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  The Empty Spaces


Mike Everhart stood in the Rockefuller Center lobby with a clipboard in hand and listened to the vents blow their forced air into the darkness. 
He preferred mornings without an alarm, but nothing in his schedule honored his preferences lately. Mike could only imagine that the building had never been so quiet before COVID.
He signed the logbook. "Everhart, Mike. Custodial Services. 06:15." The ink bled a little, leaving the letters fat and uncertain.
Mike met Martha Grier in the lobby, both of them bleary-eyed above their double-layered masks, a silent pact that neither would acknowledge the hour, but they were ready for their daily mission—to collect any documentation left behind in the empty offices of the art department.
The street outside was empty, the city's sound muffled by cold and vacancy; every few blocks, a delivery truck rumbled in the distance, but here the air felt stagnant, as if the block had been shrink-wrapped for months and forgotten.
Martha wheeled one of the battered, hospital-grade cleaning carts, the wheels emitting a whine every third revolution. She wore double latex gloves and a light blue hat that made her look like she belonged to a different century. Mike trailed, balancing the second cart with a shoulder and his boot, already sweating under his thrift store parka. The building's doors were locked, so he buzzed security, then tried to keep his breathing even as the night guard stared at them through a thermal pane like they were escaped patients.
Most of the lights were still off. The marble floors, usually tracked by hundreds of shoes each day, stretched uninterrupted except for the smudged wake of a night crew's mop. Even the digital security display behind the desk had fallen asleep.
He wiped his nose and fumbled his phone out of his pocket. Two missed calls, both from last night, both from his landlord. He checked the time again, then pocketed the phone and started his rounds.
The east wing had already been fogged and wiped down the day before. The only sign of occupation was a solitary packet of tissues wedged into the conference room doorframe. He pocketed it and made a note on his clipboard, using the stub of a pencil wedged behind his ear. He marked the bathrooms as "clean" without checking—the only people in the building were the ones paid to keep it standing.
Mike drifted from door to door, setting his cart outside each, glancing into the empty rooms and taking quick inventory. Sometimes he'd spot a blinking red light on a phone. Sometimes a pair of reading glasses or a wallet-sized photo fell to the carpet and lay there for weeks. He took nothing; that was the first rule and one of the only rules anyone respected anymore. Still, he looked.
He paused near the west corner office. The door stood open a crack, just enough to reveal the vast window behind the executive's desk, where the sun was starting to push through the haze. The river below was all silver, bridges empty, the city a picture behind glass. Mike watched the river until the cold seeped through his jacket, then moved on.
Down the hall, he heard voices. He stiffened, then realized it was just the other cleaning crew—two women, masked, standing six feet apart and whispering in Spanish over the rattle of a supply cart. He waved, but they didn't see him. He heard a single word—"muerto"—and nothing more. It was hard to tell if they were talking about the virus or just another forgotten client.
He stopped at the small lounge area at the end of the hall and slumped into a chair meant for donors or visiting dignitaries. The upholstery was beige and stiff. He let his arms go slack at his sides, and for a moment, he listened to the silence above the hum of the ventilation.
He thought of his book, the one he'd started four times, the one he'd finished twice, the one the agents never wrote back about. The novel was supposed to be a breakthrough, a dispatch from the front lines of American decline, or whatever that reviewer had called it. But the rejections arrived every month, sometimes as email, sometimes as polite, thin-lettered cards. He'd stopped reading them in detail. "Not for us." "Promising, but not quite right." "Do keep us in mind for future projects."
It wasn't like he expected to be discovered. But it wore him down, each "no" like a slow leak in a bicycle tire. By the time the rent came due, or he had to buy groceries, or his boots finally cracked, all that was left was a sense of slow, familiar failure.
Mike reached the executive floor last. The corridor here was lined with photographs: black-and-white shots of famous benefactors, old men shaking hands with world leaders, the grainy faces of former presidents and Nobel winners. None of them looked like they belonged here anymore.
The sun was higher now, painting long rectangles of light down the hall. Dust motes swam in it, drifting above the carpet. He stopped to look at a photo—a woman in a severe suit, signing a document. The nameplate read "Mira Everhart, 2009." For a second, he let his hand rest on the glass, remembering.
