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			For my wife, Allison

			From whom I’ve witnessed the full arcs of paintings

			From sketch to frame

			And who laughs every time I say it looks done, each step of the way.

			“There’s more,” she says. “You’ll see.”

			And then I do

			See

			There was more. And it got better.

			And better.

			Who knew?

			She knew.
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			It was a bed, yes, that was a good start. Had to be a bed. Above her was a ceiling, beneath her were blankets, and there was a sense of being indoors after all. Hungover or not, she could tell that much. Good start. And funny that, huh? How a night out could paint over even the firmest of recognitions. Like where one’s head is on one’s body. Or whether one is in a room.

			So, a room. That was fine. Just fine.

			But was the room…

			Their hotel room?

			The idea of looking anywhere but up hurt too much to try. Her eyes remained on the ceiling.

			It was pink.

			She certainly would’ve caught that when they checked in yesterday afternoon. Pink wasn’t the sort of thing one missed. And even if she had, Jack would’ve pointed it out. He would’ve joked about it. Something witty, something good. He would’ve liked it, she thought. He liked stuff like pink ceilings and Americana mystery spots on the side of long highway roads. He spoke fondly of metal garden statues, plastic lawn deer, mailboxes that looked like the homes they belonged to. Older-people things, if you asked her. But that was Jack’s way. Same age as Emily, but joked like he grew up with Bob Newhart.

			Yes, Jack would’ve had a joke about the ceiling.

			Jack…

			She closed her eyes. Tried to remember how the night before had ended.

			Wasn’t easy. She opened them again.

			It was the mean sort of hangover you didn’t quite spot at first. Too big to see all at once. She’d opened her eyes, and she’d felt…rested, if not whole. Or maybe more like she’d gotten through something. Yes. That was it. Like she’d survived the night. And hadn’t she? Emily and Jack barhopping, laughing so hard their faces hurt. Her face hurt now. Okay. So, she and Jack must’ve gone a little too hard. That happened. Often, even. Some might call it a bond. Others, less flatteringly, might’ve warned the duo. But hey, a young couple without kids…why not?

			Still, just because you knew how much you drank didn’t mean you could predict the size of the hangover.

			“There isn’t a psychic on Earth,” she started to say.

			But she heard an intake of breath then.

			Beyond the foot of the bed.

			“Jack?” she said.

			She tried to raise her head, but that wasn’t going to happen.

			“Jack,” she said. “Oh boy, we really painted the town.”

			Jack didn’t respond. Nobody did.

			She figured she’d mistaken the sound for something it wasn’t and imagined a day full of similar misconceptions.

			Her head hurt. And she thought: If the hotel room ceiling wasn’t pink…where did you guys spend the night?

			She breathed deep, turned her head to the right.

			There was an empty expanse of room that way. A purple wall. Maybe mauve. Maybe twenty feet from where she lay. Okay. It was official then. This wasn’t their hotel room. Pink ceiling, mauve wall. Big room. Okay. She definitely didn’t know where she was.

			Okay.

			Still, it had happened before. It happened to the best of them. Even if usually it meant waking on a friend’s couch. Even if not exactly like this.

			She turned her head left.

			Same color wall there? Hard to tell. Not as much light on that side of the room. This big room. This big bed. This big, soft bed. Too soft. Like how fancier hotels make it so you swim in the blankets and sheets. A comfort contest. Jack liked that stuff. Thought it was fun.

			Where was Jack?

			“Jack?”

			She extended her arms out to both sides, expecting to find him there. If he felt anything like she did, he’d be out for another hour at least. She always woke up before he did after they’d gone too hard. Usually had to endure the sharpest spike of the hangover alone. He would often snore. He sometimes talked in his sleep. Once he talked about hamburgers wearing shoes.

			She might throw up. Yes. It suddenly felt that way.

			She flailed both arms again, almost crazily hoping to chance upon a bucket. A bowl. A glass.

			Where was Jack?

			She looked right again, looked left.

			She closed her eyes and groaned because she had to ward off the pulsing at both temples. Felt like her head was inflating, deflating. Not good. And worse: she couldn’t remember if it was worth it.

			Raising both hands to the sides of her head, she felt something so shocking, it rendered the colors of the room momentarily moot.

			Gloves.

			Yes. She was wearing gloves. The long and fancy kind that went up just past the elbow. Like something Scarlett O’Hara might wear.

			“Okay, what is going on…”

			And it wasn’t just the gloves (red gloves, she saw now, holding her fingers splayed beneath the pink ceiling): she wasn’t wearing sleeves.

			Bare shoulders.

			She was wearing a dress.

			“Hey, whoa…”

			She felt along her body, felt the coarse folds of what she’d mistaken for a blanket, a thick sheet. But hungover or not, she recognized it now for what it was.

			A party dress.

			A big one. The kind that billowed out past the waist.

			In a room painted many colors.

			“Jack?” she said. “Jack? Where are we?”

			Because it was one thing not to recognize the room in which you woke up…but the clothes…

			She got her chin near her chest and had to squint, painfully, as if looking into the sun. Did the light come from the pink ceiling? She didn’t think so. The source came from beyond the bed. More like a…lamp? Maybe. A spotlight? She didn’t like how right this last guess felt.

			“Hello?” she asked.

			She held a gloved hand over her eyes, squinting past the sheets and blankets at her feet, staring for what seemed too long, too far, too deep.

			She heard an intake of breath again and physically shook when she heard a woman say…

			“Don’t move, Emily.”

			Her eyes adjusted just enough then to reveal the silhouette of the woman who had spoken. A thin woman, leaning forward a little, like someone getting a good look. A hotel maid? Someone from the front desk? What had she and Jack gotten into?

			“Hey, what’s—”

			“I mean it,” the woman said. “Don’t move.”

			Emily’s eyes adjusted a little more. Then a little more. She saw a square. Yes. There was no question of that: Framing the woman, the woman on the other side of it. A big rectangle of wood.

			A frame for a painting.

			“Hey, who—”

			But the woman raised a hand for Emily to be quiet. Then she leaned closer yet.

			Emily saw the frame was upon an easel.

			“Just so,” the woman said. She reached up and adjusted the light. Emily still couldn’t see her face. And the darkness looked to go on forever beyond the woman’s silhouette. A big room, yes. Huge.

			And no canvas in that frame.

			“Just so,” the woman said.

			She leaned forward another half inch, enough for the light to illuminate her eyes; two bright ovals in an otherwise opaque face. She raised her hand quickly again and Emily understood it wasn’t to quiet Emily this time.

			It was the gesture an artist would make. As if arranging the composition in her head before doing so with paint. As if Emily herself, yes, and the dress, and the bed, were to be painted.

			Emily tried to sit up.

			“I’m serious,” the woman said.

			Emily heard some anger in the woman’s voice. Still, this had to be the result of some party. Some insane after-hours place she and Jack had ended up.

			“Just so,” the woman said again.

			“Where’s Jack?” Emily asked.

			She needed to know. She needed to know this right now.

			But the woman raised both hands now, framing Emily and the bed, even as the frame did this for her.

			“It’s my best work,” the woman said.

			There was emotion in those words. And Emily imagined Jack making a joke:

			She’s acting like she’s already done the painting.

			“It’s perfect,” the woman said.

			The words would be spoken so many times in the coming hours they would lose their meaning for Emily and also come to mean many things.

			“It’s perfect,” the woman said again. Fully with the jocundity of a satisfied artist. Of having achieved a lifelong goal.

			Emily didn’t move as she watched tears fall from those illuminated eyes into the darkness of the rest of the woman’s face.

			“Oh my God,” the woman said. “I’ve arrived.”
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			Jack liked the Great Lakes for a lot of reasons, but the one he jokingly told Emily was that there weren’t any sharks. His jokes weren’t great. Michiganders made this one all the time. He couldn’t help himself any more than when they passed a street sign and he said, “Do not pass? Do they want me to be a ball hog?” Just terrible jokes that rose up in him like inflated balloons and he’d pop if he didn’t let them out. A little like Roger Rabbit behind the wall with the “two-bits.” Yes. Jack likened himself to Roger Rabbit often, though Emily told him he was much handsomer than that. Yet, neither truly believed it. Jack was a thin man, a bit out of proportion, his head a little big, his hands a little big, he walked with a lot of pep, and his eyes sparkled like those Lake Michigan waves even when he didn’t smile. His thinning hair somehow added to rather than detracted from his childish demeanor, and when the wind blew it, Emily thought he actually did look something like a living cartoon. One time Jack joked that he’d rather be a living painting than a living cartoon, and neither could have guessed in two hundred years how prescient a thing to say this would become.

			They’d met on a blind date in Chaps some six months past, at the city’s perhaps undeservedly fabled Benny Rizzuto’s. By the time they touched sand at the beach in Wainscott, they’d long moved beyond wondering if their relationship would stick. In fact, there wasn’t any question of that from the jump; while Jack was bizarrely positive in a world seemingly less so, he’d fit seamlessly into the columns of Emily’s personality. His strengths seemed to be her weaknesses, and the same in return. Most important, they laughed together. And on that blind date he matched Emily drink for drink, topic for topic, never coming close to running out of steam. What he lacked in circumspection (a thing Emily prided herself on), he more than made up for in endurance. Yes, Jack Whitney was a curious human being. One Emily Moore wanted to keep by her side.

			A trip to Lake Michigan was only a matter of time, as Chaps was only some hundred miles away, and Jack claimed to know the area better than she did. He told her there was once a school just north of Wainscott where the boys were separated from the girls, but she didn’t know if she really believed him. He had a lot of Michigan stories like that. It wasn’t that he was into the occult, at least not in a professional or studied way, but he just knew fun stuff. Like when he told her about a town way south of Chaps where any visitors pretended to be locals to satisfy an angry “man-child entity” who didn’t allow outsiders. She loved these stories. The guy on the Wolverine Line who took a trip into his childhood and a woman who believed she could walk through walls and…and…and…fun shit. That was the thing about Jack. He was fun. And the minute Emily met his family (he had yet to meet hers, but Emily’s family was complicated) she understood that they saw the same thing in him she’d only then espied: the man was genuine. She’d long been the type to roll her eyes when someone settled for a partner because they “treated you well.” Standards had to be higher than that. But at the same time, Jack Whitney treated the entire world well. Didn’t that mean something?

			“Not only are there no sharks in this water,” Jack said, shirtless, pale, facing the enormous, gorgeous body of water, “but no giant squids either. None of the stuff like in the north seas.” Then, “What are the north seas exactly?”

			Two days later, waking in a bed she did not know, wearing a dress that was not hers, Emily would remember this exchange on the beach in great detail. Because it was here that Jack pointed out the lone woman setting up an art easel farther up the otherwise unoccupied beach.

			They’d arrived minutes before and had driven straight for the water. Only, it wasn’t the easiest walk from where they parked down to the waves. In fact, it was a rather huge dune, one that Jack expressed some concern about (“We can do this, but it means we gotta walk back up, of course”). Out of shape or not, they ran down the second half of the dune, fueled by the giddy excitement of the beach below. It was midday then, the sun way high, and Emily thought she saw the blue reflected in Jack’s eyes, but he said he saw it reflected in hers and they laughed at their own un-athleticism as they trucked down, almost falling the last third, before coming to a rather triumphant stop at the water’s edge.

			Jack did fall, into the lake, just as he tossed his phone to the sand.

			Emily raised her arms to the sky.

			Lake Michigan was a treasure. The sort of place Emily could feel in the same way Jack said he could feel whether a house was haunted. The energy was real. The lack of cellphone towers. The open air crossing the saltless waves. It was impossible not to look at it without feeling some sense of philosophical disposition. Emily loved that. Jack respected that she loved that. So they stood quiet a moment before Jack broke that silence with a terrible joke.

			“This is where God pees,” he said.

			“Don’t ruin this moment for me.”

			“No, it’s good. He chooses our lake to pee in.”

			“Okay. Not now.”

			“Which means…”

			Emily didn’t play along. She stood with her eyes closed. Felt the lake air.

			“Which means,” Jack repeated, “he also swims here.”

			“That’s nice.”

			She could almost feel God swimming. She could also feel Jack smiling. But when she opened her eyes he was just standing knee-deep, pointing up the beach, toward Wainscott, where the small but always (in all seasons) bustling little lakeside town could be seen some couple miles up the water.

			“Well, I’ve never seen that before,” he said. His teeth jutted out of his mouth a bit when he smiled and when he concentrated and sometimes it was hard to tell which he was doing.

			“I thought you said you’d been here,” Emily said. “Another ruse, I see.”

			“Not the town,” he said. She noticed he’d lowered his voice. Then he stood behind her and pointed over her shoulder so she could see what he meant.

			“Oh,” Emily said. “She’s painting.”

			“But no,” Jack said. “Look. She’s not. That’s no canvas on that easel. That’s just a frame. That’s the lake you’re seeing through the frame.”

			Emily took the image in. The little woman up the beach, alone there, looking through, yes, through an empty picture frame at the water.

			“What a weird thing to do,” Jack said.

			Emily didn’t care. She looked out at the lake.

			“Either she’s crazy,” Jack said, “or she’s studying the lake so she can paint it later.” Then, because he was never serious for very long, “Or she’s counting drops of water.”

			Emily gave the woman another look and decided she was right the first time: she didn’t care.

			“Did you ever try your hand at painting?” Jack said.

			“Every kid does,” Emily said.

			A cloud partially obscured the sun. Emily saw the woman better. She was looking back at them.

			Or was she? It was hard to tell where she was looking.

			“See that lighthouse?” Jack asked.

			It was beyond the beach, maybe even past the streets of Wainscott. It was what most people would call picturesque.

			“Yes.”

			“Well, that’s where Robert Redford lives.”

			The joke hung in the air a second before Emily shoved his shoulder lightly.

			“You are a buffoon,” she said.

			He exaggerated the result of the gentle shove. He stumbled fully into the lake again.

			“You know what I do every time I touch one of the Great Lakes?” he asked, popping back up.

			“You ruin your clothes?”

			“I call my mom.”

			“Jesus. Of course you do.”

			“Do you think it’s a womb thing?”

			“Yes. I think you’re still a baby.”

			Jack’s shirt already off, Emily did the same. She tossed it on the sand and ran past Jack just as he returned to the sand and started talking to his mom. Emily liked her. Mrs. Blair Whitney. Sounded like an heiress. But Jack didn’t come from money like that. And as Emily dove beneath the surface, she didn’t think of money at all. Money or jobs or world problems or the future or the past. She let the cool water hug her. She silently told it hello. Good to be back, Lake Michigan. I missed you.

			She opened her eyes while under and was surprised how clear it was. The beige sand, the sunlight through the waves. As she rose back up, she thought of Jack having asked if she ever painted. It was funny, the feeling she’d had with that. Like a little pang. Like maybe she ought to have gone into the arts. Jack had a way of making her feel more like a person who ought to be following their dreams.

			But…right now, who wanted to think about that?

			Under again and up again. Jack was still on the phone.

			“She’s right here!” he told his mom.

			Emily waved as she walked back toward him.

			“She says hi,” Jack said.

			Emily looked up the beach and didn’t think anything of the empty space where the woman had stood before the easel. The woman was long gone out of her head.

			Rather, Emily thought of dates. Yes. Numbers. Days of the month. And while she’d done a decent job of forgetting about it on the drive out, there was something about the empty beach, barren now but there to be filled, that reminded her she needed to talk to Jack about something pretty big.

			She was late.

			“Of course Emily is fine, Mom,” Jack said, loud for Emily. “We’re in Wainscott, for crying out loud. I don’t even know if they have police out here.”

			Emily eyed the town from afar.

			The lighthouse.

			The empty beach.

			She faced the water and thought of viewing them through a frame. But the idea made her uneasy. And all this talk about art wasn’t her thing. In fact, it made her feel uneasier. And besides, even with the spectacle of Lake Michigan before her, only two words occupied her thoughts.

			I’m late.

			“Ready?” Jack said, suddenly off the phone and behind her.

			“For what?”

			“Ready for the most colorful night of our lives!”
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			Thunder rocked Emily’s poor head. The light was squarely in her eyes again, and she had to lie flat to get out of its glare. There was some relief for her temples back upon the pillow, but Emily wasn’t planning to sit still for another second of this. Obviously, she and Jack had ended the night drinking at some local’s weird house, maybe a house party, maybe an apartment above one of the bars they’d visited. Wow. There were a few, weren’t there? She remembered Jack saying they were “frogs” for all the hopping they were doing, and one time he’d said it wrong, said “fwogs,” and he thought it was the funniest thing and Emily remembered thinking then they might want to head back to the hotel. But had they? She couldn’t remember. Last night was like one of those paintings at the Chaps Institute of the Arts. Impressionism, Emily thought. Where the details were blurry, but you still got a decent sense of the event. Art on the mind with this frame beyond the foot of the bed. She’d liked those paintings but never loved them. Felt like something was missing there. And here…pieces missing. Had they buddied up with some locals?

			She heard a door slam beyond the walls of this room and that solidified the blooming sense of having woken up at someone’s house. The slamming was followed by a groan. The voice scared Emily. Was that a person? Someone just as hungover? It sounded like a man. An older man. But maybe not. Was it Jack? It didn’t sound like Jack. It wasn’t a nice sound at all.

			She moved to swing her legs to the side of the bed. The effort was more than she’d bargained for. Had to rest a second before trying a second time.

			All this within seconds of the woman telling her she was perfect.

			The woman.

			Emily couldn’t see the details of her face yet, but she still stood there. Yes, her silhouette cut beyond the bright light. Her arms still raised as if clarifying an artistic vision.

			If Emily hadn’t heard her speak, hadn’t seen the whites of her eyes, she would’ve wondered if it weren’t a wooden model.

			“Just so…”

			Again. That voice. And another groan up the hall.

			“Where am I?” Emily asked. “Who are you?”

			She moved to swing her legs again despite feeling so heavy (drugged?) and awkward (dress?), but the woman said:

			“Your friend’s in a room up the hall. If you leave my piece, a bad thing is going to happen to him. I really mean that.”

			Emily stopped.

			What did the woman just say?

			“It’ll all be totally fine if you just sit still. You can, you know, breathe, but I really need you to stop moving.”

			Emily brought a gloved hand to her forehead. Sweat soaked through the fabric there.

			What the fuck was this woman saying?

			Emily tried to brush past it. No other choice right now. Her headache, the uneasiness, the absurdity. These had to be the words of a weird woman they’d met last night. Someone at a house party they’d found. But the chances of a house party in Wainscott on Lake Michigan, not to mention Emily and Jack somehow finding it…

			No.

			And these words weren’t just weird. They were threats.

			Emily finally swung her legs over the side. She saw then her feet were bare, the floor painted a childishly bright yellow.

			She was sitting up now at least. On the side of the bed.

			“Just tell me what’s going on,” she said. “Is this a joke or something? If we did something wrong last night, let me know. Whatever it is, we didn’t mean to—”

			“You’re ruining it,” the woman said. “Just lie back like you were. I had everything just so.”

			Speaking from the dark.

			Emily looked to the big bed loaded with soft sheets and blankets. So many colors. She wanted to throw up. But a little less so than she had a few seconds ago.

			Strength, then. And gaining.

			“Hey,” she said. “Look. You’re scaring me. I need to know what’s happening. Were you talking about Jack?”

			“Yes,” the woman said. Then she clapped her hands together like maybe she was celebrating the answer. “Yes. Jack is up the hall.”

			Jack.

			What was this accent? Where was she from? It was an accent Emily knew but couldn’t quite place. Northern Michigan? She didn’t think so. The south? No, definitely not. Emily and Jack had traveled just enough to know how people talked in Oregon, New Orleans, California, out east.

			Still, a recognition…

			“What did you mean,” she said, “your piece?”

			The woman leaned forward a little more and Emily saw brittle hair like a dry wig upon a mannequin’s silhouette.

			“This is good too,” the woman said. “You look so sad. Loveless.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Yes. You can stay like that for now. But then you gotta lie down again. You can’t change the piece.”

			“No,” Emily said.

			She stood up.

			Whatever this was, she was done with it. She would walk out of this room, figure out where she and Jack had ended up, find her clothes, and get the hell back to the hotel. Maybe even back to Chaps. It was beginning to look like they’d spent all their good cheer in one wild night.

			She stepped toward the light.

			Then:

			“LIE…DOWN.”

			The voice was so loud, so shrill, it stung Emily’s ears. The two words crackled like busted speakers, and the anger behind them hurt.

			Emily actually ducked.

			And she remained that way, still, her hands up, eyeing the silhouette through her own gloved forearms.

			“Lie down.”

			The second time the woman said it she didn’t yell.

			It was worse for that.

			Emily looked down to her bare feet on the yellow floor. The garish dress.

			“Hi,” Emily said, not knowing what to do, what else to say. “My name is Emily. I was with my boyfriend Jack last night. We must’ve ended up at a party. Here. Or something. You were there too?”

			She now believed she was in the presence of a dangerous person. The anger in that yell. And the suddenness of this feeling scared her deeply.

			The woman was silent behind the bright light and big empty picture frame upon the easel.

			“I don’t know how I ended up in these clothes,” Emily said. She was trying a conciliatory tone. It was funny, wasn’t it? This was funny…had to be funny…“But party’s over, right? I don’t feel very good. I need to—”

			Another groan then. A little more than a groan. From outside this room.

			Emily had no doubt it was a man in pain.

			“Jack,” Emily said.

			“Don’t leave my piece,” the woman said. “They’re gonna really hurt him.” Then, “Get back into place.” Then, “Alone. Ignorant. Loveless.”

			Emily’s heart was thundering. Her headache forgotten. She felt many things at once. Worry, confusion, impatience, terror. But among these splintering emotions: self-preservation too.

			She stepped back to the bed. She sat upon it. She looked to the mauve wall for a window.

			“Listen,” she said, “I am going to leave this room. And you’re not going to stop me. I don’t mean that in a confrontational way. It just has to be the truth. Whatever’s happened, whatever’s happening, this is wrong. Do you understand that?”

			Silence from the woman, silence from up the hall.

			“I can’t have any chains or rope in my piece,” the woman said. “That would be wrong. I’m not painting that piece.”

			Chains…rope…

			“What,” Emily started, slowly. “What…are you talking about?”

			“I can’t have a woman tied up. The woman must be ignorant to the horrors.”

			Horrors?

			Emily had no reference as to how to proceed. No experience, of course. No story of a friend who’d had to remove herself from a situation like this.

			“Hey—” she started.

			“Ted Gwynn says the piece should be natural to itself. True to itself. This is a rendering of a loveless woman in bed.”

			“Why do you keep saying that word? Loveless?”

			“Love breeds inspiration,” the woman said.

			Emily looked to the wall again, this time high up, looking for a window. She looked over her shoulder. How big was this room?

			“Who is Ted Gwynn?” she asked.

			She had to ask something. She looked past the woman as she did. Was there a door there? Had to be a door to this room. But as she imagined herself exiting, she felt for the first time what it might feel like to exit the scope of that picture frame. Ridiculous as this was, outrageous as this absolutely was, Emily felt a tug of terror at the prospect.

			Jack up the hall…

			“He’s a critic,” the woman said. “You wouldn’t know that, but I would. Because this is where my life has led me and that is where yours has led you.” Then, “It’s all about the people you meet. A lot of it is.”

			The woman was deeper in the dark now. Emily tried to find her eyes. She squinted her own, damn the light.

			“I need you to make sense of this for me,” Emily said. “Okay? Whatever you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. But please…tell me more. I have no idea what’s happening right now.”

			The woman leaned forward again, this time just enough so that her face was partially underlit by the reach of the light trained on Emily.

			Emily didn’t like the face she saw there.

			“I’m painting my masterpiece,” the woman said.

			A tear welled in the more visible of the two eyes. The woman did not blink as the drop slipped slowly into the darkness beneath the bridge of her nose.

			“Excuse me,” the woman said.

			She turned then and quietly left the room, yes, as if upon slippered feet; a door opening and closing in the darkness into which Emily could not see.

			Emily was alone now. Sitting, still, on the bed.

			She looked to her feet dangling above the yellow floor.

			She had to get out of here. There was no internal discussion to be had there. She tried to remember if she and Jack had met this woman last night. Her accent, the way she said things…Emily was sure she and Jack had encountered it before coming to Wainscott. Okay. But this did her no good. What mattered was leaving. What mattered, right now, was stepping out of this room.

			She stood again.

			A man screamed up the hall. There was a level of pain in the voice Emily had never heard before.

			The door to this room, unseen to Emily, rattled, and she leapt back up onto the bed. She eyed the extended darkness through the picture frame with no canvas upon the easel.

			“Jack…”

			Had she ever heard Jack yell? They’d fought a couple times, and he’d yelled at the Michigan State Spartans basketball team on TV.

			But not this.

			Had she been…taken?

			The thought was sudden. Bad.

			The man screamed again. Then the room’s door opened, and Emily saw a sliver of a hallway, a shaft of muted light.

			“Oh, okay, now, that is so good,” the woman said. The silhouette already standing on the other side of the frame again.

			Emily did not speak. Even as the woman raised her arms behind the light. Her fingers moved like the snakes that slicked Medusa’s forehead. Emily lay in the bed, trying to breathe slowly, trying to remain calm enough to find sense in this. And as she searched, she heard the woman grunting in satisfaction, as her fingers made shapes, it seemed, silhouettes of snakes, yes, so that, from Emily’s vantage point on the bed, through the frame, she might have been viewing a painting of the Gorgon standing in the dark, prepared to turn all viewers to stone.

			“Just so,” the woman said. “Still life…”

			And at the second word, Emily thought again of the potential life growing within her own body…
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			Jack was right. Wainscott was fun. Emily had been there before, of course, every kid from Chaps, Goblin, or Samhattan had been to Lake Michigan dune towns for one reason or another, and Wainscott was the largest of these. Still small, though. A cute downtown, to be sure, with a vintage movie theater and a bar with Christmas lights framing its front glass year-round. The Wainscott Public Library looked like forty books would fill it, there was an adorable old-fashioned fire station, and a fudge shoppe “famous” for its glass edifice, allowing tourists to see how the goods were made. There was a collection of modern and antique storefronts, a handful of small restaurants with quaint names (like Mary’s Apron and Doctor Bill’s Breakfast), and a boulevard running straight up the town’s gut, the center of which boasted perfectly cut grass and apple-blossom trees. Whether the subject made her uneasy or not, it was hard not to see the town in terms of a quaint painting. Emily found the streetlamps a particularly poignant example of Norman Rockwell, and she thought that if she were an artist, she’d add a terrible storm or a demon to these streets. Wainscott needed a little evil, she mused. But of course she had no idea.

			And perhaps she felt a little of it in the form of the giant statue of a bucking black steed in the center of town, with its open nostrils and the crazed look in its eye, but Jack had eliminated any sense of dark mystery when he told her the whole town was run on…horsepower.

			Ahem.

			A lot of people, too, coming and going. This far up north the lake didn’t attract quite the same moneyed visitors as the towns south of here, nor those preppy, perfectly-knitted-sweater wearers over the tip of the mitten. It was a mix. Regular people in Wainscott, it felt like. The kind of town that had a soul, even if that soul was consistently stirred by lake winds and winters that got it three times as bad as Chaps and the tri-city area. Was there rumor once of a potential casino in Wainscott? Jack thought maybe there had been. Emily couldn’t imagine it. It’d be like dropping a slot machine into a rosebush. This town had always been without razzle. The last time she’d come she’d been…five? Cate and Westin Moore’s marriage didn’t last too long after that trip and so the little lakeside town had come to occupy a somewhat dizzying place in her heart. Felt a little bit like something from another world. And it was. Wainscott was BD, as she put it to Jack, before divorce, to which he said he understood the desire for the delineation, despite his parents being still madly in love. Shit happened, shit changed. Sometimes compartmentalizing was a form of facing that. Not every separation was an escape.

			But Emily had wondered at that. It sure felt like an escape of sorts way back when.

			“Hey look,” Jack said, the two of them on the wide sidewalk outside a toy shop that must’ve been as seductive to a child as the bars were to their elders. “There she is again.”

			He’d pulled open the door to the store then, obscuring Emily’s view as she looked up the boulevard. Who was Jack talking about? He took her by the arm and pulled her inside, raving about the “soldier aisle” he remembered from when he was a kid. By the time Emily saw the bags of green plastic men, she’d forgotten there’d been anybody to recognize outside.

			They took in the town, or the town took them in. It was all great. Jack was particularly bright, and Emily felt at ease, calm, herself. They did what visitors do. They bought fudge. They ate fudge. They ate the whole rectangular block of it as they passed interesting hotels and inns that looked crocheted, places that made Emily momentarily fantasize about buying a house in Wainscott, living here year-round, just to be around that aforementioned soul, whipped around as it was, thin and cool as it was, so unlike the soul of a city.

			“The area’s actually a lot bigger than what we’re seeing here,” Jack said. “I wouldn’t call it suburbs, the places out there beyond town, but there are homes built on the dunes, right where the grass meets the sand. Like how people live out in the woods back home, here they live over the dunes.”

			“Sounds fucking incredible,” Emily said. “Let’s buy a place.”

			“Fine. It’s settled. We’ll need money, though. We’ll have to sell a house in Chaps first.”

			“But we don’t own a house in Chaps.”

			“Right. Money, like I said.”

			“Mm-hmm. And how will we buy a house in Chaps?”

			“We’ll rob a bank in Goblin.”

			“That feels…risky.”

			“We just started spitballing. We’ll get there.”

			A dusting of sand blew across their shoes, and they looked up at the same time to see themselves reflected in the storefront glass of a dive bar. It was the kind of place that emanated warmth in the form of carpeting and softly played rock ’n’ roll.

			“We look good,” Jack said.

			“I think we’ll look better on the way out,” Emily said.

			Jack laughed sincerely at her joke the way he always did, and it struck Emily again how much she liked the fact that he found her funny. Damn, did it mean something that your partner found you funny?

			She saw the two of them laughing, reflected in the glass, and she said:

			“What a picture we make.”

			It wasn’t until she was holding the bar door open for Jack, then following him inside, sinking, it seemed, into that carpet and music, it wasn’t until then she’d wondered if maybe she’d thought the word picture because she’d seen a picture frame reflected in that glass too, over her shoulder somewhere, as the sun was just starting to go down. Like maybe the store across the street sold picture frames.

			Later, when she looked out that front window, she saw the place didn’t sell frames at all. It was an accounting firm, closed for the night, with nothing but darkness in its windows.

			And she thought, What a picture we make…

			“Barkeep!” Jack said. But he didn’t say it loud enough for the guy to hear him. Emily had long gotten used to Jack’s almost supernatural ability to keep his volume between them.

			“This is serious decision time,” Emily said.

			Jack smiled. “You’re still thinking of a house here!”

			“No, buffoon. We’re about to have our first drink of the night. That means we need to decide what path we’re taking.”

			Jack matched her faux seriousness.

			“Wine’s no good,” he said.

			“Not a chance.”

			“But this town calls for it, doesn’t it?”

			“But this bar calls for beer.”

			“But what do we call for, Emily?”

			She saw the bartender was facing them now. She said, indeed loud enough for him to hear, “Two rum and pineapples, please.”

			Jack nodded. “Good path.”

			He put his arm around her, and they stepped to the bar, the carpet soft beneath their feet. On the way, Jack nodded at an old man sitting alone at a small table along the bar’s back wall.

			“Is that a flute?” he asked Emily.

			But before she could make sense of the question, they were having their first drink. And thoughts of art and flutes and picture frames were behind them.

			Or so Emily believed. Her mind was now deeply elsewhere.

			It was time to talk to Jack about timing. About being late.
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			“I’m going to step into the frame for a second here,” the woman said. “Don’t reach out and bite me or anything. Something happens to me…then you know what.”

			Emily had gone from hungover to confused to scared to mad. The yelling up the hall sounded worse than just someone getting hit. She didn’t know what that meant, and she couldn’t decide if she should test this woman’s threat.

			She had to do something.

			But her muddled thoughts were halted as the woman stepped out from behind the frame, into the light, so that Emily saw her in full, momentarily, before the woman angled her face away and approached a nightstand Emily hadn’t even registered yet.

			And in that moment…she saw what she believed was a woman much different from the one the silhouette had implied. Her hair wasn’t as brittle, just unwashed. And her eyes weren’t all white, but blue, maybe, bright. She wore a button-up shirt that hid her shape beneath. An apron tied around her waist obscured what Emily thought were khaki pants.

			The woman looked like an unkempt suburbanite from Chaps. Certainly not the type to have hosted a house party. That idea was dead now.

			“How long are you going to make me stay here?” Emily asked, hoping to get a second look at her.

			“Until the piece is finished,” the woman said. Her voice so close now. “That’s how painting works.”

			Emily thought of something a friend from college once told her, a friend who painted with actual brushes and colors:

			No work of art is ever actually done.

			Emily hadn’t known what to think of that at the time, but the idea scared her deeply now.

			“How long?” she asked again.

			She was so close. The woman’s back was to her. The apron tied in a bow behind her back. All Emily had to do was sit up, reach out, grab the woman, shove her, hurt her, hit her head, strangle her, choke her, kill her—

			A scream from up the hall and the woman tilted her head just a bit toward the empty frame and the darkness and door beyond it.

			Jack…

			Was someone watching Emily? Whoever was hurting Jack? Did they see she was about to make a move?

			Emily looked up above the light. Was there a camera there?

			She was untethered, unchained, untied, yet…she felt trapped in the frame.

			Jack.

			“There,” the woman said.

			She’d adjusted something on the nightstand, then quickly vanished into the darkness again.

			Emily thought of the still-life paintings at the Chaps Institute of the Arts. Most had vases, flowers, fruit. Some had dead animals like rabbits strung up too.

			“That’s good,” the woman said, back behind the frame.

			“You gotta talk to me,” Emily said. “Whatever this is, okay, I get it. You’re an artist. But you need another subject.”

			“No way,” the woman said. “You’re perfect.”

			“Hey, I’m not feeling very good. You’re scaring me. Is that what you’re trying to do? Scare me?”

			The woman raised her chin slightly as if this question actually interested her. As if it were an artistic inquiry, in the name of painting.

			“Well, it is a macabre piece.”

			“Wait. What do you mean?”

			Rabbits, strung up. Nailed to wooden walls. Hanging beside bowls of fruit.

			The woman didn’t answer. Just a still silhouette again. The artist at work.

			“It’s just me on a bed,” Emily said. “What are you—”

			But she didn’t finish asking. And not because she thought the woman would turn her back and leave the room again, a thing Emily hoped for, a chance to think alone, or as alone as she could be. No, she paused because the way the woman had said the word played over again in her head. And the flat factuality of it resounded.

			Macabre.

			That meant blood to Emily. That meant horror. That meant something really bad. That meant not only had she woken up in an impossible situation, but it was one she might not get out of.

			“How did I get here?” she asked. “Tell me. How did you get me here?”

			Macabre.

			She imagined knives in this room, somewhere in the suburban clothes of this psychotic woman. She imagined the woman adding more red to her “piece.”

			“I haven’t decided if the subject should know what I know,” the woman said. “Ted Gwynn says paintings can be split up into two categories…there’s the ones where the subjects don’t know what kind of piece they’re in and the ones where they do. I don’t know which kind this is yet.”

			“But I already—”

			“And that’s up to me. As the artist.”

			“No, I understand. But I—”

			“And I haven’t made up my mind, Emily. You gotta stop talking. You move when you talk. Everybody does. If you’d just sit still, I could answer your question.”

			“Okay, but, you gotta understand, from my—”

			“Emily! Shut up already!”

			“From my point of view—”

			“This isn’t your perspective! Am I gonna have to tape your mouth shut?”

			Was the woman shaking? As she reached into the pouch of the apron and pulled out a roll of thick tape…was she shaking with anger?

			Emily shut up then. But then she opened her mouth to talk, to say something, anything, to ask the woman her name, to tell her the nightstand was still off, come fix it, to get the woman close again, to tell her what she was doing was wrong, to demand she let her go, to hurt her, to talk to her, anything!

			But the woman was muttering, shaking, and she moved so fast, and Emily, still groggy from waking, still not quite herself, raised her gloved hands to ward off the woman’s hands as the tape from the roll came at her face, so fast, hard against her lips, with so much force, driving Emily’s head back into the soft, garish pillows, as Emily heard, ridiculously, the sound of the folds of the ridiculous dress she wore crunching, as her entire self was pressed into the bed, the tape over her mouth now, with power, and the woman’s face, so close to her own, the light almost directly behind her head, giving Emily only half the woman’s features, and in those half, her eyes, glazed and blazing, absolutely convinced of her decisions, her actions, a face rendered illustrated in its sudden contortion, even as she yelled:

			“I HAVEN’T DECIDED IF THE SUBJECT KNOWS WHAT KIND OF PIECE SHE’S IN YET! SO SHUT UP, EMILY!”

			She moved, just as fast, grunting, back behind the frame. Emily remained still on the bed, wide-eyed, her gloved hands still raised, the woman in her sights, the woman breathing hard, slamming the tape back into her apron, the woman’s eyes still visible as she leaned forward, bringing her own features closer to the image Emily had no doubt she thought was real, an actual painting, whatever was in the frame, a work of art that she, this unfathomable human being, was still working on, still thinking over, still developing, still painting.

			Nobody screamed up the hall. But the sound of both women breathing hard, one through her mouth, the other through her nose, more than made up for the lack of unsettling sounds.

			And Emily thought of the word, again.

			Macabre.

			She looked up above at the light again.

			Was it a camera?
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			The bar was called Mellows, and that made Emily and Jack laugh too. Because it was. Mellow. And it got them riffing on different types of mellows. Like how rain was a mellow. Night could definitely be a mellow. A trip to Lake Michigan was a mellow. Smoking grass. The color green. The wind. Certain wind. They debated whether a drink was a mellow. They agreed that a glance could be a mellow. Then Jack tried it on the few people in the place. A few older men and one older woman sat at the dark bar. Some younger faces at the tables beyond the bar’s end. The bartender was a bearded man with a rag on his shoulder and Emily said it felt like they’d entered a bar in England and Jack thought that was so funny he couldn’t stop laughing for a bit. They did a shot of Butter Crown. Good stuff. Not too strong and just sweet enough to get it down. They did another. And they discussed mellows and they talked music until Jack went to the jukebox and played some of Emily’s favorite songs.

			She was a big fan of the Who. Not really a mellow. But in a way, they were. Jack said they were because they made her feel good in a root way and anything that made you feel good to the core was kinda like calming down. When “I’m the Face” came on, Jack started drumming a bit on the bar and the bartender glanced over and Jack turned to Emily and said, “I’m not a mellow.”

