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Peter Larkin moves through a snow-blown trench. His boots stamp prints into the sidewalk’s ugly slush. Start with the solstice, he thinks, skip twelve weeks, and here we are. The dregs of a Northeast winter hang on. Out in the street a bundled kid on a bike goes by, rock salt winking in the tires. A runner follows in mittens layered to boxing-glove size.


“Morning, Lark,” the runner calls out.


“Sure is, Jamie-Lynn,” Lark says.


She lifts her knees high to dance through a mound of plowed snow on the shoulder of the road. “You seen Wrecker today?”


“Just brought him half the breakfast menu from Roberta’s.”


“The Saturday Special.”


“He ate with great relish. Takes four sugars in his coffee now too.”


Jamie-Lynn plants a leg calf-deep in a drift and hops delicately up to the sidewalk. “Working on his next heart attack.”


“Never let it be said the man lacks ambition.”


“Maybe I’ll see him later.” She scampers around the corner, a puff of frozen breath hanging in her wake, and vanishes up Market Street in the direction of the Wofford Falls Memorial Ambulance Service: three garages, picnic table, grill. LED sign reminding you to get your flu shot.


“Jamie-Lynn switch to mornings?” A voice comes from the doorway of Clementine’s Yarn & Tea. Lark turns to behold a hulking figure, half shadowed by the shop’s faux-rustic eaves. A meaty tattoo-sleeved forearm moves through a patch of light. Fragrant smoke billows and drifts. Lark sniffs the air.


“Mango?”


“Coconut.” The man steps out of the shadows. Linebacker-size, meticulously bearded. A tabby cat twines around his ankles, a slinky blur of peanut butter swirl.


“Clementine,” Lark says to the cat, “you little sneak.” He lifts his eyes to meet the man’s, half a foot above his own. “When’d you embrace the vapor, Ian?”


“Last night. Literally overwhelmed by guilt.” He nods his head toward the storefront next door—Hudson Valley Vape HQ—and lowers his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Guy just stares at me with those big sad eyes every time I smoke a butt. Kills whatever enjoyment I have left.”


Ian reaches into the pocket of his ripped black jeans and retrieves a crushed Camel soft pack. “I bequeath what remains to the Peter Larkin nicotine deficit.”


Lark takes the smokes. “I’ll pay it forward. From what I hear, Jamie-Lynn’s on mornings when Terry’s got the girls.”


Ian takes a dainty puff on a device the size of a kazoo. He reaches behind his back to crack the door. Clementine darts inside. “What’s that little prize you got there?”


Lark slides out the baking-sheet-size object he’s got tucked under his armpit and brandishes it like a shield for Ian to inspect. “Tin. Original purpose unknown.”


Ian leans in. “Shaped kinda like a manta ray.”


Lark stuffs the smokes into the pocket of his old Canada Goose. “Might’ve been a drugstore ceiling.” He tucks the tin scrap back under his arm. “Peace be with you, brother.”


Coconut smoke curls up into the eaves. “And also with you.”


Lark moves on down the sidewalk, past the vacant storefront where the bagel place opened and closed in a six-month span. Mob front went the chatter down at the Gold Shade. Shitty bagels is what Lark would counter with, if it was worth tossing his two cents at the calcified regulars camped out by the video poker. Regardless, the glass still says FREDDIE B’S BEST BAGELS in the style of a nineteenth-century newspaper’s masthead. Inside the darkened interior a lone table saw rests atop a workbench. Lark pauses to catch a reflection just so—the murmurous EKG line of the Catskills, hazed in gray permafrost, crowned by a poppy seed bagel painted on the window.


The overhead lights flicker in the empty shop. There’s a muffled entreaty for them to just fucking turn on. Then the lights come up and stay. A man as elongated as a Giacometti sculpture, twig limbs sticking out of a sleeveless Danzig shirt, turns away from the switch on the wall. Lark waits. The man pretends not to see him, comes to the window, presses his forehead against the glass. Lark raps a knuckle against the B in FREDDIE B and the man doesn’t flinch. Then Lark pulls the Camels from his pocket and slaps the pack against the center of the painted bagel.


The gaunt face retreats from the glass. A moment later the former bagel shop door opens with a chime and out comes the man, hands cupping the tough knots of his biceps for warmth.


“Krupp,” Lark says, “you wretched creature. Put on a coat.”


Krupp snatches the Camels from Lark’s outstretched hand. “Filthy enabler.” He peers into the pack. “What have I done to deserve this bounty of”—he closes one eye and pokes carefully inside—“six whole cigarettes and one broken one.”


“Courtesy of Ian J. Friedrich.”


“He quit again?”


“Switched to vaping.”


“Another one bites the dust.” Krupp sucks air through his teeth, squeezes his upper body tighter, rocks on his heels. “Cold today.”


“Colder tomorrow. Vaping’s not the worst idea. It might help you cut back.”


“Says the guy who just gave me gratis smokes.”


“You’re now officially the only asshole I know who still smokes actual cigarettes. But seriously, stop smoking. It’s bad for you. They’ve done studies.”


Krupp raises the pack to his mouth and pulls forth a smoke with his lips. Then he pats the pockets of his paint-spattered jeans, frowns, and gazes off toward the mountains, lost in thought.


While Wayne Krupp works out the last known location of his lighter, Lark’s eyes drift to the awning of the neighboring shop: KRUPP & SONS HARDWARE. His oldest friend, Wayne, representing the full & SONS portion as the sole Krupp who stuck around.


“How goes the expansion?” Lark says.


The unlit Camel bounces. Krupp scrunches his face as if he’s just zeroed in on a vital clue somewhere in the mountains. As if he could pinpoint anything at all from Main Street in Wofford Falls, twenty miles away and down in the valley. The tin scrap slips down the side of Lark’s coat and he traps it with his elbow and slides it back up.


When Krupp finally opens his mouth, the Camel tumbles out and lands in his upturned palm. “Supposed to be demolition day today but I don’t have it in me.” Krupp turns, nods at the shop’s interior. A sledgehammer leans against the subway-tiled back wall, next to the deep farmhouse sink.


“I have to make a delivery this afternoon,” Lark says, laying a hand on Krupp’s bare shoulder, “but if you wait till tomorrow, I’ll come by and trade you one dozen of Roberta’s finest mozzarella sticks for the privilege of smashing the living hell out of that wall.”


Krupp shakes his head. “It’s not the labor of it that’s getting to me, it’s something else. All the things the place has been—there’s remnants. You know what I found behind the counter?” He moves closer to the window, taps the glass. Lark lets his arm fall away. “One of those jars the Red Vines used to be curled up in.”


“From the candy store?”


“Every day after school, you and me, sliding dimes across the counter. When’s the last time you had a Red Vine?”


“The Clinton administration. You were wearing that same shirt.”


Krupp goes to the door. “Come in and smell the jar.”


Lark gestures vaguely in the direction of his house. “I gotta get going.”


“I sat there with it in my lap and I cried, Lark. Uncontrollable tears. You believe that shit? It was the candy store, then the leather repair place, then the hat lady, then Freddie B’s. And the jar’s still there. Do you want it? You can have it. We could trade off, you keep it for a week, then I keep it for a week.”


“Yeah, we could do that.” Lark studies Krupp’s expectant face, crow’s feet branching from those hollow eyes. “Listen, I’ll see you later at the Gold Shade.”


Krupp nods at the tin scrap. “You been out to Wrecker’s?”


“Bought him like five breakfasts.”


“The Saturday Special. Hey, I think Jamie-Lynn’s on mornings now.”


“Saw her too. Anyway.”


Krupp lifts the unlit smoke back to his lips. “See you at the Shade.”


The door chimes and closes behind him.