Mira had always said that the secret of cleaning was seeing what nobody else did—the ring under a vase, the faint grease on a doorknob, the finger smudges at the bottom of a painting's frame. She taught him that when he was sixteen, after his parents disappeared for good, and she took him in. She'd kept an art gallery in Queens, small and failing, but she ran it like the Met. Her rules: Be thorough, be invisible, and take nothing that's not given.
Now she was three months into a cancer diagnosis and already speaking in the past tense. He hadn't called her in two weeks. He would tonight, he told himself.
He moved on, making the loop down the hallway, past the locked boardroom and the executive assistant's empty desk.
He finished the round at the far end of the floor, just before the elevator. He checked the time: 7:10. An hour to kill. He leaned on the cart, the urge to check his phone strong, but he resisted. He'd scroll the same feeds, see the same stories: death tolls, infection spikes, fundraisers for people already gone.
Mike let his eyes wander down the line of offices. All locked, all dark except for the one at the end—corner suite, CEO's office, a room he was told not to enter. He pushed the cart that way, heart thumping a little.
He pressed his palm to the glass and peered inside. The office was just as he'd imagined it: a huge desk, a bar cart untouched for months, and artwork on every wall. Each painting looked expensive, but most were modern—gray blurs, black lines, drips of ochre. It was the kind of art that made Mike feel hungry. Not because he liked it, but because he knew what it cost.
He checked the hall. Still empty. He let himself in.
The door closed with a click. For a second, Mike stood in the hush, letting the silence build. He kept his head down, but the paintings on the walls kept tugging at him. Three in the main room, each one bigger than the window of his apartment. The first was a storm of blue and yellow shapes, a controlled demolition of geometry. The second was a scatter of pale lines and black smudges that, if you squinted, looked a little like a city after rain. The third was harder to ignore—a long panel with blood-red bars running from top to bottom, so vivid it made the air seem warmer on that side of the room.
He circled back toward the window, his gaze finally settling on the red-striped painting. Up close, the brushwork was raw—thick ridges, streaks where the artist had run dry and then come back with fresh paint. There was violence to it, but also something familiar. Mike tilted his head, let his eyes relax the way Mira had taught him. "You don't look at the object," she'd said, standing next to him in her cramped gallery, "you look through it. You let it push against you until you can't help but feel something."
Back then, he was fifteen and full of anger, still fresh from the last foster home, still thinking he could punch his way through the world. Mira had found him staring at a painting of a woman with a fox's tail, unable to say if it was good or bad. She watched him, arms crossed, then said, "You ever think about what it costs the artist? What they had to give up just to get that one thing right?"
He shrugged and pretended not to care, but she saw through it. She always did.
There was nothing to do but linger; his mind kept returning to the gallery in Queens. In memory, it was always dusk. The front window fogged with condensation, the air inside smelling of oil and turpentine. There were times, after closing, when she let him sit behind the counter and write in the ledger, practicing her careful script. It was the only place he ever felt his presence wasn't a mistake.
She told him, "Understanding beauty is the first step to creating it." She meant it. She had spent her life searching for it—in other people's work, in the stubborn plants she coaxed to life in the alley behind the shop, even in the greasy thumbprints Mike left on the glass. "If you can see what's beautiful," she'd say, "you're halfway to making something that matters."
He wondered, sometimes, if she believed it or if she just needed to convince herself so the gallery's failures wouldn't seem like her own.
He finished with the office. He checked once more for forgotten objects, loose change, or the odd personal artifact. There were none.
He thought about Mira, then about his own manuscript, the one sleeping in his computer at home. He wanted her to read it, but he waited too long. Now she was in a haze of medication, losing days at a time. He tried to write her an email last night and deleted it after a single sentence.
He pressed his forehead to the cool glass. Down below, a delivery van was parked in a crosswalk, its hazard lights blinking in the new morning. A man in a parka hoisted a box onto a dolly and trundled it inside, his breath visible for a second before it vanished.
Mike's phone buzzed in his pocket, twice. He didn't need to check to know what it was.
He let the cloth fall into the bucket and stood for a moment in the half-light, the city and its hollow towers spreading out in every direction. He closed his eyes and thought about the painting, the way it would look under the yellow lamps of Mira's gallery, its anger and heat radiating out into the darkness.
He wondered what it would cost and what it would be like to steal it.