			“By your logic, you are,” she said. “Because you make people feel good.”

			“Do I make you feel good?”

			“Yeah.”

			It felt weird saying it. They’d already admitted the word love to their daily vernacular, but for whatever reason love was easier than other things. Like saying someone made you feel good.

			Besides, Emily had bigger thoughts on her mind. Thoughts concerning the two of them.

			Jack got extra cartoonish when he drank. Sometimes even a little snobbish. She liked him like this. Like a living drawing rendered by an academician. “Well, let me tell you, Emily”—he paused for dramatic effect—“if a grizzly bear jumped out at us right now…I would…” A second dramatic pause. Then he leaned in. “I’d run. Sorry, Emily. But I’d run.”

			“I know you would.”

			“But I make you feel safe, right?”

			“You make me feel like my ideas are good ones. You make me feel safe in my thinking.”

			Jack glanced at her with some seriousness. Like he was grateful for what she’d said.

			They kissed then, as “Love, Reign o’er Me” started, and someone deeper in the bar whooped and Jack smiled, and Emily rolled her eyes, and still, they kissed. And at a moment that felt both as ordinary as afternoon and extraordinary as evening, she pulled back and said, “Jack.”

			“What?”

			“I’m late.”

			Pete Townshend was walking down the guitar fret like pinpoint shoes on a set of silver stairs. Sounded like someone was on their way.

			Jack smiled. “What are you, a rabbit?”

			Emily pulled back, just enough for them to be able to really look in each other’s eyes.

			“I’m late,” she said again.

			Jack looked to her belly.

			For a week now she’d wondered what his initial reaction would be. She wasn’t quite sure what her own was yet. Jack worked at a clothing store in Chaps and Emily was between jobs and wanted to become some sort of school administrator, or maybe a teacher, or maybe anything, she didn’t know.

			Late was a big word for two people who had nothing to be on time for yet and no steady means of getting there.

			But Jack’s reaction was so earnest that it was as if she’d predicted the future, seconds ago, when she told him he made her feel safe in her thinking. In her decision-making. In herself.

			He didn’t smile or say Oh my God this is the greatest thing, but he didn’t freak out either. In fact, he just looked at her belly, seemed to study the potential there, and said perhaps the funniest thing he could’ve said at the moment.

			“Ello.”

			And he waved.

			And Emily felt like it was going to be okay. Whatever late meant, it was going to be okay because she wasn’t just alive, and she wasn’t just in a cozy dive bar on Michigan’s west coast, she was also not alone. She had Jack. And the two of them were traveling not just to a lake but through this life, to face its best and its worst, together.

			Suddenly his eyes met hers.

			“Are you allowed to drink?” he asked.

			“I think so? Maybe this is our last time?”

			“We’ll get a test tomorrow. At that drugstore.”

			She remembered the one. A giant orange sign with the old-school Rx upon its awning. Small towns had a way of presenting the past in a disarming way. Even that made her feel a little better about being late.

			“Well, if it’s the last time,” he said. “Just in case…”

			Then he ordered two more Butter Crowns, and he asked if the bartender wanted one and the man said no and Jack got off his stool and leaned against the bar as he talked because he couldn’t sit still, and Emily thought it was kinda amazing to see. This was a man who was just told his girlfriend of six months might be pregnant. And he was giddy.

			But was she? She didn’t know. She didn’t think she was scared, but she wondered. If they got the test tomorrow, and if the test told her what she believed it would…how would she feel? And would those feelings be temporary? Were any? Could she maintain the love a child would need…for a lifetime? And could she get over any fear in time to be ready for its arrival?

			She wondered if maybe she didn’t know what being scared really meant yet. This scared her most of all.

			Jack was in front of her again. The Who sounded like what they were, a four-piece band doing the work of eight. And Jack said:

			“Emily, you make me feel safe too.”

			Emily smiled. This made her feel best of all. Because it was hard to imagine someone this childlike, this bright, in the presence of any real danger.

			It was hard to imagine Jack in any danger at all.
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			The woman had been on the other side of the vacant frame for so long, Emily thought she might be asleep standing. Ten minutes now? Twenty? And in that time, Emily hadn’t stopped thinking of escape.

			Obviously, the woman was not well. That wasn’t up for debate. But how to deal with her was. It was everything. Any idea that Emily and Jack had met this woman, had drinks with her, went to a party with her, were buried now. Wherever last night had gone, it had ended with the two of them being taken. Yes. Emily had accepted that much. And in a way, there was comfort to be found in this. Less confusion. Jack might be up the hall, dealing with something worse than she was here on the bed, but at least now Emily’s thoughts weren’t all smudged.

			There were no windows high or low on the walls. At least, none that she could see. There was a door, she knew, in the darkness beyond the picture frame. She couldn’t see it from the bed. What else could be back there? The woman had pulled tape from her apron. What else did she have? Emily was convinced she’d been drugged. She knew hangovers. This wasn’t one of those. So, how sluggish was she for being drugged? How well did she currently know her own strength? And if she swung off the bed and bolted for the door…how much quicker might the woman be, and with what hidden tools?

			It was hell. Remaining on the bed, not even tied by rope. Held in place by the thought of what might happen to Jack if she ruined…ruined…

			“Life is art and art is life,” the woman said. “Ted Gwynn said that.” The accent again. Or maybe just the tone. It wasn’t like she was from a foreign country but like a fifty-first state nobody had heard of.

			In Emily’s anger, it bothered her that the woman’s platitude wasn’t original enough to be attributed to anybody.

			She reached for the tape covering her mouth. The woman leaned forward, her eyes in the ring of light, and raised her eyebrows.

			She did not speak, and Emily couldn’t read the expression. A warning? Remove that tape and your friend gets hurt? Or was she asking if a deal had been struck…Are you reaching for the tape because you’ve agreed to stop speaking?

			Emily chanced it.

			She pulled the tape from her face. The pain was quick and bright.

			“Hey,” she said, speaking immediately. “That’s not literal.”

			“What? Not what?”

			“When someone says—”

			“Ted Gwynn said it.”

			“Okay. But he didn’t mean it literally.”

			“How would you know? You didn’t even know who he was until I told you.”

			Her eyebrows still up, like, Gotcha there!

			“A painting, a picture,” Emily said, “it’s not just…framing…life.”

			But wasn’t it, kinda?

			The woman leaned back into the darkness. She tilted her head.

			“Says who?”

			This felt good. Like she’d broken through on some level. The woman wasn’t yelling at her, she was responding.

			But Emily’s impatience guided her off track.

			“I need you to be okay with me leaving now,” she said. Because she had decided. Whatever was happening here, whatever had already happened, she couldn’t just sit here scared. If she and Jack were killed, she couldn’t just lie here on a bed while this woman pretended to paint.

			And…she was late.

			Maybe more people to think of than herself and Jack.

			Emily made to begin to swing her legs toward the bed’s edge and the woman stepped back into the darkness. It looked like a video Emily had seen of a trapdoor spider chittering back into its hole.

			Emily sat frozen. No noise from the dark. Emily held her breath without meaning to until the woman spoke again:

			“Just so,” she said. “Just so…”

			Emily moved toward the end of the bed and the woman emerged from the dark with a cart on wheels.

			“You need to eat,” she said.

			“What?”

			A bowl upon the cart. Something inside it. A sandwich?

			“I’m not going to eat anything you give me,” Emily said.

			The woman paused and eyed Emily with what felt like extreme disappointment. Emily had seen such faces before. From when she was a kid, when the adults towered above her. She remembered her parents’ faces from that angle, when they told her they were getting divorced.

			“You can’t go starving now,” the woman said. “That’s not right for the piece. It’s not about starvation.”

			“Wait, how long do you plan to keep me here?”

			“The artist is at—”

			Emily swung her legs over the bed’s edge. Sluggish or not, she had to do something. Her bare feet met the yellow floor, and she was standing.

			They were only fifteen, twenty feet apart now. Both visible in the spotlight. And was that a camera above the light? Either way, Emily was bigger than this woman. Taller. Wider. Probably stronger too.

			She steeled herself for rushing her.

			The woman only shook her head.

			“Confrontation,” she said, “isn’t the mood. You are to be ignorant. Loveless. With inspiration.”

			Emily looked to the darkness beyond the empty frame and started toward it.

			“Jack’s a very funny guy,” the woman said. And Emily stopped. “He’s making jokes even now up the hall.”

			Twelve feet between them.

			“What are you doing?” Emily asked.

			But the woman’s expression changed from one of warning to one of study. She tilted her head the way an artist does when examining their work.

			“Oh,” she said. “I see. It’s the dress that’s wrong.”

			“I’m going to step by you now,” Emily said. “Don’t make it so I have to shove you. You need to step aside and do absolutely nothing more than that.”

			But the words didn’t seem to register with the woman at all as she reached into the apron’s pouch.

			Emily expected the tape again. Certainly not the wooden tube that came out.

			A flute?

			She heard Jack’s voice in her head then, even as the woman brought the thing to her mouth and blew.

			It made no music. Just like the frame without a canvas, here, a flute with no note.

			Something like a wasp struck Emily in the chest and Emily looked down and brought a hand to it but before she could pull the thing out the yellow floor was coming her way, and she toward it, and the last thing she thought before blanking out was,

			Jack mentioned a flute last night…
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			This is where it got fuzzy…

			Emily and Jack on the sidewalk again. Jack talking about an old man who looked like the Crypt Keeper. Said he saw the man sitting alone in Mellows. Like he’d been exhumed just to go to the bar. Last requests. Jack thought this was hilarious: “ ‘I’ll leave you kids my fortune so long as you dig me up and set me up at the bar every Friday night.’ ” He was laughing, his arm around Emily. They nearly tripped over a curb, but they held each other up and then Jack started in about a “funeral drummer.” Where the drummer is hired just to do the “ba-dum tsss” bit every time the deceased is eulogized in a way that isn’t quite true. “He would have given you the shirt off his back.” Ba-dum tsss. “He was good with children.” Ba-dum tsss. Emily and Jack were laughing so hard they didn’t even see an elderly couple walking and the man actually pulling his wife back, as if to protect her.

			“He was a good father!” Jack said. “Ba-dum tsss.”

			“He never had a bad word for anybody!” Emily said. “Ba-dum tsss.”

			“He cared deeply for his friends and family,” Jack said. “Ba-dum tsss.”

			“He was faithful till the end!” Emily said.

			They were laughing so hard their stomachs hurt, and Jack said they had to film this bit one day. All they needed was a priest outfit and a box and a drum set. Surely one of them could figure out how to play “ba-dum tsss,” right?

			The funeral drummer gave them so much mileage. Jack particularly could not stop describing some terrible man whose family cleared their throats with each erroneously flattering comment made by the priest. It was glory. The exact place two people hope to reach when they sit down to have a drink. And his arm around her, the whole walk (except for when he brought his hands together solemnly for the deceased or played the air drums), randomly (and suddenly) kissing her on the cheek. At some point he started rattling off names and it took Emily a second to realize he was naming the potential baby, the baby they weren’t even sure existed yet, the baby he showed no signs of fearing at all.

			But Emily was a little afraid. Not enough to yank her out of the moment, but at times her laughter was tempered by the knowledge that tomorrow she’d know if she was pregnant. Whether she wanted a baby or had planned on it, none of that mattered right now. The fact it could be real was as big as anything could ever get. Clearly. There was no fooling herself about that, and she didn’t want there to be any. Did Jack get it? She thought he did. He was quick that way. Quick to accept. At the same time, how would they be? As parents? Walking the streets of Chaps with a stroller…and how would they be with money…and would they be able to—

			“A flute…” Jack said.

			“A what?”

			“The guy had a flute.”

			“What guy? The priest?”

			Jack laughed again. Emily imagined a flutist standing beside the funeral drummer.

			Then Jack was running up the street to a lit-up storefront and Emily couldn’t tell what it was till she caught up, but between him taking off and then her catching up to him she felt a cold lake wind cross over, like Jack had left a door open when he went up the sidewalk, like the lake knew she was momentarily and suddenly alone.

			“It’s open!” Jack said.

			Emily looked over her shoulder. Because that’s how it felt. Like she would look and see someone just staring back at her from where she and Jack had come. A local on the sidewalk. They were being so loud, she was sure. And people weren’t supposed to react this well to potentially life-altering news, and somebody had felt that wrong ripple in the cosmos and come outside to investigate.

			But there was nobody there.

			“One more round,” Jack said.

			Or was that how it went? Was it two bars or three or just the one…

			A handful. Yes. Emily caught up to Jack and saw a considerably less cozy-looking place with a few dim lights burning inside. If Jack hadn’t said it was open, she might not have known it herself.

			“It’s not a bar,” Jack said. “Maybe that’s good.”

			What was it?

			He opened the door.

			She smelled coffee and felt suddenly out of place. They were barhopping, weren’t they?

			“An all-night place,” Jack said. “We can get coffee and food.”

			Yes, a twenty-four-hour coffee place. A little spot in Wainscott for the night owls. Dark and gloomy but also…people in chairs reading. Yes. Two people reading magazines in easy chairs and nice little lamps and soft classical music, and boy this was a weird place to discover in a town this size. You’d think things like this were reserved for New Orleans, Los Angeles, Detroit.

			“What do you want?” Jack asked.

			Emily thought of money again. She didn’t want to, but she did. Money. And the test they’d get tomorrow. And raising a baby. And how maybe they should go to a bar instead.

			But the look in Jack’s eyes. Like he not only wanted to get her something to eat but, maybe, possibly, yes, the baby too.

			“I’m okay,” Emily said. “I don’t like to eat while I’m drinking. It just…cuts the drink right off at the knees.”

			“Are you sure?” Jack asked.

			But she didn’t answer. Because while Jack was facing her now, she was facing the front glass. And while it was dark outside, there was no question she’d seen what she’d seen. Yes. The old man from Mellows. Had to be. Jack had seen him at the bar. She hadn’t, not really. Okay. But it had to be. And in his hand…

			“A flute,” she said.

			Jack turned, but the old man had already passed.

			“Right?” Jack said. “Did you just see him too? This town is something else. All-night diners. Flutes.” Then, in a funny, solemn voice: “He was a wonderful flutist…ba-dum tsss.”

			And he started laughing and Emily laughed too and the super-young barista gave them a look informing them maybe this wasn’t the place for them right now and so, Jack’s arm over her shoulder again, and Emily’s declaration of not being hungry in hand, they walked toward the front door, toward the lake night again, to hit the sidewalk, to look for a place that made more sense for how much they’d had to drink. One more bar, yes. Frogs. Hopping along.

			Once outside, she looked for the old man, the Crypt Keeper, the flutist. Ba-dum tsss. She didn’t see him. What she did see was that Wainscott had more corners, pockets, secrets than she’d noticed during the day. Like, ahead, a shadow between storefronts. Was it the head of an alley? A dip in the architecture? A place to hide? And beyond that, a newspaper stand tall enough to crouch behind. And on the boulevard’s median, evergreen trees, the hem of their dresses low to the manicured grass, more than adequate to obscure someone standing.

			“Linda?” Jack said. “That name sounds perfect right now.”

			“Linda?” Emily asked. “Are you nuts?”

			But she liked it. Even as they stumbled through Wainscott, even as she noted the dozens of secret places someone could hide, like a local, a person who had spent enough time here to know every brushstroke by heart.

			And how to slip unseen between them.
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			A new dress. If it could be called a dress. It was more like layers of uncut fabric splayed across her body. A rectangle of red at her chest, one of purple along her stomach. Forest green across her legs. Was she naked beneath this? She was. She had to be. But it wasn’t easy sitting up well enough to see. She smelled coffee and believed it was some sort of memory of that weird place she and Jack had spent two minutes inside of the night before, until she saw the steam rising from a mason jar on the nightstand beside the bed. There was a little blue coloration at the jar’s lip and Emily wondered if the woman had once used real actual paint.

			Beside the coffee, a bowl. At first Emily mistook it for the same bowl of food she’d seen before. But it didn’t take her long to recognize it as a chamber pot.

			Emily, who had been put under by way of a drug (there was no question of this now), Emily, who still retained the stark image of the otherwise ordinary woman raising the flute to her lips (and the weird face she made when she blew into it), Emily who should be at the old-timey drugstore right now, Emily who was very worried about her boyfriend (and best friend), Jack Whitney…Emily looked forward enough to see past her naked feet to the empty picture frame, the woman no longer standing behind it.

			She listened for screams. The yelling sound. She listened for dialogue, footsteps, anything that would tell her where the woman was. But there was more to think about than that, of course, and the question hit Emily almost as hard as the dart did that had put her to sleep:

			Where the fuck is this room?

			Right. Where was she? Still in Wainscott? Far away now? In the Upper Peninsula? Had she been driven to another state? Was she in the middle of the country, the woods…the desert?

			These were bad thoughts. Way too heavy for a head she could hardly lift.

			“Jack,” she said. Because she just wanted to hear his name. Wanted for a second to pretend he was there with her. Wanted so badly to believe the pair had gone to the drugstore and gotten that test.

			She tried to sit up but didn’t quite have it yet.

			She thought of her role in this “painting.” A helpless woman? A lazy woman? Ponderous, relaxed, concerned? The woman kept using ignorant and loveless and even uninspired. Why? Was that how the woman felt? She knew what she was: a stolen person, forced to remain in frame. Anger grew large, fast, and Emily tried to quell it. She needed her wits. Some wits anyway. She needed to be able to talk her way out of this and, if not that, then to find a way to the door without being stopped.

			She tried to sit up but didn’t quite have it yet.

			She listened. She thought.

			What did she know about this woman? Not much. She was older than Emily. That meant nothing. She was delusional. That meant nothing. Or maybe that would play a part later. Had to. No matter how this turned out. She fancied herself an artist. Okay. Fuck all that. She also must know Wainscott and/or Emily and Jack for having come to the same beach at the same time. Okay. Emily could do something with this. She thought of the art teachers from her youth. But the woman wasn’t quite that much older than she was. Okay. An art teacher in high school? No. College? But Emily didn’t take any art classes in college. She would never have done that. Did she know of any art spaces in Chaps? A place she or Jack had worked at? Anything like that at all? Of course there was a Joann Fabrics and a Michaels. Okay. Maybe she’d seen this woman there? But Emily didn’t spend much time in places like those unless it was to gather last-minute stuff for a New Year’s party or a birthday. It’s not like she made her own clothes or painted pictures of her own. This worried her. Like she should have had more interests before waking up in a place like this. What if she’d known how to box? Or how to solve puzzles? What if she’d spent her time learning anything that would’ve been useful in this scenario rather than listening to new (old) music and trying to make ends meet at otherwise meaningless jobs?

			She was a well-rounded woman…ba-dum tsss.

			She listened for Jack. A voice out in the hall. Anything. She tried to sit up and got a little farther than before.

			“It’s so good,” the woman said.

			Emily froze. The voice came from the full darkness beyond the frame. The woman had been watching her think.

			And her voice sounded lower. A little slurred. Like she was tired. Or drunk. Or upset. Was that the voice of someone experiencing pleasure?

			Emily tried to get a better look.

			What was the woman doing?

			“It’s so, so good,” the woman said. “Just so. Just so…”

			Emily forced her arms outward for the sake of movement and the fingertips of her right hand touched the nightstand and she remembered the coffee there.

			The woman was breathing steadily from the darkness and Emily knew she liked what she saw. The still life through the vacant frame.

			Emily rolled over enough to reach the coffee cup and brought it to her lips. Some liquid spilled onto her bare neck, but it wasn’t so hot after all.

			She sipped.

			“Just so,” the woman said. “Can’t have you starving. Need you without love, not without food. Just so…”

			Emily’s sip turned into a legitimate pounding of the coffee and she held the cup to her nose long enough to tell herself, It smells exactly like the coffee place from last night.

			But was that two nights ago now?

			“Just so…” the woman said.

			Emily gulped more down.

			What mattered was that if this were indeed the same coffee, then this place, this room, wherever she was, was still in Wainscott after all. And this meant something. This meant a great deal. And more: Emily realized suddenly how meaningful the smallest bit of information could be.

			“Is Jack okay?” she asked, wiping coffee from her chin.

			The woman did not emerge from the darkness.

			“He’s doing just fine,” she said.

			But Emily thought she saw movement there. The slightest gradation of it. As if the woman had lifted her hands to do the very thing Jack had done while walking the sidewalks of Wainscott last night.

			Playing the air drums.

			To mock the good news she’d just given.

			“I’ll sit still,” Emily said. “I won’t move a muscle, if you tell me exactly how I got here.”

			“The piece is negotiating,” the woman said. “Ted Gwynn talks about that.”

			“Honest. I won’t even speak. Not one word after you tell me exactly what happened.”

			“What happened?” the woman said.

			She was so deep in the darkness now, Emily couldn’t be sure it was even her. Maybe something worse than this woman existed back there.

			“You stepped into a painting is what happened,” the woman said. “You thought you were young and in love. You thought you were on the cusp of inspiration.”

			“I mean details. I mean—”

			The woman was at the frame so quick, so still, it was as if she were a hologram.

			“You stepped into somebody else’s inspiration, Emily. That’s what happened.”

		

	
		
			10

			They were walking back toward their hotel. Yes. Absolutely that happened next. They’d left the little coffee place and were talking about heading back down to the water. It was simple to reach from town, unlike the dune they’d plummeted down when they arrived. Jack said oh, maybe we shouldn’t, and Emily said oh, look who’s getting all serious, but then she took it back because she had a horrible vision of something bad happening to them in the water and her having to live with it forever because she’d drunkenly pushed him into doing it. But then it sounded like a good idea again. Because the air smelled like the lake. Because the whole town was a lake with no water and the distant smell of (living) fish permeated all street corners and benches, under all cars and awnings. Emily thought of her parents and how they once loved Wainscott and the other Lake Michigan towns. BD. Before divorce. They were so unified in their likes and dislikes. How had they fallen apart? She still didn’t know the exact reasons, though she knew there was no infidelity. Which somehow made it harder to understand. Two best friends, married with a young child, nobody cheats, nobody lies…so why? Her mother, Cate, told her a hundred times people just drift apart. But her father, Westin, scoffed at this idea. But then he’d say something nasty about Cate and so who knew what had happened and why and oh, Emily didn’t want to be thinking dark thoughts just then.

			Wainscott was awesome. Why worry if she and Jack would one day meet the same fate?

			She stumbled then, and not because of the drinks.

			When had she started thinking or worrying about her and Jack? She was thinking of her parents…BD, right?

			“Sure-foot over here,” Jack said.

			“Wainscott is awesome,” she said out loud.

			Yes. Best to stick to this stuff. Despite the nooks and crannies that now felt ubiquitous, despite the alleys and valleys, this town was great.

			“One shot before we go,” Jack said. “One more Butter Crown. At that place there.”

			“That’s a gas station, dear.”

			They both laughed at the “dear.”

			“Okay, then over there.” He pointed to the police station. “I guess they have police after all!”

			“Ooh,” Emily said. “I bet someone has a bottle hidden away.”

			“Why hidden? Police officers ought to be able to drink.”

			“Because that sounds like a really smart idea.”

			“Imagine what they see in a town like this. The intrigue! The murder! The crime.”

			They were walking toward the station, a block closer to Lake Michigan and, likely, another dive bar down there.

			“Excuse me, Officer,” Jack said to the station in general as they passed it, “but have you seen a lake? We’re looking for it.”

			“Have you seen a Butter Crown, Officer?” Emily said. “Two of them, just out of reach.”

			“Have you seen a little baby growing in my girlfriend’s belly?” Jack asked.

			Emily punched him lightly on the arm.

			Was he really taking it this well? It was incredible. Emily didn’t know what to make of it. Jack was more at ease with the idea than she was.

			They turned the corner and could see the lake from there. The dark waves out distant, the moon reflected on its surface.

			“That lady should paint this,” Jack said. “Paint it at night.”

			Emily hadn’t thought of the woman since they left the beach, but she imagined her standing before that empty frame now, a dark sea swirling in the rectangle.

			Emily caught herself wondering where the best angle would be.

			“There,” Jack said.

			Another dive, this one with a neon-green awning. McMac’s. Jack laughed.

			“You are kidding me with this name,” he said. “It’s the most perfect name for a dive I’ve ever seen.”

			“Are there a lot of Irish people up here?” Emily asked.

			“Oh hell yes there are. All Irish.”

			“Are not.” Then, “Should be called the Deer Hunter. That’s more Michigan. Or…”

			Jack had tugged lightly on her arm.

			“What?” She looked where he was looking but didn’t see whatever had caught his eye.

			Two buildings, a little alley of some sort, framed by two green dumpsters.

			“You don’t see her?” Jack whispered.

			He sounded serious. Emily didn’t like the sound.

			“What? Who?”

			“Shhh.” No rim shot this time.

			Jack kept walking then, guiding Emily along, but the way people do when they don’t want someone else to notice.

			Emily looked to that space again, between the dumpsters, and really, truly saw nobody. How drunk was she?

			“I didn’t love that,” Jack said.

			That’s right. That’s what he said. And more. He’d seen someone, a woman, between the dumpsters and he hadn’t liked it. Right. What did he say? He’d said he didn’t like the way she was…“tracking” them. Right. That’s what he’d said. The word: tracking.

			But Emily, still feeling Jack’s positive reaction to her being late, still in the joking and adventurous mood and still out on the streets of Wainscott for the first time AD (after her parents’ divorce)…she just didn’t take it…

			Seriously.

			Like maybe Jack was joking. Because that’s what he did.

			And maybe two people from Chaps should have zero to worry about in a lake town like Wainscott.

			And maybe she was realizing that, while she and Jack didn’t paint the prettiest picture (he walked like a teenage deer and looked confused even when he wasn’t; she felt like she constantly had just rolled out of bed), they sure as shit were glowing this night, the way a woman glows when she’s having a—

			She heard the thwump of it then. Like a dart shot from a bamboo reed in a movie.

			It stung like a wasp.

			And still, she just wasn’t thinking anything of it. Not the way she should have. There wasn’t time to imagine what it could mean. And even if there was…how could she ever imagine what had arrived?

			Not even as her hand started to slip from Jack’s and the sidewalk defied the laws of physics and rose up to meet her. Not even then.

			Not really until she was falling.

			Not until then did she think:

			Did Jack see the woman from the beach?
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			Twice the woman had stepped close enough to the bed for Emily to grab her, but Emily couldn’t shake the sounds from up the hall and the memory of Jack’s uneasiness at seeing the woman seconds before she took them. How had she done it? Right next to the police station. Was there a car, a van, Emily was forgetting? She tried to see the smaller side street leading to the bright-green awning, McMac’s, the ultra-Irish dive bar straight ahead. It kinda took your eyes, all you could see, and so Emily couldn’t remember if there was anything parked nearby or not.

			And what would it help if she could? So what if she knew how the woman had gotten her and Jack into this place…she needed to know how to get out.

			“You were following us,” Emily said, the second time the woman came close to the bed. This time it was to place a bowl of fruit on the nightstand and to move the nightstand a few inches farther from the bed. Every second felt like one in which Emily could overtake the woman but every time she thought she had a head start, the woman’s hand traveled to the pouch of the apron and Emily stopped herself.

			Plus…an eye above the spotlight? Emily thought it was now. Had to think it was. Someone watching. Someone prepared to hurt Jack if Emily tried to leave the frame.

			“I was mixing colors,” the woman said. “I wasn’t following.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Get her talking, Emily thought. So long as the woman was talking, she could reveal things, anything.

			“Colors,” the woman said. “You know.” She flailed her arms about the space, indicating…colors. Then she stepped to the frame and eyed Emily from the very edge of the spotlight, as if making sure Emily was the right color, and the fabrics spread across her body too.

			“How many paintings have you done?” Emily asked. She was talking to the woman like she would a child who had shown her a drawing. She didn’t want to do that, but she couldn’t stop herself.

			“Quiet now,” the woman said. She took her place again on the other side of the vacant frame upon the easel. “Perfectly macabre.”

			Emily was going to get hurt in this bed. The woman was setting it all up until she had it just right (just so) and then she was gonna actually paint the still life she’d spent all this time preparing. With blood. The hour would come when she’d enter the room with a bucket of red paint or another tool from her apron and Emily would know then that her time had come and that she could no longer weigh Jack’s safety against her own.

			“Why do you keep calling it that?” she asked.

			Should she be weighing Jack’s safety anyway? She might have another human being growing inside her. Jack would want her to consider that. Jack would want her to get the fuck out of this room whether the pregnancy test they were going to buy showed positive or not.

			She considered swinging her legs over the side. Bolting. Right now. And it struck her: she could do this at any time. Okay. She could put that plan into play at any time. So long as she did it before a bucket of red paint or any knives were brought into the room.

			Macabre.

			A loud cracking came from out in the hall and the woman moved quickly back into the dark and there was the slat of hall light once more as she exited the room.

			Emily, alone again.

			She sat up. Brushed the fabrics off her body, swung her legs off the side and stood naked and barefoot on the yellow floor. She looked up above the light. A camera? She stepped closer to the frame. Eyes up but feeling the darkness through the rectangle. As if the woman’s arm might suddenly plunge through, stab her. Macabre.

			But she was close enough to see now: It was no camera. It was a stain on a ceiling beam.

			Emily looked through the frame, through the darkness, to the door. Had the woman left? Yes. She’d just seen it herself. Still, any woman who believed a picture frame made a painting could pretend anything. Emily waited a few seconds, her legs a little untrustworthy from the drug, then hurried to the mauve wall.

			It was much farther than she thought it would be. Thirty feet away? Hard to tell. From where she was the bed looked small. Perspective. Drugged with a dart. Starting to see things as if she really were inside a painting. At the wall, she flattened her hands to what she expected to be stone, but found it was wood. And not just wood but wood that gave a little.

			She looked up.

			Hard to see from where she stood, the ceiling was high up there, but maybe this wasn’t a wall at all. Maybe this was a backdrop.

			It struck Emily as odd that she even knew what this word meant in this context.

			She shoved on it. It gave a little, yes, bowed outward.

			Okay. So…so what was behind it?

			She shoved again. It bowed. It creaked. Could she break it? Smash it apart? Find another door?

			She had to try.

			There was a shuffling from out in the hall again and Emily hurried back to the bed, but the bed felt so far away, ten feet too far away, and she leapt up onto the blankets as the doorknob turned. She felt suddenly manic with trying to remember the order of the colors of the fabric as they’d been laid upon her.

			Red up top?

			Green next?

			Purple last?

			That’s how she did it, and she did it fast, and she laid her head back on the pillow just as the door swung open and the woman moved through the darkness and stood before the empty frame, leaning forward enough to show the top half of her face, her eyes, forehead, a sweating hairline.

			She was wiping her hands.

			Emily stared back into those eyes.

			The woman had to have heard her breathing too hard. Had to know she had been up and out of the bed. Had to know she had left the frame.

			“Well, what could it be called other than macabre?” the woman said, answering Emily’s question from so long ago now. “A loveless woman on a colorful bed…the colors representing her innocence, of course, maybe her ignorance…the woman totally unaware…peaceful in her dress…lounging…at rest…ignorant, yes…ignorant of the fact there was a man under the bed the whole time, his head angled back up at the viewer?”

			The woman’s eyes went down to the bottom of the foot of the bed.

			Emily didn’t intentionally hold her breath, but she was holding it.

			Then she almost screamed.

			“A…a what?” she said.

			The woman leaned back into the dark, even as Emily felt as if she’d been told a dozen snakes were under the sheets.

			“A body under the bed!” the woman said from the total dark. “Now, be ignorant to it again. Be ignorant…all over…again…get back to that original still life…devoid of knowledge…love…inspiration…”
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			When Jack woke, his head felt real weird. He hadn’t been this hungover since one particularly cruel morning at Michigan State University when his mother arrived to take him out to breakfast the morning after his twenty-first birthday. How he’d felt that day with Mom, the way the menu swirled before him, just the food items listed, the sides, the appetizers, he had to rush to the bathroom twice to throw up. Both times he thought he could play it off like he’d only had to pee, but Mom knew. Mom always knew.

			Jack didn’t feel good right now.

			He looked to the ceiling and groaned.

			“Oh man, we drank maybe…ten too many. Yeah, feels like we coulda stopped ten drinks ago.”

			His voice was a little slurred. The words came out different than they normally did.

			The whole feeling was different. Not quite so much of a headache (though that was present) but more like his body was made of rubber. Like he’d woken up in a skin suit, his own skin, perhaps, but it had certainly been removed, slapped, and then fit back upon his body.

			“Emily,” he said. “You up yet?”

			He liked this hotel room. He’d always loved the hotel rooms out in Wainscott. They had a timeless feel to them. Not too fancy, not too grandmotherly, but also a little of both of those things. Usually, they had plaques on the wall declaring love for lake life, and often there were maps of dune hikes and local restaurants. Jack just loved it over here. He liked Chaps, too, and often dreamed of serving the city somehow, like as the mayor, if he ever let his dreams get quite so big. Mostly he was happy pacing the stage of the theater of life, performing for those around him, adding to their experience, bringing light into their lives…he very much liked performing for Emily.

			“Emily? You must feel the same way I do. This is bonkers.”

			He thought of the test then. The pregnancy test they needed to go buy from the old, quaint drugstore. Holy shit, Emily might be pregnant.

			Jack sat up quickly and it felt like he got punched as he did. Still, nothing was going to stop him this morning. Not with the test afoot, and Emily likely a little nervous about it all, and oh he’d been hungover before and so he could stop complaining already.

			Still, this felt a little much.

			“Emily?”

			Emily wasn’t in the hotel bed. Jack looked to the bathroom door, saw it was closed, considered lying back down, but was afraid of having to go through waking up a second time, waking up feeling like he’d been knocked out with a boxing glove the night before.

			This thought gave him pause, but he wasn’t sure why. He recalled something…a weird moment last night? Had he gotten into a fight? That was highly unlike him. Still…was he not remembering something?

			“Well, I hadn’t planned on getting run over by a boat, but apparently I did!”

			Jokes weren’t as easy, feeling this way. But he had little rules he liked to follow: If you woke up feeling wrecked from the night before, you had to try your hardest to remember who did it to you. Yourself, of course. And be kind to that person.

			Then he remembered the joke from last night. The funeral drummer. He smiled. And the smile hurt a little.

			“He woke up feeling just fine.” Then, “Ba-dum tsss.”

			No reaction from the bathroom. No sound of the shower either. He wondered if she was on her knees, throwing up in there. Made him think of the potential baby again and he swung his legs over the side of the bed, took a deep breath, and stood.

			Whoa it felt crazy.

			“He prided himself on moderation.” Pause. “Ba-dum tsss.”

			He was still wearing his clothes. Unlike him. Usually, he tossed them willy-nilly on the way to bed. But the shirt and pants weren’t the weirdest of it.

			He looked down.

			“Jeez, Emily. I passed out in my shoes!”

			Was it the lake air? How the hell had they gotten so blasted?

			Maybe it was the news of the potential baby. Maybe that does something to a couple.

			“You okay in there?”

			He crossed the small, lovely hotel room and knocked on the bathroom door.

			“Room service, open up.”

			No answer. Jeez. Maybe Emily passed out in there. He’d seen it before. At Michigan State it happened all the time. The classic pass-out with one arm still on the toilet rim as if clinging to the ladder of a hot-air balloon there to save you.

			He opened the door and saw the bathroom was empty.

			Jack, almost always coming from a positive place, felt a little unsettled. Just a little streak of it. Because he felt he had discovered something in the bathroom after all: silence. Absolute silence. A sound in and of itself. One that permeated the entire hotel room, come to think of it. It was less like Emily wasn’t there and more like she couldn’t be.

			He crossed the room and opened the front door. The sun was high, and he thought it might already be noon. Dune sand crossed the parking lot and made tiny papery sounds against Emily’s car still in the lot.

			“Emily?”

			His voice carried over the lot the way a voice does when there is nobody there to hear it.

			“Emily? Where the hell you be?”

			Still some goofiness in his voice. Because why not? Maybe she’d walked to the water. Or, or, maybe she’d walked to town. It was only half a mile. Tops. Maybe she wanted to go get that test.

			Jack stepped back into the room, checked the bathroom again for good measure, then paused to think for a second.

			Why wouldn’t she have taken the car? If she did wake up wanting to head into town, why not take the car, make a quick thing of it, get back with the test? Also, it had felt like something they were going to do together, hadn’t it? But okay. He definitely couldn’t claim to know how she might feel. Emily was the one who was late, after all. Maybe she wanted to walk off her own hangover. Man, it was brutal. Maybe she wanted to be alone for a second. This was a really big deal. Life-changing stuff. Huge stuff. Okay, yes. Maybe she needed a minute alone.

			Okay, but…it just didn’t scream…Emily.

			The keys were still on the little table. He took them, headed back out. He’d go to the water first. Yes, he’d check the lake. Could be she was down there, weighing what her reaction would be to the news the test gave her. Emily wasn’t one to meditate, per se, but you know…big stuff here.

			He walked fast across the lot, his head feeling nuts, and stepped onto a bed of pine needles, the path that would lead down to the water from here. But something fell from a tree. An acorn? He didn’t know. But it made a little thwump sound and the sound reminded him of…of something. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Like a sour note in a song.

			Then a thought occurred to him: something he’d seen next to the keys on the little table.

			He reentered the hotel room and went to the table and saw, yes…

			Two phones.

			Set neatly beside each other.

			“Emily,” he said. As if by speaking her name he could ask her why she hadn’t taken her phone wherever she went.

			But Emily wasn’t here to answer that.

			Another acorn fell from the tree outside the open hotel room door.

			Thwump.

			Jack grabbed both phones and left the room.

			“Emily,” he said again.

			This time just to hear her name. And to let her know he had her phone. For when they met up. Which would be in seconds, of course.

			“Emily…”
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			If Jack was up the hall, who was under the bed?

			Someone was under the bed.

			Someone was under the bed.

			How long had Emily been in this room, in this…frame? She’d been out (drugged) twice and her body was aching with the immobility of someone who very badly wanted to get moving. So, a day? Hours anyway, for sure. Yet not a peep from below the bed. Not a shuffle. Not one sound. In fact, the more she thought about it, the woman had hardly looked to the bottom of the bed at all. As if whatever was down there (whoever) had been placed just how she wanted him, long ago, just so.

			The person was dead. Yes, this had to be. The woman hadn’t brought any food for him. And you didn’t just sit still under a bed without a single audible movement, a single cough, a mumble, anything for this long. No way. Emily had been placed upon a multicolored bed in a multicolored room with a dead man beneath the bed in this woman’s dream of a “macabre painting.”

			And if she killed him…

			“I’m not going to get out of this room if I don’t get out of this room,” she said.

