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This book is dedicated to all of us.


			At one point or another, all of us have wondered who we are.


			All of us have scratched at a label put on us, feeling it didn’t quite fit.


			All of us have felt pressured to be something we’re not.


			All of us have wished we were someone else.


			All of us have looked in a mirror and been confused at what we see.


			All of us don armor to do brave things: a change in voice, a different accent, a favorite sweater, high heels, a good luck charm.


			All of us are fluid.


			I used to think all of us hear a voice when we talk to ourselves, but I’ve since learned this is only some of us. But whether or not you have an inner monologue, the book is for you. The journey is for you. The quest and the game and the mystery and the solution: all for you.


			Also for me.


			And especially for Beatrix and Celeste.


			









“The Three Hares motif is marked by ambiguity, but it could be that this was intentional. Perhaps the hares could represent friend or foe depending on the choices made by those who looked at them.”


			—The Three Hares: A Curiosity Worth Regarding, by Tom Greeves, Sue Andrew and Chris Chapman.


			“Come, my child,” I said, trying to lead her away. “Wish good-bye to the poor hare, and come and look for blackberries.”


			“Good-bye, poor hare!” Sylvie obediently repeated, looking over her shoulder at it as we turned away. And then, all in a moment, her self-command gave way. Pulling her hand out of mine, she ran back to where the dead hare was lying, and flung herself down at its side in such an agony of grief as I could hardly have believed possible in so young a child.


			“Oh, my darling, my darling!” she moaned, over and over again. “And God meant your life to be so beautiful!”


			—Lewis Carroll


			









A Note on the Artwork


			Ethan Hasen’s pencil sketches are from the private collection of Dr. Saskia Hasen-Strong and used by permission.


			Depictions of The Naomi Road are courtesy of the Montresor Gallery in New York City and also used by permission.


			The Naomi Road is a collection of 52 postcards hand-drawn by Ethan Hasen, mailed between 2016 and 2017. All are addressed to Danelaw Strong in Birch Island, New York, USA. The message side of each card contains a single fingerprint beneath a quote from the Book of Ruth, Chapter 1, verse 16:


			“But Ruth replied to Naomi, ‘Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.’”


			









Prologue


			“But how could you live and have no story to tell?”


			—Fyodor Dostoevsky


			









Fabulous Pipple


			December 31, 2015


			Grandview-on-Hudson, New York


			“So how’d you two meet?” Dane asks, licking a drip of hummus off the side of his hand.


			Robby glances at Jack and the tips of his ears turn red. “You sure you want to hear this story?”


			Dane’s glance volleys between the blushing husbands. “Sure, why not?”


			“Well,” Jack says, rubbing the back of his neck. “As is wont to happen in my world, I had to go to the ER because I had a certain...” He turns his hand over in the air a few times. “Sexual plaything lodged in my...” The hand circles again.


			“Ah,” Dane says. “Gotcha.” He takes a suave bite of celery and hopes it isn’t obvious he’s clenching his butthole.


			“And the nurse, who was a total sweetheart by the way—”


			“She came to our wedding,” Robby says.


			“And got us a lovely toaster,” Jack says. “Anyway, while she was talking me off a ledge, she told me not to feel too bad because there happened to be another man in the ER with the same problem.”


			Robby wags an index finger in the air. “Representing.”


			“She introduced us. We commiserated. And that’s how we met.”


			“Love at first dildo extraction.”


			“Except it was Jack’s second.”


			“All right, we don’t need to share everything about the encounter. Whoa, Dane, are you okay?”


			Dane is doubled over now, the laughter splashing in his chest and the tears rolling down his face. Teeth clamped together to keep the mouthful of celery and hummus from spewing everywhere.


			“Breathe,” Robby says, thumping Dane’s back. “Want a little dick with that choke?”


			Huff Jensen comes by with a tray of drinks. “Hey, hey, don’t break my brother-in-law. I’ve just spent long and arduous months putting him back together.”


			“Told him how we met,” Robby says.


			“Oh, the dildo story. You guys are so basic.” Huff hands Dane a napkin to wipe his eyes. “Stop clenching your butthole.”


			[image: ]


			Liko Greenman stands on the far perimeter of this exchange, hearing Jack and Robby’s how-we-met story for the third time tonight. With each telling the dildo gets bigger, the nurse shifts between male and female, and the wedding gift is either a toaster or a blender. But Jack and Robby always end up together so what’s the harm with a little embellishment. They’ve earned it.


			So instead of listening, Liko is watching Dane.


			Liko doesn’t know the man’s name is Dane. They haven’t been introduced and Liko hopes they aren’t. Not just yet.


			Liko doesn’t think of himself as an introvert. He likes parties. He’s not afraid to join a group he doesn’t know. He makes small talk easily and more than once he’s been referred to as a social tether—someone who becomes the mothership of your party mingling and you often make your way back to him or her, just to catch your breath, process, collect yourself. Liko digs being that person. A beacon of social safety. Come stand next to me. Join my conversation. Or just stand here and siphon off some peace.


			But this dude… The man whom Liko doesn’t yet know is named Danelaw Strong… He looks at Liko once, just a glance across a crowded room with a pair of illegally blue eyes, and Liko introverts.


			Panics, if we’re being honest, he thinks. He retreats a few steps to the living room’s bookshelves. Pretends to peruse. Glances at Dane, who is looking at him. Liko looks away, puts his nose into a random book, and introverts further.


			Weird. He’s not even my type.


			Liko likes to be thrown around a bed if he’s in it with a man. Bears are his type. Dane is not a bear. In fact, it’s pissing Liko off he can’t get a bead on this guy, and that he’s even trying to classify Dane with body type slang is pissing him off more.


			Dane stands in his circle of conversation, head turning from one person to another. He’s a short man, so his chin is tilted up. His sandy hair is buzzed tight and he pulls the extreme style off well. Dressed in jeans and a V-neck sweater. A beer in one hand, the other fingers tucked in his front pocket. He looks at the person on his right, and he’s a poet. He looks the other way, and he’s a construction worker. He’s whip-thin and sparse, then he moves or turns or shifts and he’s all fit muscle. Unsmiling, he looks early forties, tired after a long day, feeling his years. Then he smiles and he’s barely out of his twenties, rawboned and bristling with energy.


			What is happening? Liko thinks.


			Dane’s looking at him with those ridiculous blue eyes. Liko is used to being on the receiving end of eye compliments because his own are an intense purple-gray. Honest-to-God Liz Taylor violet peepers. Dane is competition. His gaze and Liko’s are two bucks circling each other, each believing they are the fairest of all, and they ought to take it outside and decide.


			Or upstairs.


			Don’t panic, Liko thinks, looking away.


			He can’t get words to stick to his reaction. His ex-wife would probably call it a trauma response.


			Don’t be dramatic. You’re digging someone. It’s been a while. Enjoy it.


			He can’t. This isn’t enjoyable. He needs to get back to a mothership but he has no tether. He looks at Dane across a galaxy, walking free in space, placing his feet on nothing, aware of time and gravity and vastness and how everyone is an infinitesimal, insignificant speck of dust with no control over anything. At the mercy of a conniving Universe who likes to put her cheek on the heel of her starry hand while the other fingers delicately move two motes into place.


			You. Annnnnd you. Say hello.


			Trust me. I know what I’m doing.


			Some people you meet do an effortless end run around your psychological constructs (or worse, around your chemical ones). One encounter and they’re suddenly wandering the emotional hinterlands of your soul, where the line between sad and wretched, or happy and manic, can’t be seen with the naked eye. These damn people not only see everything, but they make you feel shit to your bones.


			The stupidly blue gaze of this impossible twink-otter-construction worker-poet is slipping under Liko’s skin and throwing arms wide to encompass his entire emotional spectrum, right out to the hinterlands and beyond.


			Some call this love at first sight.


			Liko Greenman calls it Pump the brakes, you moron.


			In his twenties, Liko would fuck this guy in the next five seconds. Liko is fifty-four now and knows it’s wise not to eat this proffered delicacy in one sitting. He doesn’t even have to taste it.


			Fine, Universe, you obviously have a plan. Noted. I’ll take it from here. On my schedule, thanks very much. Bitch.


			So Liko Greenman walks away from the party. Grabbing his jacket from a pile on a bed, he goes up the stairs and down the hall to its end, where he opens a door to the attic steps. From the attic he opens another door, climbs a ladder and steps onto the widow’s walk. A railed-in space of maybe five feet by seven feet, with two Adirondack chairs, a little table, and Huff Jensen’s telescope.


			Liko sits, remembering his first time visiting this beautiful house. Six months ago, when Liko was newly divorced, still bruised and smarting, and finally finding his feet and feeling he could play nicely with others. Huff and Maisie were throwing a housewarming and invited Liko over early to help with preparations, let him establish himself as a host instead of a guest. Before anyone else arrived, Huff took Liko upstairs and showed him the way to the rooftop haven.


			“We tell everyone the roof is in need of repair and it’s not safe to come up,” Huff said. “But it is. And if it gets to be too much tonight and you need to get away, don’t go home. Go here first. Just sit alone and listen to the party. Pace like the widows of old and watch the water. Okay?”


			Liko didn’t pace that night, for he’d found himself content. Still profoundly wounded by his ex-wife’s betrayal, but the hurt graciously moved over and let a peaceful happiness swell in his chest, alongside a dash of petty smugness: Janelle had left the marriage so Liko not only got the house, he got all the cool friends and their sympathy, plus this magnificent rooftop vista.


			Suck it, bitch.


			With a bottle of beer and the cut-off crusts of Maisie’s famous cucumber sandwiches, Liko sat and gazed at the panoramic view of the Tappan Zee Bridge. Not waiting for a ship to come in. Not making wishes on the first stars that peeked into sight. It was a pure moment of not needing anything and Liko liked to practice leaning into such mindful, content times. He watched the sunset, blissfully unaware that Madame von Universe, the conniving bitch, was manipulating Danelaw Strong into his path.


