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For my mother, Mary Downing Hahn, and my husband, Allen Rose, because a dark road is best traveled with those who carry a light




Sing with me if you want,


or not, my ferryman’s song, my siren’s song.


Sing for the dead lilacs.


—Deborah Digges, “Lilacs” (1999)
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HANS, AUGUST 1999



The package lies on the kitchen table. Hans Loomis keeps his back to it, preferring instead to linger at the window, absorbing the final heavy days of summer—those long evenings when the nature of time shifts into something dreamlike, suspended. He thinks about taking a walk in the park before opening the package. It isn’t too hot for a walk, and he likes the smell of the cut grass on the Great Lawn. It’s his habit to walk around the reservoir each evening, weather permitting.


Instead, he takes a wineglass from the cupboard and pours himself the cold Pinot Grigio a guest brought the night before. The dinner party was a kind of celebration. He was beginning a new project. The package was in his study then, and the whole night he thought of it there—sitting at the center of his desk beneath the spotlight of a gooseneck lamp—just as it is now sitting at the center of the kitchen table. If he goes for a walk, the package will haunt him. He will not enjoy the walk, just as he did not entirely enjoy the dinner party. He thought he would open the package after his guests left, but he didn’t.


Hans turns away from the window and faces the package. It is wrapped with clear tape, wound over and over again, creating a thick plastic shield. There are drawings on the yellow envelope done in black marker. The drawings are of snakes, of birds, of skulls and flowers. They betray a tattooist’s skill in graphics. He takes a pair of scissors from a drawer and sits at the table, setting his sweating glass down on a square of linen napkin. He folds his hands and clears his throat as if about to speak. The package feels hostile, but maybe it’s because he knows who sent it and has a sense of what’s inside. He pulls the package towards him. In a space bracketed by curving snakes, he sees his name, the post office box number. New York, New York.


Hans doesn’t want to rip the envelope’s drawings, so he cuts carefully across the top. He peers inside, opening the envelope with his thumb and forefinger. It’s a stack of papers. The pages are of different sizes and loosely held together with a black ribbon. He takes them out, trying to keep the loose cuttings and drawings from scattering, but he sees what is going to happen and goes to his study, finds an empty manuscript box and brings it back. He places the pages in the box. He puts the lid on and breathes. He feels as if there’s something alive in the box. A caught animal. A wild bird. He takes a sip of wine, sets the glass down, and then opens the box again.


It’s really only ten pages, maybe twelve. It’s not enough to be called a book, but it’s more than a letter. There is a drawing of a tree, thick and knotted, done in the same kind of black marker as the drawings on the envelope, but the tree is drawn on Xeroxes of newspaper articles. He sees Alice Pearson’s face. She has her arm around someone, but a branch of the tree obscures the other half of the photo. Near the top branches of the tree, he sees Molly Malloy and Jason Stover. He can barely make their features out, but he knows it’s them. There are drawings of black birds surrounding the tree. Trina Malik is drawn with torn wings, and Allegra Ramos is stippled in a black dress, her black hair curling into the lines of the tree’s roots. The roots are a tangled mass, with a line above indicating the earth. The roots are linked to the arc of the black birds overhead. At the very base of the drawing, Hans reads Sweetheart, the dream is not ended. The dream is not ended. The line is familiar, but Hans can’t place it.


Dear Mr. Loomis—the letter begins. May I call you Hans? We are both men of the world. You wrote to me wanting to know more about me, about what happened. These pages are manifestations and ideas. What happened is a long time ago, and my memory is not entirely dependable (though some people’s are worse). There are forces at work. You writing to me is one more sign that soon I will walk under the sky. I tried to write you a letter (only a letter the kind regular people write) but I kept going. I am not regular.


He looks at the signature at the bottom of the drawing. Jack Wyck. A flourish of black ink. When Hans looks up again, it is almost dark outside. He remembers his walk. He returns to the pages, forgetting it again. At midnight, he puts the lid on the box and stands, stretching. He’s hungry. Francis left him something to eat in the refrigerator, but he thinks of the all-night deli on Broadway. He needs to be outside, to feel his legs move freely, to walk for a block or two past the park, where he can smell summer leaves, the damp of the ground.


Hans thinks of his walk around the reservoir and wishes it weren’t too late to take it. He likes to think of the path of the water, the way it travels south from the watershed upstate. He imagines the water running in thick curving lines, like the drawings of the tree’s roots, cutting through stone and spilling over the earth. And then he reverses the flow of water, letting his imagination take over, and he sees the water racing north, uphill, towards the Catskills, weaving around towns, beneath bridges, rushing over stones and cutting through the trees, until it lands at the feet of Alice Pearson, who stands on the shore, looking out at the place where the water meets the sky.
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ALICE, MARCH 1979



“My mother said we shouldn’t hang out here,” Molly said. She took off her clogs and pressed her feet into the ground. The sky looked like snow, but the sun was there, a dim straw-colored reflection in the reservoir. Molly held on to Alice’s arm and steadied herself.


“It’s too cold, Molls.” Alice still wore her heavy boots, the leather stiff and dry from the wet New York winter. She laughed. “Your toes are turning blue. Why did your mom say that?”


“They’re not!” Molly examined her toes. She’d painted the nails a sparkling gold. “All right,” she said, “maybe,” and slipped her shoes back on. “Because of those girls . . . the ones who disappeared.”


“That was far from here,” Alice said. She looked out at the water. “And we’re not hitchhiking.”


Molly’s fingernails were painted with the same gold polish, and Alice thought of how Molly had tried to teach her to do the Hustle. They’d been hanging out in Molly’s basement. Stover sat on the low tan couch. Trina stood looking out of the sliding glass doors, her back to them. Molly pointed a slim finger as she kept count. “Forward, forward, forward, back, back, back. Like this—” Molly set the needle at the start of the record again. “Watch me,” she said. “It’s easy.” But it wasn’t.


Molly called Trina away from the door and tried to teach her how to do the Hustle, too, but Trina got frustrated and went over to Stover. “You try it,” she said to him, holding her hands out. Molly stopped dancing and put on “More, More, More.” She counted—one, two, three, four—but she was looking at Stover. Alice stood where Trina had, with her back to the doors, watching.


The graffiti had been on the fence of Stover’s house again—red, ugly, like a slap—sloping down on one side, climbing back up: Whites only. They had been on their way to Molly’s when they saw it. “Oh, come the fuck on,” Stover said, throwing his backpack on the ground. “We just painted over it.” Alice looked at the other houses and briefly hated everyone. She thought she knew who’d done it—the brothers who lived a few houses away, their faces distorted by some secret rage.