			The woman had left again by the door some minutes ago. Emily had tried again to get a cleaner look at the hall the woman entered, but to no avail.

			Focusing on anything was hard. Decisions were clouded into storm.

			It was just her now, in this room, with a body beneath the bed.

			Emily needed to think. She needed to charge the woman the next time she entered and that was that. If Jack died up the hall, then that’s what was meant to be.

			She wondered if Jack were stuck in a painting of his own. She imagined him chained to a stone wall instead. Tortured every time Emily threatened to move.

			After all, she hadn’t been made to cry out in the name of warning him not to leave a frame.

			Emily had to think. That was all. This wasn’t insurmountable. This wasn’t impossible. This woman couldn’t possibly account for every realistic possibility. Everything about her was messy. There simply had to be elements of this unfathomable scenario she had overlooked.

			As if cued, the door opened, and the woman returned. Suddenly Emily wanted to know her name. Wanted to know everything about her so she could use that information to get out of here, then go to the police and give them a perfect description and point a finger at her, her, the woman who had tried to keep her, Emily, stuck in a picture frame.

			“I know who you are,” Emily said. But she didn’t, of course. She had to start trying things.

			“You’ll know who I am when I sign the piece,” the woman said. “Not that it’s a big reveal. I’m not your sister or your mother, if that’s what you mean.”

			“I didn’t mean—”

			“Quiet now.”

			“Excuse me?”

			The woman stepped to the side of the frame and eyed Emily with a coldness Emily did not like at all. It was as if, when looking through the frame, Emily was necessary to her, and when not, she was not.

			There’s a man under the bed…

			The woman stepped back behind the frame.

			“Are you going to take a picture when you’re done?” Emily said.

			The woman didn’t answer.

			“If you don’t take a picture, then this all just goes away,” Emily said. “There’s no other way to keep it.”

			The woman didn’t answer.

			“Unless you’re thinking of painting this after you’ve studied it long enough. Then you’d have it.”

			She wished she didn’t say this. This was like giving an idea to the woman, one that could take weeks, months to complete.

			“A picture,” she said. “You’ve got to take a picture. If you do it right now, I can just go. Then you got it all the way you want it.” Then, “Just so.”

			Should she have said that? Used the woman’s own phrase?

			The woman simply stared, studying the real-life scene, the breathing diorama she’d built. Then:

			“Artists never keep their work.”

			There was an edge to this, an impatience. As if Emily hadn’t read her Ted Gwynn.

			“Sure they do,” Emily said. “They take—”

			“And what did they do before cameras? Riddle me that, Emily. They painted their piece, they sold it.”

			“What do you plan to do with me?”

			“You need to keep still. Still life.”

			“You can’t keep me here forever and…and you’re an artist, you don’t want to kill anybody.”

			But she already had, hadn’t she? The man beneath the bed…

			“The artist is at work,” the woman said. “And the more you interrupt her, the longer the process takes.” Then, “You’re making me want to start all over.”

			Whatever this meant, Emily didn’t like it. Starting over sounded like it could mean using a new subject. And using a new subject sounded like getting rid of the old one.

			There was a dead man beneath the bed.

			“Where are we?” she asked. Because she had to know, had to know right now.

			“Jeez, Emily! Where do you think we are!”

			“I…I…Don’t—”

			“We’re in the studio!”

			Seemingly exasperated, the woman stepped scowling from the frame. She reached into the apron pouch and Emily braced herself, raised both hands to block whatever must be coming her way.

			But the woman just tore the top off a pack of gum, impatiently pulled out a stick, unwrapped it, and jammed it into her mouth.

			Chewing, she stood just to the side of the picture. Emily noted for the second time the difference in her when she wasn’t looking through the frame. How it felt like Emily meant less to her from this perspective.

			The woman chewed. Big, chomping chews like a donkey, her whole face chewing. Her lips parted and smacked back together and her teeth showed, and Emily thought of Jack’s big teeth, Jack’s adorable donkey teeth, and how badly she wanted to see them right now, how badly she wanted him to bust through the room’s door and bite into this chomping, chewing monster of a woman.

			“You are the subject,” the woman said. Emily saw saliva at the corners of her mouth. “I’m the queen.” Then, “Not of England, obviously. But of this piece.”

			She stared a long while and finally turned her back, as if having decided not to do something, something Emily hadn’t known she might do.

			Then she slipped into the darkness again and Emily heard the door open and tried to get a good glimpse of the hall but didn’t. Again.

			Emily looked to the mauve wall to her right.

			A plank of wood.

			Hiding a window?

			Hiding another door?

			She gathered herself, her courage, then waited. What if the woman was only going up the hall to use the bathroom? What if she was right outside the door? How long did Emily have to examine the wall? How could she know when she’d have more time?

			She listened. For anything. A TV would be nice. A radio. A shower. Anything to indicate time spent. But there was nothing.

			Nothing.

			Just Emily on a bed.

			And a dead man beneath it.

			She swung her legs to the side of the big, soft blankets and sat up just as the doorknob turned and so she fell quickly to her back again but didn’t have enough time to pull her legs back and so she froze that way and the woman stepped forth from the dark side of the room, stepped up to the picture frame, squinted, and said,

			“That’s good. Just so. A loveless girl, sleeping sort of sideways…doesn’t even know how to use the bed…doesn’t know love or inspiration…certainly doesn’t know how the painting ends…”

			“Do paintings end?” Emily asked.

			The woman didn’t respond. But the man up the hall yelled. And when he did, the woman nodded. As if somehow the man had answered the question for her.
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			Jack didn’t spend much time by the water. Wasn’t the same spectacle without Emily at his side. He figured this meant he loved her. He figured a lot of things meant he loved her. The fact he wanted to make her laugh, all the time, for starters. The fact he felt a little less motivated when she wasn’t near was another. They’d only been dating six months but at the same time, six months was a long time. It felt like the two had actually spent their lives leading up to their meeting six months ago, as if all else was the prologue, childhood, fumbling about in school, all that, and now they were living the novel. Yeah, a living novel. And the best was that the last six months felt as long as all the years that had passed before then. Combined. Being with Emily had a way of slowing down time. In a good way. A great way. Did he need to look any further than to the eagerness he felt about getting that pregnancy test today, did he need to dig any deeper to know what sort of love this love loved?

			The beach was mostly empty. An older couple stood a ways up to Jack’s right, a man in dark sunglasses many yards to the left. A dog played in the water near the man. No sign of Emily and that made Jack feel weird, if only because now there were three places he knew she wasn’t (the hotel room, the car, the beach), but he still didn’t know which place she was.

			He suddenly wondered if it had been a bad idea, grabbing both phones.

			“The drugstore, doofus,” he said. He even slapped his forehead like he was a human cartoon and he felt a wave of the weird sickness he’d woken up with and he remembered the bright-green awning of McMac’s and thought:

			Did we end up going there?

			He had no memory of the place at all. He assumed they went and had fun and then headed back to the hotel. He’d blacked out before then and they had been doing shots, easy as Butter Crowns might be. He didn’t like blacking out. Who did? It got him uneasy, especially when people told him he was just as funny when he was unconscious as when he wasn’t. Made him feel like his personality didn’t even need him. Which was weird as hell. But hey, at least he wasn’t a mean drinker.

			He climbed back up the reasonable incline of sand and grass and when he got to the concrete again, he started moving faster. Because vacation or not, six months or not, it just wasn’t like Emily not to be around, to vanish like this, and he couldn’t remember how the night had ended, and if you added those two things together, well…

			It was actually kinda scary.

			He trotted to the car, hurried into the hotel room again, gave it a once-over, considered leaving Emily’s phone, did (in case she returned when he wasn’t here), left, got in the car, and headed for town. Only a couple blocks away (everything about Wainscott was a couple blocks away, it seemed), he felt like she couldn’t be that far. He even started smiling, as the eerie sickness he had upon waking was starting to fade now. He smiled because he’d surely see Emily walking the sidewalks with a plastic bag in hand and he’d pull up and roll the window down and start shouting out kid names to her. Yeah, that was a good idea. Just pull up and say, John, Quinn, Rosa, Danielle…and Emily would smile and get in the car, and they’d head back to the hotel and she’d pee on the little test and, holy shit, maybe they’d be parents-to-be. And that was just fine. Yes, that was just fine. Planned or not…they were good people. Smart people. And it would be a baby born of love.

			Only he didn’t see Emily walking the sidewalks and so he didn’t have a chance to shout out those baby names. He sped a little (25 mph in these little towns, had to remember that) to get to the drugstore and he found a spot easily out front, parked the car, and was out before it was entirely off.

			She’d be inside, of course. In an aisle. The aisle. She’d have sand on her shoes and if he timed it right, he could pause at the head of the aisle and just kinda watch her picking out the test. He didn’t know why, but he thought this would make one serious memory down the road. Something he could tell John, or Quinn, or Rosa, or Danielle…

			The bell dinged above him, and he nodded to the man behind the counter. This place wasn’t big enough for signs above the aisles and he didn’t wanna yell out Where are the baby tests? because he didn’t want Emily to hear him. He wanted this to be a real moment. And so he looked down each aisle he passed, with half a mind to note what was on the shelves and the other half on the potential (the probability) of seeing her. But when he reached the last aisle and hadn’t seen her, he turned around and checked the whole place all over again. Then once more, walking this time from the other end of the store.

			“Help you, sir?”

			The man behind the counter had been watching him.

			“Looking for my lady friend,” Jack said. He thought it sounded funny, but the man didn’t smile. “About yay high, dark hair. Might’ve looked a little determined. Might’ve bought a pregnancy test?”

			The man’s expression didn’t change. Jack found that interesting. He only shook his head no and said,

			“No dark-haired lady has been in all day.”

			“How about a not-so-dark-haired lady? Any lady at all?”

			“Nope. Not today.”

			Jack’s smile fell slowly. Hmmm. Not at the hotel. Not in the car. Not at the water. Not here.

			“Is there anyplace else to buy a pregnancy test here in Wainscott?” Jack asked.

			“ ’Course there is,” the man said. “Planned Parenthood right up the road.”

			“Really? There’s one of those here?”

			“What do you think this is, Chaps?”

			Jack smiled. “Thanks. And wish me luck. I may be a father within minutes.”

			But the man didn’t say you’re welcome, and the man didn’t wish him any luck either.

			Jack exited and paused on the sidewalk. He looked up and down the street. Then he looked to his phone.

			No new texts.

			Okay. This calmed him a little. What kind of emergency could there be if nobody was texting about it?

			He called Emily then. But even as the phone rang, he imagined the sound unheard in the hotel room.

			She didn’t answer.

			And so he headed back toward her car. Ready to search the whole town.
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			“Everything’s art,” the woman said. “God is art.” So, she was religious. “A big narrative painting in the sky that we all did together.” So maybe not. “We all make a picture. Some are pretty and some are mean. Some look good to you and some look good to me. You were a painting before I took you here.” So, she took her here. Did she act alone? “Only, nobody had put a frame on you yet. That’s all. You looking back at me, I’m a picture to you too. Right? Exactly.” Her accent. So hard to gauge where she was from. Did it matter? Emily thought it might. “I suppose this room is framed.” Emily thought of the wood panel painted mauve. Were all the walls fake? Was this a little room set up in the middle of a warehouse? How far up the “hall” was Jack? “And this building is framed too.” Building, not house. Noted. “Every home is a frame, right?” Or maybe not. “Every doorway you step through is a painting for a second, only nobody’s told you to stay still as you passed through it and so you’ve been kinda missing out on thousands of paintings a day because you’re in such a big hurry to get wherever you’re going.” A stop-and-smell-the-roses woman. Okay. “The first painting I ever noticed was macabre, just as macabre as this one. I was just a little baby and I was looking up out of my crib and my whole world was framed and my mother stuck her head over the side, into the frame, and she had wild eyes and drool around her lips and she was laughing at something somebody else had said and she fell forward so her face broke the plane of the picture and I still dream of her wild-eyed face coming at me like that, leaping from the canvas. You gotta capture those moments. Do you do that? Did you capture Jack’s big smile when he was looking out at the water? Or his own wild eyes when he was running up the sidewalk ahead of you? He was framed then, just as you are now. Just so. He was framed by the storefronts on one side, the street on the other, the horizon up top. You know. If you stop your mind and think about it, you’ll see just what I mean. All a bunch of paintings and all sold straightaway. Only an artist pauses to paint them. You know? An artist says hey, let’s stop for a second and capture this.”

			“Is Jack alive?”

			Anything resembling philosophy drained from the woman’s face.

			“Jack makes a perfect picture, even right now, even so.”

			“You gotta tell me. I can’t stay here another minute without knowing.”

			“He’s alive. He’s a living painting. Just as you are.”

			“So, he’s in a room in a different bed?”

			“You think I’d make the same painting twice?”

			Emily tried to think fast. “People do series. What’s your name?”

			“There’s no such thing as a ‘series.’ Ted Gwynn taught me that. It’s all a bunch of different points of view, even if you think you’re painting the same thing over again, you’re forgetting that you’ve already done it, and because of that, you’ve changed. That means it’s a new point of view. Right?”

			“What’s your name? Tell me.”

			“Move your head a hair to the left, hon,” she said.

			“No.”

			“A hair to your left. Now go on. Move it.”

			“No. Not until you tell me your name.”

			“You really want me to come move it for you?”

			“I’m not doing it. Tell me—”

			The woman moved so fast it was like Emily had been talking to a snake. She was past the empty frame, hand out of her smock, the bamboo shoot held to her lips.

			“Hey, hey!” Emily shouted but it was too late.

			Thwump.

			“No, no…”

			But too late on that. Emily reached for the dart and could barely find it in the fabric. When she looked up again, the woman was back behind the frame.

			“Lean your head back to the left a bit,” she said. “Yeah, that’s it. Like you’re tired. Like you’ve been a million paintings your entire life only nobody has told you so and you’re worn out from all the pretty pictures you’ve made and all the not-so-pretty pictures you’ve made and you just need to rest now, that’s it, just so, lay your head back, yep, close your eyes if you wanna, yep, it adds, it adds, just so.”

			Emily fell under to the sound of the woman’s voice, like an acting coach, an art teacher. She thought maybe she recognized the accent finally. It wasn’t that she had been trying to figure out where the woman was from, but when.

			“Who knows,” the woman said. “At one point in time, we might’ve been in the same frame…we made a picture together…and maybe it was pretty and maybe it was not…”
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			The streets, small as they were, few as they were, felt a lot different during the day. Truth was, Jack hadn’t completely shaken the weirdness he’d woken up with, but his mind was on other things now. One thing: Emily. He first drove back to the hotel because she had to be there. But she wasn’t. So, he took her phone again, thinking maybe someone would call her, someone who might have answers. Then he drove back to the drugstore and kinda cruised, lurked in the car, circling the block a few times. Then he drove all the way from one end of town to the other, passing the bookstore, clothing store, the late-night coffee place they’d seen the night before, an art-supply store, the horse statue, Mellows, and all the places they’d already stepped foot inside of or had already seen, yes, but perhaps hadn’t given a closer look. He drummed on the steering wheel and kept nodding to an inner voice that told him all of this would make sense in about one second, that all it took was one sentence, really! Just one sentence to make heads of it all, and he’d likely slap his forehead again and say, Oh man, I totally forgot about that! What form that might take was still a mystery (of course), but it wouldn’t be a mystery once it was solved. Jack laughed at his own thinking. He smiled and even caught himself smiling in the rearview mirror and he thought the smile looked genuine and that was a good thing because sometimes when you caught yourself flashing a phony mood in a mirror it could really exacerbate the real mood.

			What was his real mood?

			“Emily!” Jack said, turning right again at what was once a movie theater but now looked like an extension of a Rite Aid. He’d already been in the Rite Aid. The guy in the old-school drugstore failed to mention it. Competition, maybe. Jack had already checked every aisle of the place three times. Talked to two people who worked there. Described Emily in glowing terms. Then tried to describe her again in real basic terms, wondering perhaps if the reason people didn’t recognize the woman he was describing was because he was in love with her, and they were not. Just one sentence was all he needed. Like always. Like any weird moment in life. Most of the time it took one sentence and all the confusion of a person’s world was cleared up. But man was it a big, freaky feeling, driving around this lake town, looking for Emily, asking everyone if they’d seen a woman come asking for a pregnancy test. It felt like she was…

			Missing.

			Here’s what worried him:

			Maybe these people, fine as they were, they just didn’t remember her. He’d described her the wrong way. And she did buy a test. But maybe she also bought something else, he didn’t know, gum or something. And they weren’t even thinking. They rung her up, said goodbye, turned to the next person. Meanwhile, Emily went and took the test in, Jack didn’t know, a diner bathroom. She wanted to be private with it. That made some sense. She didn’t wanna do it at the hotel. Wasn’t sure how she’d feel about either result. Right. That could be it. See? One sentence. Here:

			Emily is more worried about her being pregnant than you are.

			Which made a lot more than enough sense.

			He guessed she’d woken up feeling weirdly hungover too and walked to town (just a couple blocks), bought the test, used it somewhere, and…guess what?

			Pregnant.

			Yep. Had to be. And so, then she’d walked somewhere real private because now she wasn’t just unsure how she felt but she actually felt weird about it. And meanwhile, Jack here, Jack-ass, had acted all Mr. Fabulous about the possibility and by doing so had added pressure to her reaction!

			This was linear. This was something.

			He looked to the empty passenger seat. But not empty actually. A plastic bag there. From the old drugstore. Yep. A pregnancy test. Got it there instead of the Rite Aid for good luck. The original plan, after all. And if there were one thing Jack was trying to return to here, it was the original plan. So, yes, the test. Beside him. Riding passenger. Because he figured, what if, what if he had the story wrong and Emily wasn’t feeling weird at all and if he could just get that one sentence, that one slash of color that could add day or night to an entire seascape, could define the mood of an entire face in a painting…happy, unhappy, sedate, unconcerned, totally concerned…then all would be explained and he’d spend the rest of the day making fun of himself for being so scared.

			Wait. Was he scared?

			He made a turn on one of the smaller streets, barely big enough for two cars. Made a left at the police station. Saw the green awning ahead. Slowly pulled the car to the curb.

			McMac’s.

			It was time to start asking around places that weren’t the drugstores, Jack guessed. He didn’t like looking at the awning, that particular shade of green, as if, last night, it had been some diabolical representation of “GO,” like it had given the green light for something to happen that neither Jack nor Emily wanted to happen.

			It’s a dive bar, he told himself. In a Lake Michigan town.

			But Jack read books. Novels. Some that even took place in Samhattan and Chowder. It wasn’t a huge stretch to imagine something weird having happened in an upper-Michigan small town. A pool game gone wrong. A creep drinking in a back booth, made of eyes.

			Eyes.

			Jack felt his pulse giddyup a bit as he looked right, kinda slowly, as if not really wanting to look right, but knowing he ought to. He saw what might be the mouth of an alley but really was just an indentation in the bricks, framed by two small dumpsters, as if whoever placed the bricks had fallen asleep for a moment on this particular straight line and pretended he’d meant for it all to go this way.

			But he wasn’t thinking about that. He was thinking about eyes…and how, for who knew what reason, that space between the dumpsters felt like a place someone would be eyeing you from, a place where someone might be caught looking out at you, from the shadows in there, from the dark.

			It was the kind of place where someone might hide at night, if they were looking to sneak up on you.

			He put the car in park. He got out.

			He headed for the space between the dumpsters. That indentation in the bricks. Like a place someone might stand to avoid a sudden rainfall.

			He stopped to let a car pass, eyed the driver, a bearded man with a salmon shirt, no doubt heading for the water. Or for McMac’s.

			Jack would check McMac’s too. But first…

			This space between the dumpsters.

			Where he couldn’t shake the memory of eyes.

			It seemed a weird idea, searching the ground for a look someone gave you. But that’s what it felt like he was doing.

			Searching the concrete between the dumpsters as if the eyes he kept imagining had left their perspective behind.
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			Emily woke with another sluggish headache and squinted toward a yellow ceiling. Did the hotel room have a yellow ceiling? She wasn’t even close to thinking maybe it had been a dream, the plush bed with the woman on the other side of the empty picture frame, studying Emily and the bed and the nightstand like it was all hanging on the wall at C-Arts (Chaps Institute of the Arts) in front of a cute little bench for lovers to sit on and talk things over. No, she knew this was all real. Only, the ceiling had been pink, and now it was not, and so maybe, yeah, maybe that hotel room had a yellow ceiling, and the woman was done with her, and Emily had been dropped back off where she belonged.

			She tried to sit up, but it was hard. And man did it smell weird in here. Strong. Bright and strong.

			She brought her hands up and saw droplets of yellow on them and understood the yellow on her skin had fallen from the ceiling.

			Wet paint up there.

			And the smell of wet paint.

			Emily looked left, saw the mauve wall was now red. A bright red. The kind that could pass for blood with the right lighting.

			The room had been painted while she was unconscious. This told Emily a couple things. First, the woman did paint, if only walls. Not that this mattered. But then again, maybe it did. It also told her the woman had been near her, near enough to paint the ceiling above her; Emily hadn’t been moved. The speckles of yellow on her hands and the blankets told her as much.

			Had the woman stood above her, on the bed? And would she do this again? And what if Emily woke while that was happening?

			The woman would’ve been vulnerable. Hands occupied.

			Emily tried to eye what she was wearing, but it was hard to lift her head. So, she felt it instead. Felt the ruffles and straps of what she imagined was a prom dress.

			“Quit moving,” the woman said. “It’s been perfect for so long.”

			That voice again. And while Emily was groggy, it didn’t take her long to remember that she’d recognized something about it as she was going under.

			She had to get this woman to keep talking. Was it true that all artists were egocentric to a degree? To think their work worth making at all? Emily didn’t know. She didn’t think Jack would see it that way. He would say it’s a good thing to have confidence, to carry out your ideas, to find identity in accomplishment. They’d had talks like this before. Emily and Jack. Especially in that first month after meeting.

			Neither of them were artists, but Jack said he sometimes thought like one. And wouldn’t it be fun to be one? How lucky to have found a means of expression, through any medium, anything beyond conversations or posting online. They talked about how an artist could sneak their opinions into their work, whether by word or brushstroke. An artist didn’t have to speak directly, could Trojan horse themes, could pretend they were telling a story about a painter while telling a whole other story altogether.

			Emily had never had conversations with a guy about things like expression or the luck of the artist. In fact, at first, it made her feel weird. As if, by simply discussing these things, it meant she and Jack weren’t going to actually date. No, they’d be good friends. Just two people who had crossed paths and seen a potential future, but quickly realized it wasn’t right. Right?

			Jeez. Had she been that bereft of an intellectual relationship before Jack?

			Because it couldn’t be that she could just sit on a couch without a movie playing and just…talk about emotional expression with…Jack? Right?

			Turned out she was wrong, of course.

			The two made out that night, no, they made love, this even before saying the fabled words. This, too, struck her as weird. Even almost scary. Who had she become? Who was Jack bringing out in her and who was she bringing out in him? Later, still on the couch, Jack brought up the artistic mind again. He was very excited about it, analytical, and she was thrilled to discover this balance of goofball and philosopher in him; light and dark hues together. But anxiety remained. And, incredibly, mid-conversation, she was able to pinpoint what had been making her uneasy all night:

			It wasn’t that Jack was the first openly emotive man she’d fallen for. It was that the subject of art itself made her inherently uneasy. As if…

			As if she’d had some traumatic history with…

			With art.

			“New colors,” the woman said. “Ted Gwynn says that if you’re feeling wrong about it, go ahead and paint over the background. Isn’t that cool? We’re all so focused on what’s in front of us. He’s good.”

			Emily brought her chin to her chest and saw the woman standing at the edge of that dark swath, the shape of her again in the vacant frame. She held no brush, of course, no palette, of course, but also no flute-looking tube through which she might blow another dart.

			Emily started thinking about her parents. And the stories they once told freely (and later haltingly) about the time they went out and got a pregnancy test, how scared her mom was, how her dad said it wasn’t gonna happen, and how then it most certainly did. Emily instinctively touched her belly.

			Then she looked up again and saw the woman was looking through the frame, at Emily’s hands, down at the belly of whatever garish party dress she’d been sentenced to wear. There was a dead look in the woman’s eyes. Something much deeper than artistic framing. As if, the composition in hand, she was now closely examining what the subject was thinking.

			Or like she could read those thoughts.

			It scared Emily more than the idea of the dead man beneath the bed.

			“Guess you’ll never know,” the woman said.

			It didn’t matter how hard it had been for Emily to sit up before, she sat up now.

			“What did you say?”

			“Lie down.”

			“What did you just say? How much do you know about us?”

			“I said lie down.”

			“How long have you been following us? You’re obsessed with us. You’re a stalker.”

			“I said keep still, still life!”

			“You’re a fucking stalker and a lowlife and I don’t give a shit who you think you are, Jack and I are getting the fuck out of here.”

			The woman reached into her apron pouch, but Emily did something she wouldn’t have expected herself to do: While still too weak to swing her legs over the bed and charge the woman, she also didn’t raise her hands to shield her body. She didn’t lie back down.

			She didn’t flinch.

			The woman held the thing to her mouth long enough so that it looked like the head of it was part of her face.

			Emily stood her ground.

			And the woman lowered the thing at last.

			Emily didn’t move. Neither did the woman. And for one mad second, Emily felt like the two of them were…were…

			A painting.

			Tears welled in the woman’s eyes. As if beholding something she had striven so hard to see.

			“Just so,” she said, her voice choked with small sobs.

			Emily thought of the old phrase Stockholm syndrome, because the craziest part of the moment wasn’t necessarily that she’d felt part of a living still life, but that she’d almost felt it would be wrong to ruin it for the woman.

			“It’s perfect,” the woman said. “You’re perfect. Here. Alone. Without love. Loveless. And therefore, without inspiration. Look at you. Stoic. There is strength in your isolation. Here, framed, you can be no place else. Doing nothing else.”

			“Don’t you dare hurt me,” Emily said.

			The possibility of there being life in her belly was still in the air. Surely this woman wouldn’t—

			“I’ll be right back,” the woman said, wiping a tear away. “I’ve got to sign it. Be right back. I’ve got to sign it now.”

			But even before the door opened and closed again, Emily had decided to ruin it for the woman.

			Signing it had to mean it was done.

			And Emily wasn’t going to chance what form that signature would take.

		

	
		
			18

			Jack didn’t remember a single thing about this place, McMac’s. Not one. He remembered the old men and the jukebox at Mellows, he remembered how Emily felt a little out of place (and publicly drunk) at the coffee shop, he remembered the jokes on the sidewalk and he remembered the green awning from up the street, but he absolutely knew nothing of these golden stools and green lamps, the photographs of old Irish boxers, the beer signs that might’ve been fifty years old, or the blond woman who was perhaps twice that behind the dark wooden bar.

			He would’ve remembered the bells upon entering. The smell of the place (wood, lake water, fish, beer), the dim, strung-up lights behind the old blond woman, the tuxedo-like men’s shirt she wore. The place had a complete vibe to it. And Jack knew instinctively he’d never experienced it before.

			But still…he had to ask.

			“Hi there,” he said, smiling, stepping up to the bar that was surprisingly not empty. The fact the place was open was a mini miracle; the fact two men sat there drinking at that hour was wild. But what time was it? How long had he been searching now? “I was wondering if you could help me.”

			The men turned to get a look at the guy who likely meant trouble, coming here asking for help with something. And the bartender didn’t appear to be too much more excited at the prospect.

			“I might’ve been here last night?” Jack said. He laughed then, full teeth, full face, because it was funny, right? Sure, this woman had seen some real drinking, but it was funny not knowing for sure whether you had been in a place, right? “But I guess I need to know if I was for sure. I was with a woman. She’s my height, darker hair. She’s—”

			“You weren’t here last night,” the woman said.

			The men turned back to their drinks and Jack took a look down the length of the bar, to a small far-end hall, the kind of little alley that all Irish pubs had, the one that led to the restrooms.

			He thought of the dumpsters up the street: he hadn’t found evidence of anything remotely memorable.

			“Do you know that for sure?” Jack asked.

			“You weren’t here last night. I worked last night. And the night before. You weren’t here, and neither was any darker-haired woman. I’m sorry.”

			“No, no. It’s okay, it’s just…”

			He looked out the front glass. Was it tinted like some people tinted their car windows? Jack thought yeah it was. Hard to see up the road. But he could see enough. The two dumpsters. And the space between them.

			“You lost your phone or something?” the bartender asked him.

			“What? Oh, no.”

			“Well, we wouldn’t have your credit card, because you weren’t here.”

			“Okay,” Jack said. But his mind was spinning. Thinking of what else he could glean. “Okay,” he said again with more enthusiasm now. More charm too. “So, if you were here last night…which you were…was there any chance you saw…well, me and a woman up the street through the front glass?”

			The woman frowned. She looked to the glass.

			“Hon, I can barely see you right now. You expect I saw you passing by?”

			“Not passing by,” Jack said. “More like…up the street. That way.”

			He leaned toward her but pointed toward the window to give her a perspective, to kind of frame the picture for her.

			“I’m sorry, hon,” she said. “If it’s the police you need, you’re pointing right at the station. Maybe they can help you find what you’ve lost.”

			The words stung. And for the first time all morning, Jack really wondered if he had lost Emily. Had physically lost her.

			“You didn’t see me…or her? My height, dark hair, cool girl, smart and funny, we’d have been laughing up that way…walking…laughing…”

			But he wondered about that. If someone had seen them, might they have seen them worrying rather than laughing? Jack thought that was likely true. He had a distinct sense, no, almost a memory of that feeling, that fact.

			“Hon,” the woman said.

			Jack held up his hands in surrender. He smiled, full teeth.

			“I know. I get it. Thank you, though! I’m sure I just misplaced…my girlfriend.”

			He left McMac’s then and with his exit felt he’d stepped out of a monument of some sort. A piece of a fabled story. Like if a legend were ever written about Wainscott, it would certainly include this bar. If a painting were ever done, it’d feature the burning bright-green awning at the end of a thin street.

			Same street as the police station.

			He started up the street before remembering the car. Then he decided to leave it. He wanted to feel this street on foot again. And he was taking the woman’s advice. He was going to the police station. And what a fucked-up feeling that was. Had things come to that, this morning? Was Jack Whitney actually heading to the police station to report his girlfriend as…missing?

			No, please. That word was still way too strong. The police patrolled the town all the time, right? And so, when Emily stepped out this morning, well, someone had to have seen her.

			So, he walked, toward the station, starting to think in a way he didn’t want to think.

			And he did feel the street again. The haunted space between the dumpsters. An unfinished joke. Like a book without “The End.” Or a painting unsigned. That’s right. He tried to relive the picture he and Emily must’ve made, had someone by chance glanced out the tinted front glass of McMac’s or had a patrol car driven by at exactly the moment they’d been there.

			Only, it was impossible to feel exactly like he had last night. Right. As he paused for a beat, facing the two dumpsters, trying so hard to remember. As he looked down at the sidewalk as if that might play a part in remembering. And as he finally moved on, heading directly for the station.

			He couldn’t relive last night.

			Because last night was fun. And today was not.

			And because Emily was not by his side.
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			She counted to ten, intent on an even pace, then swung her legs toward the (now red) wall, found the dress was super constricting, felt a wave of deep nausea, told herself to be strong, pulled herself to the full edge of the mattress, nearly fell off, and somehow got angled so her head was leaning off the bed first, where she saw naked, pale toes jutting out from under the bed.

			She slapped a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t cry out. She didn’t cry out, she moved the rest of her body to meet up with her head until all of her was nearly rolling off the bed at once and she felt terrible nausea and came close to throwing up and fell, suddenly it seemed, off the end of the bed, onto her knees on the hard concrete ground but didn’t land on the toes (thank God) and didn’t pause to hear if the woman was coming back.

			It was time to go, time to go right now.

			She pulled herself up with the side of the bed and felt the dress kinda dig into her ribs and she stood, turned, and bolted to the now-red wall. This time she didn’t just press her hands to it, she smashed into it, punched it, tried to crack it, felt it give, tried to crack it again, bashed her shoulder into it, knew she made a lot of noise, didn’t care how much noise she made, didn’t listen for a doorknob or a howling man or a blow dart either.

			She bashed against the wall and (holy shit, hallelujah) the wood snapped. It was the sound of freedom to her, revenge, too, in its way, for this woman thought she could keep Emily in a fucking painted room in a fucking dress forever but oh how wrong she was. Emily was not going to stick around for the signing.

			She found where the wood cracked, about elbow-high, and bashed it with her fist, her elbow, her foot, even as the sluggishness started to wear off, the same way thirty minutes on an exercise bike can work out the hangover, yes, Emily was getting stronger by the second here, until the wood actually did crack apart (!) and Emily saw a little space there, a foot or so between this false wall and the real wall to this room, this warehouse, this home, wherever the hell she was. She kicked the open crack, and it splintered, and she didn’t care if one of those splinters got into her foot, her elbow, her fingers, it didn’t matter, not until she got the whole red wall down. Which she did. By Guernica, the hole kept getting bigger until the entire plank cracked with a thunderous crunk and still Emily didn’t look to the darkness, to the door, to anywhere but the real wall now being exposed, piecemeal, a concrete wall, so visible, stone and cold, and her bare hands tearing apart the remaining wood, knowing she was about to find a door, a window, a way out.

			It didn’t matter if a window was ten feet high up the wall, Emily would drag the bed, the dead body, stand on it all, kick the woman in the face, get out of this place, this room, this picture. She would crawl out the window and find the front door and then get Jack out of here too.

			But first, the police. Yep. The same station she and Jack had passed last night. Assuming, of course, she was anywhere near Wainscott still and if she wasn’t, well fine, she’d go back in and rescue Jack and pull him out with her bare hands in a party dress two sizes too small.

			The wall was down.

			And there was no door. And there was no window. And Emily didn’t slap a hand over her mouth as she cried out this time. It was more of a roar. The kind of sound she wanted the woman to hear, the kind of sound she hoped the woman would hear and hear for the rest of her life, Daniel in the Lions’ Den, barreling through her nightmares, if the woman lived one more day.

			But roar all she might, still no door.

			And so Emily turned to face the dark side of the room. Faced the empty frame. She started at a run, even as the dress held her and the drugs still did their due diligence. She crossed the space quickly, with a mind to crack the picture frame in half, to literally take it off the easel and snap the thing over her knee, then to use the wood as a stake and drive it straight into the woman’s heart if she dared show.

			Sign it? Oh, no, no, no, Miss van Gogh.

			Emily reached for the frame and saw something move out of the bottom of her eyes. A white whip, yes, snapping out from beneath the bed before fastening itself to her ankle.

			Emily dropped, hitting the concrete harder this time.

			And on the ground, she saw him.

			The man under the bed was not dead. He gripped her ankle like a handcuff.

			“Now, you can’t do that,” he said.

			The man

			beneath

			the bed

			said.

			Emily, wide-eyed, groaning, tried to pull her ankle free from the (not dead, NOT DEAD) man as he drew himself out from under the bed.

			She saw the top of his bald skull first and remembered him clearly from the streets with Jack, the old man holding a flute of his own, Jack cracking jokes about the funeral drummer. Jack had called him the Crypt Keeper.

			No, it was not a dead man beneath the bed. A living one, indeed. A (willing) living still life, madder (willing to play this part in a “painting”) than the woman herself, for having devoted himself, for having agreed to play the face looking out from under the ignorant, innocent, loveless woman’s bed.

			Emily tried to strike him with a fist, but it did no good. It glanced off his bony shoulder as he lifted her up by her leg. That iron grip was mirrored as he took her by the wrist with his other hand.

			“You gotta be still,” the man said. “You can’t leave the frame.”

			Emily opened her mouth to speak, but it was another woman’s voice which sounded.

			“Hold her still, Herb. I need to sign it.”

			Emily didn’t get a good look at the woman, a look she didn’t need to get. It also hardly registered that she’d gotten the man’s name now. Herb.

			It was the woman’s name she wanted. Needed.

			Then: something sharp, and Emily knew what it was before she started sinking, again, back into the deep, the iron hands still upon her, the bald man and the artist blocking her view of the ruined red wall…no escape, no escaping, Escaping Criticism, not here.

			“There,” the woman said. “Now, let’s clean the palette. Hold her still now. Clean the palette, Herb.”

			Emily sank.

			“She’s not leaving the frame now,” the man, Herb, said.

			Emily sank.

			Into the signing. Into the process of cleaning the palette.

			Into The Mysteries of the Horizon.

			She sank.

			And she had time to think:

			You remember all the names of all those paintings…yet you never give your opinion on one of them. What is it, Emily? What is it with art…and with you…

			What?
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			A nice place, the police station, as they often were in small towns or lake towns like this. Not that Jack had spent much time in police stations. In fact, the only time he had was when he was attending a party at Michigan State University and the cops showed up and the hired band all scattered and an officer said, Someone’s getting a ticket for this, and Jack, thinking it was funny and maybe also a little noble, volunteered. So they brought him into the station in East Lansing but he hadn’t actually done anything wrong and so it was all a silly little—

			“How can we help you?”

			It was a man Jack’s age. But with a mustache that didn’t make him look older, just kinda made him look like a man Jack’s age in a costume.

			“Hi,” Jack said. “I don’t really know exactly what to say other than I can’t find my girlfriend.”

			The man tried not to glance over his shoulder at a fellow officer at a desk behind him. That man was much older. The kind of officer who made you think the word sturdy.

			“Okay, well, tell me why you’re worried,” the younger officer said.

			“We were out last night, did a few shots at that place Mellows, then we stopped into that coffee-shop place, and then we were just outside this station”—he pointed to where he thought the side street was from where he stood—“and we were heading toward McMac’s and then…I woke up in the hotel and Emily wasn’t with me.”

			“Was she supposed to be with you?”

			“Well, yeah. We’re together. It’s totally unlike her to have just…gone off on her own.”

			“Okay, so…” The officer seemed to search for the words to say. “Are you reporting her as missing?”

			“Now, hang on, Jeff,” the older officer said. He got up from the desk and faced Jack. His name tag said Glasgow. “You’re telling us you drank too much and you haven’t seen your girlfriend this morning?”

			“Right. Except…I think maybe I’m just asking if anybody here saw something…happen.”

			“Like what?” Officer Glasgow eyed him the way people do when they’re suggesting the speaker hasn’t thought everything out yet.

			“Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” Jack said. “A fight maybe?”

			“Did you two fight?”

			“No, not us.”

			“Then with who? Did someone bother you?”

			“No. But I think maybe I saw someone eyeing us from the alley.”

			“Alley?”

			“The space between the dumpsters.”

			“That’s no alley.”

			“Still.”

