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  Author's Note


A large part of the Tales from the Sheep Farm project is about racial justice. To that end, most of the characters you will encounter do not have their race identified. Only a few must be entirely white, and it should be evident who they are. Likewise, only a few must be other races or ethnicities. It should be evident who they are, as well. 
The rest? That is up to you.  
And if you feel inspired to tell a story of your own in this world, or if there’s a character you want to know more about, I am accepting proposals so that you can come play in this world and help advance the issues of racial and social justice. 
Your voices matter. Your stories matter. This story, hopefully, continues to lay the foundation for my firm belief in that. 
That also means that any mistakes are my own and if you gently point them out, I will own them.






  
  Thursday February 27, 2020 


Taylor Alexander, first executive assistant to Emerson Mackenzie, CEO of Pharmaceutical Sciences Technologies, or PharmaSci for short, sat cross-legged in the middle of a queen-sized bed in one of the bedrooms inside the farmhouse belonging to said employer. 
The promise among Taylor’s group of friends had been to keep a journal, and Taylor Alexander firmly believed that a promise made was a promise kept—or at least that every attempt would be made to keep it.
It didn’t sound like such a horrible task. They all knew a virus was sweeping the world, they all knew it was most likely the defining event of their lives, and as a group, they had agreed to journal their experiences. The fact that Emerson and his wife, Tess Cartieri, had extended the hospitality of their farmhouse to Taylor and a few others had just made Taylor’s friends all the more eager to see how this particular journal came out.
The problem, of course, was that Taylor was a private person. So private, the idea of keeping a journal gave them hives. After all, if you wrote something down, it could be discovered. Read. Ridiculed.
Journals weren’t safe things.
Taylor took a deep breath and looked around the room yet again. Although Tess had said she hadn’t redecorated, it seemed as if she had. A desk had been put in the room, for one thing—Emerson had made an effort to point it out. “And a desk,” he’d said, giving Taylor a look like maybe he thought his assistant would hug it or something, even though Emerson had never seen Taylor even consider hugging anything or anyone. “For you. So you can do Taylor things. Like map out hikes.” He’d nodded once, as if proud of himself for that pitch, then said, “Assuming you don’t want to do it downstairs, that is.” 
Writing in a journal at a desk made sense, but journals were, by nature, intimate things. And there was no more intimate spot than a bed—unless you considered the adjoining bathroom, and there was no way Taylor was going to sit on the edge of the tub or on the toilet to write a journal entry. 
They eyed the notebook again. They had to write something. A promise made was a promise kept…

February 27, 2020
A virus is sweeping the planet. That sounds so dramatic, like an opening to a movie, but it is not. It is a virus, people are dying, it is real, and smart people are afraid.
Lucky people like me are already holed up, hiding from it. Because although we do not know much about it at the moment, we do know its transmission is via airborne contact with an infected person and if we are sheltered in a place away from an infected person, we will not be infected.
It is that easy. 

Taylor frowned. That sounded beyond melodramatic, although it was true. They considered ripping the page out of the journal and starting again, but that felt inauthentic somehow. The whole journal thing did, come to think of it.
Taylor’s friends weren’t going to care. They wanted the goods, the juicy stuff. After all, none of them were living with their employers.

I have said many times that I am lucky to be employed by Emerson. He has been a very good boss and has always stood up for me when there has been pushback against him hiring a member of the LGBTQ+ community. He does not work me to death. He is not mean or cruel, as evidenced by this whole house party. In fact, he is kind and generous, among other positive attributes.
There are six of us here, and only six, although there are still empty bedrooms. In addition to myself and Emerson and Tess, we are joined by two PharmaSci board members, Gray Stein and Thomas Spencer. Both are retired from their careers and alone in Port Kenneth. Both are at high risk of death if they should catch the virus. 
Last, but perhaps most important, is Roger Kent. He is in his late thirties, so his virus risk is low. However, he is also the house manager for Emerson and Tess, and he is here to help us cook and clean, which means he is fulfilling the same role of service that I am. 
I suspect it speaks volumes about Emerson and Tess that their two service people are minorities—Roger is Black—but not in the way a first glance might imply. It is not that we are only good for service work. It is that they saw value in myself and Roger and brought us into their house in order to ensure a comfortable experience for everyone, but especially Emerson.
Make no mistake: Because we are the upper channels of a pharmaceutical company, we all know this isn’t going to be a few weeks of being locked up together. We are all informed and kept up to date about the virus. Emerson said he expects us to be here for a few months even though other countries are saying a six-week quarantine or stay-at-home period. Emerson thinks it will be double if we are to truly kill the virus.
We shall see.