“I don’t feel like dancing,” Stover said, looking up at Trina. He took her hand, opened the palm, and kissed it. Then he met her eyes. “It’s better to watch. Besides, this music sucks. Put on some Bowie or something.”


At home, Alice tried dancing in front of her mirror, but she got lost after the grapevine and began turning as she’d seen women do in commercials. She spun like Mary Tyler Moore. She spun like Lynda Carter. She held her arms out and looked at the ceiling.


  •  •  •  


“It’s cold as shit out here.” Alice wrapped her windbreaker close. She didn’t like thinking about those girls. They’d been on their way to the store. Everyone hitched. It wasn’t a big deal. But she had a feeling—a feeling in the bottom of her feet—it was fear, wasn’t it? And then the drop in the stomach—like when they told stories at sleepovers. Trina always told the scariest ones, and Molly would make them turn on the lights. And she could hear this noise on the top of the car, Alice heard Trina saying. Going scrape, scrape, scrape.


Molly squatted. She picked up a stick and poked at the ground. “Here,” she said. She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her jacket pocket and lit one. “Check it out.” Molly made a small o with her mouth. She exhaled ragged smoke rings and then laughed.


“Give it up, girl,” Alice said, smiling.


When they’d started coming to the spot by the reservoir five years ago, it was the four of them: Alice, Molly, Trina, and Stover. They ­huddled in a circle with a pack of damp matches, awkward with their cigarettes.


“Look at Alice.” Stover exhaled and tilted his chin at Alice. “She’s a newbie.”


“Better than in juvie,” Alice said. They all laughed. Alice coughed and held the cigarette away from her. “Why does anyone do this?” Stover swung his backpack at Alice, who spun away.


“I’ve been waiting for a cigarette all day.” Trina smoothed her dark hair back and lifted her face towards the sky. “Freedom!” she yelled into the trees. Freedom was Trina’s favorite word. She wrote it on the knee of her jeans, on her book covers—that and Love.


  •  •  •  


Alice tried to do the thing that Molly had done with the smoke. “How do you do it?”


“Snap your jaw,” Molly said. “Like this.”


But Alice couldn’t see. She moved her jaw around, experimenting. She gave up. “Where’s Stover?”


“Band practice.”


The wind in the woods behind them made it sound like someone was coming. Alice imagined a man limping through the trees, dragging a stick behind him. She quickly turned her head, just to make sure.


“Who’s that guy Trina’s been seeing?” Molly stood up and moved around. She looked at Alice’s feet. “I’m so jealous of your boots right now.”


“What guy?”


“It’s weird, right? She hasn’t said anything about it. I saw her in town—in the parking lot by the train. She was hanging all over this guy.”


“It wasn’t Stover?”


“No way was it Stover. Stover’s, like, olden times.”


“She’s vanished lately.” At school, Alice had tracked Trina to the smoking section outside after lunch. She was sitting on a picnic table. There were other kids sitting around her, but Trina wasn’t talking to them.


“What are you doing, T.?” Alice asked.


Trina stared at the sky and kicked the table with the pointed toe of her boot. She kept her hands in the pockets of her coat. “Thinking.” She didn’t look at Alice. “Do you ever think,” Trina said, “about your destiny?”


“You mean, like where I’ll go to college?”


“No.”


“Then what?” But Trina hadn’t explained. She sat there, staring, until Alice got bored and went back inside.


  •  •  •  


Alice told Molly about seeing Trina.


“That doesn’t sound right,” Molly said.


“You’d think she’d tell us if something was going on.”


“I hope she’s all right.”


“She’s all right.” Alice stood and dropped the cigarette to the ground, crushing it with the toe of her boot. She folded her arms. She liked the way the reservoir looked when the sun got low. The shadows vanished. The water and the sky were the same color, the trees and the rocks on the other side that divided them a crooked black line.


“No, it was totally weird when I saw her in the parking lot with that guy. I started to go over to say hi and she looked right at me and then turned her back on me.”


“That’s just Trina.” Alice rolled her eyes. It was a phrase they were used to. That’s just Trina. When they were kids, Alice, Trina, Molly, and Stover always had a game—it could be hide-and-seek or Monopoly—­anything—but Trina always found some reason to get mad, to throw the cards into the air or the Monopoly board against the wall. Or she’d just announce that she was going home, her chin high, and Stover trailed after her, saying, “Come on, T., what’s wrong? It’s no big deal. Come back,” and Molly and Alice, looking at each other across the ruined game, shook their heads. Why?


  •  •  •  


“That’s just Trina,” Molly echoed. She smiled and lit another cigarette.


“What did he look like?” Alice wanted to know. “The guy?” She squatted again, like Molly had, and looked over at her.


“Like, Italian? Dark. Cute. Oh my god. So cute.” Molly took a piece of pink bubblegum out of her purse and passed another piece to Alice. “Older? Yeah, I think he’s older. He’s not in school.”


“Older like by how much?” Alice asked.


“I didn’t go up to them because she just, you know, turned her back on me. So weird.” Molly shook her head. “Do you think I should dye my hair blond?” She was examining a strand in the weak light. “For summer?”


“Maybe they were tripping.” Alice said. “Look at me.” Alice looked at her friend’s pale round face, the small chin, the big blue eyes, the brown ringlets that used to be blond. She was like something from one of the Christmas cards her grandmother collected. “Yeah, blond,” she said. “Definitely. Like when you were little. Frost it.”


Molly pulled another ringlet straight and twisted it. “I don’t know. Maybe they were tripping. But I’ve only known her since I was five. You’d think she’d still recognize me. I mean, she’s at my house all the time.”


“True.”


Alice thought of Molly’s house, how clean it was and the way her parents left the door unlocked for their daughter no matter what the time. She thought of Trina’s house—the unfamiliar cooking smells, the round of rose-shaped pink soap on a white dish in the guest bathroom, the blue carpet and plastic-covered white couches—and of Stover’s house—the modern furniture, the deck his father built, the swimming pool with yellow walls. Then Alice thought of her own house, and her mother’s “collections”—that’s what Mrs. Pearson called whatever she hauled home from garage sales or out of the trash—that made each room smaller, the shades pulled, the curtains unwashed. Alice saw her own room: her bed with the green and yellow daisy-chain blanket, the white desk with gold trim, the red plastic record player with the white needle arm. Everything in its place.