			“Did you two fight last night? I mean, with words?”

			“No. In fact, she told me she thought she might be pregnant.”

			The two officers didn’t try to hide the fact they were glancing at each other. Glasgow smiled.

			“So, out on the town, your girlfriend told you she thought she was pregnant. And how did you respond?”

			“I was excited.”

			“Are you? Excited?”

			“Yeah. I think I am. I mean, it’s a big deal. But yes.”

			Jack was trying to stay loose, but he couldn’t shake the fact he was standing in a police station, asking after Emily. Sometimes you had to look at life like there’s a Point A and a Point B. And Point A had to be heading out for the night last night and Point B was Jack standing before these two men in blue and, man, that did not feel like a well-drawn line.

			“You think you are,” Glasgow echoed. “Maybe she didn’t think you were?”

			“No, it was good. Really. We were laughing. I honestly think whoever was here last night woulda heard us laughing. Were either of you two here?”

			Glasgow shook his head the way people do when they don’t feel it necessary to respond, but they do it anyway.

			“How long ago did you wake up?” the man asked.

			“Umm, a couple hours.”

			“So, you’ve looked everywhere in town and now you’re here, but not to report her missing, because that is a very serious word. You’re here to ask if we witnessed anything out on the side street last night.”

			“Yeah.” Then, a thought, a revelation: “Cameras! You must have cameras outside the station?”

			“We do, but not over there,” the younger officer said, and Glasgow eyed him like he’d just handed a prisoner a set of sterling-silver keys.

			“We don’t have cameras on Manse Street, no,” the older officer said. “Did you call her family?”

			“Her family?”

			“Sure. A possibly pregnant woman may want to speak with her family about matters. Stands to reason.” Then, after a sigh and a change of expression: “I think the fact a baby was on her mind last night makes some sense of the fact you haven’t seen her yet today. What I mean to say is, they’re certainly entwined.”

			Jack thought so too. But still…

			“Yeah,” he said. “Any way to check if whoever was here heard or saw something last night?”

			“Sure there is. But saw what?”

			“I don’t know. All I remember is walking toward McMac’s, and then…then I woke up, I guess.”

			“Plus someone maybe watching you from the dumpsters.”

			Jack didn’t know. “Yeah. Maybe.”

			Glasgow eyed him a second, then just enough of something inside him seemed to relent.

			“I’ll take down your number,” he said. “I’ll ask the crew from last night. If anyone saw or heard anything, I’ll let you know. You tried calling her, I’m assuming?”

			Jack lifted both phones.

			“Both were just sitting on the table in our hotel room when I woke up.”

			“Oh,” Glasgow said. “Then she was there.”

			“Well,” Jack said. Then he thought: That did make sense. But damn if it didn’t feel that way. “I really don’t know.”

			“How else would her phone have ended up in the room?”

			“I really hadn’t thought of it like that.”

			“Mm-hmm. Okay. Description?”

			“She’s about my height,” Jack said, writing his number down on a pad. “Dark hair. Almost black hair. Supersmart, funny, great woman.”

			“All right. I’ll keep an open ear for a supersmart, funny, great woman.”

			Jack slid his number across the front desk and stood still a moment.

			“What do I do in the meantime?”

			“I think you likely wait at the hotel. Call her folks. I’ve a feeling they’ve heard her voice today.”

			“But I have her phone.”

			The older officer paused just enough so that Jack’s worry elevated a notch.

			“Maybe she called them before leaving the room,” the man finally said.

			But Jack didn’t know. Emily didn’t have the worst relationship with her parents, but it wasn’t the best either. Cate and Westin Moore sounded like…thorny people. Or had become so. The way Emily put it. Would she call? He understood why the officer would suggest doing this. But something about it felt wrong. And besides, what if she hadn’t called them, and she was fine, and he found that out soon…Wouldn’t he be scaring them with a call? For no reason?

			But maybe that didn’t matter right now. Point A and Point B, after all.

			“Okay, thank you, guys,” he finally said.

			“My advice,” the younger officer said, “is to literally retrace your steps from last night. Might spark a memory those, um, shots momentarily took away.”

			Jack smiled. But it was tempered. His first half smile since arriving in Wainscott. It felt foreign upon his face.

			“Right,” he said. “Thanks. And when I find her, I’ll let you guys know.”

			“You do that,” Officer Glasgow said. “You do just that.”
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			New piece…

			Emily must’ve heard the phrase ten times before opening her eyes. The first half of those she’d been half-under still, the words coming like bubbles being blown down into the deep rather than rising to the surface. The latter half were much clearer and came like blow darts shot across a studio.

			“New piece.”

			Emily opened her eyes. She thought she found herself sitting up in the bed, propped up, her back to the headboard. Her back hurt. Her neck was stiff. It took her a full minute to understand she was no longer in the bed. She was sitting in a chair.

			“What…”

			She looked left…right…there was no longer any bed in this space. Was it the same space? No torn-down red wall either. The ceiling was neither pink nor yellow. A simple white now. So were the walls, the floor, the chair, the small table beside her, the basket full of fruit upon that table, the fruit itself white inside the white basket, and even the…

			The dead goose upon the table beside the bowl.

			She looked ahead and saw the woman peering back through the vacant frame. The frame Emily had been so close to smashing.

			Beyond the woman, more darkness. But the light was angled a little different now and Emily could make out gradations. It seemed to go a long way.

			“New piece,” the woman said.

			“Where are we?”

			“We are on the verge of a masterpiece,” the woman said.

			“Where’s Jack?”

			The woman shook her head no and Emily felt sick inside because a look like that must mean Jack was not okay, was no longer living. She made to stand up and saw movement to the right, saw it was the old man from under the bed. He wore what he’d been wearing the night Emily and Jack saw him.

			Was that last night? Two nights ago?

			He’d uncrossed his arms as she’d made to move, and he crossed them again when she stopped.

			“Jack’s in a painting all his own,” the woman said.

			“Just tell me if he’s alive,” Emily said.

			“Well, I don’t paint dead people. I’m not evil, you know.”

			The old man shook his head no. Nope. She’s not evil.

			Drug-sluggish or not, Emily remembered the connection she’d made somehow to the woman. The memory, anyway, of the voice. She started to sit up and a pain erupted on her right hip. It was a pain, she realized then, that had been present since she woke. A dull, wide pain, like a bruising, or no, like a…

			Like a burn.

			Emily looked down to her hip, but her legs were covered, of course, by the white pants the woman had put on her. The white of them didn’t match the white of the walls, which didn’t match the white of each other, which, of course, didn’t match the dead goose on the unmatching white table.

			“You’re tied to the chair,” the woman said. “Used a white belt. Once belonged to my daddy. Long time ago. He was an artist.”

			The old man, Herb, nodded. As if this information explained the genius of the current undertaking.

			“You tried to run before she could put her signature on it,” Herb said.

			Then, something interesting: the woman got angry with the man.

			“Well, don’t talk to the piece,” the woman said.

			Her signature…

			The pain in Emily’s hip wasn’t due to a belt, whatever color the belt might be. It was lower than her waist. And it throbbed, dull, yes, like a burn.

			Signature…

			Had the woman…branded her?

			Emily, coming to now, having risen up from the depths of the drug, felt a second sharp pain, this the spear tip of fear. Because while she’d thought the woman was angry with the man, she’d only been joking with him. And the man, who also thought he’d pissed her off, took a second before he started laughing. But then he did start laughing. Braying. Like a donkey. And the woman started braying too. And together they sounded so unfathomably childish, so preposterously silly, that it seemed like a bit. Performance art. And maybe that’s what this entire thing was. To them. A mean sort of performance in which they placed living people into inorganic scenes, so that no matter who woke within the false walls had to contend with the fact they were part of the show.

			Then: a thought.

			Even as the taller man and the suburban-looking woman laughed like a pair of donkeys, themselves framed from Emily’s point of view, so that they made a painting of its own, Emily thought of that voice, and knowing that voice, from a moment, a still life, in her past, yet now, here she had been given the missing piece, the thing she needed to make a final and real connection to that moment: the woman’s name.

			Her signature was only a hip away.

			The woman and the (not dead) man from under the bed kept laughing at the joke about talking to the painting.

			And Emily looked down to her hip. And to the pants that covered it. And to her arms that were tied back with that (off-) white belt, so that currently she couldn’t move, couldn’t reach down, couldn’t lower her pants, to see what that name said.

			But oh, how she wanted to.

			She knew this woman.

			“I need to pee,” she said.

			The woman stopped laughing almost on a dime, but the man carried on a few hiccups further.

			“What?” the woman said.

			“I have to pee,” Emily said.

			The woman shook her head no and the old man grew serious.

			“You peed while you were out,” the woman said. “I carried it out for you.”

			“Carried?”

			“Quiet,” the woman said.

			Emily was about to say the woman was wrong, but the truth was, she wasn’t. She didn’t have to pee. And the fear she’d felt as the drug wore off intensified, imagining this woman handling her in that way.

			“You make it sound like you have something in mind,” the woman said. “I can see you scheming. If anybody in the world can see a person scheming, it’s the person who painted them, painted the expression on their face.”

			Emily expected the pair of them to crack up again. But the old man just coughed once and the woman said to him, “I need a minute. Up the hall. I don’t feel…inspired.”

			“All right,” Herb said.

			“Are you going to see Jack?” Emily said. Then she yelled it. “Are you going to see Jack?”

			But the woman had left the room. She left Emily in white tied with white to a white chair. Emily had watched her go. Had seen her seemingly sink into the long slab of darkness beyond the frame.

			But Emily had seen more than that too. Even as she worried what inspiration the woman might be looking for up the hall with Jack. Because the man had watched the woman go too. And that meant his back was to Emily. And in his back pocket, Emily saw a knife.

			A pocketknife.

			And even as fantasies of cutting the belt swarmed her, she had the presence of mind to look away, seconds before the man turned toward her. Seconds before he took his place on the other side of the frame, the light hitting him at just the perfect angle to make him look like a skull set upon bony shoulders. The perfect image of an imposing warden.

			Pocketknife, Emily thought. In the pants of the lesser of these two people. Within reach, it felt.

			Pocketknife.
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			Jack didn’t go back to the hotel like the Wainscott Police had advised. He went instead to Mellows. And he turned the short drive there into a long one by circling the few main streets and side streets twice more before parking in front of the place that had seemed so welcoming, so downright cozy the night before. The truth was, the sun was still high up, and Emily could be just about anywhere. And she was contending with the idea she might be pregnant. Just saying.

			There was more than enough justification for her to be doing her own thing right now, whatever that might be. The fact she didn’t have her phone was starting to stand out like a flat tire, though.

			And it opened the doors to other odd theories for Jack. For example, maybe she had gone down to the water, got bored with the view, walked up the beach, twisted her ankle, or broke it, and was waiting for him or anybody, a mile away, unable to call. That’s right, whatever was happening here could be a confluence of a few different things. A possible pregnancy, plus forgetting your phone, plus rolling an ankle…presto. Gone for a few hours without word. But while this thinking (and similar theories) felt plausible, they worried Jack. Because they made him feel good. That’s right. The idea of Emily sidelined, a mile away, where the grass met the sand, made him feel good. Why? Well, because that would mean something worse hadn’t happened to her.

			Yes, as Jack parked in front of Mellows, as he got out of the car and headed for that door that didn’t look so cozy today, he realized he was starting to worry, just now, for the first time, that maybe something worse than rolling an ankle had befallen Emily.

			He entered the lakeside dive bar, still feeling a little beaten up from the night before. But here he paused, as the door came only half-closed, slowly, against his leg. He stood on the threshold of the place and thought to himself,

			This is more than a hangover.

			He wondered. What a weird thought. What was more than a hangover? He and Emily had drunk like wedding guests the night before, doing Butter Crown shots like people popped olives. They’d walked into a coffee shop, for crying out loud, like two sugar-soaked kids, set loose on the boulevard. No wonder he woke up feeling completely insane. No wonder.

			But…but…

			But Jack also had a few beliefs, and one of those was that when something felt right? It likely was. He wasn’t a cynical guy, he didn’t self-loathe, and he trusted/didn’t trust his concerns as much as someone could. But sometimes you either said something or heard something or read something that just felt right.

			And this hangover?

			This felt wrong.

			It was just starting to ebb, the world coming into focus. Truth was, it felt more like he was emerging from a drug bubble than a night of drinking. It felt more like—

			“You in or out, kid?”

			The bartender was not the same guy from last night. A much older guy. A big man with a big black beard.

			“Oh, right,” Jack said. “In. I’m in.”

			“What’ll it be?”

			And suddenly Jack wanted one. Whatever one it was.

			“I was hoping to ask some questions,” he said instead.

			“You a detective?”

			Jack laughed. Because it was a funny thing to be asked. And because the fear he felt hadn’t quite filled his pitcher yet. There was yet a sliver of foam for a joke.

			“I was here last night with my girlfriend,” Jack said. “And we drank a lot. And…honestly…I don’t know where she is. How about that?”

			Ooh boy, did this feel weird to say.

			“A lot of what?” the man asked.

			Jack noticed now there was nobody else in the place.

			“Rum and pineapple. Shots of Butter Crown,” Jack said. “I think Emily had tequila too.”

			“Emily?” the man said.

			“Yeah. I already went to the police station, but—”

			“You call her folks?”

			The police had told him to do the same thing. And Jack felt the same stab of uncertainty he’d felt in the station. While dating someone for six months was a long time, while it was definitely beyond the landmark of referring to each other as boyfriend and girlfriend, you still weren’t quite in with the family.

			Well, maybe that was putting it the wrong way. Jack simply hadn’t met them yet. There was that. And it bothered him, a little bit. Only because he believed he’d impress them. How could he not? The way he felt about their daughter. Yet, the way their daughter talked about them, you never knew. Emily described a once-happy couple, deeply involved, that drifted into the oft-crowded country of the irreconcilable. The people she described were cold, practical, conservative. Jack had seen some photos of the two, both with new partners, and he thought they looked stylish in an old-school way. Scarves and sports jackets. Slacks instead of jeans. Still, how could any parent not want their daughter to be revered? Maybe the thing between Emily and Jack could spark a little reconciliation into her parents. If only in both wanting to see her happy.

			“Haven’t yet,” he answered the big bartender.

			Should he call them? He had Emily’s phone. Would it scare the crap out of them? Would they have an answer? And what was stopping him from doing it? Maybe it was the fact he didn’t feel like he’d exhausted his search. Maybe it was the fact he didn’t imagine meeting them for the first time by telling them he’d lost their daughter.

			Or maybe it was because Emily seemed to freeze over whenever he brought them up. And maybe on a day like this, of all days, when they were supposed to go get a pregnancy test together…maybe that would put a dent into what should be a landmark moment for them both.

			If everything turned out to be fine…would it make her mad that he’d called them?

			“You went to the police before calling her folks?” The bartender made a whistling sound.

			“Did anybody mention us to you?”

			“What do you mean? What would they say?”

			“Well, I don’t know. Maybe we were more drunk than we realized. Maybe if I heard someone else say that, it would make a little more sense to me.”

			The old bartender put his elbows on the bar. “You okay, kid?”

			“I don’t know,” Jack said.

			He felt afraid then. As if this dive bar were a door to a big, open space, a black hallway he and Emily had walked without knowing where it led.

			“People will suggest hair of the dog,” the man said, “but I’ve never gone for that. Oh, it’s good for business. But sometimes it’s best to let the whole thing wash away before starting all over again.”

			“An older man,” Jack suddenly said. He snapped his fingers as he remembered him. The Crypt Keeper. Yeah, the old guy he’d seen here at Mellows, the one Emily saw out on the street. Right? “Yes. An old man was here. Carried a flute?”

			The bartender made that whistle sound again. But he said, “Old and…lonely-looking?”

			“Yeah!”

			Jack felt something stir inside. Something growing.

			“Was he sitting alone with a drink, right…there?”

			He pointed to the very table the man had occupied.

			“Yep.”

			“Well, aside from the flute, you just described everybody who walks through that door. I imagine you and your girlfriend stood out.”

			On a different day, Jack would’ve laughed.

			“He was a little…artsy,” Jack said.

			Why had he said this? It’s not like the old man had been carrying a palette around town. It’s not like the man’s suit jacket was covered in paint. Jack wouldn’t know an artist from an accountant. Yet, there had been something about the man. The way he walked. Slinky-like. Jack wasn’t a huge reader, but back at Michigan State he had a roommate who read William Burroughs. The old guy didn’t look that brooding, but still…something about him. The air of an artistic outlaw.

			He remembered a conversation he and Emily had a long time ago. About the mind of the artist. He also remembered her feeling weird, talking about it. Right now it felt like that mattered. But everything did.

			“Artsy,” the bartender said. He rose upright again and nodded. “Could be Herb.”

			“Herb,” Jack repeated.

			“Herb Helmsman. Tall, lean. Bald.”

			“Yes!”

			Jack saw him again in his head, moseying up the street like a sketch come to life.

			“I have no idea what Herb would have to do with you and your girlfriend,” the bartender said. “But if it helps, it helps.”

			Jack liked that the man wasn’t worried he’d given the guy’s name. Made the whole exchange feel less piqued. It was going to be okay, for crying out loud.

			“We saw him two or three times last night, is the thing,” Jack said. “I don’t know. Our paths kept crossing. Maybe he saw her again later. Or this morning. Maybe he saw Emily go one way, me another.”

			“I’ll tell you this much,” the bartender said. “Herb wouldn’t hurt a fly. He wouldn’t have the nerve.”

			“Oh, I wasn’t thinking he did something.”

			They held a glance then. Jack couldn’t tell if the guy was saying, But weren’t you?

			Jack thanked the man, exited Mellows, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. But rather than going straight to Emily’s car, he stood there, just stood still, and decided he would do just that, stand still, for a few minutes here. Maybe he was moving around too much. Emily didn’t have her phone. Couldn’t it be that Emily was going to the hotel when Jack was not, and when Jack went to the hotel, Emily was not? Yes, this could all be a big funny bit. Two people, constantly just missing each other. Jack one way, Emily the other, Jack Emily’s way, then Emily Jack’s.

			It felt like a whole day had passed. But it hadn’t. It was only late afternoon.

			What time should he really start worrying?

			Either way, he didn’t want to think of it in those terms. He wasn’t going to worry anymore because he was going to stay put. And Emily was going to come traipsing or stumbling up the street and they’d hug and talk and eventually laugh and he’d show her the test he bought, and she’d say she got one too and they’d hug and talk and laugh and laugh and cry about it all again.

			Yep.

			Jack would just stand here a minute.

			And in the meantime, he’d call her parents. Not because he was worried. Nope. But because…well, who knew why. Maybe he could phrase it all in a harmless way. Right. Tell them he had her phone. She’d left it at the hotel. Wondered where she was in town. Yeah. That wasn’t an alarming phone call. That was normal human behavior.

			He turned her phone on, scrolled through the numbers and realized, after going through the entire list of contacts, that he hadn’t been looking for Mom or Dad.

			Jack had been searching for Herb Helmsman.

			As if the old man had moseyed his way into Emily’s phone. With a flute.

			He thought of that space between the dumpsters. The man lurking about town…

			Wouldn’t hurt a fly…

			But the flies were bigger out by the lake. And Jack felt suddenly small.

			Yes, Jack realized that this plan to stay put felt more like a non-plan.

			Our paths kept crossing…

			Okay, right or wrong, weird or not, it was time to call Cate and Westin Moore.

			Time to meet the family.
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			The old man Herb was gone. It was just the woman standing behind the vacant frame, eyeing Emily for long periods of time without blinking. Yes, the lighting had been changed somehow since Emily had been on the bed, and while it made the old man look like a skull, it gave the woman a horrid chalky look, as if she herself were a drawing, or a molding, or a poorly carved statue made of clay of a nauseating color. She looked a little sick, Emily thought. Like she’d been blowing the darts the wrong direction. But just when it felt like the woman had to have seen enough for the moment, she adjusted her stance, brought one foot back a little, put the other forward, and held her gaze all over again. Emily thought of how she and Jack had seen this woman on the beach. If only they’d rushed her then. Cracked the frame apart. Splintered her heart with its pieces.

			Jack…

			“You don’t look right,” the woman said. The first words she’d spoken in a long time.

			Emily had stopped seeing her as a person. Started thinking of her as an obstacle, a thing she had to get around to escape. As if the woman were a locked door herself.

			And Emily didn’t answer either. She’d started thinking: Let the woman make her own mistakes. It simply had to happen eventually. There was no strategy in this room. No order. This was no impenetrable fortress Emily and Jack could not find their way out of. This was the simple holding cell of one woman and one old man.

			But Herb’s devotion added quite a bit.

			“I need to fix you,” the woman said.

			Talking to a painting. Ha-ha. Donkey laugh.

			But Emily was thinking about art. About the fact she had never been drawn to the arts in any meaningful way. And how her relationship with art had always been weirdly complex. Like how quickly she dismissed it. And like the time she was at C-ART with Megan Richards and had opened her mouth to say what she’d seen in the painting they stood before (it was called Clowns, an abstract piece), then quickly closed it out of embarrassment. She’d turned red anyway, despite not expressing herself. And the whole experience had her feeling off the rest of the visit.

			She had friends in Chaps who’d started a band. They were great. And it was fun to see them play. But if you’d asked her what she thought about the music, she would’ve grown anxious. As if answering a question like that was somehow shameful. The truth of it was: Emily had never seen herself as that kind of person. Not only unqualified but not built that way.

			It was curious. And Emily took note of the fact that these thoughts and memories were returning…here.

			It wasn’t just the frame. Or the impossible painting.

			It was about the woman.

			Jack once told her he had a friend who had gone into design at Michigan State and Emily had gotten a little pissy about it. Why? It wasn’t like she didn’t like music, paintings, movies…she loved them. But the moment it became about her, and the possibility of her, and the possibility of a life like that…she wilted.

			And this? To be here of all places? Emily had passed the same art-supply store in Chaps a thousand times and never thought to step inside. No more than a sober woman would enter a bar at noon. It wasn’t the life she led. She had a vague memory of her mom once encouraging it, maybe, quietly, but never in a powerful way. Maybe more like how all moms do. And Dad seemed to get quiet when the subject came up. Why? Well, Mom and Dad had also nudged their only child toward law school, business school, and medical school too. Emily hadn’t taken any of those paths, but if there was one home particularly devoid of art on the block…it was theirs. Why?

			“It’s better if I mess it up a bit,” the woman said.

			Emily had been thinking so hard on the subject, she didn’t even register that the woman was beside her now, beside the white chair, reaching for Emily’s hair.

			And the surprise of it had Emily do something she hadn’t planned on doing at all.

			She bit the woman’s hand.

			The woman pulled back and her expression changed so severely that Emily momentarily saw another woman. There was no way this was the same face that had studied her through the frame.

			“I know you,” Emily said.

			The woman brought her hand back and…

			…and one time, in the bar Bride’s Dowry in Chaps, Emily saw a guy suddenly punch another guy square in the nose. From her vantage point it had erupted out of nowhere. The second guy twirled twice before falling flat to the floor. And she thought, What would that do to a face?

			She thought it again now.

			…the vision of the bleeding palm came toward her like the front end of a tractor, with the force of a truck in need of the emergency ramp. It slammed the left side of her face so that Emily’s head actually seemed to boomerang right then left, the world, the woman, the work, all a blur. Again Emily said:

			“I know you.”

			The woman was no longer a locked door.

			Now she was a memory.

			A painting.

			A still life, set here before Emily on an easel.

			And what did she think of the piece? Why not open her mouth and say so…why not tell Megan Richards what she saw?

			There’s fear in the woman’s eyes. Buried in the outrage. And it’s there for a reason. We’re supposed to see that. It tells us something about the woman…

			“You bit me,” the woman said.

			She held her palm. Whether from Emily’s bite or Emily’s face, Emily didn’t know.

			I know you…

			Emily thought again of getting out of the pants, of reading the name on her hip, as if this piece of knowledge (identification) would have any bearing, play any part in her getting out of the room.

			Would it?

			The woman must’ve seen something in the eyes of her subject.

			She backed up a step.

			Yes, Emily would do it again. She wanted to. Just come a little closer. Mess my hair up a little bit. Looks better that—

			The woman’s other hand vanished in the near distance and returned too fast against Emily’s right cheek this time.

			Emily thought of Megan Richards. Of Mom and Dad. Of Jack too. She thought of asking them all to stop talking about art. This is how art made her feel.

			The second blow stung more than the first. But Emily didn’t cry. She didn’t even cry out.

			“You’re no artist,” she said.

			The woman, still within slapping range, only stared.

			Did she know Emily knew her?

			Emily thought she did.

			Then, with a grunt many octaves lower than her speaking voice, the woman turned and hurried past the empty frame, into the long darkness before reaching the door.

			She was out as quickly as she slapped.

			Alone again, Emily immediately tested the white belt. She used any and all her strength. Her rage against the woman. Her worry for Jack.

			Her confusing relationship with art.

			It didn’t matter if the old man was somewhere in the darkness. It didn’t matter if the whole town was.

			Pictures at an Exhibition.

			Watch me, now.

			She struggled, finding reserve strength deep within herself. She spoke to the potential baby as if it could help.

			“There’s two of us. We can do this.”

			The belt held tight, but Emily pushed.

			And did the belt stretch a little? Did it?

			A moment of hope there.

			“We can do this!”

			But her momentum was slashed by a now-familiar sound.

			A mean sound up the hall.

			A man, crying out with pain.

			Emily, gathering her breath, her face red from the two strikes, paused long enough to listen. To really listen.

			Was it Jack?

			“Three of us,” she told the possibly nonexistent baby within. “We can do this.”

			And so, to the chorus of another painting she never felt comfortable discussing, to the memory (and the sound) of The Anguished Man, she tried.
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			Hours. That’s how long Jack paced the sidewalk outside and near Mellows. He tried to find light inside himself, good cheer, optimism. It wasn’t easy. Nor, he knew, should it have been. He checked Emily’s phone continuously. It was possible she had met up with someone else. Sure, why not. Not in an affair kind of way, but shit, he’d take that right now too. So long as she was okay. If the guy she’d met up with had texted her, not knowing she didn’t have her phone…great. If he sent the coordinates for an affair, great. Jack would head over there, peer through a window, see she was okay, and move on with his life. Truly. Nothing mattered except the fact she was okay. Emily had been missing a few hours now. Actually, he’d been awake closer to twice that. And the sweat he felt at the base of his neck wasn’t from the sun. It was horror.

			Yes, Jack wasn’t the type to freak out unnecessarily. Oh, he’d had his moments. Like when he and Emily were on the Ferris wheel at the Klein Street Art Fair in Chaps and he didn’t think anything of it until they were at the very top and then the thing stopped to let the people on the bottom off and a gust of wind blew and the metal squealed a bit and, yeah…he felt some heat in that moment too. This was more like if the wheel had been the size of the moon.

			He thought of the beach again.

			Theories…swirling. It was like the theories were doing battle now, axes up, crashing into one another, no single hypothesis any stronger or more skilled than another. It was a constant clanging of sword on shield within him, nobody getting anywhere at all.

			But the beach. Okay. She wakes up. Hungover. Very. She’s impatient to get the pregnancy test. Okay. She leaves the hotel room, heads down to the water. It’s hot out. She sits down to look at the water. To think things over. Finds a shady place. The sand is cool. The water is…meditative. She…Why, she falls asleep of course! Yes. This theory drew some blood. Cracked a shield or two.

			As he walked toward the car, he thought of the woman they’d seen up the beach. The one looking at the lake through the empty picture frame. That woman was exactly what Jack was talking about here. She’d found the water meditative too. No doubt about that. You didn’t just frame Lake Michigan without an idea to soothe your mind. Right? Right. He was at the car door, thinking of the woman with her hair pulled back, thinking of the way she’d stood before the frame, when…

			When he saw her now, in person, the very same woman, crossing the road a block ahead.

			Jack paused with a hand on the car door.

			If he’d described the old man as “artsy,” what would he say about this one?

			He opened the door.

			The woman sorta wobbled as she walked. As though she’d never fully figured out how to walk. From here it looked like she wore slippers, ballerina shoes, barely anything between her feet and the road. Her shirt and pants (and was that an apron?) were blown against her by a strong lake wind, and Jack felt a little weird suddenly, watching her, as if she were naked, the truth of her, detailed. She suddenly looked like a thief, a shroud making off in the night with a soul, despite the sun being high above them both.

			Jack got into the car. Through the windshield he saw the woman enter a storefront, quickly, the door swinging slowly to closed behind her.

			He checked Emily’s phone. No new texts. None on his own either. He called Emily’s mom.

			It rang. It rang. And he got the voice message and suddenly didn’t want to leave a message like this:

			Hi, Cate, it’s Jack! Emily’s boyfriend, Jack. You know. Ha-ha. We haven’t met yet, BUT…so, we’re out at Lake Michigan, Wainscott, I hear you’ve been here before…and, well, I can’t find Emily. Don’t worry! I realize that sounds bad. But…well, I don’t know where she is. It’s been hours now. We’re closer to evening than we are morning, know what I mean? And I just…well…I have her phone. Just wondering if maybe she got in touch with you somehow…just checking in. But please, don’t worry! I’m sure it’s all well and good. Goodbye. It was good to meet you…kind of!

			He ended the call without leaving a message.

			He started the car. Looked out the windshield.

			He turned the car off.

			He got out and started up the sidewalk. A vague sense of purposelessness coupled with a rudderless sense of purpose. They’d seen that woman on the beach, right? And the woman had obviously been on the beach before. Right? And might she not know the beach better than Jack or Emily ever would? Might she not know of a good place, a far walk to a serene place, a place a young woman might want to go…to think? Might she also not know of a dangerous place? A current or whatever it might be, a place Emily may have gone, wanting to be alone, not thinking of any of the dangers inherent in a giant body of water because, well, her mind was on something else?

			And hungover. Can’t forget that part. Who knew Emily’s state of mind when she woke up today?

			Well, the woman wouldn’t know that. And if Jack’s radar was working, the woman might be difficult to talk to about anything. Just something about her. Never mind that she stands on the beach looking through empty picture frames as if they were breathing paintings, it was the way she carried herself, the way she moved.

			Call it instinct.

			Still, up the sidewalk he went, with a mind to talk to this woman. Still feeling that heat at the base of his neck. Still feeling the horror of just wanting to know Emily was okay. Still feeling he was right not to leave a manic message for Emily’s mom. Still thinking about that old man, Herb. Still thinking about the hotel room and the beach and Mellows and the coffee shop and the police station and…

			He looked through the door the woman had entered.

			Ah. An art-supply store.

			Inside, through the glass, nice-looking stuff. Smooth wooden easels, boxes lined evenly on high shelves, their colors declared on their cardboard sides. Rows and rows of colors. Brushes and carrying cases. Drawing pads, canvases.

			Gloves and rope.

			Jack entered, heard the trill of a gentle bell, and saw drawings no doubt done by the hands of children papering the wall behind the cashier.

			While Chaps had its own art-supply store, no place in Wainscott quite exemplified “small lake town” like this very spot.

			The woman must’ve slipped down an aisle. Jack started looking. He wondered if maybe she was somewhere near the frames.

			A man about Jack’s age stood behind the register. Messy facial hair and a serious, ponderous expression. Jack would’ve made a joke to Emily about a missing beret, but he had no idea where Emily was, and jokes suddenly felt very small.

			“Need help?” the man asked.

			Jack had been peering up the nearest aisle, still unsure what he’d say to this woman when he found her.

			“I’m just…” Jack said.

			Did he hear the woman then? Had she stopped what she was doing at the sound of his voice? He stepped another aisle farther into the store, didn’t see her still.

			“Looking around, I guess,” Jack said.

			Whatever this was, it was a waste of time. He needed to either be on the phone, heading back to the hotel, walking the beach, or talking to the police again. But this…this was a dead end.

			He felt a wave then, something terrible, a feeling that, whatever was going on here, he, Jack Whitney, wasn’t the person for the job. He never tried to be the person he was, but just like anybody else, people had told him who he was over time. And when enough people tell you the same thing, you tend to believe them. Or at least you tend to believe the person they describe is the person you give off. So, yes, he took some pride when he was told he was an optimist, he was light, funny, goofy, a goofball, a dork, charming, or any of the other very kind words that had been tossed his way over the course of his life. Jack saw life as a gift. He was constantly unwrapping it.

			But here and now he worried, suddenly, deeply, that the person people described was not the type to solve what was currently happening. This was dark matter. Or could be dark matter. Jack was the sort of person to appear once the darkness dissipated. He was supposed to be the face you saw at the end of the tunnel.

			He felt in over his head. Way too deep.

			Still, he was here. As the dark feelings built like black clouds in the painting of a storm. And the woman…and the beach…

			She had seen Emily, right? Hadn’t she looked their way?

			Might she have seen Emily today?

			He walked the length of the nearest aisle, thinking maybe she was at an endcap, searching for what she’d come for. It was likely she lived here, the fact she was alone, the fact she carried an easel and a frame down to the water like someone who had either done that before or at least knew the very spot she wanted to…look at. Even the way she’d crossed the street in the middle, not at a crosswalk. All telltales of someone familiar with the place.

			At the end of the aisle, he looked left. No woman. Looked right. No woman. He heard her though, an aisle over, heard pieces of wood or brushes, the tools of the trade shuffled about; she was looking for something specific. He walked the short endcap and paused and peered down the length of the next aisle and—

			And he saw her. Just the back of her. Her hair in a ponytail, her movements as odd as the way she walked. Jack had an eerie sense then. It was as if the woman had looked over her shoulder, even though she hadn’t. It was like she had eyes at the back of her head, which she didn’t. Yet…in a way she did. The end of the ponytail, angled directly Jack’s way.

			The woman went up the aisle, making a turn back toward the register.

			“Is that going to be it?” the cashier asked her. Jack walked, speeding up now, feeling like maybe because he’d come into this store then he better do what he’d come here to do.

			When he reached the end of the aisle, he saw the woman standing at the register. She was reaching into the pouch of that apron thing. Likely for her money to pay for the…

			“You working on your requisite still life?” the man asked her.

			Jack approached slowly from behind. The woman’s body language showed she didn’t like the question that had been posed. Jack, having seen the woman with the empty frame on the beach wondered again what exactly she’d been doing.

			“De rigueur,” the cashier said. “For all artists.”

			He must’ve known her well enough. A local, for sure.

			Jack was close enough now to see the woman was buying a big box of markers.

			“Every color of the spectrum,” the man said.

			“I know what they are,” the woman said.

			And the rasp of her voice seemed to come from that Medusa ponytail still angled Jack’s way.

			She put money on the counter. She took hold of the box. She made to leave.

			“Wait,” the cashier said. “You get some change.”

			She was already at the door. Jack didn’t wait to think on it.

			He spoke quickly. “Excuse me,” Jack said. “Miss? I’m sorry but—”

			“I’m sure I can’t help you,” she said.

			And their eyes connected, and Jack felt cold.

			Then, the little trill of the bell again. And the woman was out of the shop, huddled, crossing the road before looking in either direction.

			Jack watched the door slowly close.

			“What can you do?” the cashier said, interrupting Jack’s sense of having gotten nothing from this visit. “It’s always a trip with that one. But hey…that’s Helen Bach for you.”
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			Emily’s face still burned from the dual slapping. Her hip still burned from whatever the woman did by “signing” the first “painting.” But neither of these factors worried her as much as the idea she was not alone in this room. The old man was still here. A man who was crazy enough to have spent all that time (how long?) beneath the bed, acting the part of the still man, all in the name of helping the woman with her “art.” A man dedicated to that was dangerous enough to do anything. And Emily, belted to a wooden chair in someone else’s idea of reality, needed to know he wasn’t going to come any closer.

			He’d been standing before the vacant frame for so long, she thought maybe he’d been asked to play still again. At one point he leaned forward, putting his head through the frame (Escaping Criticism, Emily remembered a lot of them), and as he did so, the light altered the features of his face again so that now his eyes looked huge and unblinking, his lips wide like the mouths of the fish in the lake she should be swimming in. Then the man arched his back, pulling his head from the frame. He leaned toward her again. As if working on perspective.

			But to what end? What did the man see, what would he report to the woman?

			Something even more…macabre?

			“You shouldn’t be in the frame,” Emily said.

			Because she didn’t know what else to say. Because she couldn’t call the police, call her parents, call Jack. And because she couldn’t do a thing but worry.

			The man appeared surprised to hear from her. As if Emily had snapped his stupor.

			“Ted Gwynn says you should feel like you can enter and exit the piece.”

			He was quoting the same critic the woman had. Emily wanted to kill Ted Gwynn.

			“Yeah, well, he’s a moron,” she said instead.

			Then it seemed she’d only blinked, and the man was beside her, on his knees. She heard a splash, then saw his hand coming toward her, cupping the color white in his hand.

			Emily tried to turn away. But how far could she go?

			“You need a little color,” the man said. “The rouge is wearing off.”

			The rouge of course being the way her skin must’ve reddened from the twin slaps across her face. Emily hadn’t been struck like that since she was a child. She hadn’t—

			Wait.

			She stopped resisting. She stopped trying to avoid the man’s greasy, wrinkled fingertips as he wiped the white paint pell-mell over the bridge of her nose and eyelids.

			Yes…oh my God. She had been struck that way when she was a child.

			For what?

			“This little color went to one cheek,” the man said. He smelled like a bar. Like the floor of a bar. “And this little color went south. And this little color went wee-wee-wee, right across the mouth!”

			Emily closed her eyes. The memory of the slap was vivid. The woman’s hand coming back, the thwap! The other hand vanishing, then the backhand: thwap!

			Her parents hadn’t hit her growing up. But maybe they had. Maybe once. One time. One slap. Or something like it. A moment. As a child. A strike across her face.

			Right?

			This felt like the wrong time to dig up old traumas.

			Eyes still closed, she felt tears coming. She didn’t want to let them go. If the man saw tears, he would try to fix the paint he’d just applied. Still, she couldn’t stop. No more than she could stop worry from galloping in her chest.

			“This little color went on the chin,” the man said. “And this little color went in…”

			He jammed a finger of white paint into her mouth and Emily tried to spit him out before deciding to bite him. But he was already standing beside her again by then.

			Was he mocking her? Was he jealous? What angle did Emily have on this man? How could she get him to unfasten the belt?

			“She’s not going to like you doing this,” she said.

			The man’s expression changed.

			Emily continued:

			“This is her painting. You just ruined it.”

			He looked confused and Emily thought, again, how eventually the people who were keeping her would make a mistake.

			“If you really believed in her,” Emily said, “you’d let her make her own decisions. She is not going to like this.”