Taylor put down their pen and looked over what they had written. It wasn’t so bad—but then again, it wasn’t terribly personal, and that made it safe. 
If they felt like it, there was more to say: descriptions of the house, which was magnificent. Twelve thousand square feet meant plenty of space for the six of them to spread out in—two thousand square feet per person, Emerson had said, and Thomas had promptly staked out the extremely large family room, declaring it to be cable news central. 
No one had seemed thrilled with that proclamation. 
“We’ll figure it out,” Emerson had said with a heavy sigh. 
“There’s the quiet room,” Tess had pointed out. Across the hallway that ran through the exact middle of the house, the quiet room was decorated in lighter colors and did not have a TV, but had comfortable-looking sofas and chairs arranged for both conversation and privacy. 
The room was that big. They all were.
The space set up as PharmaSci remote was every bit as large. At the front of the house, it had a few doors that led outside onto the covered porch that wrapped around the house, and—like every other room on the first floor—large windows that ate up most of the walls. Even with the covered porch, natural light wasn’t a problem.
The family room had heavy, dark wooden interior shutters that made that space seem like a cave, the better for watching TV, Emerson had said with a smirk at Tess as he put an arm around her and kissed her cheek. She shook her head in response. Taylor suspected she did a lot of head shaking; Taylor certainly did when Emerson got into one of his moods.
Between the family room and PharmaSci Remote was a library, also with heavy, dark interior shutters. The library was the smallest room on this half of the house, with a big, heavy executive-style antique desk—Tess thought it was original to the house, which was built in the early 1800s—and a few couches. And, of course, walls of books, many of which Tess was afraid to touch. 
“If there’s an infestation in this house, that’s where it’ll be,” she had said, wrinkling her nose and saying something under her breath that sounded like there damn well better not be an infestation.
“It’s fine, Just Tess,” Emerson had told her. They had gathered in the family room to go over the house rules when all six of them had arrived. There hadn’t been many rules: Be careful around any doors so the cat doesn’t get out, and that included the doors in PharmaSci Remote; let Roger know if you wanted him to do your laundry or clean your bedroom and bathroom; and how to use the various utilities, since the house wasn’t on the grid at all. Tess, being an architect, had been improving that since she and Emerson had discovered the house. They had solar, a retrofitted geothermal system, and a water/sewer system and Internet that Tess had only said, “Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies—but it’s all legal.”
Taylor remained unconvinced they wanted to know what that meant.
The other half of the house was actually less interesting. Across from PharmaSci Remote was an empty room. When Taylor had asked what Emerson and Tess were going to do with it, Emerson had rubbed the back of his neck, then held his hand out, fingers splayed, and said, “I… have no idea. Tess says when we know, we’ll know.”
Then came the quiet room, and then the staircase. It wasn’t a grand staircase of any sort, doubling back on itself and simply performing its job. This, Tess had said, was a house for living and working, not entertaining.
Behind the stairs was the old office used by perhaps the lady of the house, or the caretaker; Tess wasn’t sure which. It was the only room that wasn’t a proper rectangle; part of it had been carved out for a powder room that opened into the main hallway. It was now Tess’ remote office. She had chosen it, she said, because it was closest to the kitchen and farthest from Emerson.
At the back of the house was the kitchen. It might have been original to the house, but it had been renovated into a chef’s delight. The dining room was certainly an addition, as was the laundry room that separated the kitchen and dining room. In fact, this part of the house almost seemed to be parts of a different house, more modern in design and function than everything else. 
Upstairs were the bedrooms, nine of them, all with fully modern bathrooms. 
“Taylor!” Emerson knocked on their door and Taylor flipped the notebook closed. “Want dessert? C’mon down if you do. Otherwise, see you in the morning for work.” 
Taylor decided staying upstairs, where they didn’t have to interact with anyone, was the safest plan. There were risks with staying in the house, they knew that. Maybe bigger risks than a deadly virus, but that was hard to judge.
“I don’t know about that,” Taylor’s best friend, Nimisha Rohan, said later when she called to check in. “It’s hard to be a bigger risk than something that can kill you.”
“Ever walk around wishing you were dead?” Taylor asked. “There are worse things than actually being dead.”
Nimisha wouldn’t—and didn’t—argue the point. “Fine. Then tell me, are you comfortable?”
Taylor hedged. Of course they weren’t comfortable. Everyone had arrived after work the day before and had moved in. No one—other than Emerson and Tess, who had been spending select weekends at the farmhouse—had found the time to be comfortable yet. “Well, the bed is.”
“That’s good,” Nimisha said. “What else?”
“Roger has the kitchen stocked. Breakfast and lunch are there whenever we want them, but dinner is as a group. Tess says it’s civilized. Gray says it’s proper. Emerson says it’s fun. Thomas says it’s right in the middle of the local news.”
Nimisha laughed. “And Taylor? What does Taylor say about this group dinner?”
“So long as no one has to eat my cooking, including myself, I’m shutting up and quietly being thankful.” So far, Roger had cooked two dinners, and both had been excellent.
“And probably keeping your hands tucked in your lap and your eyes on your plate,” Nimisha said, sounding put-upon. She had been trying for many years to break Taylor of that habit.
“Tay,” she went on, “if you’re safe with anyone, it’s Emerson, and you know it.”
“He’s not the one I’m worried about.”
“Then who’s the threat? You’ve known Gray and Thomas for years. You and Tess have plotted against Emerson more than once and worked together to buy him an entire wardrobe. The only person you don’t really know is Roger, even though you’ve frequently coordinated with him about Emerson’s life, but at the same time, you know what sort of person Emerson likes to hire. That should tell you things.”
That, of course, was exactly the problem. The fact that Emerson didn’t hire assholes made life in the house riskier. And Nimisha knew it.
Taylor told her that.
“My point is that you’re safe.”
“The virus will not get me,” Taylor said stiffly.
Nimisha sighed and said, “I love you regardless.”






  
  Friday, February 28, 2020


Taylor wasn’t sure how the second day of work in the remote office could begin to feel normal, but somehow, it did. It helped that the work itself was routine—or as routine as work could be when parts of the world were dealing with a virus that no one seemed to understand. But it also helped, Taylor thought, that when PharmaSci had moved from Lakeford, New York to Port Kenneth a little over a year ago, Emerson had introduced remote working and video conferences. Across the company, they were set up for this exact lifestyle. 
Emerson had sent everyone to work from home two days prior because he wanted them to iron out any kinks before the virus swept over the country. “We have people to keep healthy,” he had reminded the company. “Or, as healthy as possible so that they can battle this thing and hopefully stay out of the hospital and stay alive until we have better answers and knowledge.”
He had turned to Taylor. “We need answers faster.”
Taylor, knowing Emerson well enough to know he wasn’t expecting a response, kept quiet.
There were no answers on that second day of work in the remote office, either. But the surroundings were starting to feel familiar, even this quickly, and Emerson’s footstep early in the morning as he headed out for a run was already something that made Taylor smile as they rolled over for another forty-five minutes of sleep in the amazing bed Tess and Emerson had provided.
Visits from Tess were going to be rare, since she and Emerson insisted on giving each other space for their careers, but she stopped in the remote office after lunch.
“I wanted to remind you to be careful, now that you’re in an office with working doors and windows,” she said, standing in front of one and glancing over her shoulder at something.
“I still think it’s stupid that the windows in the office don’t open,” Emerson grumbled.
“Well,” Tess said, turning to face him and Taylor and leaning against the doors she’d just been studying, “corporate buildings like the Piston Building are built so that their ventilation system is incorporated in the design. Opening a window can throw it off and alter its efficiency, which of course affects greenhouse gases and environmental concerns. Then you have the simple wear and tear on the windows, broken window screens, all the expense of maintenance and replacement. And finally,” she said, holding up four fingers, “there’s a long history of people who, distraught over one thing or another, throw themselves out. Although I suppose if you’re desperate enough”—she shivered, as if thinking of something. Taylor was willing to bet it was footage from 9/11—“you’ll just break the window and swan dive anyway.”
She walked over to one of the windows behind Emerson’s desk. “If either of you decide you’re distraught enough to throw yourselves out the windows, please remember the glass in these is expensive to replace.”
“Uhh, Just Tess?” Emerson asked, rubbing the back of his neck, his shoulders hiked high, “we’re on the first floor.”
“That would definitely make for a less dramatic suicide,” she said and tweaked his chin, pecked his lips, and grinned at him. “Less effective, too.”
Taylor opened and closed the doors again, giving them a confused look. They looked a question at Tess, who turned her grin on the assistant. “Taylor, you are one of my favorite people for a reason,” she said and left the office.
Emerson looked at Taylor. “Did I miss something?”
Taylor sighed in a false, put-upon way. “Emerson, why would we smash windows and jump out when we can open a door and walk out?”
He stared at Taylor for a long minute, his face blank. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Taylor couldn’t agree more.