His phone buzzed again, harder this time, and he forced himself back into motion, wheeling the cart out into the corridor, leaving the office as pristine as he'd found it.
Mike still lingered in the memory until the voice of Martha broke the trance. "Mike?" she called down the corridor. "You okay?"
"Yeah, just thinking." He made a show of rearranging and sorting the contents into 'shred' and 'keep' piles in the cart, though his mind replayed the old gallery's humidity and the static cling of packing tape on his bare arms.
The rest of the day passed in a kind of slow fade. Mike ran through the motions, shifting boxes and scrubbing down desks, growing numb. He'd hoped that work like this would offer something, maybe the satisfaction of completion, the sense of purpose. But the only thing that grew was the silence, filling his ears until the only sound was the distant hum of the city, muffled and filtered by the tower's thick windows.
Martha's approach was more deliberate. She checked every drawer, wrapped personal items in tissue before boxing them. She made sure labels were centered and legible, using block letters that wouldn't smear if they got wet. There was a gentleness in how she handled the objects, a kind of respect that reminded him of Aunt Mira's white-gloved reverence for the art she cataloged. Watching Martha, he felt both admiration and a tight, slight envy.
Near the end of the shift, Martha signaled him from the hallway.
"Mike? Before you head out, they want someone to double-check the meeting room."
He nodded, set his gloves on the cart, and walked down the hall. The meeting room was larger than he expected, with a long table stretching along the window wall. At each seat: a notebook, a pen, a pad of sticky notes in regulation pastel. He counted twelve chairs and imagined the last meeting held here: twelve faces lit by fluorescent glare, each pretending to be more awake than the others.
The credenza was locked, but the safe inside was propped open. There was nothing inside but a handful of USB sticks and a stack of business cards rubber-banded together. He put them into the bin on his cart.
The sculpture stood in the empty room, perched on a pedestal meant for applause. Mike wiped his hands on his jeans and paused before it, waiting for the tremor in his fingers to settle. The thing was delicate—three horses frozen in bronze, their hooves barely grazing the surface. Someone had paid a lot to have it here, safe and untouchable.
Mike circled the room, straightened the leather chairs, and double-checked the cabinet locks. But his eyes kept returning to the horses, to the faint seam where bronze met marble, to the fine scratch just below one horse's flank. He wondered what it would be like to own something like that, to hold it in his hands with no one watching.
He fished his phone out again and thumbed to the camera. He snapped a quick photo, then another, closer. He did the same for the other art in the room: a black-and-white print of a subway entrance, a splatter of purple and white acrylic on canvas, a glossy photograph of a glacier calving into the sea.
He did this every week, though he'd never used the photos for anything. He told himself it was to have a record, a private archive. But lately, as the rejections piled up and the notices came due, he'd started to see the collection as something more—an inventory, a menu of things he could never taste.
Mike walked back to the sculpture. He remembered Mira showing him how to cast shadows with a flashlight, how the negative space between the horses mattered as much as the figures themselves. "Absence is everything," she'd said, tracing the outline of emptiness. "It's the only honest thing in the world."
He wiped down the last of the surfaces and lingered at the door. He looked back at the sculpture, at the way the light gave it a kind of motion, as if the horses might leap off and vanish if you looked away.
He inventoried it all, then called to Martha. "Empty," he said. "Nothing to flag."
She appeared at the door, clipboard already out. "Thanks." She hesitated, then added, "You were really good today. Efficient."
"Thanks," he echoed. "Learned from the best." He regretted it instantly; the attempt at camaraderie came off as glib.
But Martha only nodded, and for a second, he thought she might say something more. Instead, she glanced at her phone. "We should clock out. Security's probably waiting."
They gathered their supplies and headed down. The city's spring glare bounced off every glass surface. In the lobby, the new security guard eyed them over his mask but said nothing as they signed out.
Mike's phone buzzed a third time. He pulled off his glove and thumbed the screen. The message was from Jeff, his aunt's husband, who never called or texted except for matters of finality.
Mira's taken a turn. Doctors say weeks, not months now.
Mike blinked. The words didn't surprise him. He felt nothing for a full minute, as if the lobby had been vacuumed of air.