			Tonight, in the last minutes of 2015, Liko steps onto the widow’s walk again, neither mindful nor content. He clutches the rail and shivers, butthole clenched tight. Behind his closed lids he sees a million shades of blue. He puts an eye to the telescope, looking for the Universe.


			“What are you doing,” he whispers. “What is this? Who is he?”


			The Universe just shrugs.


			Nothing for it, so Liko sits down, reaches for his vape and proceeds to get really fucking high.
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			It’s an excellent party and Dane feels he’s doing quite nicely. After a year of eating, sleeping and breathing a complicated widowhood, his grief invading every aspect of daily life, he’s playing a little experimental game: How long can he go at this fiesta as an unattached man with no past to speak of?


			So far, so good. It helps that the Jensens have an eclectic, diverse circle of friends. What Dane’s late wife would’ve called “fabulous pipple.” Dancers. Musicians. Artists of all ilk. Advocates. Entrepreneurs. Survivors. All of them superb conversationalists. They make it easy for Dane to reinvent himself as a superb listener.


			That’s amazing. No no, you’re not boring me at all, this is fascinating. Tell me more…


			Dane’s daughter Saskia murmurs out the corner of her mouth, “All right, Dad?”


			“All right.” Dane smiles at her, full of pride. She’s gotten so beautiful. The kind of beauty forged in adversity.


			“I could’ve used a pre-party to warm up my conversation,” Saskia says. “I need a can of D5W to get a word in with these fabulous pipple.”


			“WD-40,” Dane says. “D5W is an IV drip solution.”


			Saskia rolls her eyes. “Whatever.”


			“Rhodes scholar, my ass.”


			“Silence, please.”


			Huff Jensen comes up behind Dane and puts arms around his shoulders. “All right?”


			“All right,” Dane says, telling the truth.


			The party continues to unfold, and Dane finds his own social tether: a travel agent named Nando. “Hernando,” he first introduces himself. “As in Jesus Hernando Christ.”


			They don’t hang out exclusively all night but keep circling back toward each other to share intel and snacks. Nando’s love of food borders on a vocation, and he reconnoiters with a plate and a beatific smile. “Dane, you gotta try this. It’s tits.”


			They laugh a lot between bites. Like a forgotten dream, Dane remembers what it’s like to be on. Slightly astounded to remember he can be a charming person.


			“Man, your eyes are ridiculous,” Nando says, scraping up the last of some artichoke dip. “You just stand in bars with those baby blues and take numbers?”


			Dane laughs. A little guiltily, because only one of his eyes is truly blue. The other is a contact lens.


			A quiet but haughty voice in his head clears its throat and says, They are my eyes, thank you very much.


			Dane smiles down at his plate, blinking his lids slowly. Thinking, Quiet, you. I’m being charming.


			Suddenly Nando extends a hand toward Dane’s head. “May I?”


			“What?”


			“Touch your hair.”


			“Oh. Sure?”


			Nando runs his palm from Dane’s forehead to his crown, along the short, thick nap of closely cut hair. Then back again. “That’s tight.”


			Goosebumps rash down Dane’s neck and arms. He hasn’t been frankly caressed like this in many moons. Tight dangles in the air like an invitation.


			“Thanks,” he says.


			Nando licks his lips. “You want to get out of here?”


			“What, go to another party?”


			“No, to my place.”


			His eyes hold Dane’s gaze.


			An infinite silence.


			“Oh fuck,” Nando says slowly. “Did I read the wrong room?”


			“I’m sorry.”


			“No no no no...” Nando is laughing again, waving a hand. “Shit, man, I pride myself on my superb gaydar and it just wenteth before a spectacular fall.”


			“I didn’t mean to—”


			Nando turns down an invisible volume dial. “Zzzt. Not your fault. Now excuse me, I like to be mortified in private.”


			“Wait,” Dane says. “Look—”


			“It’s all right, you don’t have to make me feel better.”


			“I just want to be honest. Your gaydar is fine. It’s the right room. The right house, rather. But I’m way out of the game. It’s been a while since…” He almost says since I was propositioned, but he bites that off and lets the sentence just die.


			“I got it,” Nando says gently. “So, you want to get out of here?”


			“No, but thank you for asking.”


			“Anytime.” Smooth as fuck, Nando passes a business card, and bumps Dane’s side as he walks away.


			Embarrassed and bewildered, Nando’s touch loitering on his head, Dane makes his way back to Saskia. She’s tethered herself to Maisie and while they’re talking animatedly, Dane can see Saskia is tired.


			All at once, Dane is tired, too. As the New Year approaches and the energy in the house ratches up, he finds himself near tears. People start to gather around the television, flipping between Ryan Seacrest and Anderson Cooper. Dane finds his jacket and heads upstairs, down the hall to the door leading to the attic stairs. The attic is already lit up by a single lightbulb, but Dane thinks nothing of it as he climbs the ladder which goes up to the widow’s walk. He pulls on his wool watch cap and steps out into the night, thinking he’ll let the New Year wash over him and have himself a good, private cry.


			A waft of pot smoke hits him first. Then Dane sees a man is sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs, staring at the skies over Nyack.


			Not just any man, but the fox with the ridiculous purple eyes and the slight British accent.


			“Hi,” Dane says. “Sorry, didn’t know someone was already here.”


			“No worries. I’m just seeking enlightenment.”


			Dane tries to recall if he and the man were introduced at any point. They weren’t. The man’s name of course is Liko Greenman, but Dane won’t learn that tonight.


			“I’m sorry, your name went out of my head,” Dane says, he hopes graciously.


			Liko smiles. “It’ll come back. Sit down.”


			Dane likes this maneuver, and sits. Liko passes the vape. Dane takes two hits and passes it back, bracing himself for awful icebreakers.


			So what do you do?


			You live around here?


			How do you know Huff and Maisie?


			You follow football? How about them…


			Nothing. Just uncomplicated, companionable silence. Fingers occasionally touching as they pass the peace pipe.


			The mission of the Danelaw was peace, Dane thinks.


			“Any resolutions?” Liko asks.


			“No,” Dane says, tongue thick in his mouth. “Well. Maybe.”


			“Ah. You resolve to be more decisive.”


			Dane laughs.


			“Tell me,” Liko says. “What do you resolve?”


			“To live.”


			“Did that not become an option recently?”


			“Kind of. My wife died.”


			Liko’s head flicks toward him. “When?”


			“A year in February. She died the day after her birthday.”


			“Accident?”


			“Stroke.”


			“Instantaneous?”


			“No. I mean, she didn’t regain consciousness but she hung on a while.”


			“Until her birthday, you think?”


			“Until after. I’m sure of it. It was such a Nomi thing to do.”


			“Nomi,” Liko says. “Beautiful name. Short for something?”


			“No. Just Nomi.”


			“What made it a her thing to do?”


			“She never knew her real birthday,” Dane said. “She was abandoned as a newborn. She might’ve been born anywhere in the last week of January or the first week in February, nobody could say for sure. Authorities put February first on her birth certificate. One of a dozen things people in power wrote down and she just had to accept. She had no ties to anything. No conviction in any of her vital stats. Not her name. Not her birthday. If she was going to die, it would be on the day she chose. So she hung on and died February second. Because fuck them.”


			Dane waits for Liko to say I’m sorry. But he doesn’t. The night has been quiet but now an energy starts to build. People spilling out of houses and gathering along River Road. The New Year is approaching.


			“Anyway,” Dane says slowly. “That’s what I tell myself.”


			Liko nods. “And you resolve to live. Keep living.”


			“Yeah.”


			“You have kids?”


			“A daughter. Saskia. She’s here. Downstairs, I mean.”


			“What if she weren’t?”


			This guy doesn’t pussyfoot around, Dane thinks.


			“What if she weren’t at this party or what if she didn’t exist?” he says aloud.


			“Didn’t exist.”


			“Then I wouldn’t either.”


			“You sure about that?”


			Dane exhales. “It’s complicated.”


			“Use short words.”


			“I was in a…” Dane trails off laughing. “Man, I loathe the word throuple but for the life of me, I cannot come up with another word on the fly.”


			“Throuple does sound like something I’d order back home,” Liko says, and his slight accent now thickens: “I’ll do the throuple and mash and pull us a pint, love?”


			“Whatever you want to call it, I refer to Nomi as my wife but she wasn’t my legal spouse. She was married to another man, Ethan. I was their partner. That’s how it was on paper but in practice, we were all spouses. The three of us were…”


			“Together,” Liko said.


			“Yes.”


			“For how long?”


			“Twenty-two years.”


			A low whistle. “How much of that time were they legally married?”


			“Twenty-one years.”


			Liko’s eyebrows raise. “You were always together then.”


			“Always.”


			“Not an open marriage that invited you in as a third.”


			“No, it was just us. Always us.”


			“Why did Nomi and Ethan get married?”


			“Because she had cancer and he had the health insurance.”


			Liko lifts palms to the sky. “God bless America.”


			“Right?”


			“And then Nomi died. But not of cancer.”


			“Yes.”


			“Where is Ethan?”


			“Gone.”


			Liko looks at him hard. “Literally or poetically? Use short words.”


			Dane smiles. “He left me.”


			“Ouch.”


			“Yeah. Twenty-two years and turns out, I really was just the third in the marriage.”


			“What, did he ghost out on you? Or was there a proper breakup?”


			“It ended. We said goodbye. Really soon after Nomi died, I sensed him drifting away. I fought like hell to hold on but after a while… Every day, it was like being widowed all over again.”


			“Well, shit. I won’t say I’m sorry, because you’re probably sick of it. I’ll say I’m honestly astounded you’re still here.”


			“Because, my daughter.”