Lark turns a corner and heads south on Market, the ambulance service at his back. Roots of a venerable elm disrupt the sidewalk. The commercial strip thins out, its end punctuated by a ramshackle dwelling of boarded windows but for one hung with a Tibetan flag. Past this squat rises a low stone cemetery wall frosted with a thin drizzle of snow. On the other side of the wall an old woman bends to lean a wreath against a weather-beaten headstone.


“He would’ve been eighty-seven today,” she calls out.


Lark tugs at his wool hat. “Happy birthday, Harry.”


Past the rust-pocked gate, perpetually ajar, the sidewalk meanders into dense evergreens. Here it becomes, abruptly, a gravel path. A new kind of quiet descends. Lark’s boots squelch in the soggy earth beneath the gravel.


The first figure looms darkly, bent overhead like a carrion bird, a half tunnel draped in scorched chrome to mark the sudden clearing: a flat half acre carved out of the forest. The modest house rises up from the clearing’s center, rendering its yard a grassy moat.


Lark carries his prize across the yard past the second figure, a ten-foot amalgam of wire and wood, petrified and braided, punctured and sewn.


Beyond this he comes to an anvil sheltered by a small wooden hut. He lays the tin scrap on the cast-iron surface. Salvage beyond salvage, he decides: junked once long ago, recovered, junked again. Cut with strange precision—yes, vaguely manta-shaped—its purpose unknown. From the hut’s single shelf he selects a metal-setting tool, more sharklike than your average hammer, fitting to pound down what could be the tin’s dorsal. He lowers blow after blow and the anvil clanks, absorbs, directs the force into the tin.


By the time Lark makes his way to the backyard studio, the hammered tin has shed all evocations of manta. There’s the working of material. Then there’s the joining. Between the two states he blanks his mind, sheds associations, so the material can become what it needs to be: part to a whole that has yet to become anything at all.


He lifts the tin to the edge of a bulbous plastic amoeba composed of half-melted hubcaps. Considering. From the open garage door of the studio’s industrial-heated indoor half spills low, dissonant classical strains: Shostakovich.


He thinks of the legendary Russian composer eating boiled leather during the siege of Leningrad in 1943. Germans at the gates, citizens carving up dead horses for meat, the genius in three dressing gowns and an overcoat breathing steam at his frozen piano. Is that how it happened? He moves his toes inside thick, dry socks.


Lark slides the tin up the melted gray lava of the hubcaps and closes one eye.


There are winters in this world that make the Hudson Valley seem like the Florida Keys.


Dead horses. Boiled leather.


One thing the tin will never be is a face. He heads inside to find a railroad tie.
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Lark leaves his wet boots on the rubber mat and pads in socks down the stairs to the basement. A long hallway is lit by miniature spotlights dangling from tracks—gallery lighting for rows of framed paintings. Earthy odors of solvent, deep peanutty fixative, and sterile oils curl through the corridor. Two doors open to clean, empty rooms. More spotlit paintings, more track lighting. The only missing elements are the taciturn museum guard in the corner, the climate sensors on the wall, giggling kids on field trips.


The third door is closed. Lark regards his face in a small square mirror. A thirty-six-year-old bird of prey, but one with kind eyes, he’d like to think—a raptor gone vegetarian.


He contemplates himself for a full minute—the agreed-upon price of admission. It’s not necessary to come to any conclusion. All his sister asks is a little buffer, a moment of stillness to blunt any manic surge that might derail her day’s work.


From behind the door comes a rhythmic, steady thwack thwack thwack. His sister’s Spaldeen bouncing against the hardwood, her painter’s version of his mind-blanking journey from workshop to studio. He imagines the fluid toss, her fingers splaying with invertebrate quickness while her body squares itself up to contemplate the new piece.


He knocks. “Betsy!” he calls into the mirror, noting the shape of his sister’s name in his mouth, the way the sy drops his lower lip oddly. “I have to go out again, you good?”


The Spaldeen thwacks once more and is silenced. Lark imagines one last epic bounce, a chalky pink dot stuck up in the firmament.


Bare feet on hardwood, mousy footfalls. The door swings open and here’s Betsy Larkin, all rat’s-nest hair and magnified eyes behind glasses with lenses thick as checkers. Vintage hip-hop thumps from the wireless speaker mounted to the upper corner of the wall by the small window, upon which she’s painted a thin, quavering spiral. She holds out a gift-wrapped, shoebox-size package. The wrapping paper is decorated with grinning elves, a holiday leftover. Betsy has Sharpied the elves’ eyes bright red. White ribbons dangle and curl from the package.


“Happy birthday,” she says, her voice coated in the husk of an all-nighter.


“Jesus.” Lark studies the hollows of her eyes, the flecks of dry skin at the corners of her chapped lips. “You look like shit, Bets.”


“After I sleep I’ll look better. You’ll still be you.”


“Churchill?”


“Paraphrased.”


Lark takes the gift. “We agreed, this year. No presents.” He hefts the box despite himself: light as cotton balls. No sound from inside. “If this is an empty box I’m supposed to learn some kind of lesson about consumerism from, I’ll be pissed I wasted the energy opening it.”


A crooked smile breaks out on his sister’s face. “Some people say thank you when they receive a gift.”


He tilts his head to glance over her shoulder. “How’s that Edward Hopper coming?”


Betsy steps aside to give him an unobstructed view of the painting. Neither Larkin sibling is precious with the other about works in progress. Price of admission paid, Lark is free to roam his sister’s studio. First, he stands in the doorway, peering at the large canvas clamped to the studio’s central easel.


“Nighthawks at the diner,” Lark says—an unlikely pick for his sister, who prefers the obscure margins of an artist’s oeuvre, paintings less likely to be reprinted on dorm room shower curtains.


“It’s just called Nighthawks,” Betsy says.


Indeed, straight ahead is that most uncanny Hopper, four noirish figures in the big window of a dream-diner. There’s something awful and airless about the empty street outside. A stage set, a movie backlot. It strikes Lark now that it’s like looking at an exhibit through glass: a diorama of midcentury humanity in some alien museum. A struggle to understand these creatures, to place them in an appropriate setting. So one is approximated (diner, window, city street), the mannequins propped, the scene complete but inhuman.


There’s the counterman in his immaculate whites, the three patrons (fedora, fedora, red dress). Betsy’s forgery impeccable down to the brushstrokes. So much more to her art than simply reproducing an image: There’s the matter of getting the oils Hopper would have used in the ’40s, the mimicry of his style, his process. (It would occur to him later, the contrast of 1942—Hopper painting Nighthawks comfortably in his Washington Square studio and Shostakovich composing at his piano while German snipers cut down his starving countrymen in the streets.) And if Lark knows his sister she’ll be altering her diet to eat like Hopper did while he worked.


He shudders at the memory of her Method-acted Jackson Pollock phase, the endless drinking, the rage he endured as she splattered and staggered and dripped.


Lark steps inside the studio, searching the canvas for the plot twist. All around him lie the vestiges of his sister’s process, the stacks of books on Hopper, the trial-and-error palettes of colors that didn’t quite make the cut. Weeks spent only mixing: She’s always been the patient one. Her studio’s the opposite of his airy workspace. His sculptures are born outside—weathering nor’easters and downpours and gusts straight out of arctic fishing. In here, sheltered and hermetic, everything’s coated in a single-minded obsessiveness.


He has to get right up next to the canvas before he sees the twist, the out-of-joint turning that only Betsy can pull off. He estimates that the world holds a handful of forgers as skilled as his sister. One or two generational talents, passing off even the hoariest of old masters as genuine. A freakish control of Renaissance-era technique and material, fooling scholars dedicated to the study of a single artist’s output. Yet still this is a lesser, more pedestrian skill than whatever it is Betsy Larkin possesses.


Which is what?


Lark doesn’t know, not really. He can only sense it, the way you might look at a sea anemone for the first time as a child and know like you might know a face in a dream that it will sting you.