He leaned against the wall and pressed the phone to his forehead. He tried to picture her—Mira, in her gallery, the late light painting her face gold, the ever-present mug of tea balanced on a shelf, her fingers smudged with charcoal or paint. She was dying, and he was here, staring at other people's art, other people's wealth.
He tried to call her but stopped. He didn't know what he would say.

      ***A few days passed. As Mike and Martha left the building, the outside air was brisk, the city starting to resemble itself again: a few more cars, a pair of joggers, the distant echo of a delivery bike. Martha checked her watch, then her phone, as if there might be some surprise change to the next day's schedule. She didn't look up as she spoke.
"Do you want coffee? There's a place still open across from the park."
He weighed the offer, the calculation brief. "Yeah. Sure."
They walked together, careful to maintain a stride's worth of distance, not so much out of fear as habit. The coffee shop was empty except for the barista, who looked at them like they were the first customers she'd seen in hours. They ordered, then sat at a corner table near the window, hands awkwardly folded on the Formica.
Martha sipped her coffee, then adjusted her mask to speak. "Were you into art? Back in school, I mean."
He hadn't expected the question. "Sort of. My aunt, before she got ill, ran a gallery, so I learned a lot. Not the useful kind, just...trivia. In the past, she supplied some art pieces to the Rockefuller Center. That's how I got this gig."
She nodded. "It seems nice. The gallery. The art."
He watched her eyes as she spoke. They were restless, scanning the space as if cataloguing it for later. He wondered if she ever let herself look at something without processing or labeling it.
"I used to think it was nice," he said. "But then you realize it's mostly just moving things from one room to another. Sometimes you get to appreciate something for a minute, and then it's gone."
Martha drank her coffee in three careful sips, then set the cup down. "Maybe that's enough."
He almost smiled. "Maybe."
After a while, Martha glanced at the time. "I should go."
"Me too," he said. They stood, and for a moment, he thought she might offer a handshake or a nod.
As if from a distance, Mike heard the faint buzz of his phone vibrating. He ignored it at first. But then it came again, more urgent, and he caught Martha's sideways glance.
"Do you need to get that?" she asked, her voice softened.
He shrugged. "Yeah, probably. I'll check it."
He fished the phone out, holding it low and out of Martha's sight. The screen showed a missed call from "Aunt Mira (Home)" and a new message from the same. The room seemed to contract—sharpened lines, more acute angles, fluorescent shadows doubling under his eyes.
He thumbed open the voicemail. The recording was ten seconds of background noise, then a woman's voice—clearly not Mira, but the neighbor who sometimes checked in when Mira's chemo left her too tired to answer the phone.
He read the transcript: "Mike? Hi, it's Helen from next door. I'm at your aunt's, and I think you should call me as soon as you get this. Please."
He let the phone go numb in his hand.
Martha asked, "Is everything okay?"
He wanted to say yes. To invent a package, a deadline, any excuse. But instead, in a voice smaller than he intended, he said, "I think my aunt is... I think she's gone."
For a moment, the only sound was the slow grind of the dehumidifier, the mechanical indifference of the climate control of the café. Martha's expression shifted—first confusion, then the stiff sympathy of someone unused to grief in public.
"I'm so sorry," she said. She took a step forward, then back, unsure whether to reach for him or give him space.
"Do you need to—should I call someone?" Martha asked, her voice too loud in the small café.
He shook his head. "No, I just... I should go home, maybe." The edges of his vision felt sparkly and unreal. He pressed his palm to his forehead, which was damp with sweat. He had to sit down, or he'd fall over.
Martha stood beside him, not touching him, but close enough that he could feel her presence.
After a moment, Martha said, "You should take care of yourself. Take time off if you need to. I mean, there's nothing urgent with that stuff."
He wanted to thank her, but couldn't find the words. Instead, he stared at the floor, at the pattern of faint stains and scuffs, the line of his own shoe prints tracked across the tile.
"It's okay," he managed. "I'll be fine."
Martha looked at him with an expression he couldn't read—maybe skepticism, maybe respect, maybe both. She nodded, collected her phone and her satchel, and left, her footsteps measured and light.
He watched her until she closed the door behind her, then picked up his own bag. He crossed the avenue, finding himself drawn back to the Foundation building, where the glass still reflected the sky with perfect indifference. He walked the block, then paused in front of the ground-floor windows, where he could see his own shape, blurred by daylight and distortion. He raised his hand, and for a split second, the reflection seemed to wave back, a ghost of a man waving to his future self.