			“Still.”


			“You married?” Dane asks.


			“Divorced. She left me, so I feel you on that Groundhog Day onslaught. Every morning getting clobbered with the loss.”


			“Does it get easier?”


			“No. It just gets different.”


			“You got kids?”


			“A son. Kyle. He’s sixteen. God help me.” Liko passes the vape. “What time is it? How much longer we got to suffer this year?”


			“Are you suffering?”


			“Right now I am feeling no pain.”


			Dane checks his watch. “About thirty seconds left.”


			They both get up and lean elbows on the railing. Fireworks are starting to go off over the Hudson. Dane starts to ask his companion’s name, then decides he doesn’t want to know. Not yet. This is, all at once, a beautifully paranormal moment. Dreamy and surreal. Liko might not even be human. He’s a divine messenger or otherworldly guide, come down from the stars to commune with Dane. Ask personal questions and be astounded at their answers. Be astounded by Dane, who is still here. And a charming person.


			A roar of celebration two floors below heralds the arrival of 2016. The neighborhood erupts in cries, hoots, sound makers and more fireworks bloom in the sky.


			“My daughter’s downstairs,” Dane says. “I should go find her.”


			“Yes, you should.”


			“Happy New Year.”


			“To you as well.”


			Dane turns to go but Liko puts a hand on his arm. Then he leans and kisses Dane’s cheek.


			A beat, and then they hug. Liko’s a good hugger. Not a dissatisfying A-frame ladder but a full-frontal embrace with quads and stomachs and chests pressed tight.


			Really tight.


			“Hey,” Liko whispers.


			“What?” Dane whispers, thinking he’s about to be properly kissed.


			“I promise it gets different.”


			“What’s your name?” Dane says, now wondering if the rail of this widow’s walk is strong enough to hold the weight of two men.


			Liko breaks the hug and steps back. “Go find your daughter. And stay alive. One more year.” He points to the roof of the house beneath their feet. “Next year. Right here. Ten to midnight. We’ll meet again, I’ll ask nosy questions and we’ll resolve further.”


			“Then exchange names?”


			“Then exchange names.” Now Liko points at Dane’s face, stern but playful. “Don’t cheat and ask Huff and Maisie. You’ll ruin it.”


			“All right.”


			“I mean it.”


			“So do I. Next year. If I can’t be here, I’ll leave a note.”


			Dane goes back downstairs to the party, pausing once on a tread to touch his fingertips to his cheek. He passes a mirror and hopes he sees the faint trace of silver lip marks. The kiss of an angel marking him for life.


			Only his face stares back. Thin. A little haggard. Lines deeper. Blue eyes shadowed.


			No magic. Just a tired, double-screwed widower.
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			Up on the roof, Liko Greenman rubs a palm in slow circles on his thumping heart. His lips thrum a little. He’d kissed the blue-eyed man impulsively, and with a pure motive of compassion. But it had been the smoothest male cheek he’d ever kissed. As he drew back, a thought flickered behind his teeth: That’s…odd.


			The widow’s walk feels lonely and bereft under the stars of the New Year, and Liko suddenly wants to follow Dane. He doesn’t. He’s always counseling his son to put twenty-four hours between his impulses and his actions. Liko’s put a year between him and the blue-eyed, nameless man. Maybe overkill, but you should always have something to look forward to.


			And he is looking forward to it.


			That guy, he thinks through a sparkling, dreamy haze. We will meet again. That guy will come back to meet me, and he will be someone in my life.
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			But fifteen months will pass until the two men meet again, and it will be Liko who comes to Dane. Bruised and smarting. Savaged and screwed. Not remembering they’ve met before.


			In the skies above the Hudson River, the Universe—who herself has been widowed and screwed innumerable times—sighs in delight. She clutches her toes, clenches her butthole, and waits.


			










Part One 
Saris


			“They say that the hare of the nobler sex (i.e. the male) bears the little hares in its womb. Can it be that a bizarre nature has made him a hermaphrodite? They also say that in the mother’s womb, along with the tiny little hares, larger babies, previously conceived are carried; in this one can perceive an affront to the law of her inferior nature. Effeminate men who violate that law of nature are thus said to imitate hares, offending against the highest majesty of nature.”


			—Alexander Neckam, encyclopedist and abbot


			









The Naomi Road 1


			[image: Pencil sketch of an eight-petaled lotus flower, its inner petals white, the outer petals black. Within the center circle run three hares, their shared ears making a triangle.]


			Ceiling of Cave 407 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China.


			









Where You Go


			June 2016


			Schoenfeld’s Farm


			Birch Island, New York


			Danelaw Strong’s hands were in the dirt while his mind was on his wife.


			He had let Nomi’s magnificent vegetable garden lie fallow last year. In the wake of her sudden death, he had neither the energy nor the heart to prepare, plant, cultivate and tend the ten raised beds. He was still so bitter and angry. His Persephone had been cruelly disappeared into the underworld, and the advent of spring wouldn’t bring her back. He’d play the role of Demeter and let it all wither and die.


			He missed having the bounty outside his kitchen door, but it took everything he had that first season just to get out of bed, make coffee, manage the day-to-day business of the farm, remember to stick some food in his mouth, and go to bed again. His soul was a city under siege, and the flower beds and vegetable garden were unnecessary mouths. He threw them over the battlements and refused to feel guilty, figuring if Nomi was displeased with his decision, she’d give him a sign. When the wildflowers re-seeded themselves, and the roses put out flush after flush of blooms, and a few rogue tomato plants produced some respectable clusters of fruit, Dane felt Nomi was not just signaling, but rewarding him. The earth was still on his side, and maybe even grateful for the sabbatical.


			Thanks for the time off, it said. I miss her, too. Got your back. We’ll try next year.


			Dane felt stronger this spring, ready to give it a go, and he called on his friend Fred to help him.


			Fred Pierce didn’t put a toe outside their house unless dressed completely in black, and they managed to retain an air of impeccable chic even when shoveling manure.


			“Look at you giving immaculate horseshit vibes,” Dane said. “How do you do it?”


			Fred smiled behind their aviator shades, which were unnecessary on this cloudy day, but an integral accessory to their black cargo pants and form-fitting black T-shirt. Any dirt on them was fashionable and intentional.


			“Promise me,” they said. “If it gets to be too much, you let it go to weeds and try again next year.”


			“I promise.” Dane’s garden plan was nothing close to what it would’ve been in Nomi’s hands. She started everything from seed and mapped out every square inch on graph paper. The raised beds would be crammed with vegetables, flowers and herbs planted in symbiotic combinations and carefully rotated every year. Her treasured rosebushes grew between the beds, spoiled by layers of compost and whole bananas buried by their roots. By July, the garden would be a riot of color, bursting with blooms and produce, stalks and stems and foliage wrestling, dancing, tangling, vying for the best of the sun. Pollinators of all kinds made the garden buzz with activity. Birds swooped through, along with the farm’s chickens and ducks, looking for worms and bugs and snails. After a rainstorm, everything sagged and drooped, which made a simple task like gathering lettuce into a rainforest trek.


			Dane could never do what Nomi did.


			“You’re sighing again,” Fred said. “You don’t have to start perfect, you just have to start. And this is a great start.”


			Being conservative on his first solo flight, Dane had prepped just four of the beds. He planted only what he’d enjoy picking and eating on a daily basis, and what wouldn’t break his heart if he killed it. Lettuce, peas, scallions, parsley, lemon balm, basil, a few cucumber plants, two cherry tomato plants, and two big squares of green beans. Maybe later he’d add some flowers in between. Maybe.


			“That it?” Fred said, dusting off their thighs.


			“All done.” Dane stood up and stretched against the crick in his lower back. “And perfect timing,” he said, glancing at the skies. “Looks like rain coming through.”


			“Nomi’s doing.”


			Dane smiled, gathering up the empty pots and seed packets. “Want a drink?”


			“Hell yeah. I expect payment for manual labor.”


			“Go on in, pour and nosh whatever you want. I just need to grab the mail.”


			Dane walked down the driveway of Schoenfeld’s, worrying at a miniscule barb stuck in the pad of his thumb. The farm looked soft and cool under the darkening skies. He could hear the hum of tractors growing louder as the crew came in from the fields to take shelter. The din of chickens and ducks rose up as if answering a challenge. One of the barn cats was coming up the road, an old tom who had to be on his seventh life. He made no eye contact, but did a neat sashay to slide his ribs against Dane’s legs before moving on.


			A stone wall divided the property from its adjacent roadways, with two pillars on each side of the driveway opening. One was adorned with a carved medallion of the Green Man: a foliate face of pagan origin. He was the beloved sigil of Schoenfeld’s, the wise man and guardian angel of the farm. “Go ask the Green Man” was a thing sighed often at Schoenfeld’s, when a problem couldn’t be easily sorted.


			A mailbox was built into the other stone pillar, and Dane collected the day’s junk. It was an election year, so a waterfall of campaign fliers and envelopes spilled out, along with catalogs, the weekly circular from ShopRite, and the cable bill.


			And a postcard.


			Dane almost flipped past it. Then a fleeting thought, Wait, that looked legit, and he doubled back with a flattered curiosity. An actual piece of mail, addressed to him, Danelaw Strong, c/o Schoenfeld’s, 1543 Oak Hill Road, Birch Island, NY.


			The message side read: “But Ruth replied to Naomi, ‘Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.’”


			Later, Dane would insist it took him a minute to figure it out. “I thought the Jehovah’s Witnesses were getting creative,” he joked. But really, he knew right away. The verse went over his head but he recognized the handwriting instantly. His mouth grew dry. Inside his chest, his heart groped for a chair and sat down. He turned the card over, then he backed up two steps and sat down on the stone wall next to the Green Man.


