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			Chapter 1

			They were family friends, relatives in some distant way I never completely followed. I would hear my father and grandmother talking about who had married whom, and how that meant we were kin, but my mind quickly lost track of the chain. Whatever the relationship was, it was distant. But they were good friends of my father’s. 

			We went out to visit them one Sunday, far out in the country. I liked them. They were always pleasant, if somewhat dismissive of the children. But they had a son about my age (I was eight) and a daughter just a little older, and together with my siblings, we all were sent out of the house to play and run around the farm and stay out of the way.

			The house was modest, but the acreage was impressive. A huge vegetable garden. Pastures next door, where cows moseyed past, their glassy, sleepy eyes keeping watch on us from behind the barbed wire, but not perturbed. A cornfield that stretched as far as I could see, even when I stood on the small porch, taking my turn at the ice cream churn. When we weren’t put to work cranking the ice bucket, we played hide-and-seek. So many places to hide: the barn, sheds everywhere full of tractors and barrels to slip behind, gnarled maple trees that dropped helicopter seed pods on us while we crouched behind them. 

			I loved hiding. It gave me practice in being invisible, and I enjoyed the concept of invisibility, a notion I learned early on. If I were invisible, ostensibly I could do no wrong, or at least, no wrong I could be held accountable for. And I had a history of being invisible. There were five kids in our family, and I was one of the middle ones, invisible. We were not quite middle class, although not really poor, but still, that made me invisible. 

			I always chose the cornfield to hide in, and they never found me. If I saw the corn tousled from someone entering, I moved deeper into the rows and rows of green and yellow stalks. There were bulging ears on the corn, nearly ready for harvest, no doubt. Rusty yellow and brown silks puffed from the tops of the ears that were above my head. The air was full of the smell of green, bursting with life, sweet, milky. The field was a treasure for my senses. 

			Then they called allie-outs-in-free because dinner was ready, but I was trapped. I heard them, but I could not tell what direction the tinny, distant voice called from. I was entirely unable to disentangle myself from the cornfield. I swung around, waiting for a second call so I could get a better idea of which way to go, but they didn’t call. 

			I had not been missed. Invisible boys are not missed. I walked towards where I thought the house was, but actually moved deeper into the rows, evidently, letting the long scratchy leaves caress my arm. Then, I knew I didn’t know the way, and still no one was calling. I realized, I didn’t care. No, it was more than I didn’t care: I loved it. I was lost in the cornfield, and, being lost and trying to determine my whereabouts, my senses were opened. 

			At first, I looked for a path out, but I had found so much more than that. When I looked up, past the giant stalks with gently swaying fronds, the sky above was mid-summer blue, cloudless. So blue it almost hurt my eyes. Was the sky ever this clear and perfect before? Somewhere beneath the intoxicating scent of the corn was the coppery odor of the earth below it. Could I smell the earthworms within it? The soil was deep brown and clotted with yesterday’s rain. 

			I kept walking, my arms outstretched, slowly passing the gauntlet of coarse leaves. I wanted to hug the corn stalks, catch and hold and talk with the grasshoppers that whirred past my head. If my siblings had been still calling, I wouldn’t have heard them over the gentle shushing of the corn in the slight breeze. It was a green noise. 

			I kept my path into the maize. How far did this field go? I didn’t know. I hoped forever. It seemed so. That was what I thought would be perfection, a field of beautifully ripe corn that stretched out for eternity and me invisible within. No one around to tell me otherwise. Just me and my immediate surroundings, made brighter, louder, more pungent by the fact that I was the lone intruder here. I was the one lost in the field of corn. I knew then that it was the fact that I was lost that made it even more intense, heightening my senses to everything going on in the field. It was as if I was let go, released like a too-small bluegill returned to the pond. I swam on through the green field, free, open. The intoxicating feeling of opening up to the world grew stronger. 

			And then I knew I would never be found. 

			This was the end. Or the beginning. This was how it happens; a little unseeable boy wanders off and is never heard from again. Eventually, he is missed. Searches yield nothing, but how do you find what you cannot see? Family and friends grieve, briefly, but move on, and then not only is the little boy lost, but so is his memory. Even my memory is imperceptible. That is what passed through my thoughts. This was how I would meet my own doom. But in whatever fear I had was also elation, for now I was free. And then the fear was gone. My spirit flew above me. Dark. Floating. Was that a crow or my own soul?

			I stood, almost catatonic, and whiled away the minutes. When I moved, I wandered, moseyed, no direction in mind now, no path discernable, even if I wanted one. How long can a minute stretch into? Forever, perhaps. Now is eternal. Grasshoppers flew from plants farther away, crossing my near-sighted vision like wispy green sprites. Yellow crowned stalks reached to the heavens, feathery at the top, solid as tree trunks at the bottom. It was magical. I had no idea which way the farmhouse was. I didn’t care. Being lost made everything clearer, more immediate. It was as if I could hear the corn growing and it was telling me that everything was okay. I no longer had anything to fear. 

			Then, I gave myself over utterly to the opening up, to the surrender of myself to the cornfield, to the sky, to the grasshoppers and earthworms and the sky and crows and I found myself lying on the cool, damp earth, staring up, but seeing nothing. Maybe blue and green at the edges. Had I fallen? Was the field swallowing me? I thought maybe so. And I was okay with that. There would be no corpse, no body to bury. I lay on the cool ground, the grassy, sweet scent of the field enveloping me. I was certain I could feel the cool, coppery earth slowly rising along my sides. I did not fight it. It was release. It was the ultimate invisibility. 

			Finally, I heard my father calling me, far off, advising me dinner was served. I stood. I was not half-buried, although my clothes were damp. Was that leftover dew, or had the field of corn given me a going away present? I shook off the stupor I had allowed myself to enter, stood, and brushed off my jeans and hand-me-down tee. I came back. I didn’t want to go, but I knew I had to. I liked being lost, but I didn’t want anyone to worry about me. Especially my father. Was it possible to be invisible and no one miss me? I thought this was a good thing to try. I would work harder on becoming unseen, yet unmissed. 

			He was louder and more insistent than my siblings had been. I followed his voice, but it still took quite a while. When I finally reached the yard, my faded, striped orange and yellow shirt wet from the heat and the hike, my father was leaning on the rail banister and grinning at me from the porch.

			“What’s the matter?” He patted my head as I climbed the steps up the porch. “You get lost in the cornfield?”

			“Yes,” I sighed. It had been an utterly exuberant experience. “It was great, Dad.” 

			I wondered if I might try to explain, one day, just what I had felt, but I didn’t have the words then. I went into the dining room where everyone else was already filling their plates. I sat next to the boy about my age and took a great spoonful of mashed potatoes and slung it onto my plate. Bowls and platters lined the length of the table, all filled with the bounty of the farm. I eyed the fried corn. Yes, I was going to have some of that. Hadn’t the very plants that bore these kernels assured me it would taste wonderful? My father sat farther up the table, the end where the other adults were sitting and generally ignoring the children. He gave me a funny look, blinked a couple of times, then gave a slight wag of his head and picked up a steaming bowl of green beans. 
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