Shit, Betsy, he tries to say, but only weak exhalations come out. The quality of light in the painting takes him by the throat and squeezes. The world inside the canvas is coated in a nacreous wash. The haze of the lint-colored dawns that have been breaking over Wofford Falls for months. He feels, all at once, like he just woke up. But the worst of it is localized in what the woman in the red dress holds. She studies an object propped in her slender fingers. A book of matches, perhaps, in the original. Her pallor is ghostly. What she holds is Betsy’s turning: not a book of matches at all but a sickly compulsion. An out-of-focus thing as focal point. The paralysis of an unknown object that doesn’t look like anything at all. Figures in the painting (in the diner) either involved in it or studiously ignoring its existence.


What is that? he tries again, leaning forward to press his face nearly against the canvas. The words catch in his throat. He has the impression that the woman in the red dress picked the object up off the ground before entering the diner. The one piece of litter marring an immaculate sidewalk that sports not so much as a scuff or a blot of old gum. It’s organic in nature, he decides. Yes: There’s a fibrous stalk sprouting from a tiny crack in its shell.


Shell?


The longer he looks, the more is revealed. Remarkable, in such a tiny section of the painting, that his sister has hidden so many layers. The figures frozen in the last moment before they comment on what the woman is holding in her hand. Or, Lark thinks, perhaps they won’t say anything at all, and the object will evolve, unremarked on, and the business of the diner will go on into the long night, humdrum and quiet, while the woman’s arm, idly propped on an elbow, drips with a foul corner of reality. Because this thing she holds is not right, not the way Betsy has rendered it.


There are teeth hidden inside of it, he’s never been so sure of anything in his life. Little Chiclets of baby teeth. The man next to the woman in the red dress stares straight ahead. Nobody looks at anybody else.


Lark flashes once again to boiled leather, horses rotting in the snow.


Bile rises in his throat. His stomach revolts. Up in the corner of the room, a hi-hat clicks tinnily. Sweat beads his upper lip, drips from his lower back to soak his waistband. The canvas tilts.


He turns away from the painting, covering his mouth, clutching the gift box to his damp chest.


“It’s not finished yet,” Betsy says.


Lark finds himself out in the basement hallway again, waiting for the nausea to subside. Like the figures in the diner, he turns away from everything, fixes his gaze on the blank wall. Ignorance. Bliss.


“What is it?” he manages to get out, after a while.


Betsy leans against the side of the doorframe, arms folded, and yawns.


Lark pads away down the hall, toward the stairs. “There’s lunch stuff in the fridge,” he calls back—the message he came down to deliver in the first place. “Cold cuts and pickles. Make sure you eat something.”


“I’m not hungry,” she says.


He pauses at the bottom of the stairs. What the woman in the red dress holds still reaches for him. The stalk a dendrite joined with thin tributaries to each little tooth inside its unformed, sickening veneer.


He turns. Betsy, at the other end of the hall, a wraith in an unzipped, paint-spattered windbreaker that’s far too big. His sister’s never worn a smock. She favors oversized clothes, cardigans the size of lab coats, an ancient duster now composed entirely of crusted pigment. She shifts her weight and the gallery lights flash off her glasses. He considers the potency of this new turning, the heat wave of some bad affliction radiating out from her Nighthawks.


“You have to eat,” he insists.


She shrugs.


“You look like you have some kind of Victorian-era wasting disease. Like you’re haunting a grim estate.”


She cracks another smile. “Shrouded in fog. Mastiffs and limestone and old Mrs. Poole who keeps the family secrets.”


“Listen, Bets.” The words lead a half-formed thought on a tether. “You know what I really want for my birthday?”


“You have your present.” She edges back inside the studio. There’s a practiced elision to her weird, sleepy grace that he’s seen develop over the years. Not meekness but an acknowledgment that she can’t resist what’s pulling her back to her canvas—a beck and call they both understand but which has shaped in Betsy’s very figure a lightweight, wispy acquiescence. “I have to get back to work.”


“I want to take you to lunch,” he says.


Silence falls between them. Lark can scarcely believe that he was able to successfully utter the sentence. How unpracticed that little string of words is in this house. How alien the phrasing.


Betsy halts. She slides a finger up under a lens and scratches at the raccoon bruise beneath her eye. Then she steps out into the hall and pats down a matted clump of tangled hair like she’s dabbing at a carpet stain. “I can’t go.”


“You don’t have a choice. My birthday, my rules.”


“I have to work.”


“It’ll be here when you get back.”


“You have a delivery to make.”


“So I’ll be a little late. It’s not like they’re going to un-buy the piece.”


It strikes Lark as funny, how they could run through a litany of the small excuses a normal person might use to get out of a normal invitation. As if this is some weekly tradition of theirs instead of wholly unprecedented. As if he’s poking his head into her office and she’s buried in paperwork.


A queasy blast slinks out of her studio door and washes over him and is gone. He can see his sister’s weary mind click through excuses. The smudges of her glasses and the strands of her hair are sticky and clipped together with Hopper’s transitory hues. For a moment he swears he can see the woman in the red dress reaching for Betsy herself, drawing her creator home.


The idea that for Betsy Larkin, home is inside the world of the canvas strikes him, at that moment, as immeasurably sad. Not so much tragic as the kind of gray depression sparked by a thick graphic novel, a study in miniature of a lonely anonymous character in a big city. An artist spending panel after panel on quotidian minutiae to convey with a sledgehammer this mood of quiet desperation. A sense of failure descends. He has not been doing what he set out to do, all those years ago, when Betsy needed help and he stepped in. He has been caught in a mire of his own, of routine and various paths of least resistance.


What is it about lunchtime that gives him the self-reflexive heebie-jeebies? He never wallows in failure over breakfast. Maybe he’s just hungry.


“Me and you,” he says. “Roberta’s. Counter seats. Free tiny muffins.”


“No,” Betsy says.


Lark sighs. But then Betsy comes toward him, windbreaker sleeves swishing. He stands there, motionless, holding his breath, waiting for one of those brain-clicks to stop her in her tracks, send her about-facing back to the safety of her studio to finish her work on that little slice of Nighthawks seemingly wrenched into this world from elsewhere. But his sister keeps coming.


“Not Roberta’s,” she says, nearly upon him. “The Gold Shade.”


“You want to eat at the Shade?”


The Shade is nominally a bar and grill, but Lark doesn’t know a single local who’d risk the grill part. Eaters at the Shade tend to skew tourist.


“I do,” Betsy says, and brushes past him up the stairs.


“Why?” he asks after her. But he already knows the answer.
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The Gold Shade’s peculiar reek is accentuated by noonday emptiness. It’s as if the odor has taken on the dimensions of a sound, a cavernous echo of deep-fried batter and urinal cakes and surfaces sticky with sloshed beer. At least when Lark and Krupp take their places at the bar every Saturday at dusk, the crush of drinkers blowing off the week’s steam lends some variation.


Just inside the front door, Lark unzips his Canada Goose. Behind the bar, Beth Two glances up from her phone. She’s been the Shade’s Saturday bartender for as long as Lark can remember, with Beth One lost to the mists of local legend. Only a true Wofford Falls archivist like Wayne Krupp Jr. could attest to her current whereabouts.


It was Beth Two who served Lark his first drink with his fake ID, senior year of high school, then told him to get his ass outta there.


“You’re five hours early,” she says to him across the empty barroom. “And minus a sidekick.”


He stamps his boots on the floor, one two, shaking off slush. The jukebox is low, Beth Two letting it run on random play for the three regulars who might as well be bolted down to the stools.


“The prodigal son!” ratlike Angelo calls out, hoisting a Bloody Mary.


“Christ, Ange,” says Jerry Baker, who was once literally a baker. “Lark wasn’t prodigal fifteen years ago and he ain’t prodigal now. Less so if anything.”


