk-bound bag before they left the restaurant parking lot. If he couldn't figure out Ohio's musical score in two weeks, there was something wrong with him. Yet he had this depressing idea that it would be something banal, something expected, like Aaron Copland or, worse, it'd be an 80's rock anthem. The comfortable rhythm of his way of thinking, combined with the radio, the car noise, the flow of air through the vents, carried Ewan away into a needed, stress-free nap. 

He woke to the blurting of a telephone. Not his, but Tab's. 

"Oh, shit, it's your mother," Tab said. The Nokia continued being a harbinger, caroling its dirge against the symphony of an over-produced song on the radio. "I guess my cell phone plan gets better coverage than yours." Reluctantly, he answered, cringing at sleepy Ewan as he did so. "Tab's phone, Tab speaking."

"How redundant. Where are the two of you? Not stopping at a brew bar in Columbus, are you?"

"What a grand idea, Denora. You wouldn't mind?" 

Denora rounded into a secret method of glee; she liked Tab for being unpredictable and sharper in wit than either of her boys. He, at least, was an entrepreneur, did something remarkable in the publishing field, whatever it was. Libra said the first book he wrote was "ground-breaking," but so far no one in the family had read so much as the title page. Well, perhaps Libra had: she was such an artsy, literary sort of girl. "The only way you're stepping into a bar is if I'm with you, Tab Christopher. You haven't shoved Ewan out of the car yet, have you?"

"Not yet, and I can't get him to warm up to the suggestion. He was sleeping."

"Lazy boy. Anyway, I wanted you to know that Libra will be here when you arrive, but I'm not so sure about the rest of us. We're having dinner at the club with some friends of ours. Libra's too young to do that sort of thing."

"Libra's too smart to do that sort of thing," Ewan retaliated when Tab had hung up, told him the news. To it, Ewan lifted his shoulders and hunched over the oversized road atlas. He loved to count down the exits and miles until what they were on was too unimportant to be one of those dashed lines that marked gravel roads. "Imagine the rest of them not even being home when we get there. I can't tell if I feel offended or thrilled." 

An amicable debate followed: Which way to take to Vinton County? Ewan's thoughtfulness eventuated a reply in favor of the interstate, the shorter route rather than meandering the serpentine State Route 35, through the fringes of Dayton and Xenia. He voted for quicker, anxious as he was to get home, lay out on the grass beside the lilacs and then visit the frogs in the pond before the end of twilight. He pondered whether there was a charcoal grill available, if Libra had purchased grill-worthy foods at the grocery. He thought of calling her, knowing Jimmy had bought her a phone for Christmas last year; he spent too little time around her anymore, and with Grammy's illness. . . . But Ewan hesitated, his hate for the mobile communications culture emptying like hot scintillations into his bloodstream. The scenery rotated on outside the window, and it calmed him, supported his decision to leave Chicago, work, the Memo Street Club, all of it—for a little while. He daydreamed of Vinca Hill as he remembered it. And as the towns and homesteads became familiar, his daydreams launched into reality. 

He recognized the rooftop at once: a gray-green of dimensional shingles put on the year before Grandpa died. As the slope of the road lifted, leveled, there shone the vinca blossoms, bright and vividly violet, shockingly so, among their low bed of variegated green leaves. Two hills were separated by the slinky, one-lane drive, and the two hills curved before the extensive front lot. A master gardener of a distant era, on a faded branch of the Harvest family tree, had started the vinca, the plant that would give the house its name decades later. It was not the Harvests who'd first called it Vinca Hill, but the denizens of the village called it by its foremost descriptor rather than mention it was on the sharpest corner of Wren Lane, and one of only four houses on the tiny stretch of road between two busy streets. The structure was plain, built of normal squares and angles, a typical wrap-around porch, sided in white vinyl with black shutters at every elongated window, every eave and frame. It had a crisp, unaffected face turned to the street. Only the red barn, across the driveway, the shed behind the house, the garage beside it, helped give it a domestic, lived-in, appreciated look. 

Ewan didn't care. It could've been missing half its roof, the shed could've been torn to bits by the collapse of the overhanging old chestnut tree, and Vinca Hill would've made him glow in relief, made him stir in amusement, made him speechless with hope. 