  •  •  •  


The four friends could see one another’s houses from various windows of their own. Their parents were friends, too—or had been when the kids were young enough to race their bikes in the summer or trick-or-treat in the fall—everyone but Trina’s parents, who kept to themselves. Whenever Alice thought about Trina’s parents, she saw them perched, blank-faced, on their plastic-covered sofa, as still and quiet as two perfectly painted china figurines. In elementary school, Alice walked to the school bus with Molly, and Molly’s mother always asked Alice to hold her daughter’s hand as they walked. “She’s so small for her age,” Mrs. Malloy said, touching Molly’s blond head and putting her hand into Alice’s. “Make sure she’s safe.”


  •  •  •  


The trees in the distance were losing their outline to the night. “We should go,” Alice said. Molly put her cigarette out. They climbed through the woods without talking. They arrived on a street lined with neat ranch houses. “Lip gloss?” Alice offered the tube to Molly. The flavor covered the smoke smell, just in case. This one was sticky sweet and smelled of root beer. Alice took the gloss back. Molly blew a bubble. “Pizza?” she asked.


“Yeah.”


“I’ll go ask my dad for the car.”


“I’ll stay out here,” Alice said.


Alice made small circles in the street to keep warm while she waited. She tried the hustle: One, two, three, four. She hopped. She stood still and looked up at the stars. Inside, Molly’s mother was making dinner. The blue light of the television illuminated the den where Molly’s father stood with his back to the window. Her little brother came to the front door and opened it, leaning out. “Hi, Alice-Alice,” he called. Alice looked up. Stuart was almost as tall as Molly now.


“Hi, Stuart-Stuart,” she answered. When Stuart was four or five, Alice had started to call him Stuart-Stuart. It made him laugh like crazy. “Stuart-Stuart,” she’d say, and Stuart begged: “Say it again, Alice. Say it more than twice. Say it twice twenty times,” and she’d tickled him, saying: Stuart-Stuart-Stuart-Stuart—on and on, faster and faster, until the name became garbled in her mouth and neither of them could stop laughing.


“Mom says Molly can’t have the car. She made dinner. She says for you to come inside.” Stuart pushed the screen door back and forth, waiting.


Alice liked “Alice-Alice” better than “head” or “freak”—which is what kids at school called her. She pretended not to care. She’d stopped talking to them ages ago. And her grades were high; people thought of her as “smart”—or that’s what she heard from Molly and Trina. The smart one. Really? Alice didn’t think she was so smart.


She pulled her straight brown hair back and into a ponytail, put lip gloss on her thin lips and mascara on her deep-set eyes. She applied blush, even, because Alice was under the impression that she was too pale. Hey, ghost, the mean boys in the neighborhood called after her. Boo! they cried, jumping out at her. Hey, ghost. Hey, phantom. Dan Crew never said it. When he looked at Alice, he smiled. She’d had a crush on him since third grade. “Hey, Alice,” he liked to say. Alice, like it was the only name ever. It made her feel like there was a light shining on her. Molly said if Alice would just talk to him, he’d go with her. “Don’t be so shy, Alice,” Molly said. “You’re so nice to talk to. I’d know.” Easy for Molly to say, Alice thought, with her curls.


“That’s okay, Stuart-Stuart,” Alice called. “Tell your mother thank you. I’ve gotta book.”


When he went back in the house, Stuart repeated what Alice told him. “She had to book,” he told his mother.


“Book? What’s that mean?” his father asked.


“Go.” Stuart looked at the floor. “She had to leave.”


“Did you wash your hands, Stuart?” his mother wanted to know.


“Yes,” Stuart lied.


“ ‘Book.’ Interesting,” Stuart’s father said. “Does she ever magazine?”


“Dad. You are a cornball.”


At dinner, Stuart said, “Alice is a jerk,” and Molly hit him on the back of the head.


“Why is Alice suddenly a jerk?” Molly’s mother asked. “Don’t hit your brother.” She put down her silverware and looked at her children, their pretty pink faces distorted by belligerence.


“Stu has a crush on Alice.” Molly nudged her little brother with her elbow. “Don’t you?”


“You’re ugly!” Stuart spilled some of his milk when he put the glass down too hard. He thought he was going to cry.


“Stuart! Go to your room. You too, Molly. You’re behaving terribly, both of you.” She looked from Molly to Stuart to her husband, who was reading the newspaper. She would have liked to tell him to leave the table, too.


That night, Stuart lay in bed and thought about Alice looking up at the stars. It was like she was waiting for a beam of light to sweep her away. Stuart drifted off to sleep imagining beautiful Alice Pearson trapped in a beam of light, her long legs limp, her feet lifting off the ground, her arms hanging by her sides.
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ALICE, SEPTEMBER 1999



Alice is in the university’s library with headphones on. She’s listening to a recording of “The Miller’s Daughter” and taking notes. Murder Ballad 10, she writes. American. Bentonville, Arkansas, 1958. Alice taps her pen against the writing pad in front of her. She closes her eyes and listens to the singer tell the story: Two sisters have the same lover, but the lover favors the younger sister. The older becomes jealous, so she takes her sister to walk by the sea and then pushes her into the water. The younger floats to the miller’s house. This is where the story always diverges, Alice thinks. She holds her breath as she listens: “If you’ll give me your diamond rings ten/ Bow and bend to me-o/ But she wouldn’t give him her diamond rings ten/ And so he shoved her in again.”


No magical corpse. Miller murders girl. American. Bentonville, Arkansas, 1958. She underlines Miller twice.


Alice’s topic is the magical corpse, but Alice’s corpses aren’t vampires, though she wonders if she ought to do a little research there, too. That morning, she turned to a fresh sheet in her notebook and wrote: The magical corpse is one who’s met a violent death—usually by murder—and is returned to life as part of the natural world. When returned, the corpse reveals the secret of its death. It might be returned as an animal—i.e., Grimm’s “ Juniper Tree”: My mother, she killed me. / My father, he ate me. / My sister gathered all my bones, tied them in a silken scarf, and laid them beneath the juniper tree. / Tweet, tweet, what a pretty bird am I. (Aarne-Thompson-Uther type 720). Check “The Singing Bone”(780). Alice doesn’t know what she’ll do with the research yet—­perhaps turn it into a paper and then a book.


It didn’t take her long to find her key; that’s how she thinks of ­ballads—as her key. The way the tale changes, erodes, transforms, and re-emerges tells her everything about the people listening. She’s a folklorist, after all. Her world is rich in shifting narratives, half-truths, magical revelations. Hidden keys that open impossible worlds are not unfamiliar to her. Bluebeard, she writes. Robber Bridegroom.