  
  The Binder


The Queens cemetery sprawled across three city blocks, every inch of it brittle with winter and salt. Mike walked the uneven path to the service, keeping his hands jammed in his coat pockets, the wind knifing through to the bones. It was cold enough that his eyes watered, and he blinked more than he needed, letting the tears freeze and evaporate in turn. The cars had parked haphazardly along the drive, most with their engines running and the wipers frozen stiff against the windshields. 
He spotted the canopy by the grave—an old, faded blue tent anchored at the corners with buckets of sand. Six rows of folding chairs were only a quarter filled, the rest left empty as if to underline the point. People kept their heads down, breath fogging in the air, all dressed in proper black wool except for Mike, who wore the same thrift store coat he'd worn for the last three winters. His hair was too long, his face unshaven, and his shoes were already starting to soak through. He could feel the looks, not even subtle, from the handful of relatives Mira hadn't managed to lose touch with.
Mike took a seat in the back row, settling into the cold metal with a soft clank. He scanned the crowd: a clutch of old women, two grandnephews in suits that were probably rented, a neighbor from the gallery building, and Jeff—her husband, the anchor in her last years—standing at the head of the grave, hands clenched behind his back. Jeff wore a navy suit and a black mask, and he looked like a man auditioning for the role of bereaved widower. Even now, his face was a locked door.
The priest was a soft-spoken man in a puffer coat, his nose red from the wind. He read the service from a small, laminated sheet, his voice nearly lost to the cars on the expressway. There was no eulogy, just the necessary words about remembrance, about the soul returning to God, about how Mira had lived a full life and given much to her community. The wind pulled at the canopy, making it snap and strain against its fastenings.
No one wept. Not even the old women, though one of them dabbed at her eyes with a paper napkin. The coffin was pine, plain. At the end of the prayers, two attendants from the funeral home lowered it with practiced efficiency, and the crowd shifted forward to perform the ritual of tossing earth onto the casket.
Jeff was first, of course. He moved with mechanical precision, scooping up the soil and letting it thump onto the lid. The sound was heavier than Mike expected: thud, then silence, then another thud as the next in line took their turn. Mike waited, hanging back as the mourners did their duty. The chill bit at his ankles, the cold sinking up through his legs.
When it was his turn, Mike hesitated a moment, staring down at the box. Mira's name was stenciled on a small brass plate—Mira Everhart Nychere, 1959-2020. No flowers, just the hard clumps of dirt and the memory of her laugh, loud and unexpected, in the cramped back office of her gallery. He took a scoop, dropped it, and listened to the finality of it landing. His hands shook as he set the trowel back in the bucket, and he almost missed the mask of contempt Jeff shot him—a look so practiced it barely registered as emotion.
After the mourners retreated toward the idling cars, reluctant to linger, Jeff remained, talking in low tones to the priest, gesturing with two fingers in the air as if closing out a business deal. Mike drifted to the edge of the lot, standing beneath a dormant tree. The sun was weak and indifferent, half-hidden by low clouds. He felt emptied out, as if he'd left something down in the grave with Mira and couldn't get it back.
He lit a cigarette and let the smoke drift up, watching the last of the crowd break apart. No one came to speak to him. He was the nephew with a checkered résumé, the one who'd never made anything of himself. He watched Jeff, now standing alone at the grave, his hands jammed deep in his coat pockets, jaw set like he was fighting off a migraine.
When the cars began to pull away, Jeff caught sight of Mike and approached, his stride quick and confident.
"Michael," he said, voice low but steady. "Thank you for coming. I know Mira would have appreciated it."
Mike nodded. "She meant a lot to me."
The air between them was as brittle as the smile. Mike felt his shoulders twitch, unsure if he was bracing for a punch or a hug.
Jeff's voice dropped. "You still living in that walk-up over on Steinway?"
Mike nodded. "Yeah. Haven't managed the five-star upgrade yet."
"I guess Mira was still helping out," Jeff said, voice like a closing door. "Sending the checks. Paying for your health insurance."
It wasn't a question, but Mike felt obliged to answer. "She believed in supporting artists."