On the front steps, Libra was reading a book. As soon as the gravel crunched beneath the tires, she lifted her head, caught the Sunfire's pointy snout, and she stood, waving cheerily. Ewan put the window down, yelled at her across the expanse of lawn and rumble of pebbles. With experience and silence, Tab wound the car around the drive's odd angle, just after passing the two barns, around the western side of the house, to leave it in the empty space before the detached two-car garage. 

"Looks like everybody else has gone to the club after all," noticed Tab aloud, just before Libra opened Ewan's door. 

She was so happy about the reunion with her famous deejaying uncle that her immediate embrace squeezed his neck a little too sharply. In the time since he last saw her, Libra had stretched out, gained inches in her arms, her legs seemed to go clear to her armpits, and he silently knew she was going to be taller than him. Being five-eight had its disadvantages: not only had he been born nearly ten years too late to win his parents' affections—by that time they were bored with their first son and tired of child-rearing in general—but to be the shortest, most diminutive member of the Denmark clan seemed to exacerbate the detrimental aspects of his birth. And, in the same mode of thought, thanked the pantheon of God or His posse that Libra looked like her mother. Marisol was five-eleven, some days six feet if she wore the right shoes, and Ewan had long been bashful in the presence of the giantess, and couldn't but feign sorrow when Marisol had left Jimmy for a golfer from Florida. Jimmy had kept Libra; as it was, Libra was not the slightest bit keen to dash off to Florida and leave her friends at school, leave her weird network of relatives, for southern paradise and a millionaire's house. She'd remarked once to Ewan that it was likely dull down there. She was the sort of girl who wanted to work for a living, earn what she could, and found it insipid to have everything handed to her. The work ethic was similar to Ewan's, though from what line or generation they had inherited it remained a mystery. 

It hit Ewan then that perhaps there stood the three black sheep of the family, him and Libra and Tab. They'd not formed any sort of Musketeer-like triumvirate since Libra was swathed in pink sleepers with those little mitts to keep her spastic hands from doing anything dangerous. Leaning over to help clear out the rubbish from behind the passenger's seat, Ewan glanced across car's length to Tab, again remembering he was not exactly a clan member. No one in his right mind would claim relation to the Denmarks, regardless of Philip Denmark's popularity in Cincinnati courtrooms, Denora's charity work, or his own burgeoning fame in the nightclub circuit. But Tab had liked "old Grammy" and had been much affected by her death. He looked worn and wan dragging his woefully ancient duffel bag into the kitchen entrance. Ewan, behind him, inspected the bag anew, and recognized it in a flash as being the same bag Tab had carried about in their youthful romps with indifferent, wealthy parents. It even had a scent of Indian Lake, of fish and moist sand and rain-rinsed cattails. 

The air outside was hot, but the kitchen was startlingly cool. "Air conditioner was on," Libra said, returning to her informal habit of speaking in sentence fragments. "I turned it off right after they left. Waste of energy, and I thought you two would rather have some real country air. Besides, the crickets are wild today."

Tab and Ewan paused to listen as Libra shimmied up the nearest window, over the sink, and they heard a rush of sounds. Crickets indeed, in the long grass and tiger lily stems right below the window, cicadas in the trees that would, at night, be laden with tree frogs; and, beyond the garage and down the meadow walk came the faint but pompous wails of geese. Nearer, the rooster, Kasimir, cut his own voice through the din. Ewan remained expressionless but filled with the marvel always experienced when first arriving back at Vinca Hill. He'd known before how tired he was of urban life, how much he wanted to leave it all, if it pained Doug and his Chicago-based retinue of musical friends. The internal tug came again, unsure if it was at his heartstrings, his conscience, or an ethereal point between the two. 

