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​Chapter One
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​Tap, Listen, Know

The koa top sat across Lark's lap like a sleeping animal, warm from her hands and waiting to be told what it would become. She tapped the center of it with the knuckle of her middle finger and tilted her head, listening for the note buried inside the grain. The wood answered with a soft thock that hung in the workshop air for a half second longer than she expected. Good wood. Patient wood.

"Bright on the bass side, sleepy on the treble," she murmured, mostly to herself, partly to Biscuit. The one-eyed pit lifted his head from his bed of cedar shavings, considered her, decided she was not offering food, and dropped his chin back onto his paw.

The shop smelled the way it always smelled before the sun came up. Hide glue warming on the little electric pot in the corner. Lacquer from yesterday's finishing coat is still ghosting in the rafters. The deeper, older smell of mesquite shavings ground into the floorboards over fifteen years of work. Lark drew a breath in through her nose, slow, and felt her shoulders loosen the way they only loosened here.

She marked a brace with the stub of a carpenter's pencil. Then she picked up the small finger plane her grandfather had pressed into her palm when she was sixteen years old and learning. The blade was thinner now from a thousand sharpenings. The brass body had a dent from the time she had thrown it across the shop in the year after Wrenley, a year she did not think about before her second cup of coffee.

The plane bit the spruce brace. A curl of wood thin as a wedding veil lifted out behind the blade and dropped to the floor.

"Tap, listen, know," she said under her breath. Three words her grandfather had drilled into her so many times she did not remember a version of herself that did not believe them.

Behind her, in the corner of the shop she did not turn to look at, sat a black case with brass latches. She felt it the way a person feels the spot on a wall where a clock used to hang. The case had been closed for nine years. The guitar inside it had been waiting that long for a bridge.

"Not today," Lark said aloud, without looking. Biscuit's ear twitched. "Not today, baby."

The dog sighed and went back to sleep.

She tapped the top again. Closer to bright now. One more pass with the plane and the wood would sing the way she wanted it to sing.

The workshop door banged open without ceremony, and Mar came through it carrying two paper cups of coffee and a face that said the diner had not yet decided whether to forgive her for being awake.

"Do you sleep at all?" Mar asked. Her dark hair was up in a knot held with a pencil. There was a streak of flour on her jaw.

"Sleep is for people who don't hear wood talking back."

"You are insufferable before six."

"You love me anyway."

"Barely." Mar set one of the cups on the bench next to Lark's elbow and took a long pull from her own. "I burned a tray of biscuits because I was thinking about you working all night again. You owe me three dollars and a son."

"I don't have a son."

"That is the problem."

Lark laughed, and the laugh surprised her. It came up out of her chest easy and warm, the way laughs were supposed to. She picked up the coffee. Black. Hot enough to remind her she had a tongue.

"What is on the bench today?" Mar asked. She wandered over to the koa top and ran one finger across the grain, then yanked it back when Lark made a small don't sound through her teeth. "Sorry. Sorry. I forgot the rules."

"The rule is no fingers on a top I have not yet sealed. The other rule is you are allowed to look. The third rule is, if you bring me a biscuit later, I will let you sign your name on the inside of the next one I build."

"Inside the guitar?"

"Inside the guitar. Tiny. Pencil. Like a confession."

Mar's whole face changed. "You serious."

"I am always serious about wood. I am almost never serious about anything else." Lark sipped her coffee. "Don't make a thing of it."

"I am going to make a thing of it." Mar leaned against the bench, eyes bright. "I am going to tell every customer at the counter today that my best friend is putting my name inside a musical instrument."

"Then I will put a different name."

"You will not."

"Test me."

They grinned at each other over the rims of their cups. Outside the high north window of the shop, the first thin gray of morning was just starting to come up over the Mule Mountains. The light here was good light. Painters' light, Lark's grandfather had called it. The kind of light that did not lie to you about a piece of wood.

"How is your husband," Mar said, the way she said it most mornings, not heavy, not light, just checking the weather.

Lark hesitated for a fraction of a second. Mar's eyes caught the fraction.