			Then he laughed, a single donkey bray, and his fingers were on her face again, wiping the tears away just as she had feared.

			There was a howl from up the hall. Coupled with the man’s laughter, Emily felt she’d gone mad.

			Did Jack just get hurt? More hurt?

			The man’s fingers tightened on her face. He held her still as he brought his old eyes to within inches of her own.

			“She is working on a level never seen before,” he said. “No artist has ever done what she’s doing.” Then, a sentence that froze Emily’s bones: “You should’ve seen the last one.”

			“The last one,” she finally said. Fighting a stiffness in her neck. The pain in her hip. “Tell me about the last one. Maybe I’ll agree with you.”

			“Agree? That’s like asking the goose to agree with the last one!”

			More laughter. More of the bar-floor smell.

			“The last one was her best yet,” he said. And this was at least something. He was talking about it. What might he give away? If he could just give Emily a kernel of information. The smallest detail. Was there another person in the last one? And did they walk out of this place with the story to tell?

			Suddenly, foolishly, Emily believed she’d be returned to the hotel she and Jack had booked. Emily and Jack, waking side by side this time, recognizing the ceiling this time, the two of them turning to face each other, wide-eyed with the relief of having survived a tornado. They’d sit up and talk over each other and cry until they laughed and then laugh until they cried and then one of them would suggest calling the police and then both would realize they had no idea where they’d been, who the woman was, or any way of pointing anybody who could do anything in the right direction. And in this fantasy (the best part of this fantasy), Emily and Jack wouldn’t care.

			Let the woman not-paint her piece until she was dead, so long as the two of them never saw her again, never to hear “just so” again.

			But this was serious folly. Wouldn’t she be there? Every time they slept? Every time they dreamed? Every time they took to the car for a trip or went to downtown Chaps for any item, significant or not, from the drugstore?

			Wouldn’t her voice follow Emily and Jack into every—

			“What are you doing?”

			The woman was back.

			“What have you done?”

			Emily almost told her to stop. Incredibly, even now, Emily almost told the woman to leave the old man alone.

			But too late.

			The woman held the flute to her lips and blew, fired, and the thwump went straight into the old man’s throat.

			He cried out like an animal taken down in the woods, waving his hands impotently as Emily, her face covered in fresh white paint, her arms belted to the chair, could only watch.

			Even as he went under, he apologized. Even as he hit the studio floor, he pleaded with the woman for forgiveness.

			And Emily watched.

			She saw the power this woman had over this man.

			She saw, too, how little the woman cared for her devotee.

			And if she cared that little for him…

			The man was out now. The woman stood at the empty frame, blazing with rage. Her eyes were fixed on Emily’s face. Emily didn’t know what to do.

			Had the woman just killed him? Surely anything sharp going into your throat must kill you, right? Was he dead now, dead after all?

			The woman shoved the flute into the pouch and stepped through to join Emily on the other side of the frame.

			“All wrong,” she said. “All of it! Wrong!”

			Emily still couldn’t speak. She wanted to say, He needs help. Call a doctor. But nothing came out. Nothing would.

			The woman bent at the waist and grabbed the man by the head (by the head!) and dragged him closer to the table that held the dead goose. Then she hurried to the other side of the frame again. She studied. Hurriedly studied.

			She came toward Emily. She entered the frame.

			“This is my still life!” she shouted. And she took the old man by the head again and pulled and Emily thought she heard a snap as he was dragged closer to her feet; his arm touched her ankles.

			“My requisite still life!”

			She moved quickly back behind the frame and eyed the man. Eyed Emily. She growled. She growled.

			“I need water,” she said. “I need soap! Oh…the face!”

			She was looking at Emily, but she did not say your face. She’d said the face. And Emily believed her dream of waking with Jack moments ago would remain a fantasy forever.

			“De rigueur!” the woman said. “All artists have a still life!”

			Emily wanted to say, There are no people in a still life.

			But she didn’t. And how did she know this? Why did she remember this stuff?

			She looked down at the old man inert on the floor, and by the time she looked back to the frame, the door slammed shut again.

			Water and soap.

			And in the storm of this chaos, Emily asked herself again how she knew still-life paintings didn’t have people in them. How she’d remembered the names of so many paintings from C-ART. She even had preferences. Opinions. Critiques.

			For someone who was never drawn to the arts, it suddenly felt like a big thing to admit.

			But this seemingly unnecessary line of thought was interrupted by a thing much more pressing.

			A blotch grew on the back of the old man’s pants. And the way it spread, Emily understood it could only be blood.

			She followed the discoloration up the back of the man’s thigh, to the very thing she’d thought of as he was beside her, wiping white paint on her face.

			The pocketknife.

			Emily looked to the vacant frame. Looked to the well of darkness beyond it.

			She listened for any sound coming from anyplace else.

			But she couldn’t stop from looking down again.

			The knife.

			Within reach.

			“I knew you guys would fuck up,” she said.

			There was power in these words. Power she needed.

			Yes. The pocketknife was now within reach.

			But how long was her reach?
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			At the hotel, Jack felt sick with it. This was the room he’d woken up in, alone. This was the room where Emily was supposed to be. This was the space the two of them had seen online, booked, driven a hundred miles for, checked into, changed in, joked around in, flirted in, and headed out on the town from. This was the space where they were supposed to wake together, to complain about their matching headaches, to give individual summations of the night before, to remind each other what they’d said, even if nobody ever really wanted to hear what they’d said the night before.

			This was the room they were supposed to experience.

			Together.

			But now…still just Jack.

			He studied the hotel door for a sign of a break-in. But he knew there wasn’t one. No sign of a struggle on the bed except for the struggle he’d gone through waking up, feeling the way he’d felt. There was the table where both their phones had spent the night. And who put them there? It was unlike him to leave his phone across the room. Of course, he was drinking last night and so he could’ve tossed it before falling to the bed. In his shoes. Also unlike him. Or maybe Emily put their phones there after he’d fallen asleep, before she used the bathroom. Jack didn’t know. How could he know? But none of it was sitting right with him. If Emily was here, none of this would have to sit in any way at all. The phones on the table, who would’ve cared? But it was the way in which they’d been placed. Perfectly symmetrical to the edge of the wood, like the phones themselves were dating, had had a wild night, slept side by side, made a little picture of their own…as their owners should’ve done.

			It felt intentional, is how it felt.

			“Herb Helmsman,” he said, checking the bathroom again, knowing she wouldn’t be in there. Herb Helmsman was the name of the old guy they’d seen around town two or more times last night. Man, did Jack want to talk to that guy. Sure, he might be as off-putting as the lady in the art store, but he also might not. What he really might be was someone who knew what happened to Emily.

			Jack frowned, then caught himself in the mirror frowning and felt wrong about it, like he was giving up on something very important, like he was admitting defeat in a game he had to play. He wasn’t supposed to be frowning in this hotel room. He was supposed to be making Emily laugh. That’s what he did, what he did best. He was supposed to be talking about the lake being cold and how he and Emily were just gonna have to run right into it, no testing the water with their toes. That’s how today was supposed to go, that’s how this was supposed to be.

			Herb Helmsman.

			Jack went to the nightstand and opened the drawer and found it empty. He went to the dresser and opened three drawers, all empty. Then he saw what he’d been looking for was actually on the dresser itself.

			A Wainscott directory.

			Leave it to the lake towns to hold on to things like phone books. An old-school item in an old-school hotel.

			He didn’t even sit on the bed as he read, as if sitting might slow time down, might take time away, might feel akin to indifference while Emily was…

			Missing.

			Helmsman…

			Easy to find. Only one name like it in the directory. And following the obligatory ellipses, an address:

			21 Bogard Road.

			“Road” sounded remote. “Street” might’ve sounded like the man lived downtown or close to it. He had been walking the streets, after all, late at night, prowling with a flute…

			Jack didn’t spend time thinking about it. He plugged the address into his phone’s GPS and saw 21 Bogard Road was six and one-third miles away. Okay. He had to resist the pang that driving that distance would put him that far from where he was right now, the spot Emily should be. He had to tell himself that going out there meant looking for her, and looking for her was all he wanted to do.

			Had the man seen Emily this morning? Today? Had he seen her last night, after Jack’s memories went dark?

			“Turn right on Hamilton,” the GPS said. Jack nearly leapt at the voice. He hadn’t realized he’d hit the green button to start the route.

			But he was glad he did.

			It meant he was already doing it. Already out looking for her.

			“Emily!” he said.

			Then he looked in the mirror and tried to flash it a smile. But a real one just wouldn’t come. That was fine. Framed as he was in the glass, he felt the portrait of a wink would do.

			Then, out the door, back behind the wheel of the car, and he reversed out of the parking lot faster than he probably should’ve.

			Just over six miles to the old man’s house. All right.

			Jack would drive those miles. Find this man. Ask him what he knew.

			Still, in an uncharacteristic fold, he told himself it was unlikely he would get the information he wanted. Then, bothered by this attitude, he pulled the car to the side of the road, looked into the rearview mirror, and said, “Jack Whitney. You never know who knows who and who works with who and everybody in a small town knows each other.” Then, “Snap out of it!”

			And he thought, For Emily.

			Yes. Snap out of this doubt.

			Even if it existed. Even if it was there.

			Like that one painting Emily got weird about the night Jack showed her it online. The one he thought was so cool. Where the young man was exiting the frame. Something about criticism. Something about escape.

			She seemed shy about knowing its name.

			Okay. Be that painting. Snap out of this fucking doubt like that young man snapped out of that painting. That’s what mattered.

			For Emily.

			And for whatever might be growing inside her.
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			Water dripped not only from Emily’s nose but from her chin, neck, and shoulders, then pooled in the white fabric of her pants. It felt a bit like she’d wet herself, but no. The woman had hastily washed the paint off her face, a chaotic few minutes in which Emily got soap in her eyes and scratches from rough paper towels. The woman kept stepping back to the picture frame, to give the scene a look, then came lumbering back into the “painting” to wipe more of it away. And the woman did lumber. It was an odd thing to see, a smallish woman walking like this, like she was carrying a lot more weight than she let you see. Emily thought she’d seen someone walk that way before. In a show from when she was a kid maybe. A cartoon? Maybe. There was a drawing that moved around like this lady. The irony was not lost on Emily: here the woman called Emily living art, even as she exemplified the very thing.

			Still, Emily couldn’t place it…

			And she tried not to look down at the man on the ground. At the blotch that grew no larger on the back of his pants.

			She tried not to look at the knife.

			“Just saw Jack,” the woman said.

			It wasn’t just the fact she’d used his name again. It was the way she’d said it. Like it was a surprise even to herself. It implied she hadn’t seen him in…what…in a while? A couple real bad things crossed Emily’s mind: First, how long had she been here now? And second, did an entire day go by without Jack being attended to? Was he hurt up the hall? How did he use the bathroom? And was the painting he was stuck in anything like the one she was stuck in?

			What was under Jack’s bed?

			“Don’t you see him all the time?” Emily asked.

			For the first time, it felt like she’d really caught the woman off guard. Something in her expression shifted.

			“Yes,” the woman said. “But I don’t need to tell you every time I do. I just thought you might like to know…he’s doing…” She paused here. As though deciding whether to tell Emily how Jack was doing. Or maybe she was making it up? It was impossible to tell. “Fine.”

			Fine.

			Emily had to get out of this room. Fine wasn’t cutting it. Cutting anything. Time was up. Fine could mean dead. Fine could mean covered in his own insides. Fine by this woman’s standards could mean any terrible thing that’s ever been thought, uttered, or done.

			“I need you to show me Jack,” she said. Because this felt like a start. This felt like a thing that could lead where she needed to be. If she could see Jack, for one second, she could calm her nerves long enough to formulate a plan. As it stood? Jack’s safety was beginning to entirely occupy her mind. Like in the days when they first met, how they both lost weight with the courtship, not for working out but for being so piqued at having met. People say that love comes when you aren’t looking for it, but what she had with Jack really came when both were looking the other way.

			Emily had been going to work, coming home, making dinner, watching shows, sleeping, and repeating all this for a good five months before she met Jack in downtown Chaps. And to think, all along, this man she would love almost immediately upon meeting, this man had been walking the same streets she had, attending to the ritual of his own daily life at the same time.

			Emily had dated two different guys from Samhattan, and neither had the energy, the color, the spirit that thrilled her. Yet hadn’t Jack taught her what particular spirit she was looking for, by being that very thing? She couldn’t have predicted Jack any more than he could’ve her. That was the cool thing about real love: you couldn’t possibly name what you were looking for because you hadn’t ever seen it before. Because if you had—

			“No,” the woman said. “You must stay loveless. I’m too close to something great to start over.”

			Loveless…again. Why?

			“But you can snap a picture of him. I wanna see him. Show me the other painting you’re working on.”

			The light hit the woman’s eyes in a way that rendered them white stones, and Emily felt a deadness there that chilled.

			“Painting?” the woman said. “Other painting?”

			“Didn’t you say—”

			“I said I saw Jack today. And that’s all you need to know right now.”

			“No,” Emily said. There was a man at her feet. A man the woman had either put under or worse. The man Emily and Jack had seen walking the streets of late-night Wainscott like a pied piper. Only, he wasn’t that. He was the opposite. He either was or had been obsessed with this woman. He followed her. Enough to lie under the bed for hours (days?) as Emily played the role of “loveless ignorant” on the bed.

			“I can’t change your mood now,” the woman said. Classically convincing herself. “Here the subject asks for a change! Well, art talks back to all great artists. Ted Gwynn says so. Just so.”

			“I need to see Jack,” Emily said.

			The smell of this place, the dimensions, the feel. It was a far cry from being foreign to a hotel room you booked, but also similar. Someone else’s space. Emily had occupied other people’s spaces before, of course, everybody had. She thought of the neighbors she’d had growing up. A family of pack rats. The one time that Emily played with September Lyn-Ellen in the Lyn-Ellen home, she felt lost in a labyrinth. She could hear Mrs. Lyn-Ellen trucking between ceiling-high boxes of who-knew-what. September had wanted to play hide-and-seek. But it wasn’t until Emily was under a blanket in a hall full of blankets that she wholly understood this was someone else’s space.

			She had to think of this woman in those terms. Rather than the monster lurking the halls of the labyrinth…this woman was just a person. With her own space. She called it a studio. But in order to have a studio she had to have rented it from someone. Or bought. This wasn’t a home. This was a commercial building of some sort. How close were the neighboring buildings? How long before someone (a delivery person, a relative) walked through that same door at the far end of the dark?

			Hope.

			In the form of normalizing this space.

			In the form of a weapon, too, still within reach, if only Emily could reach out and touch it.

			“You said before that Ted Gwynn said to listen to your art,” Emily said.

			The woman shook her head, a frustrating smile on her face. Then, almost too suddenly, she went stoic and leaned closer to the frame.

			Emily thought of Medusa again. Only this time the Gorgon was stone.

			“Okay,” the woman said. “I’m not going to let this upset me. I’m going to allow the painting to talk back, to tell me what to do. So, okay…tell me what to do.”

			Emily thought fast.

			“Just a picture of Jack. Trust me. It’ll add so much depth. The woman in your painting will present an entirely new energy. She will remain loveless. Because seeing the man isn’t…being with the man. Use my phone if you don’t have one.”

			“Phone?” the woman said. She was standing on the other side of the empty frame, a sight Emily understood she’d never unsee, never get out of her head, even if she escaped this place and lived to be one hundred and three.

			“My phone. I had it on me when you took me.”

			“Took you.” Anger in the woman’s voice.

			“I’m not doing anything you want until I see Jack.”

			Had Emily broken through to her? With a modicum of artistic analysis? Is this why Emily had been thinking in these terms, trying to understand her complex relationship with art? Was it because, subconsciously, she’d known it was the only real pathway out of here?

			“Okay,” the woman said. “I’ll show you Jack. I’ll go get him right now.”

			Emily froze at the response.

			Really?

			She didn’t dare say another word. Not even thank you as the woman turned and entered that darkness again. Not even after the far door opened and closed.

			The woman said she was going to show her Jack.

			What did this mean? What had Emily set into motion? What had she done?

			But done didn’t matter as much as doing.

			She rocked the chair forward. Then back, then forward, then back, intentionally putting herself in danger. Because if she pulled off what she wanted to here, she would fall face-first, arms tied, to the floor.

			She rocked. And rocked. And then…

			Then the side of her face hit the concrete and her eyes were inches from the man’s fallen body. Inches from that pocketknife.

			For the man to be bleeding, the knife must be extended. Maybe it wasn’t a pocketknife after all. Maybe it was just a knife with a handle. Easier to grip…easier to use…

			The fall didn’t hurt. Or maybe the pain didn’t matter. She heard no noise from up the hall. The woman could return any second now with Jack. That door could open and Emily would have to pretend the chair broke, make up an excuse.

			But who cared about that now?

			For now she craned her neck just enough to gauge the distance, the necessary work. Then, using whatever strength she had, and all the motivation in the world, she inched toward it, with a mind to take that knife by the teeth.
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			Road was the right word after all. One mile out of the Wainscott town limits and Jack felt like he was in 1800s America. He had to make this fast. Holy shit, he hoped the guy was home. Find him, ask him if he knew anything about Emily, had he seen her last night, had he heard anything, anything that stood out at all. Jack needed something to go on. He kept reminding himself that one sentence could change it all. One piece of information. But the later the day got (and it was getting way too late in the day), the less any words could make sense of what had happened here. Emily was gone. Emily was missing. Something had happened to Emily.

			As if on cue, his phone rang. The Wainscott Police:

			“Hello?” Jack said. He was passing an open wheat field framed by a big fence. On a different day, Jack would’ve turned to Emily and made a joke about how quaint the void of open space made one feel. And that day should’ve been today.

			“Mr. Whitney? This is Officer Jeff Opal. The younger guy of the two you spoke with today.”

			The guy Jack’s age. With the mustache.

			“Oh! Did you find her?”

			Not even cows out here. Junk out in the fields. Way out.

			“Well, that answers the same question I had for you,” Opal said.

			“Ah. No. I’m…I’m freaking out here…”

			“I understand. My family has been in law enforcement since the days of the Old West. Long line of understanding why someone would feel the exact way you feel right now.” Then, “Did you call her family?”

			“Ah jeez. Well, yeah, but.”

			“But.”

			“I didn’t get her folks, and honestly I didn’t know what kind of message to leave. I haven’t even met them yet and…if I would’ve said how I feel…I think I would’ve scared the hell out of them.”

			“Okay, but you are scared right now. Doesn’t that count for anything? What I mean to say is, if they have answers, you could be doing yourself a big favor. Not to mention me too now.”

			“Ah man. She doesn’t talk to them really. They aren’t close. There aren’t any texts. Remember, I have her phone. But I’ll try again.”

			He would. But he believed it wouldn’t bring him any answers.

			“I understand,” Officer Opal said. “Where are you?”

			Where am I? I’m out of town, passing what looks like six filing cabinets set up around a fire pit. I’m in the middle of nowhere, Officer.

			“I’m still looking for her.”

			“Okay, where?”

			Why didn’t he want to tell the man? Was he worried he was doing something illegal? Was he worried it might look like he was playing a part in all this by not being in town? Would it look like he was fleeing?

			“Well, okay, well, I got the name of a man I know saw us a few times last night,” he finally said. “And I’m driving out to his house to ask if he saw her late last night. I don’t know what else to do.”

			A beat of silence. The sounds of administrative gears moving.

			“Sounds like you could’ve been a detective,” Opal said. “What’s his name?”

			Jack felt weird saying it. This man had nothing to do with it. Right?

			“Herb Helmsman.”

			Some silence again. What was the officer thinking? That Jack was nuts for doing this? Or—

			“I know Herb,” he said. “I’m not sure he’s going to help you any. He’s…well. I’ll just shut my mouth on that.” Then, before Jack could get too worried about what this meant, Opal said, “I just mean he’s not the brightest bulb. I’ve never known Herb to do anything wrong. Nothing serious.”

			Nothing serious.

			“Yeah, well,” Jack said, “I think I’m reporting her missing now.”

			“I understand. Why don’t you come on back to the station and we’ll file the report and get looking like we should.”

			This sounded like relief. Help. It almost made him cry; he hadn’t realized how much he needed help with what was going on here.

			“I wanna check the beach after this,” Jack said. “I went there first thing, but how can I know if I looked hard enough? It’s a long beach, Lake Michigan.”

			“Come on back and we’ll sort it out. We’ll search the beach with you.”

			“You don’t think this guy could’ve hurt her, do you?” Jack asked.

			Felt like a big question. Why was he asking if the old man hurt Emily? What was he starting to imagine?

			“Herb?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No, I don’t think so. But I’m really thinking you should come back to the station, and we’ll start this together.”

			“Okay,” Jack said. But he knew he didn’t quite mean it. He wondered, if it had been Emily on the other end of the line, would she have known he didn’t mean it? They’d been together six months. Six of the most exciting months of Jack’s life. Emily was everything to him. Yet, he had been called a people pleaser before. And what did that mean, if not telling people what they wanted to hear?

			“Good,” the officer said. “You can’t be that far if you haven’t reached Herb’s place yet. I’ll expect you in fifteen or so.”

			“Thank you, Officer Opal,” Jack said. And he meant it. Sincerely. But he also knew it would be a little longer than fifteen minutes.

			He’d arrived at the Bogard Road sign, after all.

			Opal hung up and Jack ended the call. GPS told him to make a right.

			Jack, stopped now without a stop sign at a country crossroads, looked right, saw endless weeds, lean-to shacks, junk visible in the distance. He looked left, back toward townish, and wished a little voice would tell him to go that way instead.

			Well, a little voice had. That was the voice of Officer Jeff Opal, who claimed to have had sheriffs in his past.

			Jack turned right.

			He couldn’t get the pied-piper man out of his head, the way the man raised his knees as he walked, the weird flute he carried. The flute unnerved Jack. As if the man were a wizard. Knew black magic. Some kind of street artist. A musician who had found enough contentedness in that thin piece of wood to carry it around like a child, enough music there so that he never let go. He carried it about Wainscott like the pied piper, yes, and here Jack was chasing after the tune like all the hapless kids in the stories. Suddenly, he recalled the funeral drummer, the joke that had made his face hurt, made Emily turn red with laughter. He imagined the old man presiding over that funeral, reciting erroneous facts about the dead, pointing to the drummer with the shapely, fine wood, cuing the joke.

			He saw the address ahead: 21 Bogard Road. Up on the left. Saw it just as GPS told him where to go. No neighbors within sight. No people on the dirt shoulders of this northwest Michigan road.

			Man, it was like a Wyeth painting out here.

			Jack pulled into a driveway without concrete. Two flattened paths of dead grass, leading to a home that really wasn’t any bigger than Jack’s own back in Chaps. Emily had a place of her own, but they didn’t spend nights without each other anymore. A place this size was big enough for love. And that meant something to them. But a place big enough for love was big enough for…anything.

			Jack put the car in park. He considered leaving it on. In the rearview mirror he saw a little car zip up Bogard, quick enough that it must’ve been coming up fast behind him. He hadn’t seen any other cars, not even the one that passed, and he wondered if the empty country played tricks on your vision. He thought he saw something like blond hair blowing out the driver’s side window. A head of hair behind the wheel. A face undefined, not yet painted.

			He turned off the car. He got out.

			There was a truck in the grass driveway, but Jack didn’t know much about cars, it could’ve been old, could’ve been new, could work, could not. Could mean Herb Helmsman was home, could mean he wasn’t. He had no idea. But the idea of not asking the man, just as he’d been denied asking the woman in the art store…it was more than he could currently stand.

			He didn’t think of Officer Opal as he climbed the three wooden steps to the front door because he didn’t think what he was doing was wrong. Somewhere in his head he imagined a Texan kicking open the door and shooting him for taking to his property, but this wasn’t Texas. Country or not, this was Michigan. And six miles from Wainscott had to be in the jurisdiction of…law. Right?

			The front porch creaked, but it wasn’t the most dilapidated place Jack Whitney had ever seen. Heck, he and Emily stayed at a place in Chowder that could’ve scared Vincent Price.

			Whoever this man Helmsman was, he was poor. Or maybe just not that well-off. What kind of man would Jack be to think any less of him? So what if he was old? So what if he carried around a stick? So what if he was well-off or not well-of? A man lived here who had seen Emily last night. That was good enough for Jack.

			He knocked on the front door.

			Something moved inside. A dog? Jack hoped not. Open-minded, mindful or not, he didn’t love the idea of a dog out here. It was one thing to say, hey, we’re all living human beings sharing this place called America, it was another to court the ire of a watchdog without neighbors with whom it was accustomed.

			Jack knocked again.

			No bark. But he definitely saw some movement inside.

			“Mr. Helmsman?” he called. A name he’d learned just hours ago. When he was a few hours less into the horror of not knowing where his girlfriend had gone. “My name is Jack Whitney! I just wanted to ask you a question and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

			What had Jack called the guy last night? Ah yeah. The Crypt Keeper. Sure didn’t feel like a funny joke right now.

			He took the steps back down to the grass. The police officer’s voice was starting to play over in his head. Come on back, come on back, why don’t you come on back…Yeah, maybe he should. But Jack was reaching that point of worry where you don’t make the best decisions. Or, at least, you make them quickly. And so he went to the side of the house and looked down its length to the backyard. No junk there, but a bunch of grass. At least from this angle. He walked the length, thinking maybe the sound he’d heard was the man out back. He just needed to know, man. And he was right here. And how would the drive back to town feel if he didn’t at least check?

			At the end of the house, out in the backyard, he saw something that made him pause. A vision that had him tilting his head the way dogs do when they hear a word they recognize.

			It was a bunch of pieces of wood, sure. But they were more than that. A lot more.

			Jack was looking at five or six used or broken picture frames. No paintings or pictures to call them home.

			It took him a minute to take a step toward them. On one hand, what was the big deal? The man was an artist. So what. The town had an art store. The old man carried a flute around with him. Artsy. Totally normal.

			But still…you didn’t have to be as enthusiastic as Jack Whitney to feel the wow of the coincidence of empty picture frames, given what Emily and Jack had seen on the beach the day before.

			Was that only one day ago?

			Jeez, it felt hot suddenly.

			He heard a car then. His first instinct was to run out to the grassy drive, to greet the man, to tell him, Hey, sorry I was in your backyard, I wasn’t snooping, I wasn’t noticing any eerie coincidence. I’m here because my girlfriend is missing. Yes. Have you seen her? You saw me with her last night. Did you see her alone after you saw her with me? Did you hear anything weird out there on the streets, the streets you walked with an odd gait, with a smooth flute in your wrinkled hands?

			But he didn’t head out front. Rather, he stepped farther into the backyard, closer to the picture frames. He didn’t know why, and if Emily had asked him, he would’ve said he was freaked out and wasn’t thinking. She would’ve laughed at him, and it would have felt good to feel endearing, to know someone thought your poor decisions were endearing.

			The car engine cut out and a few seconds later the front door swung open. No mistaking that sound, not even from the backyard.

			“Shit,” Jack said.

			Because now the man was in the house and Jack was just standing out here and it felt like his explanations were getting smaller and smaller. He looked to the back door. A screen door. He could see inside the house. A partially obscured view, the screen giving the rectangular image a grainy, old-school-photo look. And in the picture Jack saw…a cat. The sound he’d heard inside. An awesome-looking orange cat with big green eyes and a big fluffy tail, and Jack had time to think how he hoped he and Emily would get a cat when they moved in together, because they were definitely on that path, out of their heads in love but also practically in love, love practically, intelligently, mindful, noble, even, Jack would say, true. But this fantasy of a future was rent by the sight of something wedged unnaturally into the present. Though it didn’t quite feel like the present. Because of the way the screen door made a frame of sorts, an old photo, and so the woman he saw standing beyond the cat, her back flat to a wall in there, the blond hair he’d seen swirling out the small car window, the woman who had no doubt pulled up front and then helped herself inside, and the whites of her eyes, the eyes that shone as if whoever took this photo had left the flash on and her eyes were blazing in there, in the graininess, and Jack realized he’d taken this photo, he’d been the one who had stood here long enough to make a regular old living scene look like a two-dimensional vision.

			Or maybe it was just all the picture frames at his feet.

			“Hi,” Jack said, using his usual energetic tone of voice, smiling with his big smile, his eyes narrowing the way Emily called cute. “I came by to see Herb—”

			But the grainy woman in the picture was alive, of course, and she was moving now, toward the back door. And as she grew in detail, Jack had a horrible memory, a déjà vu too strong to ignore.

			That look he’d seen, the way she’d looked at him before stepping forward, the look of her in the near dark in the small home…it was just like the look he’d seen between the two dumpsters last night, walking the side street outside the police station, heading with Emily toward the shimmering Irish green of the McMac’s awning. Jack was positively stuck in this memory as the screen door popped open, as the woman said:

			“She asked for you…”

			As she lifted what looked like a flute of her own to her mouth.

			Jack said, “Wait. Who asked for me?” And he just had time to say, “It’s Helen, right?” when he felt a wasp sting his stomach. A fucking wasp. Probably nests of them in all these picture frames. Probably a thousand angry wasps, all as mean as this woman Helen suddenly seemed to be. And Jack felt another déjà vu, too strong to ignore, this one even more worrisome, even as it connected some dots that had felt out of reach just seconds earlier.

			He remembered well this feeling of falling. To his knees this time. Yes. He remembered this feeling of going under.

			Well, shit, he thought. He’d gone under the night before too, hadn’t he? It hadn’t been too many drinks after all.

			Fading, he heard feet clomping down the back steps. He heard her say: “Ted Gwynn says every great artist knows…you listen to your work of art. No matter what it asks for. You listen.”
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			Well, it had been a lot more than fifteen minutes. More like forty now. Jeff Opal had already let his fellow officers know the status: a woman named Emily Moore was officially listed as missing.

			Some people thought all lake towns were sleepy, but that wasn’t right. It might not have been Las Vegas out here in the Michigan dunes, but there was regularly a party afoot, no matter what you called it. The outsiders came to drink wine and take mushrooms and commune with nature. And the locals drank liquor and took mushrooms and stumbled home. Or that’s how it seemed anyway. Truth was, there had been a lot of people who hadn’t shown up where they were supposed to the next day in Wainscott, Michigan. And not because they’d gotten hurt or been abducted: hangovers were terrible fun out here.

			Still…Opal didn’t like the fact he’d even thought the word abducted. At the same time, what else was he supposed to think? The nice young man named Jack Whitney had described a person between the dumpsters on Manse Street. Who knew, right? Like Opal had told the nice young man, he came from a long line of law enforcement. That means he’d heard a lot of stories. Some of them so nuts it was hard to believe his mother, grandfather, and grandmother weren’t pulling his leg. His father hadn’t lived the life, but boy it sure seemed everyone else had. Jeff Opal’s grandmother Phyllis Opal liked to drink scotch and talk about the time they found a wrist in the woods north of Goblin. A wrist. No other part of the body. If Jeff remembered right, that investigation led to a seedy pool tournament and, man oh man, you needed a wrist to play pool.

			But Peg Opal had the wildest stories of all. Despite her ironclad and legendary practicality.

			Opal thought of calling his mother now. Maybe it was because he’d advised the man Jack Whitney to call the woman Emily Moore’s parents. Or maybe calling Mom for advice was always wise.

			The presence of Herb Helmsman anywhere in the story had bothered him. Herb wasn’t a bad guy. But he was a weird one. Jeff Opal was a young man but levelheaded in the ways of allowing people to be people. That was a big thing about being an officer. One who lasted anyway. His grandparents and his mother had drilled that into him: Not to be “tolerant” of any and all types but to welcome them. You had to. Whether it was the wealthy asshole who spouted off political opinions or the shy hippie who didn’t say a word. Any and all personalities and any and all lifestyles were equal, had to be equal, in the eyes of the law. And in Jeff Opal’s…they were. He didn’t have to work to find that space. He’d been raised in that space, by men and women who knew what was best for people and for the law and how, when it was done right, the law helped people, and when it was done wrong it did not. Jeff Opal wanted to help people.

			And so when Jack Whitney came into the station earlier today, Jeff wished he could’ve solved the man’s problem on the spot. But the law didn’t work that way. And you had to allow for things to unfold. Sometimes. Other times, like Jeff’s personal story about Herb Helmsman, you kinda had to step in. That was because, about five months ago, Herb had been standing in the middle of the street, attempting to set up an easel. That’s what Jeff Opal remembered it being anyway, an art easel, in the middle of downtown Wainscott, Michigan, cars swooshing by on either side of him. And while there wasn’t all that much traffic in this town, there was enough where an older gentleman might get hurt, and all it took was one tourist to be looking at his phone and…oh man. So, yes, lifestyle was one thing, and weird was even another, but a man attempting to set up his little art space in the middle of the road required some action. Herb Helmsman was an odd duck.

			And so when Jack named him, Jeff couldn’t help but feel like he should step in. Because Herb sometimes required…action. And it was this conflation of different memories and thoughts (not to mention almost wanting to tell a man like Jack, a man his own age, that he too understood the man Herb Helmsman was a little weird, and maybe if Opal could meet up with Jack before Jack spoke with Herb he’d kinda prepare Jack for the talk, which was something: service, duty; something), it was this coming together of experiences and feelings that had him phoning his mom from the station parking lot, not but ten feet from where Jack and the woman Emily must have passed the night before, taking the sidewalk to Manse Street, where whatever had happened had happened.

			And what was the comingling of experience and hunch if not instinct?

			“Hi, Mom. I’m good. Yes. You? Oh, well, he’s always been that way. Well, I guess I don’t know. You’re the one who says he’s always been that way. No, no. I understand. Yes, I like him too. Yeah. Tonight? Well, I…sure. Except that’s kinda why I’m calling. Oh, you could tell it was police business. Yes, I know. Yeah, well, I’ll come for dinner if you think I shouldn’t go do this first. Well…a guy about my age came in today, said he woke up in his hotel room, his girlfriend was supposed to be there, but she wasn’t. Supposed to wake up with him, yeah. They’d been out drinking. I know. But the last thing he remembered was walking up Manse, then, boom. Wakes up in the room, no girlfriend. Thing is, he hasn’t seen her all day. Been searching. Yeah, I asked that. No fighting. But there was a question of her possibly being pregnant and the two of them planning to get a test today. Yeah. Absolutely. Oh, and when he woke, both their phones were in the room. But no girlfriend. And he seemed real…well…real nice. I know. Who knows, right? But so I checked on him later, like forty minutes ago and he told me he was heading out to Herb Helmsman’s house because he and the girl had seen Herb a few times walking the streets last night. So he thinks maybe Herb saw what happened to the girl. Where she went. Yeah, I know. Makes sense. Yeah, I’d do the same. But also…Herb is a particular guy. But he is. I know, but he is. Okay, but he is. Yes, but he is. And so I advised the guy to come back here to the station and we’d start looking together. No, no, we already got men on the beaches now. Yep. I know. Well, the guy said okay. But…he didn’t show. No, I don’t think that means he’s up to no good. I don’t get that feeling. I know. Feelings are for artists. But, for real. So, like…right. Well? Should I?”

			Jeff’s mom told him she thought it was wise to head on out to Herb’s place. So long as officers were now searching for the girl, which they were. She also advised him not to go alone because you just never knew. The young man, Jack, might not be as nice as he seemed and if he said he was coming in but then didn’t, well…you never knew. But also, couldn’t Jeff check on Herb’s place and still make it in time for dinner? He thought maybe he could. A late dinner. The sun was on its way down now.

			Okay.

			Jeff Opal didn’t heed all her advice. He didn’t ask for a partner to head out to Herb Helmsman’s place. It was a six-mile drive and officers were searching and Peterson was manning the station, and Jeff could take the twenty minutes to go see if Jack was either pulled over on the side of the road or…or…

			Or what?

			Well, there were a lot of or-whats in the life of law enforcement and Jeff Opal figured he’d keep his eyes open, his mind clear, his hands ready if something really bad seemed to be going on. But by the time he got to Bogard Road and made the turn arrowing him to Helmsman’s place, he noticed the small Dodge in the driveway and something his mom said on the phone came hollering back at him as if it were a car of its own, speeding in the opposite direction:

			Herb Helmsman. He’s friends with that Helen woman.

			At the time, Jeff had said, Oh? But his mom had already moved on. Or had she? Peg Opal had a way of talking like an iceberg, giving you just enough, leaving the rest of it way down below.

			Jeff pulled the cruiser quietly onto Helmsman’s grassy drive and pulled up behind the woman Helen’s car. In a town the size of Wainscott, you knew everybody’s car. That had nothing to do with law enforcement. If Jeff had brought Tan Batty from the Salvation Army on Taylor, he too would’ve said, I don’t know if Herb is home, but Helen is sure here.

			Jeff left the squad car on, got out, and approached Helen’s car. Boy, this woman Helen. Hard nut to crack. Quiet, yes. Shifty, yes. But also…something was up with her, something edgy, and men like Jeff Opal treaded lightly with those who needed as much TLC as possible. She was an artist of some sort. Which, of course, had Jeff thinking again of the time Herb was setting up that easel in the middle of the street. In fact, hadn’t Herb said I was doing it for her that day?

			Jeff thought he had.

			There was nobody in the car. The Dodge was semi-warm to the touch. How long had it been here? Jeff took the wooden steps to the front door, saw it was open, but didn’t enter.

			“Mr. Helmsman?” he called.

			No Herb, but a cat. A big orange one that crossed the far entrance to the kitchen like it didn’t care one bit that an officer of the law had come knocking. From the porch, Jeff could see out the back. He went down the porch steps, took the side of the house, and reached the backyard. Not a sign of anybody here. No Herb, no Helen, and definitely no young man Jack who had stopped into the station today.

			But there was a whole heap of broken picture frames.

			Jeff eyed them for some time. Thought of Herb in the middle of the street. Thought of Helen from town. Thought of the worry in the man Jack’s voice. If Jeff Opal were a betting man (and admittedly, sometimes he was; maybe not the best practice for a guy who made what money he made), he’d say Jack Whitney had indeed come out here and had indeed talked to someone.

			Right.

			Yep.

			Likely. Likeliest.

			Still, with officers out searching for the woman, maybe Jeff ought to search for the man. He didn’t think he’d make it to Mom’s for dinner after all. He called and told her as much. She wasn’t disappointed. She got it. She said he should look for more than just Jack and the woman Emily.

			She said he should look for more than Herb too.

			Like the iceberg she was, the same woman who refused to accuse people of anything without knowing darn well if they’d done it, but also the same woman who didn’t go for coincidences at all.

			She told him without telling him to look for the woman Helen too.

			Why not.

			While you’re out, Jeff.