He didn't hurry through the downstairs, the traditional wind through the kitchen, the little hall of two steps that ended in the piano room, but lagged behind a verbose Libra and a responsive Tab. The white parlor grand piano in the corner, an antique from bygone days when members of the family played for after-dinner entertainment, was covered in its usual vase of flowers—hyacinths and daffodils—but that was all. It was the centerpiece of the room, and every other object around it looked plain and modern, the crisp lines of the 1990's decorators once the misty floral patterns and pastels used in the 1980's had fallen out of fashion, thus out of Denora's favor. She often had Grammy change out the furniture to suit her own need for style, gave the old objects away to her charity of the month. Although she was good about choosing the furniture in colors Grammy wanted, but all that Ewan knew was that Grammy didn't particularly care about the décor. She'd once explained that all the furniture that she loved the most was hidden away in the attic, "fermenting, probably, but Denora won't go near it." Ewan thought the first thing his mother would do was throw out those beautiful antique wares that Grammy had loved. If the house were his, of course, the first thing he would do was get rid of the sterile new stuff and haul out the old, and invite the spirit of Grammy Harvest to sit again in her old favorite chair whenever she wanted. 

But he supposed Denora and her brother Mitch would have the house to do with as they wanted. Ewan entered such a state of concentration, trying to decide what the siblings would do with Vinca Hill, that he horrified himself, entered a trance, only coming to when Libra tapped his arm. He found he was in front of the piano, the bag at his feet. 

"You all right?" 

"It's awful of me," he started, already smiling and bringing Libra and Tab into his conspiracy, "but I was thinking how nice it is that Mum's not here right now."

"It is nice," mused Tab. "I always like coming into the house without being mauled by a thousand questions about the trip and whether or not I am hungry or if I'd like to 'freshen up' before dinner. Who freshens up these days? Nope, I'm glad kiddo is here to greet us." He lassoed her shoulders and pulled her in to kiss the top of her head. He was tall enough for that achievement, and Ewan would've had to kiss her cheek. 

"I talked a lot, though. Did I talk too much?"

"Just the right amount. Not a word too much. Not a word too few." 

Ewan knew, as soon as he saw Libra's relaxed grin, that his mother was going to hate the fact that the three of them were so alike, that they got along. Their friendship would likely wreck her entire plan, whatever it was, but he knew his mother was always eager to plan. 

Disgusted by his disrespect, he rebuked himself silently, then fiendishly ripped the silk hyacinths and daffodils out of the milk glass vase. Tab and Libra stared. "They were all wrong, anyway. No one's changed them since spring. Grammy changed the flowers to match the season. Remember?" 

Libra held her hands in front of her, fingertips barely touching. She surveyed him, wondered what itch had gotten under his skin, and promised herself she would find out what was wrong with him. Her flashes of intuition came lightning-quick, a fact that her father abhorred. She was precocious and too much like Marisol's mother. Libra didn't see the same faults in herself. "I think I saw fake flowers in one of the plastic tubs in the shed. Give me these," she took the hyacinths and daffodils, now rumpled in shame, and tapped the bouquet on his chest to show levity. "You and Tab are in the garret. Hope you don't mind."

He didn't mind. He loved the garret. Its low, wickedly sloped ceiling, original woodwork that had never been glazed over by fifty years of glossy enamel, its nocturnal creaks, its ability to capture and amplify every drop of rain. Tab let him lead, thinking it more appropriate, though neither had been in Vinca Hill alone for as far back as they could remember. 

"I think we were twelve."

"I would've been eleven," Ewan said, finding it remarkable that they had been thinking the same thing without a word leading up to this revelation. 

"No, you were twelve, since it was after your birthday but before mine."

They were the same age for three months out of the year. Ewan remembered sitting high in the hayloft one July evening, the two of them waiting for the barn owl, drowsy in the upper rafters, to come alive from its mannequin state and fly off. They had talked brazenly of everything that hovered in their immediate world. The world is so small when one is twelve and has a best friend for the entire summer. They had figured out, with some wonder, the exact amount of days between their birthdays. 

"The entire house went off to see some ridiculous play in Columbus," continued Tab. He climbed the narrow staircase bogged down by the weight of two sacks, one his and the other filled with Ewan's clothes. "They even took Grammy Harvest, so we were at home and pleasantly alone. Mrs. Whitfield came over and made sure we ate dinner."