			Never mind the handwriting. He’d recognize the artwork even if he were blind. The finished style of Ethan Hasen’s paintings could only be described as hyper-realism. Or as he called it, pathological perfectionism. When he sketched, however, whether with pencil, or pen and ink, he was more relaxed, which lent these drawings a rustic, charming air, reminiscent of Ethan’s early career as a children’s book illustrator.


			Sketched on the postcard was a stylized lotus flower, its inner petals white, the outer petals cross-hatched to black. Within the center circle ran three black hares, their shared ears making a triangle.


			[image: Pencil sketch of an eight-petaled lotus flower, its inner petals white, the outer petals black. Within the center circle run three hares, their shared ears making a triangle.]


			Dane flipped the card over, even though he knew no caption was there, describing the drawing. Front and back, this was a bespoke piece of art. The drawing was the ceiling of Mogao Cave 407 in Dunghua, China.


			Where you go, I will go.


			Dane looked up at the Green Man, as if the carved foliate face had been reading over his shoulder all this time.


			Go ask the Green Man.


			“He’s really doing it, huh?” Dane asked.


			The pagan bastard refused to give an answer or even make eye contact.


			Dane reached for his phone and called his daughter.


			“Deddy,” she said grandly.


			“Saskia Mary Ruta Hasen-Strong von Schoenfeld.”


			“Pardon your French.”


			“Guess what I just found in my mailbox?”


			She sighed. “My student loan remittance?”


			“No, a postcard from China.”


			“From Ethan?” A long silence, followed by another sigh. “What’s it say?”


			He described it to her. “And I just noticed, underneath the quote is a fingerprint.”


			“Of course,” she said. “Ain’t no romantic like Ethan Hasen romantic. Well, we knew he was planning this pilgrimage. A blog isn’t his style, he wouldn’t be caught dead on social media, so this is his way of giving us a status.”


			“Us? You got a postcard, too?”


			“No. Why would I? Dad, he’s been texting or emailing between every point A and B. I know where he is. I think he’s letting you know.”


			“Why?”


			“Because he’s doing this for Mammu.”


			“Right,” Dane said, starting up the drive toward the house.


			“And,” Saskia said slowly, “if more cards are coming? If he’s going to send one from each location? Well, those could be worth a lot of money someday.”


			“Christ,” Dane said, rubbing his eyes.


			“How many locations along the route?”


			“Fifty-two.”


			“Fifty-two postcards of every location in the Three Hares game. Hand-drawn by Ethan Hasen. That’s some serious bank, Dad. I suggest you curb the desire to chuck it in the compost.”


			“I would do no such thing.”


			“You were thinking about it. Put it in a safe place for now. If no more arrive, then do what you want with it. Promise?”


			“I promise.”


			“What else are you up to?”


			“Me and Fred started the veggie garden. They’re in the kitchen, pouring us a drink.”


			“Perfectly pressed cargos and an Armani T-shirt?”


			“With designer work boots.”


			She laughed. “Give them a hug for me. I gotta run, Deddy. I love you. Keep me…posted.”


			“Love you, smartass.”


			He jammed his phone in his pocket and went inside. Fred had poured two glasses of chardonnay and put out some cheese and crackers.


			“I thought you wandered off,” they said.


			“No, I was talking to Saskia.”


			“How’s my babygirl?”


			“Good. She says hi.” Dane’s dog, Salma, put paws on his leg and stretched up to sniff him. “Hello, you.” He put down the bundle of mail and slid onto a chair, sighing heavily.


			“Jesus,” Fred said. “AmEx bill that bad?”


			Dane tried to laugh but it came out a shrill yelp.


			“Dude, what’s going on?”


			Dane’s friendship with Fred had only one rule: no bullshit. Without a word, he handed over the postcard and watched Fred examine the front, the back, then the front again.


			“This looks like Ethan’s work,” they finally said.


			“It is.”


			“He’s in China?”


			Dane nodded and drank some wine. “He’s making a pilgrimage.”


			Fred narrowed their eyes. “Don’t people usually do that in Spain? Or Canterbury or Mecca?”


			“He’s following the route of the Three Hares game. Sprinkling some of Nomi’s ashes in each location.”


			“How do you know?”


			“He told Saskia.”


			“Oh.” Fred ate some cheese, flipping the card over and back.


			“Don’t get smudges on it,” Dane said. “Sask said if more are coming, they could be worth something.”


			“Like you don’t own enough Ethan Hasen originals.” They put the card down far from the food and drinks and looked at Dane closely. “You all right?”


			“Yeah.”


			“In my humble opinion, the Bible verse is kind of cringe.”


			“What else could he have written?”


			“Oh, I don’t know. How about, I love you. I miss you. Having a wonderful time, wish you were here. I’m doing this to process my grief and when I get home, maybe we can talk?”


			“Maybe all that is in the fingerprint,” Dane said, touching the back of his neck where that same print was tattooed.


			Fred nodded. “I’ll be quiet now. No bullshit.”


			“No bullshit.”


			When the wine was gone, Fred hugged and kissed Dane, then left. Dane went on sitting at the kitchen table, listening to the rain. He poured another drink. He looked at the postcard another twenty times. He sighed a lot. He contemplated throwing his glass against the wall but didn’t want to clean up afterward. Instead, glass in hand, he wandered along the walls of the kitchen, which were still hung with Ethan’s artwork. Oil paintings, watercolors, pencil sketches. Most of them depicting rabbits or hares.


			Dane sat back down and drew his laptop toward him. He’d never deleted the Three Hares game off his hard drive, but he’d taken its icon out of the dock at the bottom of the screen. He had to open applications and search for it. His index finger dithered over the tracking pad. Then he clicked.


			To the strains of haunting, ominous music, the opening sequence began. First the stylized letters of the Jonathan Henshe Games logo, and the tagline beneath: Greater Understanding Through Play.


			The logo dissolved and a map of Eurasia took its place. Bounding out of the United Kingdom, a hare jumped the English Channel and began running east. It was joined by a second hare who materialized from the Black Sea and joined its mate’s journey, now heading for the Ural mountains. At the same time, a third hare sprang from China and began running west.


			“Along the old Silk Road they traveled,” a voiceover narrated. “Leaving their mark in art and architecture. Who were they chasing? Or were they themselves being hunted? What secrets did their three shared ears hear? What stories are contained in their eternal circle?”


			The music swelled as the hares converged, their separate paths wheeling into a circle. Nose to tail, they chased one another. Until their six separate ears melded to become three, forming a perfect triangle. A threefold rotating symmetry known as a triskelion or a triskele.


			The title materialized over the motif: Three Hares. A Jonathan Henshe Production.


			[image: Video game logo of three white hares chasing each other within a circle, their shared ears making a triangle. Ivy vines surround the circle. The words THREE HARES arch over the circle, the words A JONATHAN HENSHE PRODUCTION beneath.]


			The screen faded to black again, then a blinding sun burst over the horizon. The player was treated to a breathless, sweeping vista along the Great Wall of China before being taken west, across the Gobi Desert, following the ancient route of the Silk Road. The aerial perspective zoomed in on a city. Subtitles named it Dunhuang, Gansu Province.


			The player touched down in front of a tall pagoda, built into the face of a rock outcropping. Mogao, the subtitles informed. The Caves of the Thousand Buddhas.


			Dane went inside the pagoda and was faced with a warren of passageways, with numbered cave openings on either side. New players could get lost for hours in this phase of the game, but Dane knew to go straight to cave 407. A panorama around the beautifully decorated space, then a zoom up to the caisson ceiling. And there was the full, technicolor version of the sketched postcard on Dane’s kitchen table.


			Dane drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He moved the cursor to the ceiling and clicked the motif of the Three Hares. They began to spin, making the triangle of their three shared ears rotate.


			“Welcome, young explorer,” a voice boomed. The player perspective came down from the ceiling and rotated to see the Green Man lounging against the door to the cave. The same foliate face that hung on Schoenfeld’s driveway pillar evolved, expanded and transformed into a living god. Leaves grew all over his muscle-packed body, which was robed in flowing shades of pine, leaf, and moss.


			“So,” he said. “Are you ready to begin?”


			Dane dragged fingertips from forehead to chin and blinked at the screen.


			“I thought I was done,” he said.
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			Ceiling of Cave 139 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China.


			









A Minor Hullabaloo


			December 31, 2016


			Grandview-on-Hudson, New York


			A pop of the cork and champagne foamed into two flutes.


			“Cheers, motherfucker,” Maisie Jensen said. “Welcome to my small, select hootenanny.”


			“Quite the cordial kerfuffle tonight,” Dane said.


			“Eh. Just a minor hullabaloo.”


			Dane clinked his glass to hers. “Wouldn’t miss it.”


			Most of the lights were off in the Jensens’ beautiful house on the Hudson. No party. No fabulous pipple. And for Dane, no rooftop reunion with the violet-eyed Brit. Just him and Maisie, a box of spanakopita triangles, and a bottle of Veuve Cliquot to make it classy. Upstairs, Huff was asleep, having retired at 9:30 and floated away on his preferred cocktail of pain meds and sleep aids. 2016 could kiss his ass. He wouldn’t even do it the courtesy of seeing it to the door.


			“Punch it in the face and give it my regards,” he called down. “Stern email to follow.”


			So Dane and Maisie had their little supper, then went for a swim. When the Jensens bought this house outside Nyack, they regarded the atrium with its small indoor pool as something of an embarrassment. They’d worked hard to achieve their individual successes, and this riverfront house was a shared dream, but the pool was just a little much. It remained empty and closed the first two years, almost like a dirty family secret, Huff and Maisie giving the stink eye to anyone who said the word pool.


			All that changed last October, when Huff had his accident. Now his life revolved around physical therapy, especially swimming. Shame was thrown out and the men were called in. The atrium was renovated, the pool filled and the heater turned on.