"That's what we're calling it?" Jeff let out a huff that was half-laugh, half-sigh. "She had a way of seeing talent where there wasn't any."
Mike took the hit, letting it rattle through him. He looked down.
Jeff shifted his weight, looking at his phone, then at Mike. "I suppose you'll need to find someone else to subsidize your 'artistic pursuits' now."
The words landed with surgical precision. Mike's hands curled, knuckles white. He wanted to say something, anything, but his mouth wouldn't cooperate. He'd rehearsed so many times, in so many scenarios, all the things he'd say to Jeff at this moment. None of them survived the light of actual contact.
Jeff checked his watch, a gesture as casual as breathing. "I have an appointment in twenty minutes. Mira's attorney. You're not in the will, by the way."
Mike managed to nod. "Didn't expect to be."
Jeff offered a smile, then looked away, as if searching for an appropriate script. "She mentioned you near the end. Said you were always good with the details." His eyes flicked downward, then back up again. "If you need anything from the gallery, let me know. There are boxes she set aside—things she wanted you to have."
Mike felt a brief, uncharitable suspicion but let it pass. "I'll do that," he said and thought, "He probably went through those things already."
They shook hands, the gesture formal and brief. Jeff's grip was dry and cool. He released Mike's hand, then patted his shoulder twice, as if confirming the transaction was complete. Then he turned and made his way down the alley, his gait a fraction slower than before.
Mike watched him go, then stared at the lily in his hand. He wondered whether to keep it or let it wilt on a stranger's grave. He had nowhere to be, not for a couple of hours, and the sky was turning the pale color of old dishwater. He cut through the rows of tombstones, weaving between the names and dates. The farther he walked, the more the silence took over, broken only by the distant yowl of a siren and the crunch of his own boots.
He didn't notice the grave at first. It was small, the headstone half-swallowed by the frost-heaved earth. The name was worn nearly smooth: Jan Haggenbunk, 1921–1986. Below the name, a line in Czech: "Svoboda v paměti," and then, tucked in the corner, a symbol—a simple figure, sharp-etched despite the years. It looked like a compass, or maybe the letter F turned on its side.
Mike knelt, brushing the grit from the stone. He stared at the symbol, his mind working through the catalog of half-remembered images. He'd seen it before. In the gallery basement, Mira had shown him a painting once, a weird abstraction in blue and ash-gray, unsigned, but with that same mark in the corner of the canvas. She'd told him it was from a lost series, provenance unknown, but he'd always suspected she knew more than she let on.
He pressed his thumb to the carved symbol, feeling the roughness of the cut. It gave him a strange comfort, a sense of direction, like finding a secret message in a book you thought you'd finished. He looked back toward the road, where Jeff's car had already disappeared. The wind whipped around him, bringing the taste of distant exhaust and frozen grass.
He stood, hands numb, and let his eyes wander the horizon. He wondered if Mira had ever come here, if she'd ever found this grave. He wondered what stories she'd have told if he'd bothered to ask. The cold was intense now, needling his face and fingers, but he let himself linger. He retraced the symbol, then turned and started the long walk back.
Mike walked, hands deep in his pockets, not paying attention to the direction. The cold set his face in a grin that matched the ache in his chest, but the rhythm of his boots and the dull roar of the avenue drew out old memories, flickering through his mind like filmstrips with a click and hum.
He saw Mira first. Not the shrunken version in the hospital, but herself, alive and ageless, standing in the front room of the gallery, the dusk making a stained-glass wash on her hair. He was sixteen in the memory, just out of another failed placement, hunched over a battered notebook. She'd found him sitting on the floor with his back to the radiator, chewing the cap of a pen, too proud to admit he couldn't make sense of the poem assigned in school, as his mind was somewhere else.
She crouched beside him and set a hand on his knee. "What are you working on?" she'd asked, as if she truly wanted to know.
He'd mumbled some excuse, but she waited, her eyes a stubborn kindness. When he finally read her his story, his voice low and unsteady, she listened all the way through, then nodded, as if it were a thing of consequence. "You ever send this to anyone?" she said.
"No point," he remembered saying, "nobody reads this stuff."
"Maybe you're sending it to the wrong people," she replied.