Maybe I am wrong to worry about myself more than the virus. Maybe I’ll look back at this moment and call myself a fool; it won’t be the first time. But for all the fun moments, I am sure there are going to be the quiet moments when we let our guards down and get personal.
That thought terrifies me, and not just because Emerson is my boss and Gray and Thomas are board members.
Hopefully this weekend, I can get outside and explore the property. It’s a couple hundred acres and the farm is up against public land owned by the state—but according to Tess, it’s public land no one really uses because it’s mountainous and there aren’t good hiking paths on it.
That was the bribe Emerson used: If I moved in and worked here with him through this virus event, I could have my weekends to explore.
I suspect at some point, he’s going to want to camp out with me, and I dread that. But I do look forward to exploring the land.







  
  Saturday, February 29, 2020


Being in the house is already not good for me. At my house, I get up early on the weekends. I am either already out backpacking or checking the weather to see if I can go because if I can, I want an early start. Unless, of course, I have plans. My friends complain when I am gone too often.
It’s good to have friends.

Taylor had meant to get up earlier, but the first thing they did was check the news. Cases were starting to climb in New York, Seattle, and LA, and word from Italy was that they were going to lock the country down, just as parts of China already had.
It was both terrifying and exactly what Emerson had predicted would happen.
Taylor sought refuge in the kitchen, hoping that breakfast would make them feel better and put them in a happier frame of mind when they went outside. But Roger was waxing philosophic about muffins—namely, how could chocolate chip muffins be a thing?
“Blueberry, now blueberry makes sense. There’s fruit in there,” he said.
Taylor nodded, wondering how to escape the conversation.
Gray entered the kitchen and asked Taylor if he was needed at all.
“I was under the belief that we were going to be firm in our resolution to not work on weekends,” Taylor said, casting a longing eye at the back door.
“I would like that, especially on Shabbat,” Gray said, thanking Roger for the cup of tea that he was taking from the house manager’s hands. “But the virus does not know what a work week is, and if there’s something we need to be on top of, don’t hesitate to break that rule.”
“Absolutely,” Taylor said solemnly and stood up.
Before they could take a step away from the table, Emerson and Tess pushed through the swinging door to the kitchen, immediately getting busy filling water bottles and travel mugs with coffee. Each grabbed an apple, and Roger handed Tess some plastic take-out containers, which she eyed and held up to her nose.
Taylor watched, interested.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Roger laughed. “All good things come to the woman who waits.” He motioned to her daypack.
It was, Taylor noted, an impressive daypack, and not because it was an expensive one. Taylor knew enough about Tess to know she wasn’t the sort to buy the most expensive item when offered a choice, but to look for what suited her needs best. Which made Taylor wonder exactly why she needed an impressive daypack.
After she’d put the containers in her pack, Roger tapped her arm with a handheld radio. “Thanks,” she said and slid it into one of the water bottle pockets on her pack.
“Use it if you need me.”
“We’re not going far.”
“Excuse me?” Taylor said. “A radio?” They immediately wished they’d kept silent. After all, how were they supposed to keep the boundaries between themself and everyone else strong if they weakened them by asking questions?
“Just a way for us to stay in touch, since cell service cuts out once you leave the immediate area,” Roger said. “On the off chance something happens, you’ll have a way to reach us.” He gave Taylor a stern look and Taylor tried not to blanch. “I know you’re used to being more independent, but that’s the house rule and since you’re stuck here with us, you’re stuck with the house rules, too. If you go out for a hike, take a radio.”
He was correct: Taylor was about to object. After all, they went backpacking every weekend they could get away, even in winter, and they did it without checking in with anyone or having someone monitoring them—although they did have a system set up to check in with friends, just for safety’s sake. Taylor was often mistaken for a man but that didn’t mean they were entirely safe by themselves in every single circumstance.
“Taylor, you ready?” Emerson asked, leaning against the counter beside the sink, his travel coffee mug filled and held in one hand, the other hand resting behind him on the edge of the counter. He was wearing a pair of khaki pants and an olive green quarter-zip fleece pullover, the zipper slightly open to reveal a black base layer of some sort. And dark brown hiking boots.
Tess was dressed somewhat similarly but in different colors: olive green pants and a lavender pullover for her. Coupled with the daypack and the radio, it was clear they shared Taylor’s ambitions for the day.
“Ready for what, exactly?” Taylor asked, looking from Emerson to Tess and back again, hoping their disappointment didn’t show. They had expected to go off alone, like usual, and not be the boss’ entertainment at all times.
Tess poked Emerson. “You didn’t invite Taylor, like I told you to?” She looked, Taylor thought, aggrieved, like this had been truly important to her.
Emerson had the grace to look embarrassed, although Taylor doubted he truly was. “I forgot,” he said, then straightened and cleared his throat. “Taylor,” he said.
Taylor also straightened, ready to play along and hoping this meant something promising. “Emerson,” they said solemnly.
“Tess and I thought we’d try to make sense of this map,” he said, pulling a piece of paper out of the kangaroo pocket of his fleece.
“We’re struggling with it,” Tess said as Taylor took it, frowning as they tried to figure out which direction was north. “Of course I can read maps, but this one’s mostly beyond me.”
Taylor spread it on the table, smoothing it with a hand and expecting it to be something like a topographical map that Tess might have less experience with. Roger looked at it over Taylor’s shoulder and Emerson and Tess stood at the far side of the table, so their view was upside-down.
It was hand-drawn and Taylor doubted there was any way in which it was accurate. Or even drawn by someone who understood maps. Why Tess was having trouble with it became quite clear.
“It’s a copy,” Emerson said when Taylor touched a spot that looked like it had faded.
They bent over it and studied it, adjusting their glasses out of habit. Emerson and Tess sipped at their coffee and Taylor reached for theirs, only to discover it was empty.
“Here,” Tess said, picking it up as soon as Taylor let go of it. “How do you take it?”
Taylor paused, then told her, wondering if she was seriously going to do it. On the one hand, Tess did what she said she would, almost without exception. On the other hand, no one brought Taylor coffee, not even Emerson when he offered at the office. Of course, Taylor thanked him and said no, so they didn’t find it odd that Emerson didn’t come through.
“This is where we are.” Taylor pointed to the house.
Emerson handed over a blue pen. “Mark it. Go ahead; I have more copies.”
Tess returned the coffee and Taylor took a sip. It was a little too sweet, but an appreciated gesture nonetheless. They smiled a thanks, then turned to Emerson.
“Is this truly the best map?”
“Well,” he said, lifting his head and gazing out the window, “there are supposed to be better ones in the paperwork that’s come back from the archivist, but I need to actually get through it.” He grimaced. “And supposedly, we should be able to find all the originals, but even that, I have doubts about…” He resumed staring over the sink, out the window.
“Mack—” Tess said, prompting him.
“So,” he said, turning back to Taylor, his eyes refocusing “would you be willing to come wander the property with me and Tess and see if we can make heads or tails of it all?”
An old map and a chance to get outdoors—even with others—was too great a siren song, even on a day when Taylor had wanted to be alone. They stood up. “Let me put on appropriate clothing, make sure my GPS has batteries, and put my contacts in.”
“So… half an hour?”
Tess rolled her eyes and made a sound that Taylor guessed meant he was clueless. “My money’s on ten,” she said.
“Only if the GPS doesn’t need batteries,” Taylor said. “I haven’t quite finished unpacking my gear and may not have them close to hand.”
“What’s wrong with the GPS on our phones?” Emerson said as Taylor put their dishes in the sink, looking a question at Roger, who nodded that it was, indeed, what he wished.
“Nothing,” Taylor said and started toward the back steps, “until there’s no cell coverage.”