			“Next year, inshallah, New Year’s Eve will include swimming,” Maisie said. She popped the last bit of spanakopita into her mouth, then checked her phone, which was pinging. “Be right back. He needs some help.”


			“Everything okay?” Dane said, half out of his seat.


			“It’s fine, sit down. He has a complicated system of pillows and wedges. One cushion slides out of place and the whole house of bones comes down. I’ll just be a minute.”


			She left the kitchen and Dane closed his eyes, following the sound of her footsteps upstairs and down the hall. He willed everything to be all right. Prayed all would be fixed with the adjustment of a pillow. Pillows, after all, had helped save Huff’s life.


			Last October, Huff came out of his office on an ordinary Wednesday night and began walking home as usual, absently scanning his phone like any working yahoo at the end of a long day. As he stood still on Broadway, returning an email, a cabbie suffered a seizure, slumped on the wheel and drove his SUV onto the sidewalk. Huff took the hit of the front grille, which broke his pelvis and sent him flying through the window of Pier One Imports. Doctors were sure if Huff had landed on the sidewalk or been crushed against the building’s unyielding facade, he’d be dead. Two things saved his life: the cabbie’s foot sliding off the gas prior to impact, so he wasn’t accelerating, and Huff landing on a sumptuously-made display bed sporting a down comforter, two throw blankets and eight pillows. The bedframe collapsed, the display went to pieces, a few dozen imported tchotchkes shattered, but the memory foam mattress and its luxurious linens closed around Huff like a nonchalant palm catching a tossed set of keys. His injuries were critical, but he would live.


			Maisie called Dane from the hospital. “Huff was hit by a car.”


			“Holy fuck,” Dane said, on his feet. “Where is he? Where are you?”


			“Lenox Hill.”


			“Oh my God, Maze.”


			“Please, Dane. Please, can you come?”


			He’d never heard her like this. He didn’t know anyone with their shit more together than Maisie. She was the rock. The fortress. The flame that never flickered. Dane took problems to Maisie. Dane called her for assurance, for sympathy, for backup. He never considered himself her mainstay. Maisie cherished him but she didn’t need him.


			“I need you,” she cried. “Please can you come?”


			He went without a thought, making the ninety-minute drive to midtown Manhattan, which normally tied his stomach in knots. Now he laid on the horn, ran yellow lights, wove in and out traffic and glared at jaywalkers, willing the city to get the fuck out of his way. Yelling at the windshield the whole time.


			“No,” he said, pointing a finger at the Universe like it was a disobedient dog. “No. Absolutely not. I lost Nomi, I lost Ethan. Maisie does not lose Huff. Period. Full stop. This is non-negotiable. Get your hands out of our lives and start turning these lights green. I am not playing with you…”


			For the six hours Huff was in surgery, Dane stayed by Maisie, who was a wild-eyed and desperate tiger, either pacing the perimeter of the waiting room or hunched in a chair with her hands laced behind her neck. She abruptly declared she wanted to go to the hospital’s chapel. Dane walked her there. One step inside its cool, quiet interior and Maisie shook her head. No, she didn’t want this place. She wanted a cup of coffee. Dane walked her to the hospital’s satellite Starbucks, where Maisie shook her head again. She didn’t want this either. She stood in the lobby, stunned and bewildered. She looked like she’d dropped five pounds in an hour, like she was lost inside her clothes.


			Running on pure intuition, Dane drew Maisie into a restroom and flipped the lock. He hit the light switch, pulled her into his arms and told her to let it go.


			Maisie let go. She cried and cried, her voice ricocheting off the tiled walls. The sound of her uncontrolled terror was horrible, made even more so by the pitch dark. But Maisie needed to cry it out and not be seen. So Dane set his teeth, locked his knees, hung on tight and let the tsunami crash down and do its worst. When the tide retreated and Maisie quieted, Dane turned on the light. Maisie looked like her own accident scene, but she didn’t look lost anymore. She blew her nose, splashed her face and combed her hair. She went back to the chapel and lit a candle, then to Starbucks and got a coffee. Back on the waiting room couch, she slouched, rested her temple on Dane’s shoulder, relaxed the vigil and took a twenty-minute power nap.


			“Thank you,” she said when she woke.


			“Anything,” Dane said. “Anything. Anytime. Anywhere.”


			“You’re the first person I thought of. Isn’t that funny?”


			He understood her perfectly. “It is.”


			She laced her fingers with his and raised the clump to her mouth. “You’re my pipple,” she said.


			He tucked loose hair behind her ears and kissed her forehead. “We’re the best pipple.”
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			“All good,” Maisie said, coming back into the kitchen. “So what’s on the party agenda? I think I got enough in the tank to watch…maybe a quarter of a movie?”


			“Actually,” Dane said, “I wanted to show you something.”


			“What?”


			He thought about how to phrase it and decided on, “A small art installation.”


			She raised her eyebrows. “How small?”


			“About the size of a dining room table.”


			She gestured with her hand. “By all means. Are these your creations?”


			“I wish.” Dane went upstairs to get the bundle of postcards from his backpack. As he dealt them out on the table, Maisie’s expression went from confused to expert. Worried wife morphed to shrewd art dealer as she put on her glasses and took professional inventory. She turned each card over, examined it thoroughly, placed it back in the grid, proceeded to the next one.


			Dane had received nineteen postcards since June. Six were postmarked from China. One from Russia. Three from Ukraine. Five from Dubai. One from Cairo. One from Seville. And the latest two from the United Kingdom. Each had a different drawing of the Three Hares on the front. The back of every card was the same: the quote from the Book of Ruth, and Ethan’s fingerprint.


			[image: Back side of a postcard sent from Ukraine. Postage stamp is an oak leaf with two acorns. Message is a bible quote and a fingerprint. Card is addressed to Danelaw Strong.]


			Maisie reached the end, then went back to the top row and started again. “You’ve been getting these since June.”


			“Yes.”


			“And they’re exactly following the progression of the Three Hares game?”


			“Yes. China to Europe, along the old Silk Road.”


			“Jesus, that goes through all kinds of sketchy places.”


			“He skipped Central Asia entirely. I brushed up on my Three Hares lore and remembered all the Iranian pieces aren’t actually housed in Iran. One’s in a museum in Texas. Couple others in Kuwait. I think that’s why this batch of five are all postmarked Dubai. He drew them from there before going to Cairo.”


			“Is he sending duplicates to Saskia?”


			“No, just me.”


			She took a sip of champagne and chewed it thoughtfully. “Do you want my professional or sisterly assessment?”


			“Both, please.”


			“Keep these in a safe, humidity-free place and if I see you put a rubber band around them again, I will disown you.”


			“What’s the professional assessment?”


			She pointed toward the front door. “Leave this house.”


			He took his own smug sip of champagne.


			“Anyway, I’m afraid the sisterhood is at a loss. Do we just take these cards at face value, or is Ethan trying to tell you something? Is this a pilgrimage or an apology tour? Or both? I don’t know.”


			“What am I going to do?”


			“Do you have to do anything?”


			“Eventually.” He gestured toward the table. “China to Europe along the Silk Road. He’s in the UK already. If he’s following the route of the game, he’ll finish in Devon, then go back to the continent. France, Switzerland, Germany. The game ends in Paderborn Cathedral. At the Drei-Hasen-Fenster. Then what?”


			Maisie slowly shook her head.


			“When I get a postcard from Paderborn, the game and the pilgrimage are over.”


			“You think he’ll come home?”


			Dane nodded.


			“How do you feel about that?”


			His nodding head now swiveled side to side.


			“I’ll support you no matter what,” she said. “On one hand, you do not have to give him a nanosecond of your time and energy. On the other…”


			The sentence went nowhere. Dane heard the kitchen cuckoo clock whir to life and its doors fly open. The wooden bird within sprang out with a two-tone chirp. Twelve times in all.


			“Happy New Year,” Maisie said.


			Dane leaned and put his head against hers. “This was a real swell hootenanny.”


			She sighed beneath his temple. “It was not the plan.”


			No, Dane thought. No, it wasn’t. I’m supposed to be on the roof with a violet-eyed man. Getting asked nosy questions. Resolving further. Exchanging names. Maybe getting kissed. I literally counted the days until tonight. I looked forward to this party like a girl plans her wedding. I was picking out what to wear months ago. I banked so much emotional capital in this vault. I was supposed to see him again. Who was he? What’s his name?


			He almost asked. Why not? The dream was over, it was a year Dane would never get back. Why not just ask Maisie: Hey, last year I met a guy at your party. British. Total fox. Amazing eyes. Know who I’m talking about?


			But Danelaw Strong was a compassionate and attentive man, and he saw Maisie was exhausted, and occupied with far more important matters.


			“On second thought, fuck everything,” he said, scraping up a smile from the bottom of his soul’s barrel. “More bubbly?”


			“I can barely finish this,” she said, twirling the stem of her flute.


			“Forget it. Go to bed, I’ll finish it myself. There’s two more bottles we can open tomorrow. For mimosas.”


			“Visiting nurse is coming at eight,” Maisie said absently. “Ugh, drawing the short straw to work on New Year’s Day. I feel terrible.”


			“Then we’ll gift both bottles to the nurse.”


			“You’re brilliant.”


			They hugged and kissed, said goodnight. With a last reminder to turn off lights, Maisie went upstairs.


			Dane put on his jacket, hat and gloves and went up to the widow’s walk. There he finished the champagne, but didn’t even get buzzed. He sat in one of the Adirondack chairs and laced his fingers behind his head. Staring over the Hudson and waiting for a rendezvous he knew wouldn’t come. The day was over. The year was over. The waiting was over. All of it was over.


			He’s not coming, said a voice in his head. Let’s just go to bed. Enough torture. We’ll get up tomorrow and find something else to look forward to.