"He is fine. He rode in late. He is sleeping it off at the house."

"Late from where?"

"A run. I don't ask."

"You used to ask."

"I used to ask when he used to tell me without me having to. We have a system."

Mar made a sound that was not quite a sound. It was a small click of her tongue, the noise she made at the diner when somebody ordered their eggs in a way she did not approve of.

"What," Lark said.

"Nothing."

"Marisol."

"I said nothing." Mar drained her coffee. "I have to go feed the construction crew over on Brewery Gulch. If I do not have biscuits on the warmer by seven, Pope will personally come down here and complain to you about my failures."

"Pope adores you."

"Pope adores my sausage gravy. He tolerates me."

She kissed the top of Lark's head the way she had been doing since they were both nineteen years old and dumb and broke. Then she was out the door, the bell over it jangling, the smell of fresh coffee chasing her out into the dawn.

Lark sat for a minute with the koa top across her knees and listened to the silence rush back in. Biscuit snored. The hide glue pot made its soft electric hum. From the clubhouse next door came the distant cough of a Harley starting up, somebody heading out early.

She set the top on a padded cradle. She closed her eyes for a count of three. She did not know why she closed them. It was something she did sometimes when the day was about to get loud and she wanted to take one last sip of quiet first.

Her phone buzzed on the bench.

She opened her eyes and looked at it. A Tucson area code she did not recognize. She let it ring through to voicemail. Whoever it was could leave a message or call back. She was not yet caffeinated enough for unknown numbers.

She picked the plane back up. She made one more pass on the brace. The shaving lifted off in a long perfect curl that smelled green and sweet, and she felt, just for that one second, the whole of her own life sitting around her in good order. The shop. The dog. The husband she had loved for half her life. The wood. The light.

Then she set the plane down and went home to make her husband breakfast.

The adobe was a quarter mile up the canyon road from the clubhouse, set back behind two cottonwoods and a chain link fence Rook had been meaning to replace for three years. Lark walked it most mornings. Her bike was for distance and weather and mood. Walking was for thinking.

She let herself in through the side door. The house was cool and dim. Coffee was already going in the pot, which meant he had been up at least long enough to flip the switch. His boots were by the door. His cut was draped over the back of the chair in the front room, the way he always draped it. Like a man trying to look casual about something, her grandmother used to say about her grandfather's hat.

"Cass," she called. "I am putting eggs on. Tell me if you want chorizo or just toast."

"Just toast," came his voice from the bedroom, gravel-rough. "And about a gallon of coffee. And a new set of vertebrae if you have one."

"I am fresh out of vertebrae, sugar. I will make do with eggs."

She heard him laugh in there, low. The shower turned on a minute later.

Lark cracked four eggs into a bowl. She whisked them with a fork. She put bread in the toaster. She did all of it on autopilot, the way she had done it most mornings of their marriage, and she did not notice anything different until he came out of the bedroom in a clean black t-shirt with his hair still wet and stopped in the doorway and just looked at her.

She looked back. He had on the soft face. The one he saved for her. Lines at the corners of his eyes, gray at his temples coming in faster than either of them had expected, a mouth that had kissed her so many times she could find it in the dark from across a room.

"What," she said.

"Nothing." He crossed the kitchen and put his arms around her from behind and tucked his chin into the spot where her neck met her shoulder. He smelled like soap and the cheap motel shampoo he kept for the road. His arms tightened. They tightened more than they usually tightened. They held a fraction longer than they usually held.

Her hand stopped moving over the eggs.

"You okay, Cass?"

"Long ride. That's all, sugar."

"You sure?"

He turned her in his arms. He took her face in both hands. He kissed her on the mouth, slow at first, then harder, like he was trying to answer her question with something other than words. His thumb stroked along her jaw. His other hand cupped the back of her neck.

When he pulled back, his eyes had a quality she did not have a name for. Not yet.

"I'm sure," he said.

She let it sit. She let her smile come up the way smiles come up when you choose to let them.

"Then sit down and eat. You look like you got dragged here behind a truck."