Ewan and Tab, even Jimmy, had referred to the kind though misguided widow down the lane as "Mrs. Whittled." She was a bit touched in the head, kept a pet goat named Katie. Much like Mary and her lamb, Katie went everywhere Mrs. Whittled went. It was not uncommon to see the odd pair roaming McArthur's main street, setting about their daily errands while everyone paid homage to Katie by giving her a handful of grain kept in their pockets, should they meet the little hairy cadger. Mrs. Whittled died not long after Katie, and it was the first time Ewan tasted the tragedy of growing up; he and Tab had been seventeen at the time. It opened their eyes that the world didn't stop changing just because they were clinging to the dregs of childhood. 

Then Tab went to college, and Ewan was packed off to Northwestern to become versed in law like his father, brother, and uncle. If Mrs. Whittled hadn't died, Ewan sincerely doubted he would've pondered anything as prosaic as law school. But the town loony and her peaceful goat companion had rent the veil over his ignorance, and everything that happened to him afterward seemed to be a mere pivot, the slightest degree removed, from the summer when he was seventeen. As it was, everything that had happened to him, from his long-time relationship with Annette Bromfield to becoming a name in music, had its origins in his time at Vinca Hill. 
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Clearly, Denora had hired a cleaning service to tidy the garret, sweep its hardwood floors, wash the area rugs, and put clean linens on the two twin beds. As he'd noted while downstairs, the house was dust- and dirt-free, a surprising find after its months of emptiness. Since Denora was unlikely to do it, and certainly couldn't have enticed any of her family to do it for her—even Libra wouldn't have, and she had only arrived that morning—naturally an outsider would have to slave over it for hours. Ewan felt a prick of remorse, sorry for the maid, sorry that he hadn't been here to instruct her over the care of the place, or sorry, too, that he hadn't the opportunity to clean it himself. He thought of his mail-littered kitchen table back home and nearly laughed. It showed him how little he'd cared for his Chicago flat, and how enormously he loved the Harvest house. Only for those things he cared about deeply was he willing to give up an afternoon to spend time with it. 

Tab wanted to unpack right away, settle in, but halfway through putting his shaving kit on the mirrored dresser, he grunted and turned to Ewan with a proposition. "Let's skive this and go prowl around the pond. What do you say? Oh," his eyes, hazily emerald and verging on amber, brightened all the more in the room's impeccable afternoon sheen, "I'll ask Libra if there are any popsicles! We can roam around in this insufferable evening humidity and let the popsicles melt because we can't eat them fast enough . . ." He was lost in his own thoughts for a minute, imagining it, aware that they were thirty and twenty-nine years of age respectively, between them garnering almost sixty years of life experience, and what was a little popsicle goo against life's suffocating presence? There was a publishing company to run, manuscripts to read, advanced copies to peruse, and books of his own to be planned—though he'd long ago given up the hope of ever writing anything else. Ewan looked so stable, so worthless to him now that he was removed from the purity of boyhood. It saddened him only to realize it was sadness he saw in Ewan. He was enclosed in a type of wistfulness that comes to those who have been injured by some unforeseen trauma. Tab didn't know it then, and wouldn't for a while, but it was similar to what Libra had seen in her instantaneous intuition of her lone uncle. 

Tab's phone rang in a muffled, plaintive voice hidden under layers of clothes. Making a dive for it, he managed to catch it before voicemail set in. Ewan went about unpacking, leaving stacks of clothes in the bottom dresser drawer. It had always been his, that drawer, as he was the shortest and, so the joke went, had to stoop the shallowest to reach what he needed. The side of dialogue he heard led him to believe Denora had called to check their status. 

"Alive and well and glad not to be with you at that stuffy old club," Tab said, using neither pomposity or sarcasm. He said it with a lean towards immaturity. 

Ewan, for the first time, in spite of their lengthy car ride together, wondered what Tab's life was really like in Indianapolis. He recounted what knowledge he had of his boisterous fake cousin, and was dismayed that he knew so few personal tidbits. What was it like having your best friend be your business partner? Did William have children, and were they as crazy about Tab as Libra had always been? Were his sister and brother-in-law ever planning to leave his place, or had they agreed to stay there and save themselves, and him, from some monetary troubles? Did he have a dog, a cat, a goldfish, or a plant in front of the kitchen window like Ewan and his roommates? There was so much to find out, but how dreadful it would be to list off questions like a ravenous journalist. 