			Dane had learned recently that some people didn’t have inner monologues. No little voice narrating them through the day, making observations, rationalizing, asking and answering questions. Those people looked blankly at the concept, asking, “What voice in your head? What are you talking about?” While Dane looked back at them, stunned, because he couldn’t imagine life without the voice that lived in his head in general, but spent most of its time behind his left eye. His blue eye. The voice was both a part of him and apart from him, and the voice was female.


			Some people had inner monologues. Danelaw Strong had Diane.


			I’m so sorry, Diane said. These things happen. Life happens. You missed your second date with that guy. But Huff is alive. He’s safe downstairs, sleeping, and it’s all that matters.


			Still Dane sat. Patient and disappointed. Checking his watch through the year’s first hours and hoping.


			Diane sat with him. Patient and attentive. Checking on him.


			And she hoped, too.


			









A Grander Voice


			1993


			Schoenfeld’s Farm


			Birch Island, New York


			“When you talk to yourself,” Dane asks his friends, “when you think things through in your mind, is it a female or male voice?”


			“Male,” Ethan says.


			“Are you sure?”


			Ethan goes still and quiet. A little smile around his mouth. “God, it’s weird when you pay attention to your inner monologue.”


			Nomi tilts her chin as if listening to faraway music. “My everyday inner blather sounds like me,” she finally says. “But if I’m calming or reassuring myself, it’s kind of a different me. It’s an older voice. Like a grander voice.”


			“A wise, witchy voice,” Dane says, and Nomi points at him with raised, approving eyebrows.


			“Weird my mind never shuts up but I never really think about how it sounds inside my head,” Ethan says. “But it’s definitely male. What’s yours, Dane?”


			“If I’m just going about business, making a to-do list or doing a math problem, it’s male. If I’m reading, it’s male. If I’m talking myself off a ledge, it’s definitely female. My male voice worries, my female voice reassures. If I’m framing out a conversation in my head—you know how you mentally prepare a script? That’s always female.”


			“Your phone voice,” Nomi says. “I hate making phone calls to anyone I don’t know personally. Someone once said to me, Be your own secretary. So now I have this whole other voice for the phone.”


			“Exactly,” Dane says. “The voice that rehearses a conversation in my head is female. But the voice that rehashes the conversation later and agonizes over stupid things I said is male.”


			“Huh,” Ethan says. “That’s so cool.”


			Dane loves him.


			“I’m going to be so self-conscious next time I make a phone call,” Nomi says.


			“Does your secretary have a name?” Dane asks.


			“You mean, do I dial and say, This is Katherine Jones calling to make an appointment for Ms. Misteria. M as in Mary…”


			Dane laughs. “Just in your head. Does your phone voice or your wise witch voice have a name?”


			“Katherine Jones.”


			“Really?”


			“No.” Nomi’s quiet a moment. She’s sitting on the pool steps, arms wrapped around her knees. Her hair slicked back from her face. She looks at Dane as if measuring him.


			He looks back and loves her.


			“Laugh at me and I will bury you,” she says.


			Dane, who is the last person to laugh at anyone’s inner monologue, draws an X over his heart.


			“So my witch voice,” Nomi says. “Her name is Ruta Skadi. It’s a character from a b—”


			“His Dark Materials,” Dane says. “Philip Pullman.”


			Nomi smiles in a way Dane’s never seen before. “You know that series?”


			“Who doesn’t?” Ethan says.


			“Hey, you’d be surprised, the number of people wandering around the earth, unaware those books exist.” She tilts her chin at Ethan, gaze skeptical. “Who’s Ruta Skadi?”


			“Queen of the Latvian witch clan,” Ethan says.


			Dane makes a buzzer noise. “So sorry, she was actually Queen of the Lake Lubana clan. Good try. Thanks for playing.”


			Ethan gives a moan of defeat and sinks under the water, flailing.


			“Holy shit,” Nomi says. “You guys are my pipple. Most times when I say the name Ruta Skadi, people think it’s some kind of potato casserole.”


			Dane laughs as Ethan surfaces, flipping his hair out of his face.


			Fuck, he’s gorgeous, Diane says.


			Dane silently agrees, trying not to stare. Ethan’s so sleek and shiny. Droplets in his eyebrows, lashes separated in spikes. Wet all over, even his teeth. They gleam in a soaked smile as he says, “Well, Nome, in terms of inner monologues, you could do worse.”


			“Hers is the voice that talks you off a ledge?” Dane asks.


			“Ruta Skadi adopted me,” Nomi says. “We did a family tree unit in school, which of course put me in a weird spot. I didn’t want to trace my foster family’s ancestors, I didn’t want to do nothing, so I made myself into Ruta Skadi’s granddaughter and invented a whole family history.”


			“Shut up.”


			“I fucking love you,” Ethan says, floating on his back.


			“I got an A,” Nomi says. She pushes off the steps and glides toward Ethan, rolling on her back as well, until the crowns of their heads touch. “Come over here, Strong.”


			Dane does, floating on his back and putting his head with theirs.


			“See, now we’re three hares,” Ethan says.


			“Three is a magic number,” Nomi says.


			Dane is quiet, floating on a raft of love, listening as the water ripples against his ears. He drifts and bumps into Ethan. Then bobs the other way and nestles against Nomi. Back and forth, one is volleyed against the other two.


			“Dane?” Nomi says.


			“Mm.”


			Her hand finds his under the water. “Does your voice have a name?”


			He squeezes his eyes shut. Squeezes her hand tight.


			“Diane,” he says softly.


			She takes in a little quick breath. “Oh wow.”


			Ethan flips over and treads water. “Holy shit,” he breathes. “Diane. Of course. It’s Dane with an I.”


			Dane and Nomi roll and tread too, three heads bobbing in the pool.


			“No,” Ethan says. “Wait. Not Dane with an I. Dane with a…”


			He moves closer and touches a finger to Dane’s left cheekbone.


			“Dane with an eye.”


			Dane laughs, tackles Ethan and they sink under the water. Nomi dives down into the bubbling tangle of limbs too. They come up gasping, splashing, grabbing, roaring with laughter. Not yet in love, but well on their way.


			









The Naomi Road 3-26


			Postcards sent between July 2016 and September 2016


			[image: Detailed pencil sketch of a caisson ceiling. Square borders become progressively smaller, ending in an eight-petaled lotus flower. In the center of the flower is the Three Hares motif.]


			Ceiling of Cave 205 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China


			[image: Detailed pencil sketch of a caisson ceiling. Square borders become progressively smaller, ending in an eight-petaled lotus flower. In the center of the flower is the Three Hares motif.]


			Ceiling of Cave 237 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China.


			[image: Detailed pencil sketch of a caisson ceiling. Square borders become progressively smaller, ending in an eight-petaled lotus flower. In the center of the flower is the Three Hares motif.]


			Ceiling of Cave 397 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China.


			[image: Detailed pencil sketch of a caisson ceiling. Square borders become progressively smaller, ending in an eight-petaled lotus flower. In the center of the flower is the Three Hares motif.]


			Ceiling of Cave 406 at Mogao, Lanzhou, China.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Silver vase, State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Gravestone carving, Jewish Cemetery, Sataniv, Ukraine.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Painted ceiling, Gwozdziec Synagogue, Ukraine.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Painted ceiling, Chodorow Synagogue, Ukraine.


			Postcards mailed October-December 2016. All postmarked from Dubai, United Arab Emirates, and depict the Three Hares in Central Asian and Middle Eastern art. With the exception of the Cairo ceramic shard, it’s unlikely the artist sketched these cards on site. For example, the brass tray is of Iranian origin but is currently housed in the Dallas Museum of Art in Texas.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Terracotta plaque, Swat Archeological Museum, Baricot, Pakistan.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Copper coin of Iranian origin, private collection.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Brass tray of Iranian origin, Keir Collection, Dallas Museum of Art


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Lead and brass tray, Al-Sabah Collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyah, Kuwait.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Silver bowl, Al-Sabah Collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyah, Kuwait.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Ceramic shard, Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, Egypt.


			Postcards sent between December 2016 and March 2017


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Bottom of a ceramic water bottle, private collection, Seville, Spain.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Stained glass window, Holy Trinity Church, Long Melford, Suffolk, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Nave tile, St. Mary’s church, Long Crendon, Buckinghamshire, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Roof boss, Selby Abbey, Selby, Yorkshire, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Nave tile, Chester Cathedral, Chester, Cheshire, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Roof boss, Lady Chapel at St. David’s church, Pembrokeshire, Wales, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Stone boss, St. Aidan’s church, Llawhaden, Pembrokeshire, Wales, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Roof boss, Cotehele Chapel, Church of St. Katherine and St. Anne, Calstock, Cornwall, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Roof boss, St. Pancras’ Church, Widecombe-in-the-Moor, Devon, UK.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			Roof boss, St. James’ Church, Ashreigney, Devon, UK.


			









A Reason to Live


			March 2017


			Birch Island, New York


			Liko Greenman stood at the crossroads, looking not for the Devil, but himself.


			In one week, he’d learned how many roads a rural town like Birch Island could have, and he’d just about walked them all. From every charming street in the town proper, to the clusters of residential roads, to two-lane highways along the outskirts. From sidewalk to gravel shoulder, he’d walked up one side and down the other, checking off each trek on his map. He’d combed the town thoroughly with no success. He’d either have to give everything a second look, or go home and admit he’d been had.


			The crossroads lay soft in the chill of a mid-winter afternoon. The intersection was best friends with the cardinal points, with Route 34 running north and south, and Oak Hill Road chasing the sun. One quadrant had a large pond studded with ducks, with a single, enormous pine tree at its far end. Across the road from the pond was a little pub. The third quadrant had an old barn surrounded by dead grasses and scrub. The fourth was a farm enclosed by a stone wall, one of a half-dozen Liko had noted during his explorations, all packed away neatly for the season. This one’s road sign read Schoenfeld’s: Farm to Market.