Alice listens to two more American recordings. In both of them, the miller kills the girl. Alice wonders when the story changed. In the older versions, the girl’s body is fashioned into a harp or a fiddle. When the instrument is played, it reveals the girl’s killer. In Nigeria, the sisters are turned into brothers and the instrument becomes a fish that leaps from the water when anyone travels past and sings, “Your brother is buried here, your brother is buried here.” In the Grimm version of “The Singing Bone,” a brother kills a brother so that he might marry the king’s daughter. It is only later that the younger brother’s bones are turned into a horn that tells the story of his death, and then the murderer is stitched into a sack and thrown in the river.


Alice admires the simplicity of revenge in folklore. The sister is burned, the brother is drowned, and there’s no question about whether it is right or wrong.


She knows the Nigerian tale will not be included in Child Ballads, which only cover Scottish, English, and a smattering of American ballads. She’s found several versions in Faroe, but they aren’t translated into English, French, or German, and Alice isn’t familiar enough with the Nordic languages to make an educated guess about the ending. She’ll have to find someone to work with, and then she’ll bring tales in—“The Juniper Tree,” “The Robber Bridegroom,” maybe—and then she’ll go further: Give me a magical corpse in a film. Give me a magical corpse in popular culture. She’s making a list, drawing arrows, circling words and crossing them out. She thinks of the new Japanese horror film she went to see the other night, Ringu, where the dead woman climbs out of a well, her black hair falling in a wet curtain in front of her face, her white gown heavy with water and earth. Alice would like to include it—as a side note, perhaps. There’s so much folklore in the film. The truth is revealed through otherwise nonmagical (one might even say “every day,” she writes) contemporary items: a telephone, the ubiquitous black plastic VHS tape.


Work is the only way Alice can focus. Something’s coming—a door has been left open. Cold air is creeping in. She can feel it in her back—her cervical spine is knitting itself into a hard stump of rope. No matter how many laps she does in the pool, the sensation is working its way down, towards the lumbar. Tomorrow, Alice thinks, I’ll have white hair, a dowager’s hump. No one would notice that Professor Alice Wood is distracted, drifting. The creases at the front of her wool trousers are sharp. Her mohair coat is brushed. Her shirt is pressed. Every night, she rubs the small lines at the corners of her mouth with an expensive cream from a pink glass jar.


The versions from the British Isles—“Binorie,” “The Bonnie Bows of London,” “The Cruel Sister,” “The Twa’ Sisters”—all keep the magical instrument.


And what did he do with her hair so fine? He made of it strings for his violin.


There was a message on Alice’s answering machine that morning from someone named Hans Loomis. The name is familiar. She was leaving the house when he called and she stood in her doorway listening. He said he was making a movie. When he said that, she decided the call couldn’t really be for her. It was some perverse mistake.


And what did he do with her arms so long? He made them bows for his violin.


Alice reminds herself that everyone she’d once known in this part of New York wouldn’t recognize her—or they’d be in prison. Or dead. Every day since she’s been back, a large part of her brain works at pretending she doesn’t miss the palm trees and postcard-ready blue sky of California, that she won’t be recognized, her name won’t be called from across a supermarket aisle: Alice, is that really you? The eyes saying: I thought you were dead. I assumed you were dead, anyway, I mean, after everything.


Outside, the bright autumn leaves are dark with water. The first brilliant colors of September made her believe she could be happy here. But then the rain, the cold. And that phone call. She tries not to think about it. She changed her name. She changed her life. She’s not Alice Pearson—she’s Professor Alice Wood, and if someone did recognize her in the grocery store, well, she’d just say it was a mistake.


And what did he do with her nose so thin? He made it a bridge for his violin.


It was twenty years ago! Who would remember?


There’s a boy standing at the library window. He’s wearing a black-hooded sweatshirt, a jacket with the sheen of fake leather. His pants are baggy and black. She starts when she sees him. He’s looking right at her, but then she decides it’s her mood. He turns quickly and walks away.


Alice slips the LP back into its browning sleeve and places an album of Scottish ballads on the turntable. She listens to the “The Twa Sisters,” and has to concentrate on the lyrics. The woman’s words, round with accent, are alien and roll away from her. They’re a wall of vowel sounds, but she lifts the needle and plays it again, and this time she understands—Sometimes she sunk, sometimes she swam, until she came to the miller’s dam, bow and bend to me—and writes: girl already dead by the time she reaches the miller’s dam. Body broken up to make harp. Alice can’t help but lightly touch her sternum. She lays her palm on her breastbone and imagines it as the pillar of a harp. The miller turns the girl’s hair into the strings, and when it’s played, the harp reveals the killer—her own sister! Alice underlines sister murderer, not miller, and then sits back in her chair.


From where she sits, Alice can see the circulation desk. The boy in black is there. He’s talking to the librarian, looking through his backpack—for his ID? Alice wonders, but he doesn’t look like one of the students. He’s a little too—what? No, she decides, it’s not what he looks like, it’s something else—something she can’t pin down. Alice is watching him with the intensity of a cat, but then he’s gone. She looks at the window again to see if she can catch sight of him, but he must have gone the other way.


She breathes, folds her sweater around her, lifts the needle of the album, and sets it down again at the start of the song.


Jobs like this don’t come every day, she told herself when she got the phone call about her position. Jobs like this don’t come every month, year—lifetime. It’s a new department. There’s no tenure, of course, that would be too much to hope for—but there’s the promise of it one day, or at least the opportunity, and she’s not an adjunct either. She has health insurance, a nice apartment. What she doesn’t have are friends, but she might make some. She doesn’t like to think about her friend Nola back in California, or what she might be doing—having lunch somewhere outside, tipping her sunglasses back on her head, lifting her wineglass to Alice. “To the future,” she said. And she certainly cannot think of Abe, how he’d offered to come with her if she’d just— “If you’d just ask, Alice,” he said, putting a book down. “You’ll call me when you get there at least—”


“Of course I will,” she said, laughing. But she hadn’t. Still.


On the last night, when they were going to sleep, he held her close. He said: “You know, there’s a part of you that I can’t find.”


“What do you mean?” She pulled away from him. She wanted to look into his eyes, but the room was dark.


“We’ve been together all this time, and sometimes I still don’t know who you are.”


She wanted to say Yes you do, but she didn’t like the feeling in the back of her throat. It made Alice angry to feel this way, as if she were being peeled back. Examined. “You can’t completely know another person,” she said instead, and when he didn’t say anything, when he didn’t make some small conciliatory remark that would help smooth things over, she grew frustrated.


“This is different,” he said. “You’re—”


But she stopped him. “You’ve been very good to me.” It was final, and it was so easy, after all. It was like setting something back on a shelf in a shop.