Tab hung up, leaned against the mattress on his side, his bare feet already dirty at the soles and sticking out over the edge. A beam of evening sunlight reflected off the hallway floor and drifted against his calves and made every hair sparkle. He rubbed his chin with the hard plastic nub of the phone's antenna, unaware of how becoming he looked, and how Ewan envied his naturalness. It would take Ewan days to unravel and be that relaxed. A part of him wanted to be back in Chicago, hard at work, and not face the dilemmas awaiting him. Ridiculous, he knew, for a man nearly thirty to hate taking responsibility for himself. But Vinca Hill inspired just the opposite: it enabled him to be a child again. There was the juxtaposition. He wanted to show his mother that he cared for the house, perhaps even persuade her to sell it to him, but couldn't evince enough respect for his position while Vinca Hill removed twenty years from his inner spirit. Maybe he would be composed before Denora returned. 

"Get your shoes on," he urged Tab, "or whatever you brought that passes as shoes."

Tab had carried only two pairs of shoes from home, his sandals and loafers for tomorrow's funeral. "I can root around the woods in flip-flips." 

"We'll see," Ewan lowered the lids of his eyes, gaining a challenging quality, "when I race you to the dock! Ha!" 

He thundered down the staircase, having the advantage of smaller feet, swiftness, and a caged energy that he finally let loose. He zoomed through the main room, said a flippant "Hey, Libra!" as she gaped at him in front of the new flowers for the vase. Tab made the same racket, shouting at Ewan as he went through the piano room, not even noticing Libra. The screen door snapped shut behind Ewan, then behind Tab. Their feet thumped loudly on the wooden planks of the back porch. They tore across the lawn to the tractor-mowed path in the wildflower meadow. 

Under the Tree Arch, where branches of beeches, locusts, oaks and maples crossed and weaved over the swath, Ewan began getting a cramp in his side, but plowed on. The scent of the pond hit his nose and goaded him with its closeness. The vault of the trees lifted away, and there was the inviolate sky again in front of an unchangeable vista: the pond, its anklets of cattails, the crooked dock, the rowboat at rest against the singular stretch of rocky shoreline. Behind it, into the west, the north, an impenetrable parade of trees, and hills one atop the other, as if clamoring to drench themselves in the pearly June haze. A line of white hemmed the fuzzy purlieu where arbors met the unrolled empyrean. And everywhere a chorus of creatures, birds and insects, the Asian geese and fish slapping in and out of the water. A great hush, somnolent, succulent, held Ewan still. He'd longed for that communion between himself and the country, at last aware that he'd broken free of the urban infestation. It had held him too long, and now trembled insecurely in this welcome newness. 

The spell failed to break under the presence of Tab. They prowled the circumference of the pond, rarely speaking but to remind each other of a memory. Ewan said he was sorry they had come too late to enjoy the heavy perfume of lilacs in evening. Tab lamented that they had missed the redbud trees. They used to stumble upon "flocks" of redbuds, huddled together among trees of lesser beauty, as though finding their glamour companionable. And though Indianapolis had its fair share of redbuds, that bloomed near the same time as those around Vinca Hill, they bloomed with a shallowness and banality, expectantly. They lacked all surprise, and wouldn't fill small boys with awe at their numinous allure. Redbuds were among the most sacred of trees to Ewan, the only tree he'd forbidden himself to climb, preferring white pines for the sake of gathering pine pitch on his hands, a true medallion of a childhood day well-spent. 

For an hour they hovered about the pond, rooted through it, sat on the belt of rocks, finally at the edge of the dock. It squeaked and rocked in its cantankerous, ominous way, as it had been threatening to fall into the watery coffin for years but hadn't quite made up its mind to do so. Ewan estimated the cost of building a new dock, in addition to replacing the weather-beaten rowboat, and wondered how many remixes he would have to do before he could afford it. Again, he despaired of his mother and uncle ever selling the place to him, and he lay back on the unexpectedly ductile slats, dropping a forearm to keep out the burning sky overhead. 

Aware of Ewan, his silence beginning to disconcert, Tab splashed his
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