“It’s an expression.”


“Which you been misusing as long as I’ve known you.”


“Constance,” Lark says, pointedly ignoring the two men, “how come you let these degenerates sit with you?”


The old woman stirs her white-wine-with-ice concoction. “They’re buying,” Constance says.


“That’s one way to put it, what they’re doing.” Beth Two makes a noise approximating clipped laughter. “You wanna see their bar tab?”


“Unfurl the scroll,” Angelo says.


The bar’s poised on that relaxed edge of ritual, all of them sticking to an approved script as facile and cozy as cheap nostalgia. The recycled comfort of the familiar, simple and free of cost. Then Betsy comes into the bar at his back, and the air in the room sucks up into itself and becomes a moonscape of astonishment. It’s that old-west moment when the outlaw steps in through the swinging doors and the whole joint hits pause—poker cards unflopped, whiskeys halted mid-pour, the rollicking piano grinding to a halt.


Even Beth Two’s practiced grace, that selective and studied lack of observance, fails her. Everyone gawks. Beth Two clutches a rolled-up bar rag in her fists like she’s ready to garrote somebody or towel-whip them locker-room-style. Angelo hacks up a lung into the crook of an elbow. Jerry closes one eye and peels the label from his Labatt Blue.


“Hey,” Lark says, as Betsy heads over to the corner booth, the only one with a window, where he knew she’d want to sit. He watches her slide the age-yellowed curtain aside. The ancient fabric is emblazoned with NFL team logos, including the long-defunct Houston Oilers, who haven’t existed since Lark was a little kid.


“Um,” Lark continues, looking helplessly at Beth Two. This whole birthday lunch thing was his idea, and he’s come unglued fast.


Beth Two lends a hand. “Menus?”


“That’d be great.” Lark offers up a goofy smile. “Thanks.”


“Menus? You lose a bet?” Angelo inquires.


Jerry musters up the will to swivel his head. “Hot tip,” he says, addressing Betsy without exactly looking in her direction, “the food here’s been on a steady decline since the Summer of Love.”


“Same as you, Jerry,” Angelo says, then coughs wetly into a bar napkin.


Constance glances over to the booth—the only regular, Lark notes, to look directly at his sister. “Don’t listen to ’em, Betsy. The french fries are perfectly safe and adequate. Each plate made from a single russet, I’m told.”


“By who,” Angelo says, “the executive chef?”


Instead of heading for the booth and risking an interaction with Betsy, Beth Two holds out the menus for Lark to come grab. He takes the menus, absorbs the regulars’ gaze, and slides into the seat across from his sister.


“Bets,” he says, keeping his voice low, which is silly—it’s not like there’s anyone here who hasn’t already clocked Betsy Larkin, out and about in Wofford Falls. He imagines, cartoonishly, the local stringers dashing off to file their stories for the late edition. Teletypes crackling down the wire. Wofford Falls’s own Howard Hughes, the recluse loosed once again on the unsuspecting town.


Betsy can’t seem to tear her gaze away from the window. Lark slides his half of the curtain back. The glass is speckled with sticky amber droplets. Across the street is the row of historically preserved buildings that mark the site of the original Dutch settlement. There’s the Hudson Valley’s oldest brewery, the courthouse, the printer’s office—and, directly across from the Gold Shade, the empty lot where the narrow wooden church once stood.


Stood strong, in fact, for more than three hundred years, even as the British burned Kingston and fanned out into the surrounding valley towns on a mission of destruction and pillaging. Survived until Lark headed for the city to make a name for himself and left his sister to her own mad devices.


“Bets,” Lark says again.


“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen it,” she says.


He makes a point of opening his menu theatrically. “Am I in a sandwich mood? I don’t know. Roberta’s has all-day breakfast too, is the thing.”


And Roberta’s is at the other end of town, far from the view of this forsaken lot.


“It’s still just dirt,” Betsy says. “Like nothing was ever there.”


She runs a finger down the dirty glass. Eddie the Can Man pushes his old grocery cart past the bar, catches Betsy’s eye in the window, stops, blinks, then clatters onward, shaking his head. The street is empty in Eddie’s wake and Lark flashes to Nighthawks and a prickly sensation draws itself over him like a hood going up slowly. They are the subjects of the museum piece now, Lark and Betsy, sitting here exposed and frozen in the exhibit. Is this how the diner patrons in Nighthawks felt, enduring Hopper’s scrutiny as he filled in their faces and bodies?


“Nobody’s too keen on rebuilding,” Lark reminds her.


At last, Betsy turns away from the window. She meets his eyes and Lark reads a fresh rush of emotion in her face, amplified, he believes, by sleeplessness. It’s as if the fog is lifting when she speaks.


“I’m not going to do it again,” she says. There’s a hitch to her voice, a kind of plea for understanding, that breaks his heart. As if convincing Lark, her brother, the one person in this town who doesn’t need convincing, will change anything at all. Get her invited to the 4-H club meetings. Compel Beth Two out from behind the bar to visit their booth and get within six feet of Betsy Larkin.


“You and I know that,” he says, “but these people don’t.” He swirls a finger in the air to indicate these people. Beth Two, the regulars, all the patrons of the Shade, all the citizens of the town. “People have long memories here, especially for something like that, something so…” He trails off, unable to conjure up the proper word. Unprecedented? Fucked up? Insane?


“It was so long ago now,” she says. “I was a different person when you were gone.”


“I’ve heard people talk about it like it was yesterday, Bets. It’s not fair, I know, but it’s the way it is.”


She takes one more look out the dirty window. The lot sits empty behind a wooden fence, built in the simple style of a seventeenth-century homestead. Bare earth, dirt so black it looks perpetually wet. Errant snowdrifts hugging the fence line.


“They didn’t even plant grass.”


“You know the deal with these historical sites, there’s all kinds of red tape. I guess people just got lazy and let it go.”


What he’s never had the heart to tell her, and what he’ll keep from her forever: The Wofford Falls Garden Club did try to plant grass, along with rows of cheery perennials. But they never took root. The sod just sat there, untethered to the earth—a body rejecting its donated organ—while the hydrangeas wilted and died. The upside to her hermetic life is that she’ll never learn this by accident from some loudmouth in town.


He reaches across the table and opens her menu for her. “Order anything you want,” he says. “Live large. I hear the fries are adequate.”


He glances over toward the bar, and the sudden uptick in pointless movement—Jerry swirling the dregs of his Labatt, Constance checking her lipstick in a gold-plated compact, Angelo shredding a napkin—tells Lark that everyone’s been staring. When he turns his attention back to Betsy, he finds her once again gazing out the window at the empty lot where the church used to be.


He clears his throat. “So Nighthawks is almost done, then?”


“Hopper never liked to talk about his work,” she says without turning her head.


“My fault for bringing it up. I don’t really want to talk about work right now either.”


“I barely remember it.”


“What, Nighthawks?”


Betsy taps a ragged fingernail against the glass. “That. What I did. The act of it, I mean.”


“Like you said. Long time ago. If you don’t pick something to eat I’m defaulting to fries for you.”


“I’m sorry.” She breaks away from the view of the empty lot. Then she pulls up the hood of her baggy windbreaker and pulls the drawstring tight.


“Since when does that have a hood?”


“It rolls up into the collar.”


“You need it up right now, this minute?”


She shrugs.


Lark takes a deep breath and lets it out. The phone rings and Beth Two picks up the portable stowed by the register. A moment later she hangs up and shakes her head.


“Telemarketer,” Jerry says.


“Robots,” Angelo says. “Every goddamn time.”


Lark slides out of the booth. “Fries it is.” He takes the menus over to the bar. Beth Two’s busy mixing Constance another white wine concoction.


“I’m gonna go with the Shade Burger,” he says, “and Betsy’ll have the fries.”