“Good to you?” He turned so that his back was towards her, and then he got up and went out to the living room. In the morning, they walked silently around each other until it was time to go to the airport. There were moments when she wanted to turn to him in the car and say Yes. Yes, Abe. Come with me. I’ll fill in the blank spaces for you—but she never could. But he was right. He didn’t know her. He didn’t even know where she was from. She told him Vermont. But that wasn’t true. She’d grown up less than an hour away from here. This was home. Alice usually safe-guarded against men like Abe. She chose men who were married, brutally handsome, indifferent. She chose men who wouldn’t—or couldn’t—see the blank spaces.


  •  •  •  


The song ends, and the needle falls into the last groove and skips. Alice closes her eyes. The sound is a door pulling away from its latch in the bedroom she shared with Molly that winter. It is icy rain ticking against the windowpanes. It is the sound of Allegra chopping wood in the yard below. In the gray light, they wake to the sound of the door opening, the ax, to the ice on the windowpane. Alice raises her head from her pillow and peers into Molly’s face. “It’s all right,” she says. “Molly, it’s fine,” but Molly’s face is pale, her breath is short. She shakes her head, turns in the bed, her back to Alice. Her yellow hair spills out across the pillow. Alice touches the light curls at the ends. The roots look nearly black in the early light. “Molly,” she whispers. “Molly, don’t.” She feels him climb onto the bed behind her, his fingers on her spine. He reaches for Alice, rolls her roughly onto her back. He holds her face in his hands. “Look at me.”


Bow and bend to me. Bow down to me.
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Hans wants to keep things small. With his first films, when he was still discovering his voice, it was just him and his camera—filming, talking to people, roaming. Every summer, he left the city, choosing a direction randomly. Friends came along, girlfriends, riding in the car next to him, the windows open, road maps and soda cans littering the backseat. Some of the girls stayed for the whole summer trip—others left at the first city, getting a bus back home or taking off on their own, thumb out, walking backwards. It was a different world then. With the ones who stayed, he drove farther and farther away, with no set return date. Most people had jobs, families, obligations. Hans was the odd one. He had no family. Both of his parents were dead, and he had no passion for any work but filmmaking. When he was a child, his mother told him that he was a seeker, a wanderer. It was true. “You were always wandering off,” she said. “You’d see something in the distance and run towards it. Most children just look. I always had to catch you and pull you back.”


Those summers, he went to towns no one had ever heard of but the people who lived there. He visited on the Fourth of July, his camera beside him on the grass, his tape recorder in a bag, until he struck up a conversation with someone and asked if he could film. He said he wasn’t using the footage for anything in particular, and he really wasn’t—not then. He said it was for a class assignment or he was only getting used to this new camera. He carried a Super 8mm.


Sometimes he would be invited into a home or onto a porch. He liked that. Sitting in a stranger’s house with a glass of beer sweating beside him, cigarette lit and the smell of dinner, he asked people about their lives—about their children who were in Vietnam, what they thought of the moon landing. One night, standing in a yard in Alabama, he looked up at the moon and thought about the art of the interview. Let people talk, he thought, and if you let them talk for long enough, they will tell you what’s important to them.


In the fall, when he moved back to the city, he reviewed his footage. He supported himself by working as a furniture mover, living in an East Village walk-up, eating in diners because there were so many roaches he couldn’t bring food home. He paced himself through the coldest months with the great books—he read Tolstoy and Joyce in bars. But he read the Beats, too, and he was inspired by them. He planned his road trips—those long days with the car radio on, a road map open on the seat next to him.


The child of a Swiss mother and an American father, his early life was transient. For a time they’d settled just outside Washington, D.C., and sometimes he dreamed of that—the small brick house, the oblong backyard, the comfort of clean sheets, and the rituals of family life. It didn’t seem natural to be alone so early, but here he was, without siblings. He had an aunt in Nevada and an uncle in Germany. He didn’t really know either—they were photographs, his aunt a shadow in a blue coat from a long-ago birthday party.


When Hans turned thirty, he wanted to make something more, something bigger. He took all the years of filming and found the most compelling stories—missing children, families in tumult, runaways, drugs, religion, violence. He began piecing a longer film together, something he thought of as a portrait of the American landscape.


America, I Love You had modest success. It won a few contests and made it to film festivals. It brought him some money and recognition—not a lot—but enough to make his next film, a piece on a small ­family-run circus in the Midwest. That film won awards, gained him reviews that used phrases like “a fading pastoral landscape,” and “a family caught between what was and what will be.” Hans realized he was interested in group formation, in conformity and deviance, and the shifting boundaries of each. He wanted to investigate norms within isolated groups and communities. He pitched a five-part television show—Life Space—that examined a ­California commune’s relationship to family, labor, education, and worship. Life Space was a success. Hans was invited to give lectures and sit on social symposiums. He saw his photograph in Variety, his name in the New York Times. He made more films. Some were big. He taught workshops on film, he was invited to parties. But Hans didn’t like the noise of celebrity. He chose to stay in New York, and since he liked to walk in the park, where he could see the seasons shift, he found an apartment on the Upper West Side. He made no show of his own success. His mind, as it always had been, was on his work, was on the idea. In a way, he remained the outsider—the status he had claimed so long ago. It provided him entrance into outsider groups—like The Doing, the Christian fundamentalist sect who lived in West Virginia.


Death Christ exposed The Doing, who promoted themselves in the media as a charitable organization. They did missionary work in Uganda, ran an adoption agency, set up food banks in depressed communities, sent medical aid to emergency sites—but everything they did had a shadow side. In Uganda, they set up army training camps. The adoptions were fraudulent, the babies sold to them on the black market. They used their food banks as recruitment centers and kept their name clean with the medical aid. There were rumors when group members left, but it wasn’t until the murder of a prominent ex-member that Hans got involved. The murder brought the group under criminal investigation, and in the final days of filming at their compound in West Virginia, with ATF agents surrounding them, a small war broke out between The Doing and the ATF. Hans kept filming—and so did Ariel, who did not move from her spot. She lay on her stomach with her camera. That was who Hans needed for the trip upstate: calm under fire Ariel, with her red curls and her bubblegum.