"I feel like it." He sat at the long mesquite slab that served them as a dining table, a slab he had cut and sanded and oiled himself one summer when he was trying to prove something to her father. He pulled the plate toward him. He looked at the eggs for a long moment as if he had forgotten what eggs were.

"Cass."

"Hm."

"Eat."

"Yes ma'am."

He ate. She watched him eat. His left hand worked the fork; his right hand played, absently, with the wedding band on her finger every time her hand came near his. He ran the pad of his thumb over the simple silver of it. Once. Twice. He did not seem to know he was doing it.

She did not say anything about it. She did not know yet that there was anything to say.

"Where did the run take you," she asked, casual.

"Up to Phoenix and back. Pickup. Nothing exciting."

"Phoenix."

"Mm."

"Not Tucson?"

He paused for one beat. One beat too long for a man eating eggs. Then he shook his head, swallowed, smiled at her with the soft face still on.

"What is in Tucson, sugar?"

"Nothing. I just thought I heard somebody mention Tucson at church last week."

"You heard wrong, then. Or somebody else. Not me."

"Mm."

He reached across the slab and took her hand and turned it palm up and pressed a kiss into the center of it. The gesture was so familiar her chest ached with it. He had been doing it since the first week they were married.

"I love you," he said. "Did I tell you that yet today."

"You did not."

"I love you, Lark Pavolitch."

"I love you back, Cassian Pavolitch. Now finish your toast before Biscuit comes home and steals it."

She got up to refill his coffee. She did not see the way his eyes followed her to the counter and back. She did not see his jaw work once, hard, and then settle. She heard him say, very quietly, "Thank you, sugar," when she set the cup down. She thought he meant the coffee.

When breakfast was finished, he went out front to clean his bike. She picked up the cut from the chair in the front room to hang it on the hook by the door, where it belonged. Her hand brushed something stiff in the inside pocket.

She did not mean to pull it out. She was not the kind of wife who searched her husband's cut. She had never been that kind of wife. But the paper had a corner sticking out, and the corner caught on the lining, and when she tugged to free it the whole thing came loose into her hand.

A receipt. Folded once. Thermal paper, the kind that fades.

She did not read it.

She held it for the length of one breath. She felt the shape of the lettering through the back of the paper. She saw the word that was a city's name in the top line. Five letters. T, U, C, S, O, N. Six. She saw the word studio.

She folded the receipt back the way it had been. She slid it back into the inside pocket of his cut. She hung the cut on the hook. She smoothed the leather flat with both palms. She turned around and walked into the kitchen and stood at the sink and ran the water until it was very, very cold, and then she filled a glass and drank it down in one long swallow.

Trust, she told herself. He has earned it. Fifteen years. Every one of them. You drink your water and you go back to the shop and you finish bracing that top. You do not invent things. You do not become that woman.

She rinsed the glass. She set it upside down on the towel by the sink. She kissed her husband on the cheek through the screen door on her way out, and he looked up from his chrome and smiled at her, and she smiled back, and she walked the quarter mile down the canyon road to the workshop with her braid swinging between her shoulder blades and her hands deep in her pockets.

She did not look back.

The koa top was where she had left it on its padded cradle. The light through the north window had come up gold now, the way the light came up gold in late autumn, and the gold was lying across the bench in a long bright bar.

Lark sat down on her stool. She picked up the plane. She made one more pass on the brace and the shaving lifted out and she laid it on the bench and looked at it and could not, for a moment, remember why she had picked up the plane to begin with.

She set the tool down again.

She got up and crossed the shop to the corner. She put her hand flat on the lid of the locked case. The wood under her palm was cool. She had not touched the case in months. She did not lift the lid now. She just kept her hand there for a slow count of ten, the way a person might keep a hand on a coffin at a viewing.

"Hey, baby," she said softly, to whatever was inside, or to whatever was not.

Biscuit lifted his head from the cedar shavings and watched her with his one good eye.

"I know," she said to the dog. "I know. I am being weird. Go back to sleep."