Beth screws the cap back onto the Chardonnay and reaches for the bitters. “Drinks?”


“Two waters. From the good tap.”


“I don’t go to your house and tell you how to make sculptures.”


“Just saying.”


She adds a dash of inky crimson to the drink and swaps it for Constance’s empty glass. Then she goes to the register to ring up Lark’s order.


“Psst!” Jerry says. “You got a runner.” He points. Lark turns.


The booth is empty.


“Shit,” he mutters, and heads for the door.


Outside it strikes him that he’s violating the sanctity of Hopper’s street-in-a-vacuum, that airless world that fails to gather dust only because someone unseen dusts it after hours. This end of town is easy to overlay with Hopper’s desolate weirdness—it’s hard to imagine it as its own organic place when it doubles as a seventeenth-century museum preserved by the state. The other end of town, his end of town, by the cemetery and the shops and Krupp’s hardware store, is the place where people actually live. This end, where Main drifts westward until it meets Route 78, is patrolled by college kids in colonial garb interning as tour guides for the brewery and the printer. But nobody’s out here now—the tours don’t start running till April.


“Bets!” he calls out as he crosses the street. She’s crouching down by the fence that surrounds the empty lot, the former churchyard. He comes up behind her and sees that she’s reaching through the slats. She grabs a clump of dirt and opens her palm to examine it.


“Hey.” He reaches down and gently nudges her up to her feet. “You’re in the slush.”


She lifts the dirt to her nose and takes a sniff. Then she lowers her arm and lets it fall away.


He glances up and down the sidewalk. There’s only Eddie the Can Man, steering his cart around the corner. “Fries are on their way,” he says. “Let’s go back in.”


“I can smell the paint,” she says. “It’s in the dirt.”


The wind kicks up and blows the thin hood up and off her forehead. Her eyes are wet.


“Shit, Betsy,” Lark says. He wraps her up in a hug.


“I remember now,” she says, “how good it felt.”


He holds her tight. Then, keeping his hands pressed against her shoulders, he backs away so she can see his face.


“Listen to me. You couldn’t help it, okay? It was my fault for not being here.”


She begins to sob.


“Hey. Hey! No crying at birthday lunch. This is ancient history.”


She wipes her eyes on the sleeve of her windbreaker, smearing the damp across her face. “I’m so tired.”


Lark registers the rattling cans in some recess of his mind before he can react.


“Hey, Betsy!” Eddie calls out. “I thought that was you! Before, in the window!” He breaks into a trot. The loose cans in the cart are a symphony of bouncing aluminum. “Then I said to myself, Eddie, you’re looney tunes. But holy shit, it is you! Betsy fuckin’ Larkin! I’ll be goddamned!”


Lark lifts a hand in a halfhearted wave. “Okay, Eddie, we’re heading back in now, have a good one.”


Eddie picks up the pace, then stops about ten feet up the sidewalk, coming to a quick halt that sends a Molson can flipping out of the cart. “Hey! I was one of the kids, you remember?”


“Come on,” Lark says, ushering Betsy across the street.


“I pissed myself right here!” Eddie yells after them. “Watching you work!”


Betsy ducks her head like she’s on a perp walk and tightens her drawstring.


“Psssssss!” Eddie the Can Man says, drawing out the phonetic piss-noise with a cold grin. “Right down my fuckin’ leg, you witch!”
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The sculpture stands like a shrouded man in the bed of the black F-150. Tall as an NBA center, tented in a blue tarp and bungeed to metal clasps. Wrapped, fastened, battened down—still the sculpture can’t help but bounce as the truck heads west out of Wofford Falls.


The sky cloaks itself with the threat of snow that won’t hit the valley till night, but in the foothills the flurries are spitting.


Six miles out of town and Lark leaves Route 212, picks up a numberless road that winds up into the mountains. The road threads a low creek, crossing back and forth as it rises, steeply in parts, so that the truck is angled up toward the flinty sky that comes in patches through bare trees.


The string quartet on the truck’s stereo moves from sad, draggy largo to an allegro molto that really fucking rips. Lark turns it up to chase away vestiges of his sad Shade birthday lunch: scorched burger patty, lukewarm in the center, soggy fries that went untouched by Betsy. Eddie the Can Man posting up across the street and laughing to himself, pointing at the empty air where the church used to be, stopping passersby to insist they take a look inside the window of the Gold Shade for a bona fide no bullshit Betsy Larkin Sighting.


Eventually, Lark closed the curtain and held it shut with one hand while he ate with the other so Betsy couldn’t slide it open again.


Now, as he tries to put it behind him, Betsy’s painting rises up in its wake. What the woman in the red dress holds has rooted itself in the back of his mind and taken on a new form. His sister has painted it slightly out of focus, leaving room for it to grow, implant itself, clarify its vagueness in its own time, away from the painting. It’s part of her gift: Her turnings transcend proximity. All it takes is one look to plant the seed, and it will live inside you forever.


He slows down for an old railroad crossing, flicks his eyes to the shrouded figure in the mirror as he jounces over the tracks. The sculpture bobs, tilts, rights itself. The tires grip smooth pavement, the quartet dashes into the next movement, the road winds ever upward.


In the back of his mind, the airless atmosphere of a diner that never existed holds a sprouting thing. The heat’s cranked in the truck but Lark is seized by a shudder. His sister’s Spaldeen echoes in his mind. He turns up the volume. The creek is long gone, the view out the passenger side a craggy wall of granite. To his left, beyond a guardrail, the world drops away to a huge bowl of nested evergreens.


The quartet cuts out to make way for his ringing phone. Lark eyes the display on the dash—Asha Benedict—and thumbs the button on the steering wheel to answer the call.


“This is why we have people for this.” The voice of his agent and dealer, a hint of her Staten Island youth running like a solo violin through her SoHo symphony of manners. Different strains of toughness—one hardscrabble, one honeyed. “This is why you pay me a commission.”


“I don’t mind,” Lark says, “the guy’s half an hour from me.”


“People who are professionals in the field of art handling. Who have all sorts of special vehicles and padding and insurance. Who have dedicated their lives to preserving the integrity of works priced like luxury items, purchased by collectors accustomed to white-glove service.”


“I got gloves I can wear.”


“Don’t banter. Your career isn’t something that simply is, Lark. It’s something I manage. Carefully. And part of that involves optics—you think Gerhard Richter is out driving around, delivering his work? You think he bubble-wraps it himself, sticks it in an Amazon box, drives it over to the Koch Brothers in his truck?”


“Gerhard Richter is a hundred years old. He shouldn’t be driving in the first place.”


“What if you damage the piece?”


“I got it up into the truck by myself. It’s not a solid hunk of steel, it’s found objects. It weighs like fifty pounds.”


A detachment settles over him. He’s wending through a mountain pass older than man while his agent spins in her Eames chair. A chilly synth wash enters the truck, the gallery soundtrack leaking in through Asha’s phone. Up here, patches of roadside ice glint dully. A deer could plant itself in the path of Lark’s truck at any moment. He tightens his grip on the steering wheel, anticipating an abrupt swerve. Relishing it, a little. The deer fails to manifest.


“The point is,” Asha says, “my logistics team is never late. You, however, are—as we speak.”


“I had to take my sister to lunch.”


“Funny.”


“Listen, Asha, this guy’s filthy rich, lives in East Bumblefuck by choice, and it’s Saturday. You think he’s got other obligations? He’s stocking his doomsday bunker, reading some Ayn Rand, getting all worked up about turning off the engine of the world or whatever.” Asha makes a breathy, noncommittal noise. Lark glances at Betsy’s gift box, still wrapped, on the passenger seat. He’d tossed it into the truck without really thinking. The elves’ markered eyes strike him as more stoned than malevolent. “Anyway, how’d you know I was running late?”