So there I was, entertaining my boss even though I had gotten up this morning and promised myself I wouldn’t. Perhaps entertaining is the wrong word, as the entertainment was, in actuality, the land itself and the things we were learning. And in this case, I was the leader and Emerson the follower, with Tess toggling between the two of us.
Both Emerson and Tess are used to being leaders. Yet out there, they were perfectly content and comfortable letting me lead. Because the outdoors is one of my areas of interest and because of my long history being outside, leading was as comfortable as my hiking boots. It was seamless.
Perhaps it should not have been. But this was a small gift, and I happily will accept it.

The start of the adventure was a bit rough. Tess wanted to work along the existing fence line on the city side; she was concerned the neighborhood had been quietly encroaching on the farm while it was dormant. But Emerson reminded her that many people in Woolslayer weren’t pleased that they were using the land again.
“Probably because they know they stole it from us and we’re going to want it back when we can prove what they did.” Her eyes flashed and Taylor made a mental note to not cross her. Ever.
“Let’s wait a bit before we go over there,” Emerson said, holding his hand up as if about to make a soothing motion at her. She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes, and even though she did both only slightly, Taylor wondered how Emerson could ignore that threat. But he continued in a reasonable voice, “If we wind up under stay-at-home orders, that’ll be our time. When no one’s around.”
That logic, Taylor thought, made sense and was reasonable. Both of which were typical responses from Emerson.
“Taylor?” Tess asked. “What do you think we should do?”
“Although this may be perceived as trying not to take sides, I’d honestly start at the house,” they said, having thought it through quickly. “It’s out of view and its coordinates have probably already been fixed by every single device in the house. That makes it a reliable landmark.”
Tess bit her lip and glanced up at the house. Her hostility toward Emerson was gone and she actually looked a bit… wistful? “Can we maybe figure out how old you actually are?” she asked in the direction of the house.
Taylor wondered if they should be concerned that she was talking to a structure, but Emerson, who was standing close to her, put a hand on her shoulder in a lover’s touch, not an authoritative one, and said, “We’ll unravel everything in time.”
“What if we learn things we don’t want to know?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder at him.
Privately, Taylor echoed that sentiment. What had been learned so far about the sheep farm’s history was both heartening and disturbing.
“Like what?” Emerson laughed. “Like we might learn that Henry bought humans at the slave market? We already know that! And,” he continued, giving her a long look and crossing his arms over his chest, “we know all about what he was up to and why he did it. We had dinner with VaughnRay just a few months ago, remember? Our work to find the Mackenzie treasure, at least, is paying off.”
Tess frowned but didn’t say anything more.
Taylor kept their counsel, of course. Proximity to Emerson had afforded them knowledge of some of the Mackenzie family history, even though it was technically not PharmaSci business. Sometimes, it was hard to keep the two separate.
The Mackenzie treasure, however, had nothing to do with PharmaSci, unless serving as a distraction for Emerson counted. The treasure was, simply put, the descendants of the enslaved people Henry had purchased. He had done so with the intent—which he had put into immediate practice, if all signs were accurate—of educating them, freeing them, and moving them around the country, to places and locations that he hoped would be safe, helping them find employment and build a life.
But he hadn’t stopped there. He and some of his descendants had also provided support for the freedmen and women, sometimes down through generations, but also, in spots, to entire communities.
Henry Mackenzie had believed strongly in the equality of all humans, and he had put his fortune—earned thanks to earlier versions of PharmaSci—into his convictions.
Since learning that, Taylor had often wondered what Henry Mackenzie would say about people like Taylor. People who weren’t different because of skin color or historic bias but who were just born different. Had he known any, himself? Was he maybe one?
Those questions, Taylor firmly believed, would never be answered.
Emerson and Tess were having what felt like an argument when Taylor tuned back in.
“We just need an idea of locations right now,” Tess told Emerson, who immediately started to argue that no, they needed the most precise measurements possible.
“Mack,” Tess finally snapped, stomping a foot in the grass, “this is as precise as we’re going to be able to get right now. Once this damn virus of yours is over, I can get a survey crew out here if we need to, but the whole point of today is to start to get an idea of where our property boundaries are. Especially,” she said, giving him a pointed look, her lips pursed and a definite glower spreading from her eyes across her face. Taylor froze. She had gone two steps beyond being formidable.
“Especially if you think the city’s encroached on the land,” she finished.
Emerson groaned and spun around, hands working, face turning red. Taylor figured he had also realized that Tess had brought him back around to where they had begun.
“If this is what it’s going to be like living here,” Taylor said quietly, “can I have my car keys? I can’t do this.” They started to walk across the yard to gather their things.
Tess caught up. “Don’t go.”
Taylor paused, fighting to retain their composure. “I am well and truly locked in here, aren’t I? What have I agreed to?”
“Come with me,” Tess said softly and led them inside.
Going inside was fine, but Taylor had a feeling that was about the only agreement that was going to be happening right then.
Inside, Tess steered them through the kitchen and out into the main house, through the very long center hallway, and out the front door. “Say nothing,” she said, grabbing Taylor’s upper arm and leading them off the porch, picking up the pace as they cut across the lawn toward the parking pad and a gravel path beyond it.
Taylor had been told about the gravel path but had been too busy to get outside and investigate it. Apparently, it led to a lovely gazebo that would be perfect for communal dinners as the weather warmed.
Once Taylor and Tess got to it, though, Tess allowed no time to take it in. She kept going, her hand still on Taylor’s arm but not gripping it any longer. Taylor wasn’t thrilled about that, but again, there wasn’t much they could do about it except keep walking.
The idea of going home and risking everything—including the best job ever—remained an appealing way to self-destruct.
Beyond the gazebo, the path turned into a smaller dirt deer path. Tess dropped Taylor’s arm but not the pace.
“Where are we going?” Taylor asked.
“The next point of interest.” Tess glanced over her shoulder. “He’ll catch up to us sooner rather than later, so we should make the most of the time we’ve just created.”
Taylor stopped, momentarily having lost their bearings. “Are we going near—”
“No. We’re headed east, and town’s to the west. We’re going deeper into…” She shrugged and Taylor jogged to catch up. “It’s either Mackenzie land or state land, and part of our mission to figure out.”
“I thought you wanted to start—”
“I did,” she said and part of Taylor wanted to turn around and run back to the house and, again, leave. If she wouldn’t even let Taylor talk…
“But,” she continued, “I figured we have a better chance of getting here before he catches up, especially because once he realizes we’re not in the house, he’s going to head over to that western pasture.”
Taylor didn’t have time to say anything else because they pushed through a couple of branches and stood on the edge of a shallow valley that was… huge.
“If I’m reading the map right,” Tess said, looking down at the map and then at the open land before them, “this was the near eastern pasture, but I’m not entirely certain that’s right. I mean, look around. Can you imagine guarding this spot against predators? It’s like a buffet table.”
Taylor took in the scene, considering the heavily wooded edge of the pasture. “I suppose if you keep the sheep in the center of the field so a predator has to cross the grass, they’d be visible.” It was a guess; they didn’t know much, if anything, about farming. “By any chance,” they said, almost afraid to ask, as if doing so would ensnare them more deeply in the situation, “do you have an extra copy of the map?”
Tess swung her daypack off her back and dug around in it, finally pulling one out. “See?” she said, pointing to an open area that was roughly the same shape as the field they were looking at.
“You might be right,” Taylor said slowly and pulled out the GPS. Even if she was wrong, they needed to figure out what this land was—and whose it was, although if the map were accurate in the least, this was firmly Mackenzie land.
By the time Taylor had walked the circumference of the field and come back to Tess at the starting point, Emerson had caught up. He and Tess were talking softly, facing each other, their hands clasped low between them.
“See anything?” Emerson asked Taylor. “I sure haven’t when I’ve been out here.”
Taylor told themself it was Emerson’s business if he was coming out here, let alone why. They started back around the edge of the field and over to a break in the brush that Taylor had spotted the first time around, Emerson and Tess trailing quietly.
It led to another deer path, which was what Taylor had expected. And that led in turn to another clearing, although this one wasn’t open and there was no hoping it had been a pasture.
“Is that—” Emerson asked, walking over to three square blocks of what looked like stone, set side by side in a line.
“A foundation?” Tess asked, following him.
Taylor trailed after them with the heaviest sinking feeling they could remember feeling in eons.