He felt the old warmth of that moment, the way she'd given him her entire attention. He wanted to believe her. He remembered her pulling a thumb drive from her purse. "Back it up," she'd said, "so it doesn't vanish."
Then the memory snapped forward. The gallery was closed, but the lights were still on. Mike was at the desk, hunched over a beat-up laptop, tapping at a short story. Mira was behind him, arranging a display of prints for a show. The sharp scent of cleaner and old linseed oil floated in the air.
Then came the sound of keys and the slam of the door. Jeff walked in, pulling off his gloves, his eyes immediately tracking the scene. "Still at it?" he said, his voice flattening the air.
Mira answered before Mike could. "He's finishing his story for the contest."
"Another contest," Jeff said. "Does that come with a paycheck this time?"
Mike went hot in the face, keeping his eyes on the screen. Mira waved the comment away, the same gesture she used when dusting the glass on a frame. "Let him work, Jeff."
Jeff's sigh was long-suffering. "Just don't get too comfortable," he said, staring at Mike as he shrugged out of his coat. "Real life shows up eventually."
Memory warped again, this time to the kitchen in the gallery, late at night. It was just the two of them; Jeff was out of town for a fair in Chicago. Mira poured water into mugs and set a plate of crackers on the table between them.
She'd handed him an envelope, thin and unmarked, her thumb pressing it into his palm. "For rent," she said, her voice pitched low. "Or for whatever you need."
He remembered trying to give it back, but she'd refused, eyes flinty. "Don't be stupid. I'm investing in my favorite artist."
He'd made a joke, something about interest rates, and she'd laughed so hard she spilled her tea, the memory of her laughter a knife now.
He blinked against the cold, the city lights breaking his focus, and found himself on a block he barely recognized, the brick faces of the buildings unfamiliar. He let himself keep walking.
Last, the memory he'd tried to avoid: the hospital, a week before the end. The room was all glare and sterile vinyl. Mira was small under the blanket, her hands fluttering against the IV line. Mike had come late, after work, and the nurse had nodded him in with a kind of mercy.
She was awake, though every syllable looked like it cost her. "Did you bring it?" she whispered.
He'd brought a folder of printouts—his newest stories, a few poems. He read them to her, his voice soft, stumbling on the lines she'd have scolded him for in better days. She held his hand the entire time, her grip still strong enough to make him believe she'd get better.
When he finished, she looked at him with that same unwavering gaze. "Promise me you won't give up," she said.
He tried to answer, but the words stuck.
"You have to promise," she said, squeezing his fingers.
He did.
She smiled, content for a second, and closed her eyes.
He kept his promise, at least the part about not giving up, but it felt less like hope and more like inertia, a thing in motion that couldn't stop.
He came back to himself on the avenue, the sky fading to blue-black overhead, the wind whipping harder now. His hands hurt. He stopped under the harsh glow of a streetlamp, his breath coming in hard bursts. All the city's noise couldn't drown out the echo of those memories. Mira was gone, but the ghosts were never far.
He stared at his hands, then at the cracked pavement, and wondered if maybe Jeff was right. Maybe there was a point when art became a liability, when the debts outnumbered the dividends, when belief alone couldn't keep you upright.
But he knew he would keep moving. He wasn't ready to let go, not when there were stories left and symbols he didn't yet understand. Mira had left him with more than debt and disappointment. She'd left him with something to chase, even if he had to do it alone.
He looked up, blinking away the cold, and started down the block, the city wide open in front of him. The story was shifting, even if he didn't know how. He was alone, but the world was full of ghosts, and some of them were leaving marks for him to find.

      ***The archives room had its own climate, a few degrees colder than the rest of the building, as if the Foundation believed historical material would last longer if the living were made uncomfortable in its presence. Mike and Martha wheeled their carts through the grid of metal cabinets and rolling shelves, the wheels shrieking in short, startled bursts on the low-pile carpet.
Martha took the lead, clipboard under her arm and a new pair of nitrile gloves stretching pale across her fingers. She moved with a confidence Mike envied—each step measured, each movement presaging the next, as if she could see the shape of the day before it unfolded. He trailed, hands jammed in his parka pockets, resisting the urge to rub warmth into his forearms.