			See if you can’t find where the owner of that Dodge might be, seeing as she was the person Jeff’s missing man must’ve met.
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			Emily had the knife in her lap. Yes. The chair was upright again. Yes. The effort that led to her getting back into position was one she did not know she possessed. Oh, what she’d gone through to get this knife. Turned out it wasn’t a pocketknife. Still, in a bloody pocket. And Emily’s teeth…

			Thoughts of childhood, and the seemingly bottomless well of energy that accompanied it, swirled her head like the cartoon birds of a comic strip. Nothing funny here. Except, she did have the knife now. Yes. She’d stretched her neck to its limit, took the knife by the teeth, slid it out of the bloody pocket, and, eventually, gruelingly, got back up.

			How long had she rested since she opened her mouth to let the knife fall to her lap and scream? How long had the woman been away?

			Emily had no choice but to rest then. If the woman came back in that moment, too bad. She’d see the knife and she’d take it, and Emily would still have the triumph of having pulled off the task. And in here, that had to mean something.

			But the woman wasn’t back.

			And Emily sat, breathing hard. Her lap was just out of reach of her belted hands. Still, she believed she could do this. Find the reserve of strength, stretch the belt, take hold of the knife, cut herself free.

			Then? She would worry about then then. She imagined hiding in a corner of that breadth of darkness, waiting for the woman to return.

			Then? She’d worry about then then.

			Now it was time to try.

			It was all so horribly encouraging because it truly felt possible. She had no more mobility with her arms than when she’d started, but it simply had to give. The belt wasn’t made of metal, after all. But every time she thought it had stretched, the belt somehow returned to its original, unforgiving self.

			She tried to focus on the darkness beyond the frame as she worked.

			Because she was going to get free. A simple belt couldn’t stop her from doing that.

			Still: a head game. The longer she eyed the darkness, the more she believed she saw shapes within it. Through the frame, it was like a painting of night. A solid rectangular blackness, a statement, perhaps: modern art. No frills, no style, only this particular shade of darkness.

			Yet, deep into that night…

			Shapes.

			The door, obviously, the room’s one door. And the woman was still somewhere out there. She’d said she was going to get Jack. Okay. The work of art had spoken, and the artist listened. Jack was up the hall. What had she done to him? Had Emily made things worse by demanding she see him?

			She worked, stretching the belt, trying to reach the handle in her lap.

			As she did, she still thought of the way the woman moved. The way the woman talked. The essence of her. Yes, that was it. People had essences and if you knew someone well enough, you could spot theirs blocks away. And if you didn’t know them but your paths had crossed at a particularly poignant moment, you could spot that too.

			Emily worked at the belt.

			Man, it all rang like a children’s show. Wild as that sounded. The essence. Yes. The woman had something about her Emily had seen before. She knew this like she knew she was in deeper trouble the longer she stayed here. The empty frame looked more like a television turned off as her memories reached up and her thoughts circled like birds. It was almost silly, thinking of all these seemingly unrelated things, like how she’d never entertained the idea of entering the arts, like children’s shows, like the woman’s way of speaking that suggested some moment in time in which she and Emily had crossed paths…

			Did her parents know her? Oh, how she wished her dad were here. Right now she’d even have Dad come in for the duration of answering a few key questions, then watch him walk out, leaving her to figure the rest out on her own. She would take that deal right now.

			She worked at the belt.

			Hey, Dad. Yeah, this is heavy. Dead man at my feet. Empty picture frame plays a big part, actually. So this “artist,” a woman who talks like a combination between a monster and a cartoon. Any idea who she is?

			Not for the first time, Emily asked herself, did it matter? What would placing her do for Emily? If she somehow connected the woman to her past, so what? The woman wasn’t going to suddenly buddy up to Emily. It wasn’t like the woman was a hermit. Emily and Jack had seen her on the beach. She got out. She was seen. In public. How could she ever let Emily go after keeping her in frame for so long?

			She couldn’t. And there was no reasonable conclusion that she would.

			Emily worked at the belt.

			She grunted, now believing the woman would not be bringing Jack back. She probably hadn’t even gone anywhere. Just standing out there in the hall, her ear to the door, listening to Emily hope.

			Jack could be hurt in a real bad way. Emily didn’t want to think about death, but…but Jack could be dead. And a woman mean enough to put you in her painting was definitely dangerous enough to cart a dead man back here, pretending he was alive.

			Maybe she was painting life on his face. Right now. At this very moment.

			Oh man. Yes. Maybe the woman was painting Jack right now.

			Or maybe she held his head with one hand like a palette, dipping her brush into his eyes before touching—

			“Ohhhhhh…”

			The old man suddenly groaned, and Emily cried out. She couldn’t stop the shout any more than she could the painting. It felt like an ambush, any sound at all.

			The not-dead man, still not dead.

			Hurry, Emily told herself. She worked at the belt, reached for the handle. She tried to move the chair itself, but it was hard to do both at once without feeling like she’d topple over and lose whatever advantage she had. Which was none. Then again, if she fell over, she could angle the chair to grab the knife from the floor, wherever it landed. Why hadn’t she taken this route already? Why hadn’t she angled herself on the floor to take the knife by hand after she’d gotten it in her teeth?

			Because she’d never been the prisoner of a painting before was why.

			The man groaned again, a long and deep note, and half rose to an elbow, snaking fingers to his throat. Emily had the presence of mind to think: Is this how long the dart puts you out? It wasn’t very long. Okay. She worked at the belt. How long had Emily been in this room? One day? One day? It was possible. She didn’t know if this was true, good, or terrible. It didn’t matter. She worked at the belt. With Jack up the hall, that meant nobody had been looking for them. They’d have to be gone days, many, before family or friends started calling one another. The woman had already slapped her twice and possibly branded her before putting her own friend under. She’d already gotten angry, frustrated, confused…she’d already cried. All (impossible) in one (possible) day.

			How long did it take the woman to finish a work of art?

			Emily cried out again, shaking, trying to stretch the belt.

			The man was on his knees now. He turned to look at her.

			Yes, the woman could be painting a smile on Jack’s face. Could be painting life into Jack’s features. She’d show him to Emily for a second, at the end of that tunnel of darkness. Through the frame. A painting of Jack. And that would be that, and Emily would have to live with that.

			“We gotta get out of here,” she said to the man. As if he might help her. As if he might see what she was trying to do and lend a hand.

			But his drowsy eyes told his story: not only was he far from comprehension, he had no plans of leaving this building. Not without the woman’s say-so. Just so.

			“Out?” the man asked. Did he see her, really see her? His hand was still at his throat.

			He crawled on his knees confusedly toward the easel, his pants starting to sag, dragging against the floor.

			Emily worked at the belt.

			Come on, she said to herself. Then, to him, “She hurt you. Come on!”

			At the easel, still on Emily’s side of the frame, the man paused. Still on his knees, he looked up at the wood, with religion in his silhouette. He tilted his head right, he tilted his head left, and Emily heard the decision he endured without him saying a word.

			He’s debating whether he can leave the frame.

			Like a dog. Yes. A trained dog. And how long had the woman been training him? A lot longer than one day, Emily knew. And how long before she, too, crawled across the concrete floor and sat before the frame like a worshipper, a fan, a patron of the arts?

			“Out?” he asked again.

			Emily pushed at the belt. The knife rattled on her shaking legs. She tried to pull her arms free, all this stupid unmatching white and this stupid chair and the stupid table with the stupid fruit and dead goose and what the fuck was Emily doing here and how the fuck was she going to get out? And the man was trying to stand up, yes, he was almost there, leaning left, then a hard fall to his hip, eyes still on the frame, worried lest he’d broken the plane.

			Emily looked down. Saw the belt stretch. She reached for her lap but her fingertips were simply too far away.

			The man finally got up, stood in full. He looked at the frame like he was looking in the mirror. Emily pushed at the belt, thinking of the pain in her hip, the slaps across her face, the woman’s voice, Jack up the hall, how long she’d been here, her childhood, art, yes, art, as if her entire life had been a series of paintings that had led up to this moment, thousands of paintings with thousands of frames, all hung so that if she were to walk with any pace from birth to now, she would witness that life, in oil, acrylic, watercolor, chalk, crayon, blood…just as the woman must’ve seen it, seen life, an empty frame, no artistry needed.

			Emily looked up from the belt, the knife, and saw the man was facing her now. She nearly growled at him to go, to leave, to undo the belt, to do something other than stand there! Then he did move, but only to place his hand on his left hip as he bent to the right, as he froze this way, perfectly and intentionally not moving, and Emily understood he was playing his part in the painting.

			Even after a dart to the throat.

			He’d studied the frame, no doubt imagining it from the woman’s point of view, and was now gifting her a pose, his way of apologizing for whatever he’d done that had brought her to punish him.

			Emily opened her mouth to yell at the man, but the sound that erupted was not her voice.

			It was a foghorn.

			It was a sound Emily didn’t know well living in landlocked Chaps. But one she knew belonged to a lighthouse. And while there were endless lighthouses along the shore of Lake Michigan, there was also just the one north of Wainscott, the one about which Jack had said,

			That’s where Robert Redford lives.

			Emily felt she had gained something now. She knew something new.

			She and Jack were not only not far from downtown Wainscott, they were mere blocks away. The drugs didn’t last long enough to have taken her far and the foghorn was the sound of that lighthouse just north of town.

			She tested the belt. Even as the man, having shed some of the drug’s sluggishness, squinted at her lap.

			“What have you got there?”

			Near the lighthouse. Yep. It wasn’t a way out, but it was knowledge. And when she saw Jack, when the woman brought him in (alive, he was going to be alive), she would tell him, We’re not far from the hotel, not far from where we should be, not far at all, Jack.

			And it would be hope.

			Even as the man broke his freeze, stepped toward her, grabbed the knife by the handle, stuck it back in his back pocket, and resumed his pose…

			Yes, even as the foghorn blared again and Emily looked down to see the belt hadn’t stretched at all, not one visible crease…

			Yes, even then…

			It would be hope.

			Then, as if cued, the man Herb said, “You’re supposed to be without inspiration. That’s her law with this particular painting. The woman in the painting is not allowed inspiration.”

			As if coaching her. As if expecting her to play the part.

			And suddenly Emily’s recurring thoughts of art and childhood didn’t feel so out of place.

			And in that understanding existed…if not hope…then validation.

			“No inspiration,” Herb said.

			But Emily wondered if that’s exactly what she was beginning to feel.
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			Officer Jeff Opal still sounded weird to him. Sure, he’d been prepped for it his entire life, almost everyone in his family was in law enforcement, but somehow that didn’t make it any less surreal, the day he was cleared for the force, the day he was promoted to full officer in Wainscott, Michigan, thinking back on all the photos hanging in his childhood home, a thousand frames along the staircase walls, so that every time you went upstairs it was like watching a moving picture of the evolution in law enforcement. Still shots, yes, but not if you ran up those steps and kinda looked at them and kinda didn’t. He had a friend named Kenny who had been writing for as long as Jeff knew him and Kenny got a gig with The Wainscott Times and he said the same thing, used the same word: surreal. Even though it wasn’t surreal at all to Jeff that Kenny had become a professional writer, it had been surreal to Kenny. Jeff thought about this as he drove back toward downtown, thought of all the ways things were about perspective with people and how the man named Jack Whitney must be going through something as surreal as any painting ever hung. Jeff wasn’t an artist, but everybody knew Salvador Dalí’s images. Heck, they sold prints of them in Kitchy’s downtown, the melting watches and faces made of rocks and stuff like that. This poor guy Jack must’ve felt like he was a melting watch, time ticking as his girlfriend continued to be missing, refused to be found. Jeff had just got word on the CB that there hadn’t been any luck down the beach all the way to Morristown and that was about as far as any tourist would walk unless they wanted to brave three miles of jagged boulders. So, what happened to her? Well, if becoming an officer was heavy, it was nothing compared to the weight of ten generations of sheriffs and captains and detectives who might have found the woman by now, might have taken the man a little more seriously when he first visited the station, might’ve found a clue at Herb Helmsman’s house. Jeff Opal was a modern man, if he was anything, and so he saw a therapist once a month (the force didn’t require this but he thought it wise) and he talked about his forebears all the time and his therapist, a real nice woman named Lena, used the word pressure a lot but Jeff hadn’t really ever felt pressure until she started using it and now he wondered if it had been there all along. Surely someone in his family tree would have a better idea than he currently did as to what he should do next.

			All said, he did have a plan.

			The art store. Yep. He would go there first because both Herb Helmsman and Helen Bach were known to frequent the place, and who knew what might have been heard behind the counter there, who knew what Herb might’ve spouted out earlier in the day. Could’ve been something about a woman he saw the night before, walked clean into the lake, drunk out of her head with some guy who passed out on Manse. Could be he saw a weeping woman run to the bus station, muttering to herself about “a baby.” Who knew? And so, while the rest of the boys and girls were searching the sand, the least Jeff could do was check out the few tiny, almost unseeable connections he’d made.

			If there was one thing his mom had pounded into his spirit, it was that his family tree didn’t have hunches (she hated the word); they had instincts. Well, okay. Jeff Opal was going to lean on that idea right now. Sorry: Officer Jeff Opal. There was a difference, darn it, no matter how many faces you saw in the clouds, sometimes what was surreal was just plain real.

			He pulled the cruiser out front and let the engine idle as he imagined this was going to be a very short stop. Pop in, ask a couple questions, get no answers, move on to the next establishment the man Jack Whitney had mentioned. Mellows, was it? Jeff had called Jack six times on the drive from Herb Helmsman’s place and hadn’t gotten an answer. And when he asked dispatch for a location on the number, they told him that function had been disabled on that phone.

			Sounded bad, perhaps. Made Jack Whitney look bad, maybe. But Jeff Opal had instincts. And they told him the guy was going through something he had no plan to go through. Whatever this was, Jack Whitney had been ambushed by it.

			Out of the cruiser through the front door of Abby Arts, expecting to find Benny, the young man who worked most days, but found instead Abby herself, the near-eighty-year-old owner of the store that, despite decades of various challenges, had somehow remained open. In fact, if Jeff wasn’t mistaken, Abby Miller owned the longest-running establishment in all of Wainscott, Michigan. This was saying something. Mellows and McMac’s smelled one thousand years old in their own ways, theaters had come and gone (remember the Macon and the insane man who took the place over for a night, showed his favorite movies, showed one of his own, had to be megaphoned/threatened out?), flashy restaurants had come and gone (Jeff missed Billy Bob’s Bonanza, whether it was for kids or not), knickknack places had opened to much fanfare and then fallen to sand.

			All rather sad, Jeff thought. Anytime a place closed in Wainscott it felt like the town wasn’t strong enough to hold on to it. Or like it had lost something, like a phantom limb, like all these places still existed, here in town, in the memory and the history of this town, this town that Jeff Opal had sworn to protect and serve just as his mother had before him.

			But Abby Arts? Well, Abby Miller knew the secret. Maybe it was just that art and lakes went well together. Maybe it was because Abby Arts had opened in that period of time back when Jeff was too young to understand what it meant to keep a place running, back when people from Chaps, Samhattan, Goblin, and Chowder came for the Abby Miller Art Group, where they’d all display what they’d finished that month. Or was it weekly? He couldn’t remember. It was vague to him now, but growing up, boy did Abby Miller seem like a mythic figure. The whip-smart, serious woman who had borrowed a sliver of the lake’s appeal, yes, had become her own reason, her own draw, a little beacon of a human lighthouse, bringing people to Wainscott, even people who had little interest in the water itself.

			Helen Bach was part of that group. A local, yes, once part of the Abby Miller Art Group. And did Jeff remember some falling-out, something to do with Mom having to get up suddenly from dinner to go handle whatever scene Helen had made at the store?

			The bell rang gentle above his head, but Abby didn’t look up yet. She was doing the books, he guessed, and again he wondered if it was this sort of personal attention that had kept the place open for as long as she had.

			“Miss Miller,” Jeff said. “Evening.”

			Now she did look up, with her permanent frown of a face. Or maybe it was skepticism. Jeff had never done an artistic thing in his life, and he wondered if Abby Miller saw him that way, as some kind of other, a square who would never understand. Artists had a way of thinking their work, and artwork in general, was something of a passage to another, deeper world. He wondered if that’s why people literally framed their work.

			“What are you here for?” Abby asked. Direct as ever. Not a smidge of self-consciousness. If a different person had asked Jeff the same question in just the same way, he might’ve grown suspicious.

			“I’m looking for two locals,” he said. “We have a tourist in town, missing. And I have reason to believe it’s worth talking to Herb Helmsman and Helen Bach about it.”

			Up until when he said their names, Abby had kept the same frowning visage, a portrait herself: Displeased Storeowner. But with the names she closed her eyes, half smiled, and shook her head no.

			“I don’t mess around with those two,” she said. “Haven’t in years. Why would I know anything about them now?”

			“Well, I don’t know,” Jeff said. He noted the woman’s smock. Abby Miller had always worn one. He had never seen her without it. “But it’s important enough that I’m checking all possibilities.”

			“Well, they can both go fuck themselves,” Abby said. Jeff was surprised by this and actually smiled nervously, but Abby showed no sign of giving a care about that. “Helen Bach is the meanest woman I’ve ever known, and Herb worships her like a disciple. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were holed up in some house, shit-talking the whole town, nothing better to do.”

			“Well, I do think they’re together,” Jeff said. It was a line to walk, how much information you gave away when you questioned someone. Even someone who wasn’t anything close to a suspect. There were the rules, of course, but then there was also the idea that Jeff had come here for information and he wanted to leave with some, with any. “I saw her car out at Herb’s place, but nobody was home. Makes me think they could be doing just what you said, only maybe someplace else?”

			But Abby had had enough of whatever this interruption was. Jeff could see that. She stood more erect, and the frowning was back, and she looked (as his mother would call it) put out.

			“Officer, I have no idea where they could be. And I do not care. How’s that for an answer?”

			“That’s fine, that’ll do.”

			Abby eyed him, as if saying, That’s that, now you can go. And Jeff took the hint.

			“Thanks, Miss Miller. I’ll figure this out yet.”

			“Do that.”

			Jeff turned to go, feeling the palette of this place, the potential, and he understood that this must be the draw of the place. Like a crafty person entering the hardware store. All these canvases and colors. Didn’t all paintings begin with an empty space?

			At the door, he heard Abby Miller mumbling, then realized she was actually still talking to him.

			“She came in bragging to Benny about having her own studio now. I don’t see how that’s humanly possible, as the woman doesn’t work, nor can I imagine her maintaining any sort of workable space in any capacity. But that’s what the little worm said.”

			“Studio?” Jeff asked. And he felt it. That kernel of information. And with it, the relief of the police officer having justified his coming in.

			“That’s what Benny said she called it,” Abby said. “But the way Helen Bach sees the world, she could be talking about Flarius Park. She could think the public park is her own private studio. You know, there is something called reality. And that woman turned her back on that a long time ago.

			But Jeff had a little more to ask, of course.

			“Studio,” he repeated. Then he laughed, as if to underscore, to agree with Abby. “Did she brag about where it was?”
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			The old man didn’t flinch, stuck in his pose, leaning a little right, hand to his hip, knife in the back pocket, feigning a part of the painting, stuck here in the picture frame with Emily, willingly though, as she tried to get him to undo the belt, then made obvious suggestions about what the woman might want in the painting, how he could help the woman, thinking maybe this was the route to take, to get him to do anything but stand there like a mad statue, a man paralyzed by whatever virtue he’d mistakenly granted the “artist” behind this “piece.”

			But nothing Emily said worked, of course.

			She told him they could repaint the piece together if he just undid the belt. She told him they could arrange things just as the woman wanted them, just so, if she was freed, for just a few minutes, let her get up and help straighten this out, so that when the woman returned not only would she have forgiven him for painting Emily’s face, she’d shine benevolence upon him as Michelangelo must have to those who helped him paint the famous Vatican ceiling.

			But more important…if he’d just undo the belt. They could even make it look like Emily did it herself! Hell, why not! And they could certainly make sure she was secure again before the woman got back. Yes? Why not…

			And by the way…what’s her name? And why does she feel so familiar? And tell me some more about yourself, you confused old man, you man who are no doubt still emerging from a drugging, sluggish and susceptible to suggestion, you.

			But the man just wouldn’t move. No more than the nightstand. The bowl. The goose.

			He had his back to her, one leg bent at the knee, one flat bare foot pressed to the other leg’s calf so that he looked like a truncated ballet, an opera about an abduction in a cute lakeside town, the old man a friend of the Big Bad Wolf, waiting for the little red hood to come skipping up the path, ready to shout out a warning to his master, the master, she with the hidden teeth, a mouthful Emily had yet to see.

			And not only did he not respond, he didn’t even seem to hear her admonishments, her ideas, her pleas…at all. As if, just as he’d deluded himself into believing he was part of a painting, a painting that of course did not exist, he was also listening to music that did not play, a score for that ballet, profound enough (and loud enough) to block out entirely all sound any viewer (or fellow figure in the painting) might make.

			Then…despite all the conclusions Emily had drawn, not to mention a dark hollow of acceptance, he did move. And as she continued (fruitlessly) to test the white belt, as she couldn’t reach up to wipe the sweat from the effort off her forehead and cheeks, the old man turned his head, just his head, wobbling a bit as he remained standing flamingo-esque on that one bare foot, a dirty sole on the white-painted concrete, he turned his head just enough to look her in the eye, just enough so that Emily recalled him just as he was, his profile, passing the front glass of whatever place she and Jack had been at when she saw him slouching up the sidewalk, just long enough for her to want those few minutes back, to go to the police then, to say, There’s a man who is pretending not to follow us, but it’s exactly what he’s doing. He’s walking around town, making it look aimless, but we’re his aim, Jack and me, me and Jack. Help us. Arrest him. Hold him for one night. Then we’re back off to Chaps, never to come here again…

			What were the police like here? Could they sense something amiss? A dead fish in that lake air?

			Emily was thinking all this just as the man smiled, the half of his face Emily could now see stretched toward his ear.

			And he said:

			“She’s back.”

			Before Emily could make sense of the declaration, the door to the room exploded open with what sounded like a horse kick and the old man resumed the frozen pirouette he’d been holding for her, for the master, and Emily saw, through the frame, the fucking insane frame, the woman, grunting, wild-eyed, sweating as hard as Emily was, dragging Jack’s body through the door.

			Yes.

			Dragging…Jack’s body…into…this room.

			“Well, don’t just stand there like a drawing dummy,” she said to the old man. “Help me!”

			But the man didn’t move, and the woman gave him a second look and then she let Jack fall to the floor and Emily cried out because maybe Jack’s head hit the floor, and the woman wiped sweat from her face with her free hands and she said, “Yes, that’s good.”

			She liked what he was doing after all. He was right to do it.

			And the old man nodded, and Emily didn’t have to see his face to know he was smiling too. She watched Jack as the pair of them kept nodding, through the frame, the woman no doubt believing her artistic instincts were telling her she was onto something, something great, her masterwork.

			The woman left Jack in the doorway and approached the frame.

			“Just so. Just so.”

			The man held his pose perfectly as Emily looked for life in Jack, motionless still on the floor.

			Then she yelled,

			“Help him! What are you doing? Help him right now!”

			“Just so,” the woman said.

			And the donkey-laughing, the braying, between them, the two local artists believing so hard in this painting, her painting, the whole world her painting, just move the frame, anywhere worked, and everybody could be found in her classic.

			Emily, hoarse, demanded they help Jack even as she called out to Jack herself, asking if he was okay, hoping her voice would somehow activate something subconscious in him, bring him to light, to speed, to moving, to life.

			Still…life.

			“Shut up,” the woman said.

			And Emily didn’t have time to turn away, to move at all, before she saw the woman had the flute at her lips.

			“Jack!” she yelled. “Wake up!” Knowing how important these minutes were.

			The door was open! Jack was lying in the open door!

			“GET UP!”

			Then she heard the thwump and…slowly…

			Slowly joined him, wherever he might be, wherever people went when they were put under, at the doctor, at the dentist, at the painter’s too.

			It was a place much different from sleep.

			A place without dreams

			without color

			without imagination.

			And, Emily thought, wanting so badly for Jack to show any sign of life: artless.
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			New piece…

			A series!

			Not a series, dummy!

			No?

			A new piece…the uninspired, ignorant…

			Still loveless?

			Of course! No chance of that leading out of frame now…

			But a series tells a story…

			That witch Abby Miller said that! TED GWYNN says each piece is a new piece even if it’s the same subject…

			So, a new piece…

			Just so…

			Emily didn’t mistake the colors for a hotel room this time. But she did consider she was still under. She’d heard the two talking for a while now, arguing over a work of art. It was impossible to tell exactly where each stood on anything: the in and out of the drugs after all. And what did it matter what she understood? She was trapped with a woman who believed real life was a painting and a man so obsessed with her he was willing to play the part in order to share a braying that, to him, must’ve sounded like the tinkling of wedding bells. True love, that. Not loveless, him. Either way, under or up, the white was gone, that much was for sure. It had been replaced with a vengeance.

			It took her many minutes to focus but eventually Emily saw endless blurs of red and black, gradations of colors that might’ve been moving, swirling, yes, changing in and of themselves, in real time. A light green to forest, a powder blue to navy. The hues, it seemed, were living, as if the woman had not been the artist after all but only the servant to something much bigger than her. The same variance in rank, perhaps, the same distance from Herb to the woman; the woman to whatever master painted with living colors. Emily imagined something hunched and breathing in the darkness beyond that frame, an entity, a beast, that had been there this whole time, for the entirety of Emily’s stay. It made sense to her now, coming to, because why not? Why couldn’t anything make sense when you’re the subject of a painting, hanging in a museum, even as the blood flows through your veins, the muscles in your arms and legs tire from straining against a belt, your heart beats just as regularly as when you stood on a beach, just moments ago, watching the waves come and go…

			She understood she was leaning back now, her neck hurt with it, testing a chair she was belted to, a new chair, had to be, it was harder, a wooden chair, painted…she wasn’t sure. She glanced up and saw the ceiling was many colors at once. She imagined that master beast watching her through the frame, over the woman’s shoulder, the two of them discussing the merits, the meaning, the depth. Maybe the demon’s name was Ted Gwynn. Art theorist extraordinaire. The pool from which the woman took her water, the only water she trusted enough to drink.

			Emily let her head fall to the side, her neck like it was made of rope, and saw the floor was many colors too. She longed then for the white, even the ugly variations of white, for it indicated some sense of fathomability, or a surmountable achievement. But this?

			This was great.

			She didn’t think it was paint. The entire space, the studio, she believed, had been covered in marker. Yes…

			She groaned and tried to shake the drugs from her perception, but it didn’t do much good, and she imagined the woman and the old man painting this space pell-mell (inspired) as Emily was under, a manic duo of unhinged joy, laughing like barn animals as they created. The sleeping woman they’d abducted sat inert in a chair they avoided as they worked, maybe they slid her, unconscious, aside, or maybe they painted her face and then washed it. Maybe they bent at the waist and screamed profanities in her face. Maybe they shot more than one dart into her because she’d woken before they were done. There was a lot in this room now. Too much life to call it “still.”

			And was this a table? Yes, Emily saw she was sitting at a table. It was colored just as masterfully as the floor, the ceiling, the walls. Still blurry-eyed, still struggling to hold her head up, she took all the colors in and felt like puking them back up, vomit that would mirror this color-blind rainbow, an overwhelming combination of colors that weren’t meant to be next to one another, the sort of patterns that unsettled you on a subconscious level, even as you told yourself it was just marker and nothing more.

			Yet, it worked.

			But color could hurt! And she thought of the slap again. Not the two slaps the woman had administered but a much more meaningful one, something her father used to joke about, something her mother didn’t like talking about. Yes, a slap from…one of her parents? Who knew. Only, Emily was certain the reason she’d started thinking of her parents was because the room looked like it was christened by a kid, oh yes it did. This room had the energy, the verve, the wonderful ignorance of a child.

			And she thought…if you wallpapered an entire room with the drawings hanging on the refrigerators of all your parental friends…this would be that place.

			She almost vomited from the drugs. And while it wasn’t a pleasant sensation, it did sort of right the ship. She sat up a little straighter, could see a little clearer. A little farther up the table, where something white…an oval object…rested out of reach.

			Tired from taking it all in, her head sank again, but she fought it. She looked right, left, up, to the floor. She was coming to. Coming into focus. There was the picture frame…to her left…yes, just so…the woman had her in profile now…yes…sitting at a table?…yes…a table…and through the frame Emily saw that darkness and thought she heard a bull breathing. She wondered if the woman and the old man were in there, looking back, just as Jack had seen either one or both between the dumpsters on that fucking side street by the police station…way back when he pointed out that someone was there…

			Jack! she thought. Because the darkness beyond the frame meant the door was closed and the last she’d seen of Jack he was lying unconscious on the threshold, dragged in by the woman, his head possibly hurt against the concrete.

			She groaned and tried to turn her body in full toward the frame, understood she was belted still, twice over now, and finally let her chin sink to her chest.

			When she heard Jack’s voice, she felt all the colors at once.

			“Hi, Emily.”

			Jack.

			Emily looked up. Eyes wild. Heavy-headed.

			Was this a vision? Was this him?

			Or was it a portrait so real, a combination of the inspired colors…forming a face…whatever face the observer wanted to see?

			There was Jack, awake, alive, facing her, belted to a chair on the other side of the table, the white object at rest between them.

			“Oh my God,” Emily said.

			Jack smiled, but there was sadness in it. And Emily had time to think that the world’s biggest monster is whoever could cause a person like Jack to lose their spark.

			She thought of the Who’s song “Happy Jack.” Oh how she wanted him to be happy.

			They didn’t speak at first. They only stared. And Emily knew he felt the same longing to reach out. Not allowed.

			Yet relief reigned, despite the tableau.

			Together again.

			“What have they done to you?” Emily finally asked.

			Jack tried to shrug, unable to make light; he didn’t have much wiggle room himself.

			“I woke up here,” he said. “Are you okay?”

			She saw her own uselessness reflected in his. He felt as helpless as she did.

			But she didn’t cry. Oh, she imagined she would, in all her fantasizing of seeing Jack again. She imagined buckets of tears. But right now…all she knew was escape.

			“Jack, we have to get out of here. Tell me everything you saw and heard in the room up the hall.”

			“Up the hall?”

			“Where she had you. Did you see how close we are to the lake? Did you hear anything specific? Traffic? People? Did you cry out for help?”

			“Up the hall?”

			Why did Jack keep asking this. Was this him? Or was Emily talking to a painting?

			But Jack went on: “The last I remember, I was outside the house of the guy we saw walking around town. I was—”

			“What?”

			There was so much edge in their voices. Both were almost unrecognizable. So much desperation, confusion.

			“What do you mean?” Emily said.

			She could tell he was trying to breathe slowly. Trying to stay calm.

			“I’ve been searching for you,” Jack said. “All over town. I’m just so glad you’re alive.”

			Then he cried. And his arms were belted so that he couldn’t wipe the tears away.

			“What do you mean?” Emily said. “Jack, I think you’ve been dreaming. She said you were up the hall. I heard you.”

			“No,” Jack said. “No, Emily, I woke up in the hotel—”

			“What? What is going on? Then what are you doing here?”

			The woman spoke then, her voice from the darkness, and Emily imagined it coming from the snout of an ox.

			“You told me to go get him,” she said. “And I listened.”

			Emily saw frustration in Jack’s face. How close had he been to not being here?

			“I’m so sorry,” Emily told him. Even as she understood there was no apology necessary in a place like this. “She told me you were here this whole time. She lied to me. I believed her.”

			“I didn’t lie,” the woman said. “I created. That’s what artists do.”

			She emerged from the darkness, at the vacant frame now. Just the tips and edges of her features in light.

			“Ted Gwynn says all artists pretend,” she said. “It’s what we do. But the good ones are able to convince.”

			She smiled and her eyes went to Jack. The old man Herb appeared behind him then, hammer in hand. He raised it above Jack’s head and brought it down.

			Gently. Onto the table.

			The object at the center moved a little before settling again.

			The woman eyed the small white oval.

			“Maybe you two created too.”

			“Is that a…” Jack started.

			“I’ve already got a title for this one,” the woman said. “I call it…The Pregnancy Test. Every great artist has their unanswered work of art. A painting should ask questions, not provide answers. Ted Gwynn told me that.”

			“Emily…” Jack said. But what was there to say? He’d bought the thing himself. He recognized it from the box.

			“I got it from the boy’s car,” the woman said. “It’s been tested. And it keeps a secret.”

			The old man stepped into the darkness behind the woman.

			“Jack?” Emily asked.

			“It’s a pregnancy test,” Jack said. “Yes.”

			No humor here. No funny teeth or funeral drummer. Just Emily and Jack, tied to chairs, a pregnancy test on the table between them.

			“The viewer has to know what the object is,” the woman said. “The title does that for them. Ted Gwynn says the title can do a lot of the work for us. He says it can act as a twist ending. Because nobody reads the title first. First…they see.”

			“It doesn’t matter what it says,” Emily said to Jack, a budding rage in her voice. “She couldn’t have—”

			But the woman started laughing and the old man joined in, and Emily remembered what the woman had said about “cleaning her up” when Emily was out, was under.

			The chamber pot. The fact Emily didn’t have to pee.

			“What did you do?” Emily raged, turning as much as she could.

			“You know what I did,” the woman said. “I’ve painted my masterpiece.”

			“Don’t listen to her,” Jack said. “That test can’t be real. Can’t be from you. Can’t…”

			“But it can,” Emily said. She was crying now too. “It absolutely can.”

			What was worse? Knowing the woman knew the results when they did not? Or seeing, for the first time since meeting him, Jack’s face dominated by fear and frustration…

			“We will get out of here,” Jack said. Then, “This is fucking nuts.”

			Emily smiled. Even if it wasn’t funny right now. Jack was Jack.

			“I don’t even know her name,” Emily said.

			She wanted to pull her words back. Didn’t want Jack to hear the defeat within them.

			“I do,” he said.

			But she didn’t register that.

			“And if I don’t even know—”

			“Her name is Helen,” Jack said. “Helen Bach.”

			Emily stammered and then stopped.

			“What? Wait…what?”

			For the first time since waking in this place, Emily felt entirely clearheaded.

			And all the colors of the room seemed to come to rest.

			And the tears running down her face stopped flowing too.

			The childish mania of the splattered walls, the joyous disregard for the rules. Not knowing any rules existed at all…

			Even Jack seemed still to Emily now.

			The whole world…still…with this name…

			Jack had brought her a gift. Again. Every time she saw him. A gift.

			“Helen…” she said.

			And Helen she remembered.

			Helen Bach.

			“Oh my God…”

			Holy shit.

			“Oh my God, Jack…”

			This woman

			This woman

			This woman

			Was

			Helen Bach…

			And Emily had crossed paths with Helen Bach before.
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			It was a little basement room, silly that: Emily supposed every time she crossed paths with Helen Bach it had to take place in some nondescript, cold space. But there were real differences between this room and the one she’d wake in some two decades later. There was carpeting, for one, and a closet full of wonder to boot, filled with all sorts of toys and stuffed animals and…

			…and art supplies.

			Not the sort one could find ninety minutes away in Wainscott on Lake Michigan, but still: the tools necessary for any kid to unleash her imagination, to begin to become an artist, a lifer, for all she knew.

			Well, Emily…

			Emily liked to draw.

			Oh wow, did she like to draw. This from the get-go: before she walked. By the time she reached four years old, Cate and Westin Moore were overwhelmed by the sheer volume of artistic pursuits their toddler went after, the same way other kids either watched television, played sports, or, really, did nothing with any focus at all. In fact, Emily was so into paper and utensils that her parents had no problem settling on gifts for birthdays and holidays and even held quiet, anxious discussions about the potential their little girl showed. It actually scared Westin Moore quite a bit, and he expressed as much to Cate one night, worried lest he wasn’t equipped with the knowledge of how to encourage this natural inclination in their child. Cate professed some fears of her own, including unnerving visions of young Emily pulled into the life of the starving artist, following her dreams around every dark corner. Still: witnessing such aptitude in their daughter gifted them a pride neither had anticipated. And maybe the real fear was for it to go all the way…a life of grandeur beyond their comprehension. Or, perhaps, for it all to go away, and for an older Emily to have no memory of these early, driven days.

			They couldn’t have known how soon this would begin.

			Eventually, soon, Westin Moore would joke about Helen Bach. He joked about her BD and would again AD, the latter times with Emily alone in his apartment on the outskirts of Chaps, in a building where lots of divorced men found a temporary station. The babysitter’s name was irresistible in a dumb-dad-joke kind of way. Helen Bach was a grain of beach sand away from hell and back, and Dad took advantage of that once she’d left their lives. But even back then, Emily recognized uneasiness in those jokes. Both her parents seemed to struggle to speak of the woman, never looking young Emily in the eye when the subject came up.

			Yes, whenever Westin said her name, a distance grew in his eyes, his personal horizon line farther away, like he didn’t really think it was that funny after all. And Cate changed the subject quicker than any other. Emily learned not to ask why Helen wasn’t the babysitter anymore. And besides, the subject made her feel bad too.

			Made her feel a little scared. For reasons she couldn’t quite remember.

			Back to that basement then, yes, where the freestanding white closet contained such possibilities and joys, a subterranean room in which a young (very young) Emily Moore could be found at all hours of the day (or night), sitting at the small plastic Fisher-Price table, upon one of the Fisher-Price chairs, scrawling furiously at one of her hundreds of drawings, all of which Cate Moore insisted they keep. The collection was growing. Boy, was it. And the skill level had long surpassed any question of preferential admiration for being the artist’s parents. The whole matter had grown from a point of pride when showing guests to something more like…something that felt like it needed an explanation. You couldn’t rightly show a person a stack of nine hundred drawings and say, Emily likes to draw. No, no. You’d have to actually talk about that, you were required to answer questions, to explain just how much the girl enjoyed what she did, until maybe you had a routine down pat, so that you could say, without musing too much on the subject: Emily is very serious about art. Turns out we have a legitimate passion burning in this house.

			But it wasn’t just passion. It was the quality.

			Some friends responded well to this discovery. Others had a few more questions. Like, whether Cate and Westin were aware how good these drawings were…and had they started thinking in terms of art schools…and did young Emily Moore see a child psychiatrist, perhaps she should; minds like these were known to experience a lot.

			Usually, these questions felt cumbersome and placed Cate and Westin in weird conversations. But other times, they brought out legitimate, interesting queries, the resultant talks something like therapeutic psychiatry for the parents of a potentially genius child. Cate and Westin were grateful for questions like these. From certain people anyway. People who seemed to know art better than they did.

			Like the babysitter, for example.