“Because I know you, Lark. I’ve known you since you were scrounging junkyards for rusty old Chevy bumpers. Developing a natural immunity to tetanus.”


“I still source all my own material personally, Asha. You think I got myself a team of interns up here?”


His agent sighs. A colleague in the gallery greets someone with exclamatory glee. Lark imagines air kisses near-missing fine cheekbones.


“You don’t have to prickle at the notion that success has softened you for my benefit, Lark. I assure you, your scrappy blue-collar cred is intact. You’re my upstate Rauschenberg in Carhartt and you always will be.”


“Save it for Art Forum.” Lark’s eye catches a homemade sign—varnished wood, letters etched and burned: PRIVATE DRIVE. He hangs a hard left down a gravel road studded with rocks. The shrouded sculpture tests the limits of its bungees. “Listen, Asha, I gotta go. I’m here.”


“The buyer’s not. That’s why I’m calling.”


Lark catches a glimpse of a stone-and-mortar manor house through the thick pines—pre-revolutionary, or at least a dead ringer for the style. “What?”


“Your man with no obligations apparently tore himself away from his Objectivist gratifications for the weekend. His assistant’s here to inspect the work, take possession, complete the payment. He’ll be waiting where the horseshoe drive meets the garages. His name is Brandt Gumley.”


“Really? That’s a stupid name.”


“We can’t all be called Lark.”


“Maybe he goes by Gum.”


“I’ll text you when I see that the transfer’s gone through on our end. Don’t leave before you hear from me.”


“Not my first greasy little art-fuck, Asha.”


“Be professional.”


The trees part as the gravel gives way to blacktop with a smoothness that feels newly paved. Lark follows the horseshoe’s gentle curve as the house swings fully into view.


“I’ll tuck in my shirt,” he says, taking in the dwelling’s odd magnificence. Asha ends the call and the string quartet comes gallivanting back. Lark swings the truck around the long, lazy drive. The garages—four of them, each with a bright, soccer-jersey-blue door—are built in the same style as the adjacent main house: stones of all sizes, oblong, joined by thick mortar-work. None of it looks marred by weather—this place was built in the last decade or so. One more plot of secluded Catskills acreage snatched up by a cashed-out tech exec.


Lark stops at the apex of the horseshoe, between garages two and three, and kills the engine. No sign of Brandt Gumley. His eyes drift across the house. The stone portion is expected, unremarkable—large, yes, but the kind of stately facade that wouldn’t look out of place in a manicured cul-de-sac, a single candle in each of twelve identical windows, ivy winding up the portico’s somber columns. A postcard of comfortable living, not an advertisement for rarefied eccentricity.


It’s the back half that accomplishes that. Behind the house the mountainside rises, lifting dense woods along with it, a cascade of greenery dulled eucalyptus blue by the late-winter sky. Poking out, here and there: windows, strange abutments, the entryways of Hobbit-houses reimagined by some Scandinavian modernist. No logic to their placement—just the tip of an architectural iceberg visible, rising up the slope as far as he can see. Lark has the impression that the quaint, pre-revolutionary stone is the model house, the living room that’s solely for entertaining guests. The real dwelling is what he imagines to be the vast hollow crammed into the mountainside. What he said to Asha about the doomsday bunker turned out to be true—he simply wasn’t thinking big enough.


The bifurcated design of the place takes him back to a summer job, the year he turned seventeen. Some rich old guy who hired Lark and Krupp to tame a hopelessly overgrown yard. The kind of neglect that hints at an interior of hoarded knickknacks and thirty-seven cats. There’d been an outbuilding in the backyard, bigger than a garden shed but smaller than a caretaker’s house. The old guy whose name escapes Lark now claimed there was a tunnel from the main house to the outbuilding. Every day, he’d bring out a pitcher of sickly sweet lemonade and ask if Lark and Krupp wanted to see the tunnel.


No thanks, guy. Just gonna finish up here and go home.


They’d power-washed that old bastard’s siding too, Lark recalls now. Dirt sloughing off in great wet swaths. Sedimentary remnants of a thousand storms.


“Brandt Gumley, where are you,” he says out loud. “Mr. Gumley. Brandt.”


He figures he might as well get the sculpture down off the bed of the truck while he waits. As he shifts in his seat to unbuckle he spies Betsy’s gift.


“Fuck it,” he mutters, and rips off the stoned-elf wrapping paper to reveal a cardboard box. He turns it over, scans all sides. Uniformly blank. Still, he inspects it like a jeweler. He’s careful with things like this now. Once, years ago, Betsy gave him what appeared to be nothing, and it was only after he’d discarded a box very much like this one that she’d let slip that the gift had been secreted between the corrugated sections of cardboard. He’d had to rescue the box from the trash and peel its stained halves apart to find what she’d hidden there for him. After he discovered it, the gift had consumed itself along with the memory of whatever it was, so now he could recall only the act of retrieving the box, damp and stinking, from the plastic bin at the end of the driveway.


He slides the teeth of a key along the single piece of packing tape and opens the box. An inkling of bad air escapes, a hint of impending nausea.


There’s a small object inside. No cotton or Styrofoam or packing peanuts. Just this thing. Somehow it failed to rattle when he shook the box earlier. He shakes the box again now, staring directly at it, to find that it doesn’t move at all.


“Fuck, Betsy,” he says. Sour heat settles in his stomach like he’s just eaten bad shellfish. He can’t get a good look at the object. It’s about the size of a book of matches but thwarts his attempts to parse it directly. He thinks it might be painted onto the cardboard, which would explain the total absence of weight or any indication of mass at all. His head goes light. The object’s doing something prismatic with the air, with the space that surrounds it. He tilts the box, half expecting a staggered trail of afterimage, a holographic stutter. Instead, perception catches up with sight and he understands that he’s looking at the real-life model for what the woman in the red dress holds. The stale air of a backlot diner turns the truck’s interior plastic, a soundless air lock. He takes a deep breath, gathers resolve. He’s going to touch it, he decides. Not wrap a hand around it, just lay a finger. He has to know what it feels like, this object either sprung from Betsy’s painting or the inspiration for it. Earthy, tensile, filigreed yet hard. Hand-stitched? Quivering? He places a flat downturned palm over the top of the box like a magician readying an illusion. His skin’s proximity to the object twists his guts into a cramped wet rag. One moment it’s the shape of an old-time pocket watch, the next a wet book of matches, bloated with moisture.


“You’re a piece of work, Bets,” he mutters thickly. He swipes the back of his hand across his forehead and it comes away wet. He grits his teeth and lowers his palm. His vision swims. The truck hazes. Out of the corner of his eye he catches sight of a midcentury man in a suit and fedora, smart and lonely. The counterman all dressed in crisp whites.


Outside the diner’s window, a street forever empty. An urban vacuum, a silent void.


His guts turn over, rebellious and heaving. The smell of oils and fixative, oppressive. He tosses the box to the floor of the passenger seat and at the same time opens the driver’s-side door. He leans out over the smooth, immaculate pavement of the horseshoe driveway and vomits.


“Mr. Larkin?”


Lark glances up. A thick-necked man stuffed into a button-down and khakis is coming toward the truck. Lark paws at the glove compartment, finds a stash of napkins to wipe his mouth, a few mints to crunch.


“Are you all right?” The man pauses just outside the blast radius of the spatter on the pavement.


“Somebody puked on your driveway,” Lark says, exiting the truck, crunching mints. The mountain air is bracing. He shuts the door behind him and feels better instantly. He extends a hand. “Brandt Gumley, I presume.”


The man meets his eyes, unblinking, and executes a firm handshake. His demeanor and build ooze tactical training. Former military, now private sector, Lark guesses.


“Thank you for coming,” Gumley says, dropping Lark’s hand. “My employers send their regrets—they were looking forward to meeting you in person. They’ve been admirers of your work for some time.”