The three of them explored until well after lunch, trying to make sense of what they’d found. It did seem to be the foundation of a structure; Tess found other signs marking where it had once stood and working together, the three of them were able to identify the full perimeter. It had been quite a large structure.
Back at the house, once they had managed to decompress and recalibrate, Taylor decided it was time to hang the hammock. “It’s a little cold yet,” they said as Roger helped tie it between two trees on the eastern side of the yard, within sight of the front porch, “but a hung hammock gets used.”
“Won’t you want it when you do one of your overnight camping trips?” Roger asked.
Taylor blinked, surprised Roger knew about them. The house manager confessed that Mack—as almost everyone called Emerson—had told him about them and warned him not to be offended if Taylor wasn’t around for dinner on weekends.
“No,” Taylor said once they’d recovered. “I have another hammock I use for camping. It’s a little bit lighter.” They forced a smile. “Every last ounce helps when you’re carrying it all on your back.” They hoped Roger would leave it at that, that he wouldn’t ask about safety the way everyone else seemed to, and in fact, the Army vet just nodded and said he understood.
Tess knocked on Taylor’s door around five-thirty that evening. “You awake?” she called from the hallway.
“Of course,” Taylor said, putting the journal—with only the day’s date written in it—away before getting off the bed and letting her in. “If you and Emerson are willing, I thought we’d plot the GPS points either after dinner or tomorrow.”
“What do you think we found today?”
Taylor paused, considering Tess. She was Emerson’s second wife but his first love. She was also the reason he had relocated an entire company from Lakeford, New York to Port Kenneth, Tennessee, although he liked to pretend the actual reason for the move was because Port Kenneth—PK to the locals—was the actual historic home of PharmaSci.
It was convenient, Taylor often thought, that Tess just happened to be from the historic home of PharmaSci. And that Emerson had wound up here, of all places, for college. Kenilworth University wasn’t exactly a top-tier school, and most of the Mackenzie line, Emerson had once told Taylor, had continued their legacy at Yale University.
The two schools were nothing alike.
But Kenilworth had, according to Emerson, an exemplary program in Kinesiology and the Science of Sport, and he had chosen it because he had originally intended to defy the Mackenzie tradition and instead become an athletic trainer, a background that had been useful more than once after he had usurped his father as CEO of PharmaSci.
Tess, however, hadn’t been willing to leave PK after college. She had been born there and had no desire to be the CEO’s wife. She had wanted a career and to be her own woman.
At an impasse, she and Emerson had ended their romance.
Emerson, now the dutiful son, had married Kelsey Olsen, one of the most classically beautiful women Taylor had ever laid eyes on. She had been petite, blonde, blue-eyed, and as frosty and proper as Emerson’s mother, with a porcelain complexion to match that frosty demeanor. If she hadn’t been as frosty to Emerson when she had stopped by the office, Taylor would have thought it was personal.
Tess, on the other hand, was taller than Kelsey had been, but where Kelsey had been ballet dancer thin, Tess was strong and curvy, and likewise, her coloring was directly opposite Kelsey’s: long brown hair, brown eyes. Even her skin tone was darker, although Kelsey had been so pale, Taylor had often wondered how many of her veins were visible under her clothing and makeup.
The other big difference between the women was the way Tess carried herself. She pulled attention to herself just by her sheer confidence.
Taylor thought that overall, she was the more beautiful woman.
“Taylor?” Tess asked, peering at them. “Is what we found that big a mystery, or are you spinning some fireside tale you’ll tell us once we figure out where to put the firepit and we actually get it built?”
Taylor figured the heat in their face meant they flushed. “I’m sorry,” they said, glancing up at Tess. “I suspect it is that big a mystery, but then, there is only one architect in the room at this moment, and that architect is yourself. Therefore,” they paused and licked their lips, “the proper question is what do you think we found?”
Tess smiled. “Nice dodge.”
Taylor gave her a proper smile, wishing she would leave the room. The solitude had been welcome.
But Tess sighed. “It’s got to either be a barn or a house,” she said, “given where it is. I’d guess a barn, so the family could saddle up or hitch the horse up to the carriage, but on the other hand, animals have smells and is it too close to the main house?” She paused, chewing her bottom lip, her eyes unfocused. “But then again, cleanliness and hygiene were so different than they are today…” She shook her head briefly, her eyes refocusing. “Situations like this make me realize how little we know about what life was like back then. I can tell you all sorts of things about how they built their houses, but their lives?” She snorted softly.
Taylor kept quiet, not sure what to say. This seemed to be Tess thinking aloud, not a dialogue or discussion.
“I mean,” Tess went on, “we think we know about the big plantation houses and the cotton fields, thanks to things like books and movies, but how accurate were they? And does any of that social structure apply to a sheep farm here in the East Tennessee mountains? About the only thing I know for certain is that slavery wasn’t as common out here because no one could afford it.” She made a sour face and glanced at Taylor, who continued to watch her, their best calm expression in place.