The overhead lights were relentlessly white, turning every shadow into something exact. Rows of gray filing cabinets ran perpendicular to the far wall, which was painted a shade of institutional blue that never appeared in nature. A dehumidifier in the corner droned, underscoring the silence. The place felt empty but not abandoned, like a storage freezer that would soon be stocked with someone's forgotten memories.
They started with the leftmost row, working methodically. Martha called out accession numbers, and Mike opened each drawer, scanned the folders, then jotted a check mark on the inventory form. The air tasted faintly of lemon disinfectants and the deep metallic tang of filing cabinets left shut for too long. At every step, the routine fought to lull him: open, scan, close; open, scan, close.
Then, halfway down the second row, Martha stopped. She bent at the waist as she peered into the lower drawer. There was a brief, audible intake of breath—almost a gasp, but not quite.
"Mike," she said, voice low, "do you see this?"
He crouched beside her, knees popping. In the gap between two bulging folders was a binder, unlabeled, matte black with a heavy steel clip binding it shut. It looked out of place, like a bomb dropped into a drawer of property tax receipts.
"Wasn't that," he said.
Martha grinned, a brief flash of teeth, then pulled the binder free. A faint static shock crackled between her glove and the spine. She set it on top of the cabinet and unlatched the steel clip with her thumb, fanning the pages open. Inside: columns of printed text, each page double-sided and separated by yellowed dividers. The typeface was sharp and old, a font that had fallen out of favor before the first dot-com bust.
Martha leaned in, scanning the contents. "It's a catalog," she said, barely above a whisper. "Not library books—art objects. Paintings, maybe some sculpture."
Mike arched an eyebrow. "Stuff the Foundation owns?" She shook her head. "Stuff they want. Wish list." She turned a page, revealing color photocopies stapled to the margins, grainy images of oil paintings and woodcuts. "Here—look at the date. April 2021. This is post-pandemic planning."
He reached for the binder but stopped himself, afraid to contaminate the page with bare skin. "They kept it off the digital index?"
"Maybe it's not supposed to be here," she said, then looked up with a sheepish grin. "Or maybe it's above my clearance."
Mike wanted to ask more but let her fill the silence. She turned another page, tracing the text as if it might smudge under her gaze. The catalog listed dozens of pieces, each annotated in meticulous shorthand. Some were crossed out with a green highlighter; others had check marks or question marks in the margins.
"Look," Martha said, her voice rising a bit. "They're building a shadow collection. Everything they'd buy if money or politics weren't an issue." She sounded genuinely delighted. "This is... this is a big find."
He nodded, trying to hide his own surge of interest. "Why keep it off the books?"
She shrugged. "Could be a working draft, or someone's pet project. Sometimes they don't want the board to see what's in planning until it's final. That's what my old supervisor said, anyway."
Martha kept flipping. Occasionally, she paused to photograph a page with her phone, always with the care of someone who respected the object too much to bend it or leave a fingerprint.
Mike watched her, the intensity of her focus, the way her lips moved silently as she read. He found himself wondering if she'd always been like this—precise, ordered, a natural archivist—or if the job had shaped her. He remembered the way Aunt Mira would lose herself in old inventory sheets, cross-referencing labels and shipment dates, chasing a thread until it led to some lost painting or unopened crate in a storage unit. She'd say that the thrill was in the possibility: every forgotten document could change everything if you were paying enough attention.
Martha turned one more page, then closed the binder with a soft thump. She glanced up, cheeks flushed. "We should tell someone. This could be... important."
He grinned, masking his nervousness. "You're the boss."
She blushed deeper, then reached for her phone. "I'll call my superior. She's probably not up yet, but I can leave a message."
While Martha dialed, Mike leaned over the binder, scanning the table of contents. At the back of the last page, a sticky note caught his eye—a handwritten note: "See attached."
There was no attachment, but taped to the back cover of the binder was a small paper pocket, the kind used for library checkout cards. Inside, a single floppy disk, matte blue with a fading label that read "HH_Acquisitions."
His heart rate surged. The disk looked ancient but recent enough to matter. He glanced over his shoulder. Martha was deep into her message, reciting a summary of the find and leaving her phone number twice, in case the first was muffled.
Mike slipped the disk from its sleeve and held it up, turning it so the light caught the label. He'd grown up with these—his first stories saved to blue diskettes, carefully labeled in Aunt Mira's blocky script

      ***
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