Employers, Lark notes. Plural. Gumley’s face pixelates, indistinct and fuzzy. Then it snaps back to its hard-edged self. The object in the truck, Betsy’s gift, lingers in his mind. Asha’s voice cuts in: Be professional.


Lark clears his throat. “That’s nice to hear. Really sorry about the, uh…” He gestures vaguely at the pool of vomit.


“Think nothing of it.” Gumley glances over Lark’s shoulder and nods his head in a gesture that might be some kind of signal. Lark turns as one of the garage doors comes up. Three men emerge, Gumley acolytes: khakis, button-downs, high-and-tight haircuts. One bears a bucket and mop and goes directly to work on the vomit. Another wheels a dolly toward the rear of the truck, the third man at his back. Gumley places a hand on Lark’s shoulder and guides him toward the front door of the stone house. “I’m authorized to transfer the rest of your payment. Join me for a drink?”


“Uh…” Lark looks back to watch the two men climb up into the bed of the truck and undo the clasps on the bungee cords holding the sculpture in place. Their efficiency evokes sailors freeing a boat from the dock before shoving off. The pair lift the shrouded figure with ease, shuffle in tandem to the edge of the flatbed, and set the sculpture down to rest on the feet of the dolly. The other man attacks the puddle on the driveway like he’s swabbing the deck.


“Your work is in good hands,” Gumley says.


“Once more into the breach, dear friends,” Lark says.


Gumley opens the front door of the stone house and ushers him inside.
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The study, Lark thinks, is a room from the game of Clue come to life. Clubby and refined if not exactly lived-in—all leather furniture and shelves lined with lawyerly volumes that have never been touched. Vintage ashtrays. An onyx sculpture of a falcon resting on an oak desk. Gumley flicks a switch on the wall and the fireplace instantly crackles with warmth and light. There’s something just-for-show about it all—the smoking lounge of a nonsmoker, the library of a person who seldom bothers to read.


“Please,” Gumley says, gesturing to a high-backed armchair. Lark sits. There’s no give to the leather. At a brass bar cart, Gumley lifts a decanter full of amber liquid, bourbon or scotch. He pours a splash into a crystal glass, then pauses before pouring a second.


“I’ve also got ginger ale,” he says, “if your stomach is still unsettled.”


“Whatever you’ve got there is fine,” Lark says.


“Ice?”


“Neat.”


Gumley matches the first pour, brings a glass to Lark, then sits down in an identical armchair across from him. Between them is a round table, cherrywood with curious etchings.


Gumley raises his glass. Lark expects a toast but Gumley says nothing. Lark clinks the man’s glass and they both sip. Scotch: peaty, with thick fumes almost gasoline-like in their intensity.


“Thanks,” Lark says, “this is outrageous.”


“I can have a case sent to you.”


“Oh, that’s really not necessary.”


Gumley smiles without showing teeth. “My employers own the distillery on Islay, off the Scottish coast.”


“Wow,” Lark says. “So, they’re in the liquor business, then?”


“I believe they consider it more of a hobby.”


“Beats stamp collecting.”


“Indeed.” Gumley sips his drink. Lark’s mind spins forward a few hours, bellying up to the bar at the Gold Shade, splitting a pitcher with Krupp, regaling his friend with the tale of his afternoon.


I kept expecting it to be one of those human-hunting things. Like any second I’d have to choose a crossbow from the wall and chase a homeless guy through the woods.


“One moment,” Gumley says, reaching down into a satchel propped up against his chair. He produces an iPad and begins swiping at the screen. “I believe you’ll find that your payment is complete.”


At nearly the same time, Lark’s phone vibrates against his thigh. He slides it out of his pocket to find a text from Asha Benedict.


$$$ received. BEHAVE YOURSELF.


Lark puts his phone away. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” He drains his drink. “I hope they enjoy the piece.”


“As I said, they’ve been following your career with great interest for some time. Now. There is one more matter to attend to—would you like another drink?”


“No, thank you. Gotta drive.” Lark suppresses a private smile. Here come the crossbows.


“Before I get to the heart of it, my employers wish for me to give you a small disclaimer. It may be confusing to hear this, but in a moment your instinct will likely be to call the police. I urge you to refrain from doing so. Police will overcomplicate things, and it will be better for everyone if we keep this between us.”


Lark laughs—the absurdity of this actually unfolding is too much for him.


For the first time, Gumley appears nonplussed. “I assure you, Mr. Larkin, this is not a joke.”


Lark shakes his head. “What the hell, I mean—did Krupp put you up to this?”


The notion that Wayne Krupp of Krupp & Sons Hardware in Wofford Falls could have any connection to Brandt Gumley and his distillery-owning employers is even more absurd—but Lark’s mind is churning.


Gumley narrows his eyes. “Please bear in mind what I just said about the police.”


Lark puts up his hands. “Ah. Right. My birthday. I get it.” He glances around the study, half expecting his shitkicking, degenerate friends to emerge from behind the thick velvet curtains.


“This is happening as we speak, Mr. Larkin.”


Gumley flips the iPad around so Lark can see the screen. A video is playing. There’s the entrance to the basement of his house, framed in the center of the shot.


Lark blinks, disbelief and confusion muddling his thoughts. The video shakes a bit, keeping the doorway in frame. Handheld. A phone camera.


Someone’s standing in my kitchen, Lark’s mind tells him. Someone’s in my house, filming.


“What the hell?” he says.


“Wait a moment,” Gumley says. He turns up the sound on the iPad. Lark can hear a faint rhythmic thump coming from the basement. Betsy’s studio speaker. Then he hears footsteps coming up the stairs. An odd shuffling sound. A man dressed in the plain khakis-and-button-down uniform of Gumley’s team comes sideways through the door, turning his big body to pull someone else through.


Betsy.


His sister’s head lolls on her chest as she’s brought up into the kitchen, propped across the broad shoulders of the two men who carry her between them as if she were made of straw. They take Betsy across the kitchen. She is limp and utterly insensible. Nobody speaks. Her toes drag on the linoleum. They move out of frame.


Lark leaps from his chair. “What the fuck is this? What did you do to her?”


Gumley pauses the video and slides the iPad back into the satchel.


“Rest assured, she’s merely been sedated.” He folds his hands in his lap. “She’ll come to in a little while and be perfectly fine.”


Lark’s eyes dart to the study door as his mind replays the journey through the stone house to this room, then plays it in rapid reverse: left out the door, down the hall past the living room, another left, into the foyer, out the front…


And those silent men who took the sculpture from the truck, are they lurking in the corridor, waiting for him to come tearing out of the study?


“I know what you’re thinking,” Gumley says. “But by the time you get home, your sister will be long gone. The best thing you can do for her—the only thing you can do—is sit back down and listen to what I have to say.”


“Fuck that,” Lark says. The study walls press in on him. The gleaming black falcon looms. Gumley stares placidly up at him from the leather chair.


“My employers do regret the imposition. They’d like me to underscore that they wish there were another way, but time is growing short.”


“Jesus Christ,” Lark says, voice edging higher into hysteria. “What do they want from me?” He gestures at the walls of the sumptuous room. “I don’t have this kind of money. Not even close. They have to know that.”


“This has nothing to do with money.”


Lark takes a deep breath, tries to quell the flight instinct urging him in no uncertain terms to run.


“If you take a seat,” Gumley says, “I’ll tell you what you have to do to ensure your sister’s safe return. It’s simple. Transactional.” He pauses. “It’s really the only way, Mr. Larkin. Please.”


In another reality, Lark sees the ghost of himself, a blur, sprinting out of the study, breaking free of the men lying in wait, calling the cops despite Gumley’s warning, fighting, fighting…


In this reality, he sits down in the leather chair. Scotch fumes drift from his empty glass. There’s a potency to everything now, a dialed-in sharpness. Emerging from a fever into a bright new day.