“I feel,” she went on, “like every time we learn one piece of this puzzle, three more show up and demand we discover how and where they fit.”
“Life can be like that,” Taylor said, more because it seemed the right time for a response, and that felt properly generic enough.
“Some of this might have to wait until the virus passes,” she said with a frown. As soon as she was done talking, she went back to chewing on her lip.
Taylor shifted on the bed; it felt like they hadn’t moved since Tess had arrived, and it felt like Tess had been standing in their room forever.
“Well,” Tess finally said, “I’d better wake him for dinner. Meet you down there? Gray said something about family movie night after our after-dinner walks.”
“It’s not like any of us have anywhere to be in the morning,” Taylor said, trying to match her casualness. “It could be fun to be up late watching a movie.” The truth, they thought, was the direct opposite—at least with this group. If Taylor were with their friends, it would be entirely different.
“That’s the spirit,” Tess said softly. “As weird and awkward as this is for you? It is for all of us, too. Well,” she added, her expression softening, “not for Mack.”
“He can be oblivious.”
“It’s a gift,” she said and left.







  
  Sunday, March 1, 2020


The movie last night was fine. After all, the room was dark, Tess supervised Emerson as he made popcorn, and no one talked during it—and because the room is huge, we had plenty of room to stretch out, although I found myself sharing a couch with Roger. And somehow, at the end of it, I felt like I’d been on adventure with my five housemates, and maybe that made things less awkward somehow, although I don’t think it should have, and I don’t understand why it would have.
Thankfully no sharing of secrets—intimate or otherwise—was involved. Nimisha will be proud of me when I tell her that I joined my housemates and it was okay. Perhaps I will refrain from telling her what actually happened.
That just leaves today to navigate. I do not know what to expect when I leave my room and go into the kitchen for breakfast. I suppose it would not be untoward to expect Emerson and Tess to want to continue to explore the property, but I think if I am given the option today, I would prefer to explore on my own.

Once Taylor mustered the courage to go downstairs and face everyone, feeling a new and strange intimacy after the movie the previous night—which, they kept telling themself, was weird—they discovered Tess and Emerson waiting for them. 
“Once you’ve had something to eat,” Tess said, “would you be willing to help us plot the GPS points you collected yesterday? I’d like to overlay them on our map. It may not work, since the map we’ve currently got is a disaster, but then again, maybe it will?” 
That seemed fair to Taylor, and neither Emerson nor Tess seemed to be in any hurry to get to work on it. Emerson waited by playing with the cat in the long hallway, which seemed perfect for rolling a ball and letting the cat chase it.
It took a bit of time, even using the farmhouse as an anchoring point, but once they had everything as close to accurate on the map as they could make it, Emerson at one point spinning his chair and digging through some paperwork that had apparently been stowed in one of the desk drawers in the library, it was all too clear: What they had thought was a pasture actually was.
But there was no sign of the structure or the clearing it had stood in.
Taylor decided that meant the foundation deserved a closer look and, giving Roger a sheepish look as they stopped by his makeshift office and bedroom off the kitchen for a radio, headed out to explore with a lightly packed daypack and some extra water bottles.
The day was the right kind of cool, the kind that a person just wanted to hang out in and savor, and Taylor allowed themself to get sucked into the mystery, tracing and retracing the perimeter of the foundation, trying to find marks indicating doorways of any sort, stopping to survey the trees growing up around the spot and wonder how old they were, wishing they were a better arborist.
It was just Taylor and the trees and the birds and a few squirrels and other animals moving about the area, doing their animal and bird thing, so when the radio crackled, Taylor jumped and might have let out a small scream, more like a gasp.
“Taylor, you hear me?” It was Roger.
“Oh, hello,” Taylor said when their heart stopped trying to rip a hole in their chest and escape. Didn’t their heart know it was easier to just leap out of a person’s mouth? “You did startle me,” Taylor continued. “I do have to admit that.”
“Sorry,” Roger said, but his voice was full of a big, fat chuckle. “It’s five o’clock. I figured I’d check to see if you were planning to be back for dinner, and if you wanted me to hold it while you showered.”
It was a considerate offer, and they told Roger that. “I’m not far and will head back now.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I think I have accomplished everything out here that I set out to do,” Taylor said. Besides, it wasn’t long before it got dark. “And dinner cooked by anyone but me sounds delicious.”
“I can’t tell if you’re sucking up or if you’re truly that bad a cook.”
“I am truly that bad a cook,” Taylor said, smiling but also wondering if that was giving away too much information.
“That why you’re so skinny?” Roger asked.
Taylor paused before answering, already heading down the path toward the house. “Perhaps,” they said. Apparently, it had been too much information to give out.
It wasn’t wise, but Taylor shut off their radio. They weren’t that far from the house. Roger could wait if he needed to say anything further.