			He felt in his pocket for the letter which had sent him on this so far fruitless journey.


			JHG


			Jonathan Henshe Games


			“Greater Understanding Through Play”


			Dear Mr. Greenman,


			Your recent post on Reddit was brought to our attention. We extend our deepest condolences on the tragic loss of your son and applaud your desire to solve the mystery of the Three Hares game in his memory. No words can make things better, but a perhaps a clue to start you on a journey would make things different.


			Go to Birch Island, New York, and look for yourself along the roadside.


			With our sympathy in this time of great sadness,


			Jonathan Henshe Games


			When the letter arrived, Liko was reminded of the apathetic Milo in The Phantom Tollbooth, coming home to find the mysterious gateway to Lands Beyond and deciding there wasn’t anything better to do. It was probably a cruel hoax, and Liko didn’t post about the letter on Reddit or any of the gaming forums. Still, coming up on a year after Kyle’s death, Liko was running out of ways to pass, waste and kill time. Maybe mid-winter wasn’t conducive to a tramp around unknown Lands Beyond—he opened Google maps and learned Birch Island wasn’t on a coastline or in a body of water, just a dot in landlocked Orange County. But he had to do something. It was a drive to New York, not a flight to Mongolia. After years of saying he could work from anywhere, he should put it into practice. Take a week, have a change of scene, go on a little quest. What the hell, even if the letter were a hoax, it had a bit of intrigue and magic that made Liko’s soul lift its head in curiosity. He hadn’t felt curious about anything in a long, long time.


			He booked an Airbnb, packed a bag and went. He opened his mind, suspended his disbelief and followed instructions.


			Go to Birch Island, New York, and look for yourself along the roadside.


			After a week of walking and searching, he suspected he’d been conned.


			He didn’t want to be conned.


			It was just too cruel.


			“Don’t do this to me,” he murmured to the crossroads.


			Was it all some Zen exercise? Walking up and down these byways, he found nothing but himself. He glanced around, ascertaining he was alone, then shut his eyes and whispered, “Self, show thyself.”


			He opened his eyes.


			Nothing. Except himself.


			He closed his eyes again. “What, I’m all I have left? I still have me? Is that the metaphor? I know already. Having only me is my problem. I don’t want to be out here searching for myself. I’m sick of myself…”


			The blare of a car horn startled him out of the lament and moved him onto the shoulder. “Find myself dead by the roadside. Funny.”


			He sat on the stacked stone wall by the sign reading Schoenfeld’s and exhaled a cloud of steam. Let the record show he moved out of the way. He didn’t stand still and let the car mow him down. He had a reason to live.


			Dear Mr. Greenman, your recent post on Reddit was brought to our attention.


			Liko reached for his phone and opened the Reddit app. He had 132 new messages, all of them comment notifications on his famous post.


			r/Three Hares Mystery


			RIP Kyle Dalusio Greenman (@kgr33n) •Jan 14 2017•


			Lkgr33n


			Hey gang. This is Liko Greenman, Kyle’s dad, and you can see I’ve made my own account instead of using Kyle’s old one. I wanted to come on this forum and thank you from the bottom of my heart for all your love and compassion and support. I was astounded how many of you messaged after he died, telling how much you loved and missed him. I didn’t have the strength or bandwidth to respond but I promise I read every single one and I go back often to read them again. They keep him alive, especially on the days when it’s just so hard to take in he’s gone. On the really bad days, I come to this community and I always find a recent post or two that mentions him. So I know he’s not forgotten. I don’t have words to say how it comforts me.


			I’m not a gamer, but from the perspective of a tragically unhip dad keeping tabs on what his teenage son was doing online, even I knew Three Hares was something special. I told Kyle if I had time, it was a game I could easily learn to love. Usually I told him as I was shutting him down for the night. By the way, what time is it? Shouldn’t you be in bed?


			Anyway, it seems now I have nothing but time, and sleep isn’t a friend of mine, so I’ve joined the community as a player. Last night I finally finished the game and arrived at the Chamber of the Green Man and its yet-unsolvable mysteries. Needless to say, as a Greenman myself (ha ha), I’ve become really invested, and I’ve been lurking this sub to read all the latest harebrained theories.


			Sorry. Children may die, but Dad jokes never do.


			Yikes. Anyway. The point of this post is my son died and I’m just wandering around lost. Everything is awful. I need a job. Well, I have a job. I mean I need a purpose. I’m not good company and I don’t want people. I need a single-player obsession. A quest. I need to finish something Kyle started. He loved this damn game and died without knowing all its secrets. I need to find them. I need to solve this mystery. I’m going to crack this chamber if it’s the last thing I ever do.


			You read it here first. Now get off the computer and go to bed, all of you.


			Love from your new dad,


			Liko


			The post had over 65,000 comments. Sixty. Five. Thousand.


			His thumb scrolled down the thread. Comments about Kyle. Tributes to Kyle. Memories of Kyle.


			God, that kid was so loved.


			Liko was weeping now. It ceased to surprise him anymore. Crying was part of his daily routine and he’d reached an almost casual treatment of the jags. Every day at some point, he’d take a piss, brush his teeth, eat something and cry. He was reminded of Kyle’s mother, Janelle, who suffered morning sickness for seven out of nine months and came to regard vomiting as part of her daily commute to work. She’d pull her car to the shoulder, nonchalantly puke, pop a piece of gum and proceed on her way.


			Come to think of it, she’d divorced Liko in much the same manner, bringing the marriage to a gentle rolling stop on the road of life. She cracked the door, hurled him out and drove off, folding a minty-fresh new start into her mouth.


			The sun was slanting toward the western fields. It was colder and Liko’s eyes and nose were clogged. He almost mopped both with the Henshe letter, then went for his sleeve instead, just as a car came along Oak Hill Road and slowed by the wall. The passenger window slipped down and the driver leaned across the console to speak.


			“You all right?”


			“Yeah,” Liko said, too embarrassed to make eye contact. “Yeah, just feeling some shit.”


			“I see.”


			“I’m okay.”


			“You sure?”


			“Yeah. Thanks.”


			“Well…” The man sat back, then leaned on the console again. “Don’t stay out too long. No need to freeze on top of feeling shitty.”


			Liko managed a weak laugh. “I won’t.”


			“All right then.” The man did his little dance again, sitting back, then canting sideways toward the window. This time he pointed at the farm within the stone wall. “Listen, I live there. When you’re done feeling your shit and you need a drink of water, knock on the door.”


			“That’s cool of you. Thanks. I’m all right. Just…out here looking for myself along the roadside.”


			What the hell, he thought. Maybe it’s a code phrase only people in Birch Island understand.


			No such luck. The man just gave a puzzled smile. “Well, be careful.”


			“I will.”


			“Take care.”


			Liko watched the taillights as the car drove another fifty yards, then turned through an opening in the stone wall, flanked by two pillars. The car stopped. The driver got out and went to the mailbox built into one of the pillars. He got back in and the car headed up to the farmhouse and parked. In the thin, crisp air, Liko could hear the muffled ker-thunk when he shut the door.


			He raised his chin, almost certain the driver was holding still, fingers on the door handle, looking back toward the stone wall.


			Liko raised a hopeful palm.


			I’m right here.


			Along the roadside.


			Can you help me?


			His eyes and face were freezing. His nose was still running. His ass was numb. Crying was thirsty work.


			He got up.


			Snow had fallen recently in Birch Island. The roads were clear but icy drifts ringed the fields and dirty, salt-encrusted hills remained at all four corners of the intersection, still showing teeth-marks from the plow. Schoenfeld’s driveway pillars were half-buried in snow. Liko walked by them, his eyes bleary from crying. He almost didn’t see it. He shouldn’t have seen it. He had no reason to see it.


			Except maybe he was supposed to see it.


			Emerging from the pile of dirty snow against one of the pillars was the top of a circular, carved decoration. A plaque attached to the stacked stones.


			Liko stopped.


			The carvings were leaves.


			He reached his ungloved fingers and dug at the icy mound, breaking it off in flakes and chunks.


			A foliate face emerged, leaves arranged around the eyes, nose and mouth.


			Just the way it looked in the Three Hares game.


			[image: A Green Man foliate face medallion hanging on a stone wall.]


			Liko was shaking now, but not from the cold.


			“You,” he whispered.


			The Green Man smiled back.


			And you, he said. Along the roadside.


			Liko’s frozen hands scraped at the snow, digging it out of the carved crevices. It was a beautiful piece, a good foot in diameter. The Green Man: ancient pagan symbol of nature, fertility, and mysteries older than God. The motif adorned thousands of churches and cathedrals, a tenacious reminder of all that came before. It reigned in the chamber at the end of Kyle’s favorite video game, guarding tantalizing secrets of what might be in the future.


			Along the roadside in Birch Island, New York, a Greenman stared at the Green Man. Suffused with relief, gratitude and some old, forgotten emotion that might have been joy. The letter wasn’t a cruel hoax. This was real. It was real. The Green Man was here, and it was magic. Liko had solved the riddle, completed the quest, achieved his objective, completed the mission. He’d found himself along the roadside.


			He hesitated, then put a palm on either side of the plaque and kissed the Green Man smack between the leafy eyebrows. Then he thrust his icy hands in his pockets and walked up the driveway.


			He rang the front door’s bell. A dog barked from within. The porch light went on. A man in a backward ball cap appeared, looked through the thin side window, and opened the door, smiling broadly.


			“We meet again.”


			









Among the Recipients


			Dane meant it as a welcoming line, but the moment “We meet again” formed a word bubble in the air, he realized it was true.


			Diane gasped, Oh my God, it’s him.


			Holy shit, it’s you, Dane thought.


			The rooftop angel seemed half of what he’d been on that New Year’s Eve. Definitely grayer. Alarmingly thinner. With a silver-threaded beard that barely hid the gauntness in his face.