She crossed back to the bench. She picked up the coffee Mar had brought, which had gone cold without her noticing. She drank it anyway. She picked up a mahogany dreadnought from the rack on the far wall, an instrument she had finished last week and needed only to string. A customer was driving down from Albuquerque on the weekend to pick it up. She set the dreadnought on the bench, opened the package of bronze wound strings, and got to work.

She had threaded the low E through the bridge pin and was beginning to wind it on the tuning post when the phone rang again.

Same Tucson number.

She wiped her hands on the rag tucked into her belt. She picked the phone up. She thumbed it green.

"Pavolitch Guitars."

The voice on the other end was a man's voice. Older. Smoke in it, but not unkindness. "Is this Lark Pavolitch herself I am speaking to."

"This is."

"Sweetheart, my name is Hutch. I run Fourth Avenue Vintage here in Tucson. I am a dealer. Forty years in the business. I want to be careful with this call, because I do not know yet what I am calling about, but I think I am calling about something."

Her hands had not stopped moving on the tuning peg. They stopped now.

"All right," she said.

"I have an instrument on my counter. A woman walked in with it about an hour ago. She wants to sell it. She wants three thousand for it. I have not given her any money and I have asked her to come back this afternoon."

"All right."

"It is a small body. Koa back and sides. Spruce top. Rosette is an inlaid bird, what I am going to call a wren, black wood, with a little mother of pearl eye. The bridge is not finished. There is a label inside the soundhole through the f hole I had to use a mirror to read. The label is in pencil. It says L. Pavolitch, Bisbee, AZ. Then it says a name I am going to read to you, and I want you to tell me whether to call the sheriff or whether to call you back later about provenance."

She heard him breathing on the line. She heard her own breathing. She heard Biscuit's nails on the floorboards as he came over and pressed himself against her shin, because dogs know.

"Read it," she said. Her voice was somebody else's voice. Far away. Down a well.

There was a pause on the line. Then, very gentle, like the man on the other end already half knew what he had:

"It says For Wrenley."

The string she had been winding fell out of her fingers. It hit the floor with a small bright sound. Biscuit licked her hand.

She did not speak. She could not. The blood was leaving her face the way water leaves a cracked basin, slow and complete. She sat down. The stool was where it had been. The floor would have been there too. She did not know yet which one she had chosen. She sat.

"Lark?" the man said. "Sweetheart? You there?"

She made a noise that was not quite a word.

"Take your time, honey. I am going to keep talking so you know I am here. I am not going anywhere. The guitar is on my counter. I have it on a stand behind the register. The woman who brought it is not in the shop right now. I told her come back at three. It is just me and this instrument and you on the phone, and I am not going to let anybody touch it until I hear what you want me to do."

"Hutch."

"Yes, sweetheart."

"What does she look like."

A small careful pause on his end. "She is a tall woman. Brown hair, up. Maybe mid thirties. Nicer boots than you usually see in here. Said her name was Sunday. Said the guitar was a gift from a man and she was selling it because she needed money for studio rent."

"A man."

"That is what she said."

Lark closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids she saw the kitchen this morning, her husband's thumb running over her wedding ring, once, twice, and her not knowing why.

She opened her eyes.

"Hutch, you listen to me now."

"Yes ma'am."

"Do not sell her that guitar. Do not let her leave with it. Do not let anyone touch it. I am two hours from you on a fast bike. I am leaving right now. I am going to walk in your door and I am going to pay you whatever you need to be paid and I am going to put my hands on that instrument and you and I will deal with the woman together when she comes back at three. Do you hear me."

"I hear you, sweetheart."

"Tell me you hear me."

"I hear you, Lark. Ride safe. The guitar is not going anywhere. I will keep the kettle on."

"Thank you."

"You are welcome, sweetheart. I am sorry for whatever is happening to you right now."

She did not answer that. She did not trust the next sound that was going to come out of her mouth to be a word. She thumbed the phone red. She set it on the bench.

She sat very still for ten seconds with both hands flat on the wood. Biscuit pressed his whole weight against her shin. She breathed in through her nose. She breathed out through her mouth. She did not cry. The crying was going to come later, she could already feel it queueing up behind her ribs like a freight train still ten miles out, but it was not here yet. What was here was something colder and clearer and more useful.