“Has everyone seen the City Central today?” Tess asked, looking around at the group after dishes had been passed and dinner was underway.
“Every day,” Taylor said. They didn’t have to read it, but if the local media was talking about PharmaSci, Emerson wanted to know, often before the PR department brought it to his attention. And too, it was never a bad idea to read the news from one’s adopted city. 
“Why don’t you just tell us what you are hoping we noticed?” Gray asked, giving Tess his usual friendly smile. Taylor liked the older guard in the house. Gray and Thomas were, in many ways, opposites, Gray kind and jovial, a father figure, and Thomas more forbidding and often abrupt, but equally as smart. Thomas was also perhaps the more observant of the two men, and he certainly felt a stronger ownership toward PharmaSci and the Mackenzie past, possibly because he had been its caretaker for many years.
“Delia’s pictures,” Tess said, eyebrows raised and mouth pursed expectantly. Although Taylor, Roger, and Emerson all knew Delia—Taylor and Emerson because they had worked with her when PharmaSci had sponsored an art project she had conceived and executed, and Roger because Delia had grown up in Woolslayer and apparently everyone in Woolslayer knew everyone else—Gray and Thomas did not.
“The series the City Central has been running,” Taylor said, hoping they weren’t overstepping, but a quick glance at Emerson, Tess, and Roger allowed Taylor to put that concern aside. None looked inclined to usurp Taylor’s explanation. “About the preparations people are making before the virus arrives. Delia Ford—who was responsible for the citywide art show last autumn—”
“And the victim of the art thief,” Tess added, as if that was an important moment in Port Kenneth history.
Taylor nodded thanks for the clarification. Thomas lit up, as if he remembered the art thief.
Gray just listened silently, intently.
“Delia is the photographer who has been taking pictures of the lines in the stores and the empty shelves.”
“Did you see the picture today?” Tess asked. “The women fighting over a bottle of disinfecting wipes?”
“I haven’t seen any of it,” Thomas said, but Gray was nodding as if he had. He told Thomas to keep watching his cable news; he might see that exact picture. It was, he said, that powerful an image.
Although the group had agreed to ban electronics from the table, Tess produced her tablet and passed it around the table. Although some of the pictures—of people buying cases of toilet tissue and bottled water, in particular—elicited chuckles, others made everyone sober. The picture, in particular, of a mother with three children climbing on their shopping cart as she stared helplessly at a sign limiting the family to one twelve-pound bag of rice, gave everyone pause.
“I bet they go through a lot of rice on a daily basis,” Roger said softly, shaking his head.
“And we don’t know how many they are feeding,” Gray added.
“I never thought I’d see food shortages,” Tess said, a strange hollowness to her voice. “It seems so surreal.”
“Not to mention this one,” Gray said, pulling up the picture of the women fighting over the disinfecting wipes. He tapped on it, which of course enlarged it. Tess had to help him shrink it back.
All eyes turned to Emerson. “Tell us,” Thomas said, “that your circles are discussing things that the media isn’t.”
“Not yet, I’m afraid,” he said, setting his fork down and putting his hands in his lap. “What we need even more than answers is time.”
“Isn’t that what we’re preparing for?” Gray asked. “If people can’t transmit the virus to each other, it should be able to die out.” He looked down at his plate and shook his head, saying before anyone else could, “Of course, you don’t need to tell me how difficult that will be, given the way our society is structured.”
“Are you sorry you retired?” Emerson asked him.
“Not in terms of the day-to-day activity of work, but yes, I would have loved to have been working on this.”
“Get to a lab and stick your nose in,” Thomas said and waved a hand dismissively at him.
Taylor wondered if it could possibly be so simple. Or if Gray even wanted to.
He and Emerson were exchanging looks.
“I’m too out of practice,” Gray said.
“But you aren’t useless.”
“True,” Gray said. He looked, Taylor thought, thoughtful, and Taylor hoped Gray wouldn’t risk his health by leaving the house, even to enter a clean PharmaSci lab. “So don’t hesitate to share anything you learn or ask any questions you may have,” he continued.
Emerson thanked him, but Taylor watched his boss’ left hand form a fist. For a fast second, they wondered what Emerson was upset about, but just as quickly reminded themself to not pry. The work day had ended and Emerson wasn’t making an explicit request. Whatever he was upset about wasn’t Taylor’s to worry about.
As they finished dinner, Taylor realized they were settling into routine behavior patterns. It seemed surprising that it would happen so quickly, and Taylor made a note to ask Nimisha what she thought of that. Perhaps the fact that they all knew each other helped.
Once the table was cleared of dinner plates and serving pieces and water and wine glasses, all completed mostly as a team—Thomas, of course, did not help—Taylor cleared their throat, trying not to flush when all five house members turned to look at them.
“Tess, Emerson,” they said, “when we’re fully cleaned up from dinner, may I have a moment?”
Emerson’s head whipped up, his eyes large and fixed on Taylor. “Everything okay?”
“Fine,” they replied, watching Roger wheel his cart full of dirty dishes into the kitchen. Tess hovered at the doorway; she seemed to like to help Roger clean up after the meal. “I went back to that odd foundation we found yesterday.” Taylor glanced at Gray and Thomas, thinking they looked interested although they both stayed quiet. “I’d like to share what I learned today.”
Tess and Emerson exchanged a look. She licked her lips and nodded.
“When you’re done in the kitchen,” Emerson said and turned back to his phone. Tess often teased him about being a coddled prince, and right then, he was acting like one. Of course, he had been banned from the kitchen unless he was under Tess’ direct supervision and she had made it clear that after dinner, she intended to help Roger clean up. Emerson, she had said, was welcome to sit at the kitchen table and dry anything she handed him, but that was it.