Ariel was the daughter of a good friend of Hans’s—Robert Mackel. Hans had known Robert since his East Village days. He was a photographer, and they talked long into the night about film—narratives and images and light. When Robert died one summer, Hans tried to lessen the blow to Ariel. They were both grieving, and he’d take the then teenage Ariel out for lunch, for walks in the park. He took her to museums and on work trips. He brought her to film festivals. Hans gave her his old Super 8mm. She had her dad’s Pentax. In college, she majored in film and afterwards Hans invited her to work on films with him. Soon she became indispensable. Like her father, she could remain admirably calm under duress, and she was a natural researcher—it was as if she’d inherited her father’s curiosity. She was on the fringe of a hacker group loosely based in Boston. It was easy for Ariel to find people. It was easy for Ariel to find Alice Wood née Pearson.


  •  •  •  


“A film about Jack Wyck?” Ariel says when he calls her. “You don’t even have to ask. That was the story my dad told me whenever I hung out with people he didn’t like. Bogey Jack.”


Hans laughs. “Your father told you that?”


“It was his version of trust no one.”


Hans wonders how many parents told the story of Bogey Jack. If he had had children, he certainly would have. “It will just be the two of us filming at first. Later I’ll get a crew for the big shots. Mostly I want to interview those who were involved—the ones we can find, anyway—or you can find.”


“Oh!” Ariel says as if she’s just remembered something. “There’s a group—the Wyckians. They call themselves his children. Sort of like The Doing all over again, but maybe even creepier. They’ll get together on Halloween.”


“What’s that?”


“They meet at the graves on Halloween night. They have an Internet site.” She gives him the URL. “Speaking of The Doing, are they bothering you?” she asks.


“They turn up every now and then. They leave me alone now, for the most part.” Many members of The Doing had died that day in their compound, but the ones who survived stuck together, and they all blamed Hans for what happened—they thought it was he who brought the government to their door. There were threats. Hans had been followed. When asked about it, he shrugged it off, but privately, it worried him.


People are killed for far less.
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APRIL 1979


A shadow fell across Alice, who had fallen asleep in the field. Stover ran a blade of grass beneath her nose. “Wake up,” he said, but his voice was different, gruffer. No, it wasn’t Stover. It took her a moment to open her eyes. Where am I? she wondered. A man looked down at her, smiling. He held the blade of grass between two fingers. Alice shielded her eyes and squinted up at him. He brought the blade of grass close and touched her mouth with it.


“Hello, beautiful,” he said. “I like an afternoon nap, too.” He held the blade there, gazing down. Her limbs were still soft and heavy from sleep. The sun had changed direction in the sky. She heard her friends’ voices, but she did not turn to them. It was enough to know they were there. He brought the blade of grass to his own lips and smiled at her.


Alice sat, turning once to look at the man. She reached for Stover, who was next to her. “Alice,” Stover said when she touched his arm, “don’t.” He shrugged her away. Alice looked where Stover looked.


Was that the boy that Molly had told her about? It must be, Alice thought. His dark curls held an under sheen of red, like an animal’s fur, when he leaned over Trina and whispered something into her ear—Cute, oh my god, so cute—Molly had said, running the words together, sighing them out. When Trina rested her hand on the back of his head and pulled him into her, Alice put her hand on top of Stover’s.


“Lovebirds,” the stranger said. He squatted on the ground next to Alice, turning to look at her. “That handsome young man is Lee.” Alice felt the man watching her. “I’m Jack Wyck,” he said, when she turned to him. He extended his hand. She took it in her own. He held her hand until she met his gaze. His eyes were light blue, the same color as the blue glass jars her mother kept in the kitchen window, their sharp lucidity so lovely it was difficult to look away, but Alice did. “Everyone just calls me Mr. Wyck, though.”


“Why does everyone call you ‘Mr. Wyck’?” She turned her head in his direction as she spoke, but she watched Trina.


“Well, I don’t know why. They just do.” He stood and held his hands out to her.


“Everyone calls me Alice.” She felt hot. The sun was in her eyes. She pretended not to see the proffered help and stood on her own instead. She straightened her clothes. Shielding her eyes from the sun, Alice looked at her friends. Molly was watching a woman Alice had never seen before. The woman was stretching, folding towards the ground and rising again. The woman balanced on one leg, folded a foot into her thigh, and gradually reached her arms to the sky.


“That’s Allegra,” Jack Wyck said. “She’s doing her hatha yoga. She has a guru in California.”


“Oh.” Alice was curious. “I’ve read about that.”


“Are you a reader?” Mr. Wyck asked.


“Sometimes. When I need to be.” She looked back at Mr. Wyck and then towards Molly, who had gotten up and was wandering away towards Allegra.


“And who’s that?” Mr. Wyck asked, lifting the blade of grass in ­Molly’s direction.


“That’s Molly.” Alice watched as Molly tried to tuck her foot up as Allegra had. She swayed in the air, as if caught in the wind, and then dropped her foot. Alice scanned the edge of the field to see if she could still see Stuart. She squinted, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand, but she couldn’t find him. Stuart followed them everywhere. They all knew it, but Stuart was harmless, so they let him, and he only had a couple of friends in the neighborhood because he had to take a bus to school. “Just pretend he’s not there,” Molly told Alice, but sometimes she got mad and yelled at Stuart. “Go home, you little freak,” she’d call out. “I know you’re there.”


Mr. Wyck followed Alice’s gaze. “What are you looking for?” he asked.


“Nothing.” Alice dropped her hand to her side and went back to watching Molly and Allegra.


Alice looked back at Stover, who was still watching Trina and Lee. They rolled on the grass together and laughed.


“Ex-boyfriend?” Mr. Wyck lifted his chin at Stover.


Alice nodded. “Yeah.”


“Lee Frank!” yelled Mr. Wyck. “Be a gentleman. Say hello to everyone.”


Lee scrambled to his feet and bowed theatrically to Alice. “My lady,” he said. He had a small gap between his front teeth. His lips were full. His hair was a mass of shining black curls. She looked from Trina’s face to Lee’s and then back again, thinking they could almost be brother and sister.


“Hey, Alice,” Trina sang out, brushing the grass from her jeans. “This is Lee.” She held her arms towards him and made two fists with her hands, then opened them. She pointed. “Lee.”


“I love it when she does that thing with her arms,” Lee said.


Sometimes they called Trina the cheerleader behind her back. Insult of insults. She had a way of gesturing that reminded Alice of the way the cheerleaders jerked their arms back and forth in front of them, moving in that clipped way, like little robots pulling something in and then pushing it away.


Alice smiled. She tucked her hair behind her ears. She folded her arms in front of her. Mr. Wyck stood just behind her. She thought she could feel his eyes on her neck. She turned, and he smiled at her.


“Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked.