			But the eyes.


			Those amazing, absurd, who-gave-you-permission purple eyes. Dane would’ve known them anywhere.


			What happened next couldn’t have taken more than two seconds, but Dane felt time slow down as a melee of thoughts collided, fought, and rationalized their way to a decision.


			He was first suffused with a euphoric delight that was almost triumphant. You found me, his atoms sang. This man had clearly gone all over the world looking for his lost, nameless companion. Finally arriving here, worn down to a thread, but intent on claiming Dane as his own. Because it was meant. It was all meant to be.


			You found m— Wait, do you even remember me?


			The joy gave way to consternation because this dude was looking straight through Dane without a shred of recognition. His beautiful eyes red-rimmed and bleary, he looked more than tired. Something in his demeanor was utterly broken. And blank. A soldier returning from a war that had not been won. He didn’t recognize Dane. Hell, if Gene Simmons in full makeup had opened the door, this guy might not recognize him either.


			But then Dane remembered.


			Oh shit…


			The night of the party, Dane had been covering up his brown eye. He needed Diane’s blue eyes to do brave things, like go be social, reinvent himself as an expert listener, and gracefully decline an unexpected proposition from… Wow, what was that guy’s name again?


			Nando, Diane said absently. Short for Hernando. As in…


			Jesus Hernando Christ, Dane thought, blinking his eyes as if trying to signal this wayfaring stranger by Morse code. No use. He’d been at a board meeting with Orange County Agriculture and Farmland Protection and while he didn’t need bravery among any strangers who’d be present, he noticed people tended to stare at his two different eyes more than they listened to his words. So he covered up the blue and went all brown. It was easier.


			Brown-eyed and unrecognizable, he looked at his former crony and grasped it might be for the best. The way this guy was barely holding it together, it might be necessary to keep the conditions and circumstances just as they were on that New Year’s Eve. Nameless and otherworldly.


			Which sucked, frankly. All that long mourning year, Dane had kept the encounter tucked in a pocket of his mind like a worry stone. When things got especially tough, he’d close mental fingers around the pact he made with a mysterious man and squeeze it tight. Thinking, I have to make it to New Year’s Eve. I have a date with a violet-eyed fox. I promised him. Stay alive for Saskia. I just gotta get through the next five minutes. The next hour. This month. Five more months. One more month…


			The discipline of not cheating and asking Huff and Maisie who that guy was. The often toe-curling anticipation of it all. Trudging across a desert of grief, stalwartly putting one foot in front of another because the New Year’s Eve date loomed ahead like an oasis. But then Huff Jensen had his accident and the party was kiboshed. Dane went over to the house anyway, just to keep company and help Maisie out. He’d sat on the roof, hoping against hope, even though he himself had sent the mass cancelation email to everyone in the Jensens’ address book. No doubt the violet-eyed man was among the recipients.


			But now here he was, standing on Dane’s porch, looking destroyed. The roles had thoroughly reversed. Time had not been good to this man and it was Dane’s turn to serve a purpose. Be nothing more than a gentle, anonymous safe space for this traveler to rest a little while.


			Diane was making Dane’s blue eye twitch at corner as she whispered, Be careful here.


			As if to emphasize, a little high-pitched whine buzzed in Dane’s left ear. A warning bell. A finger pointing to counsel extreme caution.


			Be really, really careful with him.


			All this time, Dane had been clutching the postcard from today’s mail. The twenty-seventh of his growing collection, postmarked from an English village called Bridford. His hand relaxed and he set the card down on the hall table, opening the door a little wider.


			[image: The Three Hares motif within a decorative circle.]


			









I’m Home Now


			Feeling weirdly shy, Liko smiled at this good Samaritan. “I’ll, uh…take that drink of water?” The dog put paws on Liko’s hip and stretched up high, first looking for attention, then jumping for it. “Hey, you,” Liko said, rubbing her head.


			The man took hold of the dog’s collar. “Salma, no. Down. Sorry, she’s not usually a jumper. Woman, what’s wrong with you? Get.” He shooed the dog behind him and beckoned to Liko. “Come in, come in.”


			Liko wiped his feet and followed the man through a darkened living room into a kitchen you could play touch football in.


			Oh, a little voice piped up in his mind. We’re home.


			If Heaven had a kitchen, this would be it. Or maybe it was better described as a kitchen with an attached sitting room, for at one end, a couch and a pair of mismatched easy chairs were grouped around a fireplace.


			A fireplace in the kitchen. Brilliant, Liko thought, an immediate and extremely cozy vista unfolding before him. A long winter’s day with nothing to do but lounge on the couch and read. Look up to watch the snow falling, look down to doze off mid-chapter. Sip coffee until noon, then nurse a good whiskey while something cooked on the stove. Watch as the snow piled deeper outside but alas, nothing for it, nothing to do but go on sitting in front of the kitchen fire.


			Maybe it would start snowing right now. Maybe a freak ice storm would bring a tree down across power lines, closing off Oak Hill Road, and Liko would be stuck here tonight.


			“Water?” the man asked. “Or something else?”


			Whiskey neat, by the fire, Liko thought, and aloud said, “Water’s fine.”


			He turned to take in the rest of the immense space. This was no staged, showroom kitchen but the busy heart of the house trying to keep two steps ahead of the chaos. The dishwasher was open, towels hung askew, pots stacked in the sink. A basket of paper recycling on the verge of avalanche. A laptop open at one end of the long table, surrounded by papers and envelopes, a cluster of bright orange Post-its stuck across the screen’s edge.


			Liko drew fingers along the tabletop, impressed. Five chairs on either side, two at each end, and surely it could squeeze in more on Thanksgiving. He took in a sturdy hutch laden with china and serving pieces. A credenza with a good assortment of booze and glassware. Over it hung a replica of the Green Man plaque from the driveway pillar. Artwork was displayed on all the walls, and a lot of it depicted hares and rabbits. Little rabbit figurines were tucked in the hutch, too, peeking between stacks of plates and cups.


			Liko was definitely in the right place but unsure what to do. Kyle always said to click on everything in sight, but that was fine for video games, not when you were in a stranger’s house.


			Liko studied the man as he poured from a Brita. He looked in his late thirties, maybe. On the short side, but lean and fit in jeans and a fleece. He’d turned his cap forward and pulled it low, but what Liko could see of his face was…


			A long-atrophied part of Liko’s brain stirred to life and remarked, Huh. He’s a bit of all right.


			The dog bumped at Liko’s legs and he bent to pet her. Her face was bisected cleanly in half from crown to muzzle, with one side pure white, the other side brown.


			“Is this a border collie?” Liko asked.


			“Australian Shepherd. Here you go.”


			“Thanks.” Liko chugged the water in a few thirsty gulps. He looked up, running a hand on his mouth. “That’s better.”


			The man said nothing. He’d backed up to the sink and was staring hard at Liko. His eyes were deep brown and they looked confused. Maybe even a little scared.


			“Something wrong?” Liko said.


			The man shook his head. “No. Sorry. I was just remembering something. Anyway. You need a ride into town?”


			“Nah, I’m good.” Liko motioned toward the kitchen door. “Go out that way or the front?”


			“Either is fine but you don’t have to go.”


			Liko set the glass on the table. “Thanks for the kindness. I’m Liko.”


			“Dane.”


			“Dane Schoenfeld?”


			“What? Oh. No. That’s just the name of the farm.”


			“Thanks again.” Liko turned the knob, then stopped. “I need to ask you a question.”


			“All right.”


			“Will you be home tomorrow?”


			“Is that the question?”


			“No. I mean will you be home tomorrow so I can ask you something.”


			“I’m home now. Why not ask me now?”


			“I’m not sure what the question is.” An awkward beat, then he added, “My last name is Greenman.”


			Dane’s gaze flicked to the foliate face on the wall and back to Liko. Then he crossed his arms but only breathed, “Huh.”


			“I also have a personal rule of putting twenty-four hours between my impulses and my actions.”


			Now Dane’s eyes crinkled. “Good rule.”


			Goosebumps waterfalled down Liko’s skin. The twenty-four-hour rule was one of many fatherly adages he hammered into Kyle’s head, but the déjà vu shiver in his bones wasn’t about Kyle. It was from something else.


			Slowly, Liko felt his face morph into the same expression of confusion that had wreathed Dane’s gaze a few minutes ago. When he’d been remembering something.


			Liko was remembering, too. Remembering something he forgot. Or forgetting what he remembered.


			This has happened before, he thought.


			Dane put up a palm. “I’ll be home tomorrow, Liko Greenman.”


			“All right.”


			They held gazes one more beat.


			Then Liko left. He walked down the driveway and toward the road. Right by the Green Man pillar, the thought came to him, simple and tantalizing: I know that guy.


			









Blackthorne


			Dane stood on the porch, watching his visitor walk down Oak Hill Road. Even after Liko dissolved out of sight, Dane stayed where he was and gazed at the empty road. Thinking of the year he, Ethan and Nomi were obsessed with James Clavell’s Sho-Gun, taking turns reading aloud. The copy in the living room was fat with dog-eared pages and colorful with highlights and notes. One passage branded in Dane’s heart was the courtesan Kiku escorting John Blackthorne, the Anjin-san, to the pleasure house gate, the morning after their glorious, paid night together. Blackthorne bowed correctly and walked away with a proper show of arrogant carelessness. Kiku stayed where she was and did the Anjin-san the great honor of watching him until he was completely out of sight. And everyone in the square knew he must be much man for her to wait like that.


			The three lovers adopted the gesture. Whenever one left the farm to do something brave or difficult or dreaded, two watched from the porch. Or even in the everyday, banal comings and goings, they’d text each other: Watched until I couldn’t see you anymore. Because you are much woman. Or, Did you a Kiku-san, because you are much man.
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