Things here feel so… normal. And yet we await the arrival of a virus that, statistically speaking, should kill at least one of us, if not two. I am living with Thomas and Emerson, who have been accustomed to great wealth since birth. Gray and Tess have both come into money later in their lives. Only Roger and I do not walk among them, but that is not to say that Emerson doesn’t pay us both well. While I do not know what Roger earns, I know what my salary is and I know it is well above the median amount for first executive assistants.
Emerson, of course, is not charging us rent to live here. He, of course, can afford the expense of housing and feeding six of us for over a year if he has to, and even then, he will not feel the drain on the vast Mackenzie wealth. That does not take into account his salary.
And yet, this group of people is amazingly grounded. More than I had expected they would be, although it has been made clear that upper crust table manners are a necessity. That has been a struggle and I cannot pretend otherwise. Gray and Tess have given me hints and small signs, quietly, unobtrusively, and although I have felt lost or like parts of this behavior are unnecessary, I have not felt embarrassed.
I said as much to Nimisha, who said it was proof that I am safe here. Perhaps I am. However, as I pointed out to Nimisha, safety is not something I am familiar with, and I will need time to figure out what it feels like, what its boundaries are, and how to behave.
She merely laughed. I do not know why.







  
  Wednesday, March 4, 2020


Taylor had made a group of friends upon relocating from Lakeford to Port Kenneth. Tess had provided an entrée to the group and while Taylor was sorry they could not weather the virus storm together, it was a relief to know the friendships were cemented enough that Taylor’s being locked up before anyone else in the city did not affect—well, anything. 
So when their new friend Len requested a video chat, Taylor was glad to oblige.
Len was a public defender and one of Taylor’s smartest friends—and that, Taylor always thought, was saying something, as many of their friends were smart. Len, however, almost hid his brains behind a habit of wearing bright colors. He claimed he did it to celebrate his in-court wins, of which there were many, but among his closest circle of friends, he would admit he did it to watch the faces of the clients assigned to him.
“They think they’re getting some flaming incompetent gay and try to back out of my representation, but when they try, someone points out that I’m the best in the office. They’ve had a stats sheet laminated,” he liked to say proudly.
When the video chat didn’t involve any of their other friends, Taylor knew Len had something serious to discuss. “The court dockets are set weeks and months in advance,” he said. “But we know shutdowns are coming. It’s going to be a shitstorm. I was hoping you had suggestions.”
He and Taylor spent a good hour discussing strategies he could suggest to his bosses and the courts, such as the value of video calls.
“You know,” Len said slowly, “for the people who can’t make court dates because they can’t get babysitters, continuing to use this technology could be useful once this is all over.”
“It absolutely could,” Taylor said.
Len looked down and a tapping sound came across the connection. Taylor had a figure he was tapping his pen on something. Given the crisp sound, it was most likely his computer. “I’ll have to see what I can do,” he said slowly. “And you’ve been doing this at work since you relocated here?”
“Longer, actually,” Taylor answered. “The board welcomed two new members, and because they are primarily located on the West Coast, we began using video so they could attend meetings without having to physically be in New York. That was what gave Emerson the idea to use the technology more often as part of our relocation. It seems to have benefitted most of our employees. Very few have quit, productivity is reportedly up, and the online rankings of PharmaSci as an employer have risen.”
“Speaking of PharmaSci, how long do you think it will take for all this to be over?”
It was a familiar question, one being asked by everyone, but Taylor’s answer simply puppeted Emerson’s words. “Longer than we think, so prepare as best you can.”
Len grimaced. “I know you realize how lucky you are to be locked up and taken care of, so I won’t tease you about that, but in case you were wondering, I’m the one who took Delia into that warehouse where she got those pictures.”
As expected, the picture of the women fighting over the antibacterial wipes had gone viral.
“I did it,” Len continued, “because I had gone the day before and couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I knew she’d want pictures. Chicken’s gone, Taylor. Raw chicken, which they usually have at least an entire case of, if not more. There’s none left. I love chicken and I hope I have enough. But this isn’t about me. It’s about what we saw. The food… there’s none. I mean, I’ve seen pictures before hurricanes down in Florida or Texas, but this? Here? Taylor, I’ve lived here my entire life. I’ve never so much as seen an empty spot on a shelf. And now, it’s like… it’s like it’s all been looted. What if it stays like this? What if we can’t get things we need? Is starvation going to be the next reason we die en masse? Are we going to hope our neighbors die of the virus simply because we need to eat and if they’re dead, that’s more food for my table? And what sort of cold, horrible world even makes us think like this?”
Any response Taylor had been forming withered and dried up. That sort of panic wasn’t something they’d ever expected to hear from Len, who was otherwise always calm, always thinking ahead, always searching for new ideas and solutions.
“That’s unusually dark for you,” Taylor said, and Len took a deep breath, lifting his face to the ceiling in the universal sign for I’m not going to cry. His chin wobbled a bit, too.
It took him a minute to compose himself. “This is the sort of fear a lot of us are facing right now,” he said soberly. “At times, I wonder if we are just stirring each other up, but then I try to shop and no, I don’t think we are. I truly fear this may be our future.”
“I’ll bring it up to the others here,” Taylor said. “Emerson may have some insights.” That felt like it might be a stretch, however, as Emerson’s thoughts seemed to be centered on the land and the discoveries they were making and the secrets he hoped would be revealed.
Taylor’s second exploration had yielded a discovery: a keystone in the old foundation, dated 1825. It was only a tiny bit of information, but it was more than they had previously, and Emerson thought it might be enough to match to information in any of the records he had already unearthed.
He and Tess were seeking answers to big problems, and the little bit of knowledge they were learning simply wasn’t enough. Like the stores Len was talking about, it felt as if the farm had been looted of its history, although Emerson remained convinced that if they looked hard and long enough, he and Tess would find it.
Of course, that didn’t help with Len’s questions about food scarcity and shortages. If anything, Len’s concern made Emerson and Tess appear to be nothing more than two people desperately chasing answers to a puzzle so they didn’t have to focus on the very alarming present they were living in—or like misguided wealthy people who simply didn’t share the concerns of everyone else.
That wasn’t a particularly flattering way to view their hosts, Taylor thought. It might not even be true.
But asking the right questions might reveal too much. Even if Len and the rest of the world deserved answers that no one seemed to want to face.
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