Alice considered. The official answer was no. She had kissed Dan Crew at a field party. They were drinking shots of Stoli—and he kept coming over to her, saying Alice in that way, and he said it until she met his gaze. Dan, she said back. Dan. And he took her hand and pulled her into the woods. There was nothing like it. He kissed her neck, her mouth. And she did the same, like she was hungry, or angry, like there was something else in her body with her. Dan.


When she didn’t answer, Mr. Wyck smiled. “Dinner?” he said.


They followed him across the field. Lee and Trina held hands. Sometimes, Lee and Trina separated and moved to either side of Mr. Wyck, who walked with his hands in the pockets of his jeans. They linked arms with him, singing and skipping along. Alice looked back at Molly, who seemed happy to be walking beside Allegra. Allegra was thin like a dancer and had long legs. She wore a gray skirt and a camisole. A sweater slipped off of her shoulders. Her feet were clad in the kind of heavy, earthy sandals that Alice associated with college kids. She wondered how old Allegra was—older than Alice, surely, but she couldn’t tell.


Alice took Stover’s hand and looked into his face, wondering if he was all right. Mr. Wyck looked back at them, glancing down at their hands. He winked at Alice. “Who are these people?” Alice whispered to Stover.


“Trina’s new friends,” he said.


“They’re like circus people or something.”


Stover shrugged.


Without thinking, she hummed “Three Blind Mice.”


“Al.” Stover turned and looked at her. “Again? You’re starting to drive me crazy.”


“I can’t help it. It’s that stupid play.”


They’d just finished doing The Mousetrap in senior theater, and Alice had played Mrs. Maureen Lyon—which is to say that Alice played no part at all, because Mrs. Maureen Lyon was already dead by the time the play began, but Alice sang “Three Blind Mice” and then screamed—so in the program Alice’s name appeared with Mrs. Maureen Lyon’s. Alice usually helped direct, but it wasn’t her turn this time, so she opted for the song and the role of murdered woman instead.


“Sing something else,” Stover said.


“Gladly. What?”


“Anything. Just please no more ‘Three Blind Mice.’ ”


In the fading afternoon light, Alice slowed her pace. She let Stover get ahead of her. She didn’t want to drive him crazy. Then Molly and Allegra came up behind her, and she let them pass, too. Molly laughed at something Allegra said, calling out, “I can’t believe that!” and Alice stood still for a moment and watched as they descended a hill—Lee, Mr. Wyck, and Trina leading the way; then Stover, alone, intent on Trina, and behind him, Allegra and Molly—and, by some trick of light, Alice watched as their shadows fell together into a seamless, distorted darkness, with no distinct edge, as if it were cast by some enormous beast lumbering at its leisure across the sunny field. Alice watched for a moment, trying to work out the way the shadow fell, and when she saw a sunlit gap emerge at its center, she ran as quickly as she could to catch Stover’s hand.
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SEPTEMBER 1999


At home, Alice turns the heat up. She puts the kettle on. Even though she’s not hungry, she eats a piece of toast while absently staring out of her window at the traffic below. They keep trying to turn this town into something more than it ought to be, and Alice’s building is evidence of this. It’s brand new and only half inhabited. The other apartments are empty. Downstairs, there’s a gourmet grocery store and a wine shop that looks like it should be on the Upper West Side of Manhattan—not on Newburgh’s Hudson waterfront property. But Alice is happy with it. No one else’s memories cloud the space.


As she makes her tea, she listens to the message on the answering machine again. Hans Loomis’s voice is soft. “I’m making a film and would like to interview you. It’s about folklore,” he says, “and the stories we tell.” Alice sits down in front of the computer and types his name into the search bar. She’s been meaning to rent Death Christ. Alice is holding her breath. Hans Loomis, she reads, the Swiss filmmaker, is working on a documentary about “Bogey” Jack Wyck. The computer is maddeningly slow. She keeps clicking the screen.


“No,” she says.


Her heart is beating too fast. She rubs her face with the tips of her fingers and waits for the images to load. There’s something new about DNA. Jack Wyck will finally tell his story. “When has he ever told anything else?” Alice says to the screen. She closes her eyes and sees Mr. Wyck. Innocent, he says. He whispers the words: Wrongly convicted. Hans is leaning forward, listening. The walls of Jack Wyck’s cell are white. His hair, his skin, the sky beyond the barred window—everything is white. He knows Alice is watching. He raises his hand; his index finger extends, curls. Come here, he mouths. Closer.


It’s easy work to steal a girl. Find one without a father. Tell her she’s special. Tell her she’s beautiful. Tell her she’s perfect. We’ll be a family, all of us.


Alice rises quickly, knocking the chair out from under her. She goes to the balcony’s sliding glass door, presses her forehead to the cool glass. Surely no one believes he’s innocent. It was so long ago—twenty years. His story? His story had been madness, and everyone had seen it, hadn’t they? Were there people, after everything, who still believed him? Alice goes back to the computer, searches Jack Wyck. It’s something she’s never done before. She gets hits—a lot of hits. Hits, she muses.


Alice clicks on a link: The Wyckian Society. Four hundred and ­twenty-three members; ten are online. “Welcome, Guest,” the screen says. “You must create an account to chat. Join us.” Join us. Alice’s heart quickens. Join the hybristophiliacs, she thinks. Crime groupies. Aroused by violence. Alice thinks of the famed Sweet Pea girl—the reportedly lovely young woman who sat in on the trial of the murderer Theodore Durrant. Every day, the Sweet Pea girl carried a bouquet of sweet peas with her, and then had them sent to Durrant—who one day showed up with a sweet pea in his buttonhole. How dapper. How sweet. Alice closes her eyes. Her mouth is dry. Wyck has fans. Fans. She clicks randomly: Crimes; Places; People; Chat; News.


News. She reads about the movie. Someone who calls herself TruBeauty25 has written: LOL I can’t wait for this movie. Finally. A sweet pea is such an unlikely flower to give to a killer. One imagines the bloodred poppy with the black-seeded center or the secret folded lids of a closed rose—a black rose—a dead rose. That might be appropriate, but a sweet pea is sentimental, dainty, easily wounded. Maybe that’s just it. That’s what a killer wants. A fairy-tale girl. A girl made of wishes, a sweet pea. With its thin stem and small light petals, it’s easily crushed. Its death can be hidden away—stashed beneath a rock or pressed into the dirt. Yes. A sweet pea.


Under People, she finds her name, the old picture, and beneath: Alice Pearson: Where is she now? There are arrest photos, crime scene photos. Here are the pictures of Molly, Stover, Trina, and Alice. Here are the grainy black-and-white crime scene photos blown up to four times their original size: an open palm, the pale fingers slightly curled. A foot extends from behind a couch. She has trouble looking, but she does. She feels like she’s taking a test, preparing herself for something. She sees Trina’s beautiful face looking at her.