Lark leans forward and meets Gumley’s eyes. He digs deep to level a credible threat, calling upon the man he was during the nervy fog of his Lost Year. It’s a skill he’s let rust, to the benefit of his humanity.


“Don’t you fucking hurt her.”


He gets about halfway to credible, voice cracking on her.


Gumley receives the threat impassively, lets it lie there for a beat. Lark has the impression he does this as a favor, letting Lark have his impotent say, ticking out three blank seconds in his cleanly buzzed head before delivering his reply.


“Betsy’s continued well-being is entirely in your hands.”


A stray bit of advice surfaces unbidden, a tip from one of those true-crime shows he binged with Krupp back in the day, enthralled by the trippy quality of the cheap reenactments. Kidnapping statistics. Guidance that most people will never make use of. Survival rates hinging on when you take action. Pure, incorruptible math versus that split second that changes your life forever. You have a window of time from the moment the kidnapper accosts you to the moment he puts you in the car, takes you to the basement, orders you deeper into the woods. A shadow zone where your free and captive selves overlap. Here the math dictates you should do everything you can to get away, or else it’s much more likely that you never will.


So don’t freeze up.


“Transactional,” Gumley repeats. Lark, gripped by Lost Year rage, calculates the angle to jab a shard of broken glass into Gumley’s eye. “Straightforward.”


Lark wonders what Betsy’s statistical window was like. The well-manicured hands of the Gumley acolytes. Betsy’s sleep-deprived haze. What must she have thought was happening?


The placid figures on the Nighthawks canvas looking pointedly away as those big hands swallowed her up.


“My employers have a task for you,” Gumley says. In his lap is a book. He must have retrieved it from the satchel, but Lark has no memory of that. The ghost of Another Lark is still here, smashing a glass, taking it to Gumley’s face, flying down the hall and out the front door of the stone house.


He snaps his focus into place. His clothes feel looser, like there’s a pocket of air trapped between skin and fabric. The gleaming onyx falcon leers from its perch.


Gumley holds out the book, clamped at its corner between thumb and fingertip, as if he were retrieving something he accidentally threw in the garbage. Or carefully handling a small creature prone to biting. Disgust. Reverence. Both.


“Take it,” Gumley says, “please.”


Lark takes the book. Organic, he thinks upon touching its binding. His sculptor’s hands practiced in tactile assessment, his overstressed brain crackling with responses. Animal. Tanned hide. Old.


“Skin,” he says.


Gumley drains the ice-melt from his glass.


The book is unlabeled. No title or author, no cover art or embossed symbols. The binding material has the dusky reddish tint Lark associates with the Southwest. It’s a thin book in an odd size—almost, but not quite, a square, though Lark can’t really tell which sides are longer.


Unable to help himself, he moves a fingertip down the binding. There’s a hint of fur. Peach fuzz. A shiver builds inside him. Restless legs and an elevator-drop stomach.


“Open it,” Gumley says.


The first page, yellowed and brittle, strikes Lark as a placard of some sort. The type is set in a variety of fonts and sizes. The boldest letters form an unwieldy title.




A Panoply of filent Hymns for the New World


or


A Non-Liturgical Pfalter


relating to the fculpting of paeans to geographical dislocation and the relief of burdenfome obftacles to refurrection





Stretched-out lowercase f characters in place of s are sprinkled throughout—lettering that evokes for Lark the seventeenth century, the textual companion to the region’s stone-and-mortar architecture. Dutch settlers. Fucked-up headwear. Mouths set in grim bloodless lines.


“I don’t understand,” Lark says.


“Turn the page.” Gumley’s patience appears boundless. All the time in the world. His sister’s life in his hands, Lark turns the page with great care, as if to flick off a brittle corner would be to lop off an ear, sever a toe. The title of the first “silent hymn” appears:




The Insomniack





Beneath this title is an intricate diagram, remarkably clean in its rendering—confident lines, protracted curves. A confluence of cold geometry and cartoonish figures troubling the margins like sea monsters at the edges of ancient maps. Here be dragons. An adolescent boy with curly locks dangles at the crux of some elegant pulley system. A hollow cutaway in his side, an unseamed cavity, displays his intact bowels. It’s medical in its precision, an anatomical display. His legs are skeletal and riddled with tiny notations that match the strange geometries that orbit his body. The boy’s teeth are bared. His eyes are closed.


“Non-Euclidean,” Lark says, his knowledge of such things limited to terms he’s picked up from his sister’s various obsessions. A vibration courses through him—non-Euclidean geometry, non-liturgical hymns. A psalter outside the boundaries of known science or religion, especially of that era when the two fed off each other.


“I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” Lark says.


“Skip to the end,” Gumley says.


Lark thumbs carefully through the thin volume, noting the complexity of the diagrams. He spots two more titles in massive type as the pages flip.




The Worm & the Dogsbody


The God of the Noose





There is grandiosity in the final product, the symphony of silent hymns. Instead of expressing this in unhinged scrawling or massive typesetting, the author has gotten nearly pointillist in his attentions. Lark narrows his eyes. Words jump out at him.




Aether


Lateral depths


Hollow earth


Metaphysickal reckonings


Harbingers




And one word, bold and underlined in his mind: fculpture. He pauses. There’s one page left to turn.


“Look at it,” Gumley suggests. He tents his hands in his lap. The falcon seems to lean forward, curious. The smell of excellent single malt—diesel and peat bogs and chrome and oil—washes queasily over him.


Lark turns the page.


The sculpture—the true silent hymn—reveals itself in a diagram that seems to leap from the page like a children’s pop-up book. Overwhelming in its intricacy. Precise lines laid in centuries ago on a page as thin and flaky as an onion skin. The atmosphere of the room becomes the grease that smears the margins of a lens. He’s looking at this final page, this grand symphony, down the barrel of a spinning tunnel, like the opening credits of an old James Bond film.


The culmination of silent hymns is a magnificent sculpture, impossible in its geometries. All three hymns are represented here, fused into contortions of material that defy physical laws.


The Insomniack is a head-spinning calculation, an abacus of tragedy—the sum total of townspeople whose lives have come and gone and amounted to nothing at all. Sharp thin protrusions (fish bones?) radiate, spoke-like, to support the sculpture’s un-geometric craftsmanship. It’s more than non-Euclidean, Lark understands at once. It’s an inversion of the whole field of study, not simply favoring one axiom. The Worm & the Dogsbody rings Freemason alarm bells with its pyramidal—and disgusting—assemblage of rot. There are encouragements in the tiny diagrams. Suggested materials. Lark holds the book close to his face. An odor wreaths his head, some trapped Enlightenment-era stench, and for a moment he flashes to the creator’s hand, bejeweled and long-nailed. What the diagram suggests for The God of the Noose makes him sick. How prescriptive is this non-liturgical psalter? Must he adhere to these principles? Because now he knows what Betsy’s captors, Gumley’s employers, require of him. Perhaps seeing this understanding dawn on him, Gumley confirms it.


“My employers wish for you to sculpt what the book proposes.”


Proposes. So it’s never been done.


Of course it hasn’t.


Lark slams the book shut. He feels like he’s just run a race. He takes a moment to catch his breath.


“This is impossible,” he says.


Gumley’s body hints at a shrug. “Complete this sculpture, and your sister will be set free.”


“This isn’t a sculpture,” Lark says. “You can’t ask me to do this. Nobody can do this.” He holds up the book, now fully grasping Gumley’s distaste in his earlier handling. What’s inside these covers is wrong. The fibers of its binding seem to wriggle like cilia against Lark’s palm. At the same time he notices another quirk of the book—the binding wraps around the spine, as you’d expect, but fails to cover the back of the last page. It’s as if the book’s been severed, split in half. Meaning that there are, perhaps, more of these silent hymns out there, and he’s been given only what he needs to know.
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