			Yes. Helen Bach was her name, and she had a knowledge of art neither parent could fathom. Especially as the woman’s seemingly preoccupied eyes got wide, seeing not only the stack of pages (in boxes by the time she was hired through the Tansion Agency) but the little artist herself, Emily Moore, currently (always) working at that Fisher-Price table. The babysitter asked Cate if she knew what the word prolific meant, and Cate, having yet to apply the word to her daughter, took a second to fish the word from memory.

			“It means she draws a lot,” Helen said. “And when someone does that, they’re often mining for something big.”

			Helen hadn’t taken her eyes off Emily as she spoke. Cate mistook it then for reverence.

			“Yes, well, there’s an idea there,” Cate responded, watching her daughter’s drawing arm move as she had thousands of times before. Sometimes Emily drew with her off hand too. And sometimes with both at once. “But I suppose four years old is just too young to tell us anything permanent.”

			But the babysitter looked surprised by this take. And it wasn’t like Cate hadn’t witnessed similar reactions in others. There had been many conversations regarding Emily’s proclivities, and most ended up in a place like this one. Westin’s work colleague Chance cornered Cate for fifteen minutes on the subject of hyperactivity and hyperfocus. He’d spoken almost with warning.

			But the babysitter…Helen Bach…

			It was like she got Emily right away. Cate noted a sliver of fear in the woman from Wainscott. Just a nugget of awe. Later, Cate would admonish herself for not having seen this as a red flag. That first day in the basement with the woman, she’d felt a little seen.

			Both Cate and Westin’s parents encouraged Emily every chance they got. The grandparents asked to see every drawing and would study and praise each like they would a painting hanging at the Detroit Institute of Arts well south of Chaps. They’d sit on the couch side by side and roll with joy as Emily presented her newest, one after another, the way only a proud artist can. She seemed to take enormous care of every one of them, without prioritizing, prodigiously aware of the value of the whole. It was clear the grandparents felt a need to speak gently, encouragingly, to Cate and Westin about Emily. It wasn’t that what Emily was doing was unsettling, but as parents, they weren’t exactly sure what to do with the child they’d been given. It was obvious to their own parents in turn.

			There was possibly something of a prodigy in the house. And that fact seemed to warrant help. The right kind of help.

			Family and friends referred to Emily as Leonardo and Gauguin. But it was the babysitter who said Artemisia, and Cate looked that one up right away.

			Yes, the babysitter’s reaction was a little different. For the first time, Cate felt as if she’d introduced Emily (and Emily’s intense interest) to a teacher, a doctor, someone professional anyway who might finally make sense of the unbridled engine behind the countless sheets of paper.

			It was…a lot.

			Helen Bach felt like a potential guide. Maybe even (if Cate and Westin allowed their minds to go in this direction) a bit of a mentor.

			But who knew? Cate sure didn’t. Maybe it was that the woman had a vibe to her. Like maybe the woman was in touch with something Emily’s parents would never reach. And so, her background check all clean and clear…an artistic-minded  babysitter sounded like a very good choice to spend long afternoons with their talented daughter.

			Well, on the outside, Emily didn’t seem to notice either way. But even (and especially) children are capable of keeping secrets behind faces that give so little away. And while Cate and Westin were satisfied they’d found a suitable (if not the perfect) person to watch their child, Emily found herself naturally wary of the woman who would sometimes stand in the hall outside the basement playroom, her silhouette framed by the door, whispering to herself, full conversations that became the soundtrack to Emily’s art. The babysitter would stand that way in the kitchen, too, after she and Emily had come back upstairs, Helen staring at the refrigerator…staring at a television set that was not turned on…staring at the wall outside little Emily’s bedroom so that Emily often brought the blanket up to her eyes but couldn’t quite shield them, lest she lower it again to find the woman crouched directly beside her bed.

			Cate and Westin would often wake Emily when they returned from work or a night out, the sound of the front door like a safety bell for Emily, and she’d sit up in bed and look first up the hall, first thing, imagining she’d see the babysitter Helen still standing there, precariously at the top of the stairs, facing Emily’s door. But Helen was rarely present when Emily’s parents got home, and even as a toddler Emily believed the woman was hiding from them.

			Why?

			Well, more than once Emily pretended to sleep, only to sneak down to the basement to find the sitter in the playroom, well oversized in one of the Fisher-Price chairs, leafing through Emily’s drawings.

			And sometimes she’d catch the woman just…thinking.

			Emily was too young to know what this might mean. But it was the kind of thing any animal could sense, including a child. Still, when Emily heard the stairs creaking, even if she heard Cate’s voice rising in volume, she worried lest those close-cropped blond curls might peer around the corner, the babysitter’s face partially seen, as Helen said:

			I study you, Emily. I see what you are.

			Because that’s really what it felt like. Like the woman was especially interested in the drawings. Much more than the safety of Emily herself. Often, as Mom and Dad stepped out for the evening, one would say something to Helen, something like: She should make your night easy, spending all her time in the basement with markers. And then Emily would head downstairs, after an ever-present awkward moment of uncertainty as to what the woman Helen wanted to do, what she wanted Emily to do, as if the babysitter were following her lead and not the other way around.

			It got to be that the only place Emily felt safe was in the actual ebb and flow of her art.

			And Helen would always watch. And sometimes she’d make the same sounds Emily’s parents made when they were agitated or frustrated. In fact, Helen made a sound similar to one Cate Moore had made when she revealed she hadn’t gotten the promotion she’d expected at work. A low, mean moan, the sound a person makes when they don’t get something they want.

			Or, maybe, Emily wondered way back then, it might have been the sound of jealousy.

			She’d learned the word at preschool and understood its meaning, though she’d only really felt it once when at a friend’s house, a friend who had a full set of colored pencils, all of them pristine for not having been used, just a gorgeous array of potential in this one box with a handle. You could carry the thing anywhere! So yes, Emily had known jealousy when eyeing those pencils, but she’d never quite felt the heat of it, shined upon herself, until the babysitter watched her, whispering, as she, Emily, sat down to her Fisher-Price table and felt the full flow, the draw of the artist.

			Sometimes Helen sat across the table from Emily as Emily drew. She stared at Emily’s hand as it moved across the page, often moving her head in tandem. When Mom and Dad were down in the playroom, Emily would often explain what she was drawing. But she didn’t do that with Helen. She didn’t feel like it. Didn’t feel like talking at all. Sometimes Helen groaned. Other times she’d let out a triumphant yelp, as if she’d expected the next drawing, confirming something she’d considered on the drive to Emily’s house. Emily didn’t like it. Didn’t like any of this. The staring. The whispering. The moaning. The yelping. Sometimes being near Helen was like being near a big spider on the wall. You could ignore it, but if you didn’t look at it now and again you’d start wondering where it went.

			“It’s impossible,” Helen said one afternoon. The carpeted basement playroom had one single window high on the wall but the light it let in was always murky. The room’s one lamp gave Emily what she needed to draw. But it also gave weird angles to Helen’s face so that it made her eyes seem small, her chin and jaw a straight line, her lips a pursed little shape.

			“It’s not fair,” Helen said another day. Then she got up and paced the room and shouted it a second time.

			Emily froze at the volume but did not look up. She was too scared to see the expression that must accompany those words. Then, minutes later, Helen was sitting across from Emily again, testing the small plastic chair, moving her head in rhythm with the arcs of the pen or marker Emily used.

			If Emily had been older, she would have predicted a crisis. A bad day coming. If she had been a teenager, she likely would’ve told Mom and Dad.

			The mean thing happened on a Saturday.

			Emily knew this because some daylight came through the basement’s lone window, but Mom and Dad weren’t at work. She’d wanted to call them, to tell them she’d discovered something new. And she had. As all career artists know, it’s a life of breakthroughs and elevations. And young Emily understood with the acumen of an expert that she’d reached a higher level.

			What she was currently drawing was her best yet.

			She was using colored pencils for the first time. Helen had brought them herself.

			Pulling them from her bag, she’d said:

			There’s something I need to see today. I’m not thinking right. You’ll use these today.

			Emily didn’t need convincing, but Helen’s tone (part self-loathing, part boundless confidence; Emily had never heard anything like it) scared her.

			It was the way she’d demanded it.

			Still…the opportunity to use colored pencils…

			The art came through her the way the wind came through her bedroom window, the way sound reached her ears. Naturally, and with no asking and no permission.

			Emily was so happy with it. She couldn’t stop working. Had to remind herself to breathe. But when she made to ask Helen if she could call her parents, the babysitter’s wide eyes looked like they were made of glass…fixed to the paper on the plastic table.

			“I don’t know where they are…” Helen said.

			But she wasn’t really answering Emily. Or she was only speaking so that Emily wouldn’t ask again.

			Helen got up then and started pacing the carpet and Emily continued to draw.

			“Impossible,” the sitter said. “There must be a trick. You’re cheating.”

			Emily knew that word. All kids did. But she continued to draw. Partially out of fear, yes, but also because of the bountiful freedom she’d found: the place she’d arrived at was intoxicating.

			Yes, Emily Moore, at four years old, felt like she knew the combination to the lock on art.

			Helen kept moving, a large adult body, back and forth on the playroom carpet. She’d suddenly stop, look back at the page, then continue. She did more than whisper now.

			Emily felt it coming. Something bad.

			Helen Bach was distraught.

			“There is no such thing as talent,” Helen said. Still, that weird doubling in her delivery; doubt and confidence. And it was becoming more heightened, this disparity, this space. “Work matters, dammit. Years, practice, experience. Work matters!”

			Emily continued. Flowing…fearing…

			“I can’t allow this,” Helen said. “You are not allowed to be this good.”

			Years later, the word savant would bother Emily, though she wouldn’t be able to remember why.

			Helen moved quickly to the side of the Fisher-Price table and hit it, intentionally, with her knee. Like a bully. Like she wanted to mess up the drawing. But Emily, scared, kept drawing.

			“Oh yeah?” Helen said.

			She kneed the table again.

			“You’re not allowed,” Helen said. “Are you listening to me? Why aren’t you listening to me? Your mom and dad are not home right now, and I am in charge, and I am telling you that you must stop what you are doing. You are not allowed!”

			Emily made to cover her drawing with her other arm. Helen kicked the chair on the other side of the table.

			“Stop drawing,” she said.

			Her voice was calm now. Flat.

			Emily looked up at the woman and raised the colored pencil.

			It felt like a sword.

			Helen eyed the fully exposed drawing and gasped. The lamp illuminated the very ends of her tight blond curls so that it looked to Emily like the babysitter’s hair was aflame.

			Then she saw the palm of the woman’s hand, drawn back.

			The shape it made. The perspective.

			It looked so small that way. Emily imagined what drawing it might be like. The lines across the palm, the beginnings of the fingers. The—

			SLAP

			Emily fell hard out of the Fisher-Price chair and banged her shoulder against the closet of toys, of clothes, of art.

			Her face burned. Her head hurt.

			But something deeper had been slapped along with it. Something Emily would soon forget she’d ever had.

			Still, for the moment, Emily knew. Lying on the ground, her cheek to the carpet, as Helen took the paper from the table and raised it closer to her wild eyes, Emily knew.

			It wasn’t because the drawing was wrong.

			It was because it was great.

			Helen shouted words Emily mostly successfully blocked out. But the damage had been done.

			The art had been slapped out of her.

			Years later, sitting strapped to a chair, facing her boyfriend across a table upon which a pregnancy test rested unseen, the result unknown, she’d think:

			The only thing worse than not encouraging is discouraging.

			But at four years old, Emily Moore didn’t have the tools to understand what just happened. There was no psychologist in the playroom closet to peek out and tell her. And so, lying on the floor, a small hand to a burning face, she remained still, even as the babysitter stood over her, looking at her through a small hole in the drawing Emily had not yet finished, a hole Emily had made herself as she was slapped, as she instinctively grabbed for the paper, for purchase, as if trying to grasp art and a future with art, subconsciously, a lifetime of joy and work in equal measure, a future she may have been too young to comprehend but a path any living thing at any age could sense.

			Helen snorted, like a bull, as if Emily wore all red. She leaned over Emily, blocking the window light. And Emily thought the woman would eat her. Yes, she imagined Helen’s mouth extending to the floor, the walls a gorge of shouting, coming toward her, like a picture frame, a huge square advancing…

			And Emily would be stuck inside Helen’s anger forever.

			But the woman suddenly rose up and, the drawing in hand, left the basement.

			Emily heard the front door open and close, and she understood she’d been left alone in the house for the first time in her life. Mom and Dad had long ago explained why a child couldn’t be unsupervised, and so the first thing that crossed Emily’s mind, the first thing of all things, was to avoid the stove in the kitchen. To not eat anything, lest she eat something wrong. And to do her best to stay in one place, a safe place, a place she couldn’t get hurt. The basement didn’t feel like that kind of a place anymore, and so she thought of her bedroom, even as she got up, finally, and crossed the carpeted room, and took the pile (the mountain) of drawings with marker and crayon and stuffed them all into the closet, without delicacy, without caring if she tore the paper or bent the corners or smushed the whole body of work into a single ball of invisibility.

			Art for her had become dangerous.

			Slap…

			There would be no more art, she decided then, without knowing she’d decided it and certainly without understanding that someone else had decided it for her.

			With the playroom closet door closed, she looked to the Fisher-Price table and waved goodbye.

			“Thank you,” she said. “I had a very good time with you.”

			She gave the basement one last look before heading upstairs, into the bulk of the impossibly quiet house (like a stranger to her now, the house itself, and herself), and climbed the stairs carefully lest she do exactly what Mom and Dad were worried could happen: get hurt. She got to her bedroom safely, climbed up onto the bed, and lay there, holding her face, without crying, just shocked, never having been slapped before, surely not across the face, and surely not because she was…

			“Great.”

			The word felt weird in her voice and she didn’t speak again, not until she was woken by Mom, frantic Mom, asking where Helen was, WHERE THE HELL IS HELEN? As Dad yelled into a phone downstairs, as the house came to volcanic life and Emily’s face now stung, no longer burned.

			But Mom saw it. The discoloration there. She got very serious as she asked Emily what happened. Dad entered the bedroom then and Mom asked Emily if Helen had done this and Emily said yes, and Mom and Dad made sounds like Emily had never heard them make before.

			Emily was too young to know that they called the babysitter agency, called the police, did all they could to get the woman off any registry, but she understood it when both her parents expressed a measure of defeat, weeks later, at the dinner table, saying it was too much work, too much money, to actually “go after” the woman and it was good enough that she’d been fired, good enough, okay.

			Emily forgot it all, over time, forgot about drawing and how she’d felt when she’d tapped into the running stream all artists of any age (novice to master) seek, and she turned her attention to other things, like games and playing outside, even a brief interest in sports that found her on the track team (slow, but who cared) and the basketball team (not bad). She liked the creativity sports allowed for but never saw it for what it could be: an art form. And her parents didn’t know why the horrible woman Helen had slapped their child, because Emily didn’t really know why herself. Anytime she was asked why, she replied with the timeless child response of I don’t know.

			Cate and Westin Moore didn’t need any convincing that a woman who would leave a child alone would also strike a child for no good reason. There was no reason good enough.

			But as time passed, so did the severity (and terror) of that Saturday afternoon. Until one evening at the dinner table Westin joked about the sitter’s name. It was the natural course of a traumatic event; the moment everyone involved had a laugh.

			Mom had said something about a neighbor dealing with power outages and Dad said, “Some people get bad service, and others go to Helen Bach.”

			Mom shook her head. But Emily didn’t even recognize the name at first. Not until a preview for the movie Mommie Dearest came on TV one night and Dad said, “To Helen Bach…”

			He cracked himself up with these little puns. Maybe because he needed to. Maybe because he wished he’d been there to stay the hand that slapped his daughter’s face.

			But what Cate and Westin never addressed was what the woman had taken with her when she left the house that day. It never crossed their minds that discouragement could be a monster all its own, and that the map of blood it left was just as visceral (and red) as that left by an ax. If it had crossed their minds, well, the real revenge was always right there for the taking: a simple conversation with Emily, words to get their daughter back onto the artistic track, back where she felt like a superhero, back where she was most herself. Instead, Cate and Westin both eventually assumed Emily had grown out of her art phase, like most kids do.

			Cate and Westin simply moved on. Maybe it assuaged their guilt. Guilt that became a rift. The world wasn’t made up of people who drew with markers and crayons, after all, and if Emily had shunned (it seemed more like she’d forgotten) the stack of drawings she’d stuffed into the basement closet, then all the better because maybe it meant Emily had embarked healthily from the bizarre and frightening experience of the babysitter. She was growing up, after all, as she should, as all kids should.

			Soon, neither parent truly felt the absence of art in the house because neither parent was an artist themselves. And what was once a curiosity in their child, an unstoppable compulsion to create, took its rightful place in the natural order, then repudiation, of childhood.

			But there was one person who understood, of course. One person who knew exactly what she had taken with her when she left the Moore house that Saturday afternoon. And while Emily Moore grew up, the babysitter never did.

			She not only knew, but she’d do it again.

			Because it was unfair what she’d witnessed in the basement that day. The ability, the promise, in the fingers and forehead of a little girl.

			Helen Bach knew what she’d slapped away.

			And she liked it that way.

			And wanted to keep it that way.

			Just so.

		

	
		
			35

			It was funny, if you thought about it, the way cranky (but cool) Abby Miller said Helen could think the public park was her own studio. That sounded like Helen Bach, all right. But the thing was, that’s not what Helen really said to Benny, and Benny who told Abby.

			She’d “bragged” about having a studio out by Herko Lighthouse just north of Wainscott, something about an “enviable space” with “a lot of potential.” Abby didn’t believe any of it. She called Helen a liar and worse and told Officer Jeff Opal he was a fool if he spent any time on anything Helen said. She also said that if she were a cop (and this was totally an Abby Miller thing to say), she would be searching the closest lake towns because tourists were picky and snarky, and the missing woman probably got bored here and the man probably found her and didn’t think enough of the local police to fill them in that everything was okay now.

			Yes, Opal had ended up telling Abby more than he probably should have. But he was getting information, wasn’t he? Abby suggested Opal and Co. move on with their days, their lives, and not to fuss over hungover tourists because if this were a real city, like New York City, where Abby had lived (“as an artist”) for four years, this wouldn’t have been on the radar of any officer within twenty miles. But this wasn’t New York City. Or Detroit. Or even Goblin. And if there was one thing Mother Opal had instilled in her young Jeff, it was that he had to take Wainscott seriously for what it was. Because the law was the law. And while a bigger break in the law might eclipse a smaller one in, say, Detroit, that didn’t mean you had to have special glasses to glimpse it here in town.

			Jeff not only took this advice to heart, he kinda loved it. And yes, his mom hadn’t instilled only “one thing” into him regarding police work (more like an entire worldview, scaffolding and all), but some lessons stuck tighter than others. He took immense pride in roving the streets of Wainscott, in keeping the peace, and if there wasn’t a lot of peace to keep? Well, shoot, maybe that was because of people like Jeff Opal. You ever think of that, Abby Miller? Yeah, maybe the streets were safe because the police cared and the people cared and guys like Jeff Opal said, You know what? I’m going to go out to that area by Herko Lighthouse and check around for a building that maybe could be used as a studio and I’m gonna find Helen Bach and Herb Helmsman and I’m gonna ask them about Jack Whitney and his friend Emily Moore and they’re gonna say they have no idea what I’m talking about and that’s okay. Yes. Jeff was the kind of guy to do just that, rather than saying forget it, I’d rather have steak and eggs at Pilly’s, I’d rather down a beer at McMac’s.

			So Jeff drove. Out past the drugstore and the last vestige of town, the little strip mall with Tony’s Chinese and the former arcade (ah, that place was good, that place was great, left a hole in Wainscott’s soul), and DeLouise Jewelry, too, where Opal had fantasized about stopping robberies. Once you got past the “Wainscott Strip,” you felt like you were entering another world, with the beginning of the dunes to your left and the tall grass to your right, and it really was a wonder more tourists didn’t spend all their time up here rather than down in town on a public beach where there might be forty, fifty other people to contend with. Jeff kept his eyes open for Jack and Emily. He didn’t know exactly what Emily looked like (she had no online presence; he’d checked), but he certainly knew a lost tourist when he saw one, and he even (perhaps foolishly) told himself he’d be able to tell if it was a woman who was pondering whether she was pregnant. Maybe. Maybe he could tell that. Certainly he’d been trained to notice when something else was on someone’s mind. I mean, that was the whole point of questioning and things. The things people hid, yes, and the things they were worried about too. Motivation.

			But as he drove, he didn’t think in dark terms. He didn’t expect foul play or anything close to it. Rather, he hoped he’d see Jack and Emily taking a path into the dunes. He hoped he could come to a slow stop beside them, roll his window down, and say, You found each other. Because that would be nice. And that was more the mood of not only Wainscott, Michigan, but of Officer Jeff Opal to boot.

			Herko Lighthouse wasn’t so fancy, wasn’t so big. Just a tall red-and-white structure up a couple miles with a solid red lid on top. It bleated its horn a few times a day and people liked to visit all the lighthouses along the shores of the Great Lakes and, hey, if it brought people to town, people who spent money at places like Abby Arts, then that was great. Jeff knew nobody lived in the thing or worked it regularly. It was actually Jean Morris from Local Dune Electric who made sure the thing ran smoothly and bleated. Jeff didn’t think anybody even swept the place. Probably a lot of sand in there. A lot of sand everywhere up around there. Including the empty lots of the half-empty warehouses. Well, Jeff hadn’t had cause to think about those buildings very much. For starters, they were out of town. Technically out of his jurisdiction. But really, whose were they in? Either way, he’d never been called there or ordered to check out one of the buildings, nothing of that nature at all. A few warehouse spaces, or former warehouse spaces; Jeff didn’t think any company operated out of those anymore.

			Yet…hmmm.

			A car. Huh. Cars. Parked outside one of the nondescript white buildings to the right of Herko. A fenced-in lot (and a clean lot, at that), with streams of sand from the dunes spread across it like measured confetti. So nice out here. The lake air through his open window felt so good, and he struggled to imagine why Abby Miller would make fun of Helen Bach for getting access to one of these buildings and using it for art’s sake.

			It sure beat standing on the beach, watching the waves roll in through a big, empty picture frame.

			Jeff had seen that a couple times and, like Mother Opal said, if it ain’t against the law, don’t talk to it. Maybe Abby was a little jealous of Helen for getting the space. Artists got that way, he had been led to believe. All the stories of infighting in rock history and all that jazz. Yeah, maybe Abby wished she had thought of it first. And maybe Helen had been studying those waves, right? Maybe she had spent all that time on the beach, watching the waves roll in, getting to know them. What did Jeff Opal know about that? Nothing.

			The fence didn’t have a gate and so he drove right into the lot, Herko off behind him now, its red lid visible in his rearview mirror. He slowed by the two cars parked near a side door, the door as white as the brick of the building. No signage anywhere. No brand or business boasted. Jeff thought maybe the old Chrysler could belong to Herb Helmsman, maybe, but it struck him he’d never seen Herb anywhere but on foot, waltzing the Wainscott streets with his odd walk, hands in his pockets, a little shifty-eyed, a living cartoon. But the second car had to belong to someone else. Right? A nice white Subaru. Looked like the kind of car the man Jack Whitney would drive. Totally a Chaps car.

			He pulled up next to the Subaru and killed the engine. He eyed the door a second, then looked at his CB. You were supposed to call things in. All things. And so he picked up the CB and the freakin’ Herko horn went off exactly when he did and it was funny, and it kinda shocked him, and it gave him a laugh, and he put the CB back in its cradle without really thinking too hard on it.

			Hopefully Helen and/or Herb were here. And hopefully they had no idea what he was talking about or hopefully maybe they did, maybe they knew just the littlest bit, saw the tiniest corner of someone else’s life; maybe they would say something like what Abby Miller had said about the studio thing…

			And then it would prove all was right with the world. That you did things because it was smarter to do them than to go get steak and beer.

			He got out and a little gust of lake wind crossed the lot, driving a sampling of sand across his police boots.

			Then he walked those boots to the side door and paused.

			He looked out at Herko and the lake beyond it and the horizon too. He took it all in, the feel of it all, even the building itself and, sure, why not, even the two parked cars. And he thought how it all looked like a freakin’ painting. The whole area, just one fine freakin’ landscape. The kind of place nobody would mind getting stuck.

			Man, did he love Wainscott.

			What a picture it made.
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			“Ted Gwynn says right here on page fifty-five: ‘There is nothing more essential to the artist than voice. And once that voice is learned, the artist’s job changes: no longer are they required to spend their time practicing, now they must perform. Just as every tree has its own individual rings, each artist has their own voice. But that doesn’t mean every artist finds theirs. It is the mountaintop, it is the zenith, it is the artistic aim. And once the artist reveals that voice, no amount of existing criticism can entirely apply. Because that voice has never been heard before.’ ”

			She paused and looked up from the stack of pages she held. Like she had been printing out the man’s book. She was standing closer to the frame now, her face lit from below, monster lighting, and her eyes traveled from Jack to Emily, then stayed there. As if Emily had been her destination all along.

			As if it were Emily to whom she and Ted Gwynn spoke directly.

			She read on: “ ‘How can there be a unified opinion of a thing that has never been seen before? How can a thing be declared a failure, if we’ve never heard it tried?’ ”

			She raised her eyes again, but this time they traveled the length of the wooden pieces of the frame. Make no mistake: she eyed it with reverence.

			She flipped some pages ahead to a place already marked.

			“ ‘The artist must find an idea that embarrasses them…that is the one they should strive to produce. The embarrassment comes from a lack of confidence, and that lack of confidence from never having seen anything like it before. Picasso, already having established himself as capable of realism, must’ve reddened at the idea of faces so distorted. Yet, it was this surrealistic period that propelled him to the top of the art world. It was his ability to remain confident in a potentially unflattering idea that garnered him the attention he received.’ ”

			She looked to Emily again, and Emily saw her as she’d seen her long ago. Back then Helen’s hair was shorter, curled, tight to her head, but the cold expression on her face was much the same. The picture frame may as well have been the door to Emily’s childhood bedroom, and Helen now, here, the same sitter stationed deep out in the upstairs hall, eyeing her in return, no doubt considering what to do with the feelings of jealousy, envy, even competition, that she felt toward the child she’d been hired to watch over.

			Helen read on: “ ‘And just like an artist only comes up with so many characters, we only get so many people in our lives. For this, we repeat. We leave a familiar image, and we come back to it. A teacher once instructed us to paint the same figure, again and again. We were told the figure should be someone of some importance from our past. This didn’t mean the subject needed to know we were painting them, nor did they need to feel our having crossed paths was significant in any way. The fact they were important to us, the fact they came to mind, the fact they were the one we decided to render, that was enough to call this person a temporary muse. My first muse, then. It’s difficult to articulate how satisfying it felt to have one, even if only because it was forced upon us in the classroom. One might say every person has a muse, buried (or not) beneath our complex relationships to the lives we lead. But this isn’t necessarily true. For we often mistake a muse as someone who inspires beauty, when in truth, a muse can step forth from any quarter. A muse can step forth from the dark.’ ”

			Emily eyed Jack, determining how badly he was hurt. She imagined she looked worse. Still, he’d been enveloped in worry. This was the first time she’d ever seen him this way. Six months isn’t long enough to know every face a partner could and would eventually wear. She knew this. Six months didn’t guarantee hardship or loss. So far, their relationship had been on an upward trajectory. A glorious climb. They’d grown closer and warmer for the duration. But now? Now Jack looked like someone had slapped the joke out of him. There was no handprint on his cheek, but it was written all over his face.

			As Helen talked (a thing Emily still hadn’t entirely processed: this was her childhood babysitter), her eyes traveled to the white oval, facedown on the table. She had no doubt the woman had used Emily’s stolen urine to take the test. The answer to whether Emily and Jack were on course to take the next step remained hidden. But despite these enormous thoughts, the ultimate preoccupation remained the same as it had been since she woke in this madhouse.

			How to get out.

			“Emily?” Helen said. And it was the voice up the hall from the playroom, the voice standing over her as she drew pictures as a child. “Are you listening to this?”

			Emily needed to find a way out.

			“You’ve painted your picture,” she said. “Let us go.”

			“No.”

			“Listen to your work of art, Helen. Let us go.”

			“No.” Then, like a child talking loudly to quiet the adults in the room, Helen read on: “ ‘My unexpected muse was a former friend of my mother’s. At the teacher’s instructions, she showed up in all my paintings, even when I didn’t want to paint her at all. The teacher told me to accept that, to paint her always, to think of her as a present thing, whether she was still in my life or not. I did as I was told. She had brown hair and a studious face, and I imagined her as a placeholder, of course, for the class, but she would always be there: my first muse. I still see her now. A woman from a profound moment in my past. The art class. And the more I painted her, the more profound that past became. What I mean to say here is: Don’t wait for the muse. Force the muse instead.’ ”

			Emily saw the same thoughts in Jack’s eyes. How to get out.

			“ ‘There are no series. No more than a person crossing the street is a series. We are continuous motion. Three paintings of the same subject isn’t a series any more than three seconds of waking life. And we cross paths with others in motion. And we re-cross paths. The present, the scene, is never over.’ ”

			She was reading faster. Excitedly. As if she’d been waiting to share this opinion for a long time. But it suddenly felt to Emily like Helen was talking to herself. That she wasn’t speaking to two human beings but rather a mirror, or, perhaps, a painting—yes, two-dimensional characters rendered in oil upon a canvas, people who couldn’t respond, and, maybe, if they had, now, it would have cracked her world apart.

			“We crossed paths again,” Helen said. She smiled shamelessly. “At that Italy place…”

			Emily stiffened. She hadn’t yet considered the exact tension of the string that must’ve connected her childhood to this moment, thread unspooled by the woman who held it.

			This was Helen Bach, after all. The woman who left her alone as a kid. The woman who slapped her from her Fisher-Price chair for drawing a better picture at four years old than Helen ever could. The woman Westin Moore joked about, always with a degree of discomfort, often enough that the name Helen itself became an independent word, a joke of its own (My new boss is a real Helen), having no longer anything to do with the actual woman standing before a frame with no canvas, talking to people she likely didn’t see as people at all.

			But she had seen them. In person. Out of the studio. Yes. Emily understood what Helen was saying. Crossing paths. The continuation of events rather than a series of paintings.

			Fine. If the woman wanted to talk philosophy of art, Emily could keep up.

			Helen was talking about Benny Rizzuto’s in Chaps, the fine Italian restaurant downtown that Emily had been to twice before meeting Jack, two nice nights out with Mom and Dad, the kind of place where the rehearsal dinners for weddings were scheduled in the back room, where a graduation party could find its footing, or an easy afternoon of watching the Lions at the bar.

			Emily remembered the night she and Jack were there very well. Of course she did: it was their first date.

			To think…Helen Bach had been present…in any way…

			They’d sat at the table nearest the window, the table and two chairs up on a riser, Emily and Jack facing each other much like…like they were doing right now. And, by all accounts, no, by this account, the account of a woman who believed she was painting pictures by demanding people remain still within the four walls of her precious picture frame, Helen was saying she’d watched them eat that night, six months ago, news that now gave Emily a shiver so cold it felt like a polar plunge, like she’d been mid-shower and the world had run out of hot water. The babysitter was there. One of the most meaningful nights of Emily’s life, when she discovered in Jack Whitney a richness she wasn’t yet sure existed in a man. They’d already started to fall in love across that table, only, like most people, they didn’t know it yet.

			“Did you really not see me?” Helen asked. Her expression was hard to pin down. That combination of doubt and confidence Emily remembered from the basement of her childhood home.

			Emily willed the woman to leave now.

			Just as she had in that basement.

			Leave us here to fend for ourselves or leave us here to die.

			“I framed you two that night,” Helen said. “An accident. I thought.” She smiled affectionately, a sharp turn from a moment ago. “I’d been coming up the sidewalk, a frame under my arm. I had no intention yet, no vision.” She paused, pleased (pleasured) to recall its arrival. “And then I see you, Emily Moore, in the front window of the Italy place. I tried to hide from you, I think that’s why I lifted the frame in the first place…” Another pause. The artist reliving the breakthrough. The most important event in her life. “I was across the street there in downtown Chaps. The awning of the Italy place fit perfectly at the top of the frame, all red and faded gold. And you two…under that awning, behind the glass…and with a question for the viewer…Who are they? Will it work out for them? Are they in love or just falling in love? Oh, Emily, you made a perfect painting, and I understood very well that the reason I’d met you the first time was not to bear witness to your art but for you to play a big part in mine. And yet…for us to meet twice…why…who was framing us?” She smiled. “But I couldn’t have you falling in love.”

			“What?”

			But Emily thought she understood. Oh God, she did.

			“Love breeds inspiration,” Helen said. “And inspiration…well…that breeds art.”

			The woman who had slapped the art out of Emily at four…she was still determined to keep that art out.

			“Wait,” Jack said. “You stalked us? You stalked Emily?”

			“You got us twice now,” Emily said. She wanted to know if it had been more than that. How many times had Helen Bach slapped the art out of Emily Moore? “Isn’t that enough?”

			But Helen’s expression told her nothing.

			“It’s the moment I became the artist I knew myself to be,” Helen said. “Seeing you two…framed. And just like Ted Gwynn describes…I was so embarrassed by my own vision. I turned as red as that Italy awning.”

			“Well, you got your painting,” Jack said. “It’s time to let us go.”

			Emily tensed, expecting Helen to snap back at him, to shout, to reach into the pouch of her apron.

			But she remained still. As tears of revelation fell from her irreligious eyes.

			“You’re right,” she said. “You are right. I have got my painting.”

			She looked left then, and Herb stepped up to meet her by the frame.

			The two of them, American Gothic.

			“You didn’t want me falling in love,” Emily said, still processing the unfathomable motivation here. Love breeds inspiration…and inspiration art…

			But Helen was too lost in her own magnificence to hear the meek voices in her finished masterwork any longer.

			“Herb,” she said. “It’s time.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			Helen smiled. As if she had finally accepted something it had taken years to believe.

			“Yes,” she said. “Let’s hang it.”
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			The CB blared from its cradle, and Opal was torn from his momentary reverie about how beautiful it was up here, just north of Wainscott. Especially in deep evening. Maybe it was all the talk about art, or the few minutes he’d spent in the art store, but he’d really gotten wrapped up in the feeling, the moment, lost in thoughts about instincts and how instincts are tied to spirit and spirit tied to—

			“Opal.”

			Just the one word. His name. Dispatch. Something bad at the station? Shoot. Maybe he should’ve called in after all.

			He went back to the car, thinking of the silver door handle on the building’s side door and how it looked so easy to open. Just, step right in. Call out for Helen and Herb. See if they’d heard anything about this woman or this guy Jack.

			“Opal.”

			At the cruiser again, he picked up.

			“Hey, sorry. Opal here.”

			“Where are you?”

			Well, shoot. Where was he? Hmmm. He was checking out a warehouse north of the city because he thought maybe it could lead to the guy who came in earlier today who (at the time) said his girlfriend wasn’t “missing” but maybe now she was and maybe now he was and either way, this didn’t feel good, and as his mother always told him, hunches were for hippies (but hippies were fine people too) and instincts were for the real-deal officers, the men and women who made a legit life of it, one they could feel proud about and carry their heads high about and—

			“Opal, what gives?”

			“I’m north of Wainscott.”

			“What for? I don’t see anything here. You’re on duty, right?”

			“Well, you know I am. Yeah.”

			“Want to tell me what’s going on?”

			Officer Jeff Opal was a good officer. A good young man too. And if there was one thing Mother Opal had taught him, it was that sometimes it felt good to come clean.

			“So, a fella came in earlier today…”

			And he told Beth Peterson the entire story. All the way up to Abby Miller’s last-minute comments about a studio and his quick drive north by Herko to check out maybe whether Helen or Herb knew anything about the whereabouts of these two people. Beth asked for the plates on the Subaru. He gave them. Turned out the car belonged to a Cate Mendel. Not Whitney or Moore. Of course, it could be that one of their parents was divorced, but it’s not like Opal was approaching suspects here. Then he got a lecture. One he understood was coming, of course. Beth was not only ten years older than him but a real straight shot, no jokes with Beth, and Jeff took it like he knew he had to. But she also kinda got it.

			“I can send Hibbert or Molly.”

			Opal thought about this. It wasn’t a crime scene. He wasn’t here to apprehend someone. He wasn’t even here because of a peripheral suspect in a case of any kind. He was here because he’d followed his nose like a cartoon police dog, and it had led him to this white-brick building and incredible lake air and a feeling he hadn’t experienced in quite some time. Not free of Wainscott, no. But like he was…improvising.

			See? There was that artist thing again.

			“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Jeff said. “I was gonna ask Helen and Herb if they saw where the woman went. It’s not like I’m questioning them.”

			“Semantics,” Beth said. Then, “But okay. Call me after you speak with them if you do speak with them.”

			No news from the officers who searched the beaches, and chances were good the two tourists from Chaps had simply gone home by now. Still, that Subaru. Opal cradled the CB and looked again to the lighthouse. Then the white-brick building. He let his mind wander a little. He improvised.

			What were instincts if not…artistic? The inner voice of a man, speaking to him and for him like inspiration, moving him, actually moving him forward and back, from here to there, here now north of the town for the first time in a long time. It was almost like he’d felt emotionally connected to this Jack Whitney. The feel of the guy. Mother Opal would’ve approved of how that was put. Just on the line between hippie and grounded. Between hunch and truth. Instinct. Yeah, maybe it was that the guy was the same age as Opal and maybe Opal didn’t have many people his age in Wainscott (most were like Abby Miller or Helen Bach), and maybe it was the fact that the two people whose names came up at all were, in fact, local oddities. But right now, for this moment, Opal was more interested in the instincts, the inspiration, the unspoken ebb and flow of daily life and how even a line-follower like himself had stepped off the line, broken frame, and was now out here, out of his jurisdiction, under the lowering sun, breathing a deeper lake air than even Wainscott daily delivered.

			He was leaning against the cruiser, arms crossed over his chest. Didn’t even realize he’d been doing some thinking and nothing more.

			He looked to the building’s side door. To the silver handle there.

			You see, his instincts were to walk right up and turn the handle and enter quietly and just kinda listen for a second. Yeah. That was his good plan here. If police work was music, that would be the song he was hearing. Walk on over, maybe put his ear to the door, open the thing, no knock.

			It just felt like it was open. Unlocked. It just…felt like it.

			A little plastic lid for a soft drink rolled through the lot and Opal stepped away from the cruiser and knelt to pick it up because this clean lot and clean building and clean dunes and clean lake and clean lighthouse were no place for trash of any kind, and he prided himself on paying attention to the little things, and if there was one thing Mother Opal had—

			Jeff looked at the silver door handle again.