She stood up.

She walked to the peg by the door where her riding jacket hung. She pulled it down. She shrugged it on. She picked up her gloves from the bench. She picked up her helmet from the hook.

She sat down on the stool to lace her boots.

Her hands shook. Not a little. A lot. She got the right boot tied. She started on the left. Her fingers slipped off the laces twice. She made a small angry sound at herself, somewhere between a laugh and a sob, and gave up. She jammed her foot the rest of the way into the boot with the laces loose around the ankle and stood up.

She crossed the shop to the corner. She looked at the locked case. She did not touch it this time. She spoke to it.

"I am coming, baby. I am going to bring your sister home. You hold on."

Biscuit whined.

"You stay," she said to him. "Mar will come back at lunch. You be good for Mar."

She killed the lights. She locked the workshop door behind her. She walked across the dirt yard to the lean-to where the Shovelhead waited under its canvas, and she pulled the canvas off, and she swung her leg over, and she sat there for one second with both hands on the bars and her helmet under her arm and looked up the canyon road toward her own house, where a quarter mile away her husband was, right now, polishing chrome and whistling.

The first tear came then. Just one. It ran down the side of her nose and into the corner of her mouth, and she tasted salt, and she said one word out loud to nobody, soft as a wood shaving falling.

"Cass."

Then she put her helmet on, and she kicked the bike to life, and she rode north.
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​Chapter Two
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​Two Hours North

The Shovelhead opened its throat under her, and the canyon road dropped behind her in long curving switchbacks the way water drops down a stair. Lark did not look in the mirror. She did not want to see Bisbee getting small. She wanted only the white line on the asphalt and the wind cutting at her sleeves and the steady hard thump of the V-twin between her knees.

Highway 80 was empty for the first ten miles, the way it was almost always empty in the long bright slack of late afternoon. The desert lay open on both sides of her, ocotillo and creosote and the bone-white skeletons of last year's agave stalks. The sun was already starting its slow lean toward the western ridges. The shadows of the saguaros stretched east across the gravel, thin and long and reaching, like fingers pointing her on her way.

She rode too fast. She knew she was riding too fast. She did not slow down.

Her jaw was set so hard the muscles in her temples ached. Her teeth pressed against her teeth. Inside her helmet, behind the visor, she could hear her own breath going in and out in short controlled little pulls, the way a person breathes who is trying very hard not to scream inside a small space.

The receipt, her mind said. The receipt was real.

She rolled the throttle on another quarter inch.

The studio. He said Phoenix. He said Phoenix straight to your face over eggs and looked you in the eye and said Phoenix.

The white line ticked past under her front tire.

His thumb on your ring. Twice. He has not done that in three years. He used to do it when he was hiding something small. A surprise birthday dinner. The puppy in the truck. He used to do it when he was hiding good news. He did it this morning over eggs and there is no good news.

The wind found a gap at her collar and went down her spine like a thrown handful of cold water.

She passed a roadside cross. White wood. Plastic flowers in a coffee can be wired to the upright. Somebody named Esperanza had died there, the cross said, and her family had loved her. Lark's hand tightened on the throttle without her telling it to. The Shovelhead jumped forward another two miles an hour. She passed the cross. She did not let herself look at it twice in the mirror.

She did not cry. Not yet. The crying was coming. The crying was a long freight train still a long way off down the track, and she could feel its low rumble in the rails of her chest, but she had decided, somewhere between her own front door and the on-ramp at Benson, that she was not going to cry while she was riding. Riders did not cry. Riders kept their eyes on the road. Riders got there.

A semi came at her in the oncoming lane, big and loud, throwing up a wave of hot air that slapped her body sideways. She corrected. She rode on. The air tasted of diesel and creosote and her own sweat, salt and cold under the leather collar.

"Get there," she said inside the helmet. The visor fogged with the word. "Just get there."

The miles came. The miles went.