More photos: an arsenal of guns, pieces of bloodied clothing. Alice was surprised when the police laid the photos of guns in front of her. She stared at them and shook her head. “I didn’t know we had guns,” she said. There is a photo of the reservoir and of Mr. Wyck’s clapboard house—the porch sunken in on one side, the door standing open. There are photos of Alice, Trina, Molly, and Stover at the beach together, of the four of them lined up in their Halloween costumes. Molly always had the best costume. Her mother sewed them—she was Cinderella in a shining white and blue dress, a tiara perched atop her blond coif, or a cheerleader with a fat felt letter carefully stitched onto her sweater, her hair in pigtails. Trina’s costumes were cobbled together from things in her closet. She was a hobo, a ghost. Stover had something from the store: Spiderman, Batman. The costumes were always too short for his long legs. Alice was the designer of her own costumes—though her mother’s increasing trips to secondhand shops made it easy. She was a fortune-teller, her hair beneath a kerchief, mismatched beads strung around her neck, a long skirt.


There are photos from the summer before they were arrested—pictures taken at a party by a guest of Mr. Wyck’s. Alice hardly knows which party it is. There were always people in the house, strangers. A face is blurred. She wonders who it is. It could be her. There are pictures of captures and cars at odd angles. There is a picture of Molly’s mother with her arms around Stuart. Lee. Only a few of the photos are in color. These were for magazine articles. There was something in Vanity Fair—part of a longer article about cults—Alice recalls, and something else in Time: “Where Are Your Children?” The same place they’ve always been, Alice thinks.


She doesn’t remember Molly ever wearing her hair in two braids—­especially for a class picture. She would have thought it made her look too young. It must have been Mrs. Malloy’s idea. And Stover—already six feet tall—you can see how thin and tall he is, like a small tree that shoots up, the trunk still narrow. Is Trina smiling? One side of her mouth is turned up. The curled lip still saying, Fuck you, Alice.


Alice gazes at the photo of herself. She hasn’t seen it for years. She’d just been arrested and she’s looking back over her shoulder, her hands cuffed behind her back. Alice remembers the photographer, who got closer than the police would have liked as they transferred her from the hotel into the patrol car. She’s wearing a ripped white shirt and baggy blue jeans. Her hair is long and unkempt. She’s clearly unhappy, frightened, her eyes round, her mouth a small downward arch, her face pale. A Wyckian has captioned the photo: Alice Pearson, Traitor.


Traitor? She sits back in her chair.


She clicks the window shut and stares at the screen saver, a scene of a spring forest—too verdant, too radiant to be real—but she would like to be there right now, in that overly ripe forest, in a cabin with a woodstove and something warm to eat, far from the grasp of the Wyckian Society’s lies.


When she lifts her teacup, it rattles against the saucer. She puts it down again. She folds her hands in her lap and closes her eyes. Alice Pearson. Indeed. Where is she now? Right here. She opens the web browser again, returning to the Wyckian Society page. Alice clicks “Chat.” A box pops up: You must create a username and password to join chat. Beside “User Name,” Alice types “SweetPea.”


<SweetPea> has joined the conversation.


DougRamsey: New user alert. Hey SP. Welcome.


SqueakyGirl: Curiosity killed cat


Jay24: The cat gets the mouse.


SweetPea: Hi DougRamsey. Thnx.


DougRamsey: Haven’t seen you b4


SweetPea: Just joined.


SqueakyGirl: The cheese stands alone


SweetPea: What are they talking about?


Jay24: Cheeeezzze. yum. ;-)


SqueakyGirl: LOL. Me love cheese. ‘n crackaws.


Jay24: The gathering. <:o)


SweetPea: Gathering?


DougRamsey: Yearly.


DougRamsey: Jay24 wants to meet SqueakyGirl in RT


SqueakyGirl: The pressure.


SqueakyGirl hands Jay24 a camera


SqueakyGirl: pics


DougRamsey: SweetPea u r quiet. Will u b there?


SweetPea: Where?


Jay24: SqueakyGirl I bet ur hot.


DougRamsey: Meet at the graves.


Alice stares at the word “graves” for a moment. Changing her name from Pearson to Wood was like creating a war shield out of tissue paper. Big Anniversary. Twenty years. She is standing on ice, and the ice is cracking beneath her feet.
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Hans is in a hotel room on the edge of Poughkeepsie. The world outside is black and still. He is up late with Jack Wyck’s drawings. He reads I am a philosopher, an artist, a free man. Hans turns a page. He thinks of the list of Jack Wyck’s priors that Ariel had given to him: Breaking and entering. Auto theft. I am a god, a demon, the last light. The body is a shell. The soul is eternal. Simple assault. A man thinks he only lives once, but man lives many times. Many places. When I close my eyes, I can see the way time spirals. Possession of a concealed weapon. I can see the way we vanish and reappear. Hans closes his eyes and rubs the bridge of his nose. The drawings are dense and intricate, the writing small. He opens his eyes, looks back at the page.


The words flow around a carefully drawn Celtic triskelion, the three spiraling arms symbolizing life, death, rebirth. Black figures edge the pages. They are silhouettes, without detail or clear features. Hans studies the drawing. He hears a noise and turns in his chair quickly. He looks at the window and is startled by his own reflection in the black glass. He gets up and closes the curtains. He smiles. It is my imagination, he tells himself, but when he turns back to the book, the curtains move once more—a draft, perhaps.


Hans stretches. He gets stiff now. Arthritis? He should do ­something—exercise. He thinks of his walks. He’d like to run. The weather must be turning colder. He turns the heat up. He puts the lid back on the manuscript box and turns on the television, clicking through the channels. He turns the TV up. He wants to fill the room with noise. He jumps up and down, trying to ease himself out of the ache, to warm his muscles. There is a sound in the hallway outside, a dry cough or the rattle of a maid’s cart. He turns the television down and listens. Is there someone on the other side of the door? He switches the television off, then the light, and gets down on his hands and knees. Yes. He hears it again—but it’s neither a cough nor the maid’s cart. It’s a bumping sound, a scrape. He thinks of The Doing—the way the women wore their hair in tightly coiled braids, their gray shift dresses pinned on the clothesline, flapping, the fabric ­ballooned by the wind. He remembers the men with their high-belted trousers and stilted gaits—the way they looked at him at worship with a mix of hostility and pity, their hands clutching at the frayed bindings of Bibles.
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