			To knock or to open.

			To knock or not to knock.

			See? Art. Everywhere today.

			He opened the cruiser door and tossed the plastic lid onto the passenger seat, closed the door again, and didn’t linger.

			He stepped to the building and eyed the silver handle and made a fist with his left hand and reached out for the handle with his right.

			To knock or not to knock.

			What would Mother Opal say?

			He knew what she would say. She would say to knock. No question about that one. Follow as many rules as possible and, by the way, it’s possible to follow all the rules.

			Still…

			If police work were music…

			And if he were hearing a song…

			If police work were a painting, it might look something like this: A man in a blue uniform before a nondescript side door of a quiet building. Where anything, literally anything, could be going on inside.

			He gave himself both options.

			To knock and not to knock.

			He gripped the door handle.

			Raised a fist.

			And…

			And stood that way for some time. As if he were a painting. And the viewer would have questions. They’d wonder what was happening on the other side of the door. They’d wonder if that door was locked. They’d wonder if the officer’s fist was raised to knock or if his other hand was already pulling the handle.

			Opal held this pose longer than anybody ordinarily would. He enjoyed it, this weird feeling of being art. He felt one with instinct. One with the work he did. The work he loved to do.

			But…

			But something had to be done.

			And so…

			To knock (and give himself away).

			Or to open (and to surprise).

			Well…

			He did it.

		

	
		
			38

			Really it was a triptych, but Helen didn’t like the term. Likely because Ted Gwynn didn’t. Still, three scenes:

			The one before her now, Emily and Jack, sitting in forever suspension, never to know the answer to the painting’s big question, never to know if their lives were changed, if they were bringing a child into the world, eternally stuck just before that reveal. Yes, this one.

			The Pregnancy Test.

			And that first one, of course, the one Helen saw playing in Emily’s eyes as the younger woman remembered where she knew Helen from, the horrible time Helen spent in the Moore house, watching over the spoiled child, the little girl who was treated like Artemisia just because she showed some aptitude beyond her little years. Oh, it was insufferable the way the mother, Cate, went on about her kid like her family could be onto something. Could have a little Mozart, no? And how that woman eyed Helen, wanting Helen to verify this suspicion, as if the mother and the father were harboring some secret genius, hiding her from the United States government, a godforsaken mutant down in the basement, pounding out suggestions of masterpieces with the rapidity of Pablo Picasso, a four-year-old machine. The real fuck of it, of course, was that Helen did recognize in the girl what the mother so badly wanted her to see.

			It was outrageous. It was unbelievable.

			And it was unfair.

			Yes, that first painting…in the carpeted basement of the Moore house.

			The Babysitter.

			But that second one…that middle one…outside the Italian restaurant…

			She called that one The Last Great Painting.

			Because that’s when she found her voice.

			Helen knew there were people who liked a painting just because it was big. It was easy to fall for size, just as a new style was almost always seductive at first. But Helen was more discerning than that. And Ted Gwynn helped her. He told her it was okay to lean into what you couldn’t do rather than what you could. Helen had always struggled with realism. It was written all over the faces of the others in the Abby Miller group. But she didn’t mind. Because she knew she had a masterwork in her. She just hadn’t found that voice yet. The way Helen saw it, Rivera Court at the Detroit Institute of Arts was only okay. A lot of scribbling, to be honest. Kinda cartoonish, she thought. Everybody else in the Abby Miller group went gaga for it, but Helen just kinda knew better. She thought there was too much empty space in the thing. Like the man had cheated or something. He’d said he was going to fill the room, but he didn’t really. Not like the little girl Emily Moore had done with her one piece of paper, using space and composition in a way Helen had never seen before in her life.

			But she didn’t want to think too hard on that. Ever. It wasn’t wise to compare yourself to other artists. Especially not when you were looking for that voice.

			But still…

			She’d been searching forever, it seemed. Every time she picked up a brush she thought of that little girl. Emily Moore was born with it. Well, that was just fine. The truly great artists had to work. And that work (Ted Gwynn said) was the emotional payoff in their eventual body of work. Being born with it was like being born with money. Where was the nobility in that?

			She knew she’d find it. She was convinced. How could she not? She’d seen art everywhere she looked. Every front porch, every window, every awning above and sidewalk below. People were framed by lampposts. Fish were framed by waves. Even the sky had boundaries.

			She’d just bought a frame from the art store in Chaps and had all the plans in the world to bring it back to Wainscott and beat a canvas until she heard it speak. All she did was listen, believe you her, and sometimes she actually put her ear to the canvases and stood that way for an hour. She thought of the little girl Emily Moore and how her fool parents had framed some of her drawings. It wasn’t fair, really, because once you put a frame on a thing, it looked more like a real piece.

			It was as if the frame did all the work.

			Helen was starting to think all she was missing was a good frame. She’d talked to Herb about it, lanky Herb, a fellow outsider in this town of local fools. Ever notice how when you frame something it suddenly seems…intentional? No matter what that something is? Come on, now. That’s an advantage. That’s what that girl’s parents did. Yeah. Put it behind glass and everything, hung it on the hall wall upstairs so that it was impossible not to see, to stare at, to study, as if it were done by Raphael. Rotten parents, if you asked Helen, fooling their little girl into thinking everybody was born with voice, and nobody had to sound it out.

			Still, the framed drawings were unbelievable…and the ones Helen had witnessed herself…

			It was just…

			She knew she shouldn’t compare herself to other artists. Ted Gwynn said so.

			But…

			But jeez, it was astonishing is what it was, the way the kid’s tiny hand moved so effortlessly over the paper, like she was in a trance, like you’d read how it happened for the masters; eyes barely on the piece it seemed, channeling something bigger than most people could comprehend. People called a person like that a savant. Well, sure, but was that fair? Jeez. Helen stood staring at that framed painting in the hall of that house while that little cheater slept, wondering if she could slip into that bedroom and turn out Emily’s lights. Because that’s how it felt, yeah. Like little Emily Moore lived in the light and big Helen Bach was flailing around in the dark, her ear to every canvas she bumped along the way.

			In fact…

			One night Helen took the kid’s drawing from the frame and put her ear to that. She listened and she listened, and she didn’t move, not until she heard the parents arriving home, their loud car in the drive, the mother climbing the stairs to check on the little Donatello and the father fixing a drink to continue whatever fun they’d been having. Well, while they were out and about, Helen had been studying. Indeed. Listening for that voice, that vision.

			She hid for a few minutes that night. Hid from them. Stood alone in the upstairs bathroom with what she’d heard in little Emily’s art. She didn’t respond to calls of her name. Not at first. Let them worry a little. Let them get used to the fact her job in life wasn’t to praise their genius daughter.

			Ted Gwynn said most artists looked in the wrong places.

			He was a wise person.

			Helen didn’t find that voice until there was no canvas to hear. But by then, thoughts of Emily Moore were loud.

			So what if the girl could draw? So could Helen. And really, she could do a lot more than that. She could paint, and she bet she could sculpt and she bet she’d be fine with a camera too. Besides, by the time Helen walked the streets of Chaps with a new (to her) frame under her arm, the girl was a woman. And had the world heard of Emily Moore? Did the world know of her genius? Well, Helen searched the magazines. Every time she read the Wainscott papers she feared for her life she’d see some notice of a rising star, a gallery show, the announcement of a brilliant, incandescent talent that Helen had witnessed herself, so many years ago.

			
				WUNDERKIND! COMING TO WAINSCOTT!

			

			Jeez. The idea scared her deep. A thing like that would’ve broken something in her, stolen something necessary.

			An artist needed big ears to hear that voice. Big ears on a big face. And no four-year-old had a big enough face…

			But wait…

			Her face…

			Yes. Her face.

			Carrying the frame up the sidewalk in downtown Chaps…Helen Bach saw…

			Her face.

			Emily Moore.

			Again.

			Years had passed, but no matter to that. Helen could’ve picked Emily out of a print of School of Athens.

			It was almost too incredible to believe, and at first Helen didn’t. Yet…Ted Gwynn talking about paths crissing and crossing. And how, if you asked the universe questions, it almost always responded. It was her, all right. The unfair prodigy, all grown up. Eating through the glass of a fancy restaurant from Italy.

			It made sense, didn’t it? Eventually it had to happen. Yes, the face Helen had been thinking about for years was right there for the framing. She’d grown her hair out, her face was fuller. She looked like an adult now, but Helen knew what she really was.

			A natural.

			And the vessel in which she’d deigned to visit mere mortals had only aged.

			Little Emily Moore.

			Helen leapt back from the glass and crossed the street.

			Emily Moore. Out to eat. A scene with…questions.

			Yes.

			But one answer felt painfully obvious. It was all over new Emily Moore’s face:

			Emily Moore was falling in love.

			Helen couldn’t let that happen. Oh, no. She couldn’t allow what love did. The idea of an inspired Emily Moore was more horrifying than the inexhaustible raw ability the woman possessed since childhood.

			Little Mozart, indeed.

			Helen had to block any path to inspiration.

			Had to.

			Or that name would be in those papers after all.

			Without deciding consciously to do so, as if to hide, she raised the frame she held. She didn’t consider the fact the empty frame held no canvas to hide her.

			And what she found was something of a viewfinder, something a person might do to get a sense of a scene before painting it. Only…only, once the frame was up…yes…once the frame was up it was like…it was…

			She let out a moan that brought a passing couple to give her a wide berth, like she’d orgasmed on the sidewalk outside the restaurant.

			In a way, she had.

			Ted Gwynn wrote of the ecstasy of discovery. The moment an artist finally finds their way. He warned it could overwhelm, could freeze a person, could feel larger than the world itself.

			Because when a big thing is found, it doesn’t leave much room for what had been there before.

			Helen felt in that moment that the entire world was framed. All of history, every second, from the formation of the planets to the waiter who lowered dishes to the table for Emily and the man she sat with…all of it a collection of paintings.

			All of Time a gallery, every moment a hanging.

			This was it, of course. This was it. There was no debating the truth of this revelation. This was what Helen had been looking for every time she eyed a blank canvas, every time she felt inferior in her memories of the little girl or the people in her art class or even the strangers she passed on the streets of Wainscott. She’d felt small before Abby Miller and the members of Abby’s art group and all the tourists who came to town articulating more artistically than she ever had; they even dressed better and carried themselves like living works of art while she, she was tasked with the torture of attempting to capture it, to abduct what she saw and to portray that in art. People had no idea! None! People couldn’t fathom the weight upon the shoulders of the great artists. Helen Bach as Atlas, holding the entire world up so that it might continue to turn, if she could just…find…that…

			But then all the world became a frame.

			“Voice,” she said, standing outside the restaurant, watching the two younger people laughing over a joke the man had made. Jeez, even the way Emily drank from her water glass was love. Was this a first date? Were they celebrating? Were they reconciling? What exactly was happening in this perfectly timed gift from the heavens of art?

			It was incredible, is what it was. Here, Helen had decided to block inspiration in Emily Moore…only to find it in herself.

			No coincidence in that, she knew. Only so much to go around.

			And she wasn’t giving Emily Moore a nickel of what she’d found.

			Helen was breathless with it. A little out of her mind with it. Someone passed before the frame, and she barked at her. Barked at her!

			She lowered the frame and stood a moment, estimating the best angle. She wanted the restaurant itself, the awning, a piece of the street. Yes. If she could make it so the couple were not the focal point, if you kinda had to look to see them, if you thought you were looking at a painting of a restaurant and then realized you were being told a story…

			Totally breathless now she stepped forward, into the street, without looking either way. A car honked and swerved and she hardly heard it before stepping back, preferring the original distance better.

			Just so.

			Helen screeched with joy. She knew why the Chapsers had looked at her funny, she knew they were jealous of what she’d found. Well, hadn’t she been jealous of what she’d seen in Emily? Hadn’t she?

			It felt okay to admit that now.

			She stood on the corner of the picturesque downtown street of Chaps, Michigan, making her own picture for what felt like the first time. Never mind the motion, the sounds, the changing colors as clouds passed slowly before the sun. Helen saw it. The still painting, the caged image, the world in molding, caught by her!, Helen Bach!, ensnared in this exuberant frame she’d just bought and oh, oh!, suddenly all the thoughts she’d wrestled with for so long, from the nights in the little girl’s hallway, all the confusing feelings she’d had about those days, oh, how they were obliterated, oh!, having discovered the reason for her interest, her obsession, the hours spent studying as the little lucky snoot snored like a philistine up the hall.

			She was searching for her own voice! And now…whose name would be in the papers? Whose work announced for the world?

			Emily and the young man ate. And drank. And laughed. And loved.

			And that last part had to be stopped.

			Helen had a clear view of Emily. All grown up now. No longer the artist but the subject. And was there any sweeter revenge than that? Was there any sweeter feeling than having caught your rival in a frame? She wondered if these things could be felt in the painting, her painting. This tension could only add. This history could only beget more questions. Such as…why? Why these two? And why from this distance? And why now? And why so beautiful a rendering of a young woman without her being the focal point? What was the artist saying with this painting? What were the questions she was asking of those who observed?

			And who…yes who was watching them eat?

			Genius. Absolutely genius.

			Helen held the frame for the duration of their dinner. Locals excused themselves as they passed. A dog made to pee at her feet before its owner tugged it away. Some got on her shoes. Kids gazed up at her through the frame and hid behind their parents’ legs.

			When Emily and the young man got up to leave, Helen felt a crushing desire for things to remain unchanged. And when they finally exited the place, as the man slipped into Emily’s jacket and then put his jacket on her, as they laughed at this childish, insignificant sense of humor, Helen finally lowered the frame.

			She breathed hard. Wiped sweat from her face and throat.

			The painting had been done. The Last Great Painting. And everything she did following could be titled the same. Her career had begun. Or, rather, continued. Because she understood then, clear as volume, that her first painting had actually been done in the Moore house many years ago, as Helen stood in the hall, eyeing the unfairly gifted one through the organic picture frame of her bedroom door.

			But now?

			Now she’d recognized a body of work. An oeuvre. A canon to call her own.

			Helen watched the couple disappear behind the corner of the restaurant’s red bricks, heading in the opposite direction from where Helen still stood. But rather than feel she had lost her subjects, rather than grieve as the image slipped out of frame…

			She reveled in the capture.

			The abduction she had been searching for with the passion of all the greats.

			Only the love nagged at her. And the fact she had to get to Emily before inspiration got there first.

			Only that.

			Then she screamed. Howled! She made the loudest sound she could make, still on the sidewalk outside that restaurant, the site of that first date.

			Let people get scared.

			Helen Bach had found, with the same mouth, mind, and spirit that had searched for so, so long…

			Helen Bach had finally, mercifully, found her voice.
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			“I saw her buying markers at the art store,” Jack said. He was sweating, his face distorted into something Emily wished she never had to see. He was trying to break free of the belts even as she was. Both Helen and Herb had left together. Getting whatever they needed to “hang” the painting.

			“What do you mean? You saw her?”

			“Well, I can’t believe it. I mean, I was right next to her. Had no idea. She bought a big box of them. Oh man, Emily. I’m so unbelievably sorry you’ve been here this whole time.”

			“I’m sorry you’re here too,” Emily said.

			They both fought back tears, but they fought even harder against those belts.

			“I looked,” Jack said. And it was like their voices were coming from somewhere outside the space. As if they were viewers discussing important theories as they faced a painting. “I searched the town and the beach. Went by every place we’d been. Went back to the street where it must’ve happened.”

			Emily saw it then: Jack pointing out what must’ve been Helen’s eyes in the dark between the dumpsters on Manse Street.

			“Did she buy anything else?” Emily asked. “Like…tools?”

			“I don’t think so. But…I don’t know.” His voice shook. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking of her this way then…”

			It was absurdism. Surrealism. Horror.

			She eyed the test on the table.

			“She told me you were up the hall,” she said.

			“I don’t even know if this place has halls,” Jack said. Then, “Do you? Did you see any other part of this building?”

			“No. But I heard the foghorn of the lighthouse.”

			“Herko,” Jack said. He nodded. As if this tidbit might help them. As if this meaningless nugget of information, where they were, could be used like scissors to cut the walls.

			“I don’t know how long they’ll be gone,” Emily said. “And she has…the drugs or whatever she’s using in the pouch of that apron she’s wearing.”

			She saw frustration dawn on Jack’s face.

			“What?” she asked.

			“No, I just remember seeing her, through the man Herb’s back door. Jesus, Emily. She was just standing there so still. Her pulse must’ve been what ours are like at the beach.”

			“Don’t say that. Don’t say beach.”

			“Well, if we want it, we gotta get the fuck out of these chairs. I for one insist we go to the beach once we do. I’m not letting this woman ruin our vacation.”

			It was funny. Because Jack said it. And because he said it now.

			“Maybe if we can dislocate our shoulders or something,” Jack said. “I think that’s how people do it when—”

			The door opened and both stopped moving.

			Footsteps came slowly from the dark tunnel between the empty frame and the door.

			Emily imagined hooves.

			Helen and Herb arrived at the frame together.

			“Look at it, Herb,” Helen said.

			“It’s brilliant,” Herb said.

			“Hey, this is all really bad, actually,” Jack said. “And we need to get out of here. You need to let us go. You can’t just…take people.”

			“Her hair against the slashes of red behind her,” Herb said. “Really makes her profile stand out.”

			“You’re so right,” Helen said. “And the yellows behind him…”

			They went quiet, even as Jack continued to tell them they had to let them go. Even as his words seemed to stop, blocked, at the empty space of the picture frame, just as no figure in a painting can actually respond, can actually demand, can actually shout at the viewer.

			But Emily’s mind had gone someplace else. It was what Jack had said about the art store…

			Markers…

			Emily stopped struggling with the belt. She looked up to the ceiling, craned her neck to see over her shoulder. She looked over Jack’s, then to the floor.

			For the first time since last waking from the drug, she actually studied the room and what had been done to it.

			“Oh my God, Jack,” she said.

			She didn’t quite remember what went into the design, the art of it, but she knew it now for what it was. Just as she’d heard an echo of Helen as a person when the woman slapped her face. Yes, the seemingly random display of colors became purposeful to Emily now, as she recalled the first time she’d seen them presented this way, by her own hand, at four years old, sitting at the Fisher-Price table, unknowingly channeling, listening to something older than voice.

			She remembered, now, what it was like to feel inspired, then, to feel driven, pushed, to create, to become unstoppable with a tool in hand, to fill an entire piece of paper with something that could not be spoken, only felt.

			The memory was overwhelming.

			This room, this art, it was hers.

			“I did this,” she said.

			Jack was still shouting at the duo to let them go, still telling them what they were doing was wrong, still trying. But he’d heard her.

			“None of this is your fault,” he said.

			“But this,” Emily said. And she tried to raise her hands up like she ordinarily would.

			She smiled.

			Unbelievably, she felt proud of it.

			Tears came. Hard.

			“I did this when I was a kid,” Emily said. “This is my work.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Helen reached into the apron pouch and Jack yelled for her not to do it. But Emily had reached a point beyond assumptions.

			She knew what the woman was going to show them.

			It was a piece of paper, laminated, the small hole in its center still there.

			Helen held it up so that it seemed framed by the much larger rectangle of wood.

			“Ted Gwynn says good artists borrow,” Helen said. “But great artists steal.”

			Emily eyed the woman with a ferocity she’d never felt before.

			“Ted Gwynn didn’t say that,” she said. “Everybody fucking says that. Everybody with no fucking vision of their own.”
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			The Herko foghorn went off and Emily noted that Helen called the lighthouse by its name, effectively revealing where they were, because that suggested maybe Emily and Jack wouldn’t be around much longer so what did it matter what they knew?

			Helen had folded the laminated drawing and put it back into her apron and now stood looking through the frame with an emptiness in her eyes neither Emily nor Jack could’ve known was there back when they’d seen her in profile on the beach.

			She continued talking, but Emily only heard certain words, as if her mind had become a threat detector. Words like macabre and hanging certainly set it off. When Helen said how glad she was Emily had asked for Jack, Emily’s meter spiked:

			An end was inevitable now. And Emily needed to have a say in how it went.

			This thought had been born of survival, yes. But it struck her there was something else in there too: Emily had opinions about this work of art.

			Helen talked about a woman standing in a hall, studying a framed little picture, and Emily knew Helen was talking about herself. And now this, she kept saying, a satisfied smile on her face, the old man Herb just behind her, tall enough to gaze through the empty frame over the shoulder of “the artist.”

			But Emily saw more than satisfaction there. Helen’s face included the sadness at having completed a monumental (to her) work of art. A feeling Emily remembered from a long time ago.

			The hollowness of “The End.”

			Jack demanded they be set free the whole time, trying to squeeze out of the belts that bound him. Then Helen started in on a subject Emily was shocked to hear, because it revealed far more self-awareness than Emily imagined the woman had. Helen started describing the story of a young artist who had been discouraged (yes) and the woman who discouraged her, and how there was nothing more cruel than discouragement and how Helen had devoted her life to art, and, consciously or not (I didn’t stalk you, she must’ve said ten times), had committed herself in full, like how you hear about a prank carried out over forty years or how Mark Twain had stated that his autobiography remained sealed until a hundred years after his death. Yes, Helen described what she’d done here as being noble, even in its tawdriness, even in its abduction, for she had sensed (all along) a larger work of art and had devoted herself to its cause.

			“You got the woman standing before the little girl’s drawing,” she said. And her eyes were still wet with inspiration. But Emily wondered how many of those tears were for farewell. The end was here, yes. The end of a major work of art. “The jealous woman studying the child’s drawing. And at this point, the viewer should be thinking, Well, just how good IS that little one’s painting? Which is exactly what we want them asking and thinking, just so, until, until we see the young woman as a non-artist at a restaurant, right? Falling in love, perhaps. With a man, anyway, and if we’re putting them in the painting, man and woman dining, it stands to reason there’s some significant emotion between them. Yes.” Helen was mixing up art and life, describing actual scenes as if they were paintings. “And so now we’re wondering…where is the woman who discouraged that little girl? But ah…the fine viewer—there are fine viewers just like there are fine artists, Abby Miller taught me that much, witch or not—they’ll think, Oh, maybe that woman’s the one watching the couple! Like, out of guilt. Or out of spite or jealousy or, it doesn’t matter so long as they ask themselves the questions. And then this one…now this…just so…just so…a re-creation of the little girl’s drawing, a drawing done by the little spoiled brat, the whole final painting, my painting, the soul of the little girl on the walls and everywhere in the painting with the woman and the man at another table yet, and upon that table…the greatest creation a man or woman can make. But…who knows? Not even the couple know the results of the test.”

			She shrieked with joy. A pitch so high, Emily thought it was the hinges of a metal door.

			Helen sped on about triptychs and three-paneled pastorals, and the power of three and the power of four, too, while she was at it, and how two paintings could be ten thousand for all the times the artist, framed by their own work, paused to consider what they had done. She spoke of herself versus Goliath and how the child was actually the giant and the big adult was little David and how she’d once been lost, without a voice, but hadn’t known she’d found it on the wall of a hall of a home in which she’d been babysitting a child of a mother of a savant.

			The end was upon them. Jack, optimistic Jack, continued to test the belts. But Emily knew they were set to be hung. Whatever that might mean in this studio.

			“But it’s flawed,” Emily said.

			And her statement felt pure. She wasn’t just trying to buy time: she meant it.

			Helen made to continue but stopped. “What is?”

			Herb stepped forward as if Helen might ask him to do something about what Emily had said.

			“You think this painting is perfect,” Emily said. “But it has to change.”

			“Why?” Helen asked.

			“Because Jack and I have to age. With time. The painting you want to hang can only last seconds, before we change. On our own. If people are constantly changing…this only lasts a second.”

			She spoke with more confidence than she ever had at the Chaps Institute of the Arts. More than she had while observing any painting in her life.

			Helen wasn’t having it.

			“It’s the frame that gives it permanence,” she said. “Haven’t you been listening?”

			Because without the frame, Helen raced, without!, nobody would know where to look! No reverence, no conversations, no questions, no! But the second you put a frame on it…well now we have intent. And art without intention is like leaves blowing in the wind.

			Unless you frame them.

			She started taking her clothes off around then.

			Jack was past yelling. He was past trying to reason with two people who didn’t even look his way, not even when he shouted, the two of them staring at the rectangle they faced as a unit.

			“Helen,” Emily said. “Whatever you’re thinking, you’re onto something here. Don’t ruin it now. This doesn’t have to be a finish line. This could be day one of your career.”

			Helen started with her shirt, revealing a dark-stained bra beneath. And Emily understood the woman had likely not paid any more attention to her personal hygiene than she had Emily’s for the duration of Emily’s stay. But boy was she thinner than she’d seemed and boy did she stand just like she once had in the hall, out where Emily was afraid to look lest she saw the short, curly hair kinda just floating there, the ghost of a clown wig, a child’s nightmare, the deranged babysitter who had fooled the parents, the Big Bad Wolf dressed as Grandmother.

			Gustave Doré’s Little Red Riding Hood hung in the Chaps Institute of the Arts. Emily had always had so much to say about it. She’d always kept her criticism, her feelings, to herself.

			Herb took his shirt off too.

			“He would’ve given you the shirt off his back,” Jack said. His voice like a far-off cry for help, someone out in Lake Michigan, drowning.

			Oh, but it looked like it would be so easy to simply shove Helen out of the way if only Emily or Jack could get free. Jack, likely thinking the same, redoubled his efforts. It felt like they were about to be sacrificed to the painting. That’s what it was. There couldn’t be any good reason for these two to remove their clothes and so, okay, here it was then, the horrible meat of the matter, the crescendo, what this had all been leading up to.

			The hanging.

			Helen undid the apron next, and this gave Emily hope. Because Helen didn’t have her magic flute anymore. She lowered it, gently, to the ground. To the same concrete ground upon which Emily’s feet rested, tired from pushing against a chair that was clearly bolted in. Helen without her flute was just about the least menacing thing you could imagine, a waif now, so lithe, like you could actually win in a fistfight with her even giving her the advantage of the mad and boundless engine that allowed her to keep up this energy, this unfathomableness, this indefatigable art.

			She started talking about the third time she saw them, Emily and Jack, out on the beach, and how she, Helen, understood that things had reached their organic end…except for the fact she knew of a way to keep it fixed forever.

			She talked about seeing Emily first, then Jack, and knowing it was the same two she’d seen in the restaurant, of course, because what artist worth her salt doesn’t know her own work of art and how many times had she looked at her painting of them from the Italy place since that day? A million times? It was on an easel in Herb’s backyard right now, yes ma’am, come rain or shine, hell or high water, that painting would live eternal.

			The permanence is in the frame…

			Here Jack had to say, Hey, hey, it’s okay that you think this way, but you couldn’t have looked at the painting because it didn’t exist, you never painted it, and I was in Herb’s backyard! Helen…it’s not there!

			But Emily understood.

			Artist to artist.

			That painting was on that easel all right.

			“Helen, I mean it,” Emily said. And unbelievably, in the moment, she did. “Imagine a gallery of your frames. Asking people to look at the world they already live in. Asking people to see the art that’s already there…”

			But Helen was long past advice.

			She talked about the beach, and deciding then, and only then (I didn’t stalk you), to gather her things, to prepare for the third and final panel of her triptych, the one that would extend into eternity, the one most people would say was the finest (even as they aged, living paintings themselves, while viewing it), but only, of course, if you’d seen the two previous installments, the conclusion of a story now, as it were. She’d told Herb about it straightaway, ran to him with the gait of a wunderkind (her word) and Herb was ready in minutes, brought the flute, just so.

			Helen stepped out of her shoes and lowered her pants and for one confused second, Emily thought she’d have to tell her parents that the babysitter had gotten naked, that the babysitter had done something terribly wrong, something they should know, Helen Bach, and could she crawl into bed with them tonight, could Emily? Could she?

			Helen just kept talking. Some of it sensible. Some of it not. She said she had access to this studio space (it sounded like squatting to Emily) because she’d known someone who worked in the building when it was used for magnetic tape, when it made the kind of tape people used for cassettes et cetera and Helen had been a little worried because she’d run her mouth off (couldn’t help it) to Benny at Abby Miller’s place about it but fortunately for Helen, Abby didn’t believe a word Helen ever said.

			Fortunately for Helen, everybody in town was maybe a little scared of her and did you know what happened to people when they were put on an island like that? Well, they had a lot of time to themselves, they had a lot of time to get really good at the things they wanted to get really good at. And so Helen started bringing a picture frame with her everywhere she went. How many paintings did she do between the one of Emily and Jack in Benny Rizzuto’s and the one, here, now, of Emily and Jack at the table? Gosh, thousands, if any, of a piece…

			“Prodigies,” Helen said, removing her bra and underwear so that she now stood naked before the vacant frame. “You and me. Or is it me and you? Ted’s the one who’s good with words.”

			The old man Herb kept his eyes on the rectangle, studying the figures within, perhaps unable to ignore the motion of Jack as he tried to bust free of the belts and the motion, too, in the eyes of Emily as her mind worked a mile a minute, hoping against hope Helen wasn’t about to sacrifice Emily and Jack to art.

			Herb got naked now too.

			This was the end.

			“What do you think it is?” Jack suddenly said and Emily was torn from these horrible sights and thoughts. She saw Jack was sweating to the point of being wet. As if he’d just emerged from Lake Michigan to call his mom on the beach.

			“What?” Emily said.

			Jack looked down to the white oval on the table.

			“What do you think it is?”

			Emily eyed it. Thinking of the word triptych in a different way. No longer three paintings, now three people, and how it takes the first two to make the third. She thought of a baby. Three figures then. And would a viewer think the answer to the test was revealed somewhere in the painting?

			“I love you,” Jack said.

			Emily tried to smile, but Helen was still talking about hangings.

			“She was of sound mind,” Jack said. Then, “Ba-dum tsss.”

			“Jack.”

			He was looking at Helen.

			“She made everyone around her feel calm. Ba-dum tsss.”

			“Jack. I don’t know how much time we have left, Jack.”

			She eyed the test again.

			“She had tremendous skill as a painter. Ba-dum tsss.”

			“Jack, I think there’s a baby in me.”

			“She was humane to all…”

			“She’s going to kill us.”

			“She treated strangers like family…”

			“Jack, I love you too.”

			He went quiet. He smiled.

			Did Emily see defeat in that smile?

			No.

			Helen stepped into frame first.

			“Killing us changes the painting,” Emily said. “Changes everything. You must see that!”

			Naked, her back to Emily and Jack now, she faced Herb, Herb still on the other side of the frame. Helen nodded then, and the old man vanished farther into the darkness. He returned with a box.

			“This is it,” Helen said. “Nobody can touch it now.”

			Herb carried the box into frame, into the painting.

			He opened it, for all to see.

			Nails. Hammers.

			“No!” Jack yelled.

			Helen removed a nail, as long as her naked foot. Herb took a second one.

			They both took out the hammers.

			Herb tossed the box back into the darkness toward the door.

			“Wait a second!” Jack yelled. “Just wait!”

			Helen turned then and looked down at Emily in the chair. And Emily was four years old again, sitting at that small plastic table.

			“Ted Gwynn says the only way a painting is done is when the artist can no longer touch it.”

			She raised her nail and placed it against Herb’s naked chest.

			He raised his and placed it against hers.

			Jack cried out. Despite no doubt wanting what was going to happen. “Don’t!”

			“At once,” Helen said. “Just so.”

			The two artists from Wainscott. Facing each other, naked and in frame.

			“No!” Jack said again.

			“Let ’em,” Emily said.

			“NOW,” Helen said.

			It was all so bright, so fast, so horrible, so full of relief, confusion, freedom…

			Emily couldn’t turn away.

			Both brought their hammers down upon the nails.

			Both gasped as blood erupted from strikes each of them made.

			Emily had time to think it was a brilliant red.

			Herb fell toward the frame and almost grabbed for it. But he had peace of mind, even then, not to ruin Helen’s work. He fell out of frame though, and, clutching the nail in his heart, dragged himself back in.

			Helen fell to both knees. A hand on the table.

			Emily looked into the woman’s widening eyes.

			She saw satisfaction there.

			The Last Great Painting…

			Then Helen fell forward.

			Her head hit the table.

			Whatever struggle she endured lasted many minutes, and in those minutes Emily and Jack looked to each other without speaking.

			The violence. The suddenness.

			The gorgons were dead. But that meant there was nobody to convince to free them now.

			“That was the point,” Emily said. Breathless, for what they’d witnessed.

			“Emily,” Jack said.

			Emily followed his eyes to the floor, even as the last sounds escaped Helen’s throat.

			“Look,” Jack said.

			But Emily saw it.

			The pregnancy test. Knocked off the table when Helen hit it.

			It was faceup.

			“Jack,” she said.

			He nodded.

			“It’s positive,” she said.

			He nodded.

			And if Emily thought Jack’s reaction at the bar had been a good one, to see him now was unbelievable.

			“The couple celebrated the good news,” he said.

			But he didn’t make the drum sound. And he looked to the frame.

			“What if she’s right?” Emily said.

			“Whatever you’re thinking,” Jack said, “she wasn’t right.”

			“But what if a painting is supposed to ask a question? And what if somebody stood on the other side of that frame…”

			She thought again of something crouched in the darkness between the frame and the door. And she told herself it was the eye of all and everyone who has ever studied a work of art.

			“They’d ask how quickly they could free us,” Jack said.

			Emily couldn’t stop thinking of things through an artistic lens now. Despite the violence. The death. For the first time since she was a child, she felt…

			“Inspired,” she said.

			And she thought of the scenes the way Helen had described them. But she saw them all…backward. From her own point of view.

			The first painting wasn’t of a child asleep through a bedroom door. The first was of Helen, standing above that child, an arm pulled back to slap.

			What came of the slap?

			And the second wasn’t two potential lovers at a restaurant. No. It was Jack. Unbelievable, funny, kind Jack.

			Did they fall in love?

			And the third wasn’t Emily and Jack stuck at a table, lost in the drawing of a child. No, the third was an image Emily would never get out of her head whether she starved in that warehouse or the belts magically vanished and she lived to be two hundred years old. The third was the woman with the hanging nail in her heart, the real work of art, the woman who had laughed like a donkey with unfathomable triumph at having finally found something she’d been searching for, something she’d long feared she didn’t possess: voice.

			Helen hadn’t gripped the nail in her chest like Herb had.

			Helen had wanted it there.

			Emily felt something for that. Artist to artist.

			So…

			Was she an artist again then?

			What had happened in this space?

			What had been returned to her?

			“Did you hear that?” Jack asked.

			There had been a noise, yes. Emily and Jack looked to the darkness beyond the frame.

			The sound came a second time, from someplace much deeper in the building.

			“Hey,” Jack said. Then he shouted, “HEY!”

			“Was that a knock?” Emily asked. Hope rising.

			“No, no. I don’t know. I think it was a door opening. HEY!”

			“I think it was a knock, Jack.”

			Then they were both yelling. Shouting till their throats hurt.

			They heard it again. And again.

			“Someone’s knocking,” Emily said.

			“It’s footsteps,” Jack said. “Someone’s coming!”

			They shouted, they screamed. For their lives. And for the white oval that lay faceup on the floor.

			Footsteps? A knock? Had the person entered the building or not?

			“A knock,” Emily said.

			“Footsteps,” Jack said.

			Emily looked down to the colored floor. She imagined a child lying there rather than a test, a child who had been joyously immersed in her pencil and paper only moments ago…

			Discouraged now.

			And she knew that, given the chance, she and Jack would do everything in their power, work every day, to do the opposite for their own.

			“HEY! We’re over here!” Jack yelled.

			Emily heard the door open, but she looked to Helen.

			As Jack seemingly spoke to someone (someone was here!), Emily looked to the woman on the floor. Helen’s dead eyes were open.

			And Emily saw in them what this painting must have looked like to her.

			Jack was talking fast. So fast. So relieved. So alive.

			But Emily didn’t look up from the dead woman’s face. Not yet. She didn’t even turn when a man’s voice said…

			“I thought this was a painting. Oh my God. The way the frame is set up. I honestly thought you were hanging on the wall…”

			And Jack was talking to the man now. It sounded like they’d met before. A man was in the room. Yes. A man who had mistaken an empty frame for a work of art.

			Because maybe it was.

			Everything was moving fast now, as Jack and the man worked at Emily’s belts. Jack was free! Then…

			So was Emily.

			She stood up and lowered the side of her pants, glancing at her hip.

			There was no name there. No symbol. No brand.

			Just a pinprick of blue. Infected no doubt, but the center…a blue Emily believed she recognized from the tip of a pen that once waited for her, daily, upon a Fisher-Price table in a basement playroom.

			Emily felt something just as important as the baby growing inside her.

			She felt something she could only describe as…art…

			Returned.

			“The three of you must’ve gone through Hell,” the man with Jack said. He was a police officer, Emily saw now. “I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”

			Three? Emily thought. Oh, he must mean the baby. Yes. Three. Emily, Jack, and—

			But a third man’s voice sounded then. A young man. And Emily looked toward the frame to see Jack (yes), the police officer (yes), and a third…a teenager…barely able to sustain the beard he was desperate to grow.

			Or had unwillingly grown while kept up the hall.

			“Ted,” the officer said. “I’ll work out what happened here. I don’t want you or your family thinking Wainscott isn’t safe anymore.”

			They knew each other. The officer and the teen. Ted…

			“Ted Gwynn,” Emily said.

			Ted looked to her. The fear in his face was familiar to her. She’d felt it since waking this morning. There were tears in his eyes. She imagined him curled up on a carpeted playroom floor. His face red from a slap.

			“I wrote a fucking term paper,” he said. “She went crazy for it…she…”

			“It’s okay,” the officer said. “We’re getting out of here, Ted.”

			He was still looking at Emily.

			“I’m a senior at Wainscott High, for fuck’s sake. I’m seventeen. She treated that paper like it was…like it was…”

			“It’s great, is what it is,” Emily said. And she meant it. And she wanted him to know. “It’s great.”

			“We’ll talk about this on the way to the station,” the officer said. “Don’t touch anything. Let’s just…get out of here now.”

			But as the four of them walked past the frame, both Emily and Ted turned to look back.

			“Guys,” the officer said. “I’ve got enough to deal with without tampering with a scene…let’s just…”

			“Wait a second,” Jack told him.

			The two of them. Emily Moore and Ted Gwynn. One stuck in a painting the other had no idea he had informed.

			Without context, it looked like two people in a gallery, studying a work of art.

			They stood that way for many seconds.

			Then:

			“This painting,” Emily said. With the confidence of speaking her opinion, with the knowledge to back that up. “This painting is good.”
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