I-10 swallowed her at Benson and made her one more bike in a long bright belt of traffic going west. Cars. RVs from places she did not know. A pickup pulling a horse trailer with a paint mare looking out the side slot, eye liquid and curious as Lark passed. Lark held the throttle steady at eighty-two for a long flat stretch and tried not to think about the kitchen this morning. About the way her husband had taken her face in both of his hands. About the way her husband had kissed her with the new desperation in it she had not known how to name.

She knew how to name it now.

Guilt, her mind said quietly. That kiss was guilt.

The freight train in her chest rolled one notch closer.

She passed an exit for a town she had never stopped in. She passed a billboard for a casino. She passed a stretch of fence where the desert had blown plastic bags into the wire and the bags fluttered like dirty flags. The sun went lower. The light on the rock faces of the Rincons turned to copper. She came up over a long rise and saw, ahead and below, the wide gold dish of Tucson laid out in the basin, all glass and antennas and the long ribbon of the river. Light bouncing off skyscrapers. Light bouncing off windshields. A city full of windows, every one of them on fire with sunset, every one of them looking back at her.

She took the Fourth Avenue exit and rode down off the freeway into the side streets of an old neighborhood she had not been in for years.

Fourth Avenue was the kind of street that had been kept alive by stubborn people. Vintage clothing in one window. A bookshop with a cat in the front window asleep on a stack of paperbacks. A tattoo parlor with a hand-lettered sign. A restaurant whose smell of grilled corn and lime came out into the street and made her stomach remember she had not eaten since the eggs. She did not stop for food. She rode slow, scanning the storefronts.

She found it between a record store and a place that sold crystals. Fourth Avenue Vintage, the sign said in old gold paint. J. Hutchins, Prop. Since 1981. A bell jangled when she pushed the door.

The smell hit her first. Old varnish. Pipe tobacco that had been smoked years ago and lived in the rafters since. Cedar from a humidifier somewhere in the back. The smell of instruments that had been loved by other hands before they came here to wait for new ones.

The walls were covered. Martins from the fifties. A Gibson J-45 with the original sunburst worn through to bare wood at the pickguard. Two Gretsches. A Telecaster body in butterscotch. A wall of mandolins. A wall of fiddles. A glass case full of harmonicas and slides and bone bridge pins. Lark had been in a hundred shops like this in her life. None of them smelled exactly like this one.

A man rose up slowly from behind the counter at the back, the way a man rises who has been sitting on a stool for several hours and whose knees would prefer that he not.

He was in his sixties, maybe his early seventies. Gray hair pulled into a thin ponytail at the back of his neck. A neatly trimmed white beard. A pair of half-moon reading glasses pushed up into the hair. He wore a flannel shirt unbuttoned over a white t-shirt, and the t-shirt was stained at the cuff with what might have been coffee or might have been finishing oil.

"You made good time," the man said. His voice was the voice from the phone. Smoke in it, but kindness too. "I was not expecting you for another twenty minutes."

"I rode hard."

"I can tell. You have grit on your teeth, sweetheart."

She ran her tongue over her front teeth and tasted, in fact, road dust. She nodded once.

"Hutch."

"Lark."

He came around the counter slowly. He did not offer his hand. He had the sense, Lark noticed, of a man who had spent his life around people who came into his shop for sad reasons. He kept a small respectful distance. He spoke at the volume you used for animals you did not want to startle.

"It is behind the counter," he said. "I have it on a stand on the back wall, out of view from the front window. The woman has not come back yet. I have not been answering my phone in case she called to put me off. Are you ready to look at it."

"Yes."

"You sure."

"Hutch."

"Yes ma'am."

"I have not been sure of anything since one o'clock this afternoon. Just bring me my guitar."

He nodded. He turned and walked behind the counter and crouched out of sight for a moment, and when he stood up he was holding a black case with brass latches. The case was the twin of the one in the corner of her own workshop. She had built both cases herself, in the same week, in the same year, out of the same plywood and the same black canvas and the same brass hardware.

Hutch set the case on the counter. He laid a square of dark blue velvet next to it. He looked at her.

"Do you want me to open it, or do you want to open it."

"You open it."

"Yes ma'am."

He clicked the latches. Both of them, one at a
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