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5.


Wednesday, October 7, 2015, 4:00 PM


Arthur removed his phone from the dashboard receptacle and unplugged it. He popped a bunch of quarters into the meter, giving him a few hours. For the third day in a row he looked up and down the block for the man named John Braun. No one even vaguely matched Codi’s description. He would, once again, have to roam the town hoping to find a needle in a haystack. It had been some time since Codi met Braun. There was no telling whether or not the man was even alive, never mind in the same town, with the same look, standing in front of the same store. But Arthur needed to start somewhere.

He stretched himself out after the better part of an hour in the car. The day was typical of early October. Breezy and chilly, but when the sun was unobstructed, it was warm enough. The leaves had begun dripping off the trees like coffee from a cone, faster with each passing day. There was no place in the world like the Northeast in the fall. It started in late August, when the air was still hot and only the keenest of senses could feel the change. Then September comes along and, no matter how temperate and warm the weather may seem, the cooler nights sneak in quietly and quickly, as if waiting to strike. By the end of the month, the fragile deciduous trees begin throwing off their leaves one by one. The entire month of October is a sight. Greens start to yellow further and reds and oranges take over, providing a palette rich enough for an artist to paint with.

People come from all over the world to see this, he thought, looking around him. He had been back and forth, not yet fully convinced that any of the story was true, but at the same time, it could all happen in front of his eyes and he was still not sure he would believe it.

He stood next to his car, in front of a house that had obviously been converted into a business. It was cream-colored with two sets of steps leading up to a front porch. The house, obviously very old, looked like it had been wedged between two commercial brick buildings. Like it had stumbled into the wrong area of town and decided to set up shop. But that was the opposite of the truth, as it had been around long before anything else in the vicinity. A relic that at one time tried to blend in with modern Main Street, USA, but now looked aged and antique, especially and ironically in contrast with the modern street lamps and facades of new buildings, constructed and decorated to look older than they were.

“Left or right?” he said aloud. “Where are you, John? Help me out a bit here.” He turned to his left and walked across Front Street, over the train tracks, and through the old town. The easterly wind blew against his back, pushing his hair in front of his eyes. He pushed it back. After a mile of fruitless searching, he turned down a side block, came up another, and started back east toward where he had come from originally. Now the wind was at his front, chilling his cheeks and making them red. No sign of Braun yet, but he pressed on, passing even more old-timey buildings and peering down side blocks and into storefronts. A used book store. An Italian ice shop. Restaurants. Eventually, the buildings gave way to almost all residential homes. He pressed on, half looking for the man he hoped to talk to, half dazed and confused, wondering whether he should find the closest psych ward.

It can’t hurt to blow off some steam, he thought, and admired the houses that seemed too close to the road. The town was different, but he was used to different now. Different felt comfortable.

Street after street, house after house. Yellow curb, red curb, plain curb. This person needs to cut their lawn. That person takes care of their porch. The cobblestone sidewalk looks better than the smooth concrete, but it sure is harder to push a stroller. Every other block or so was a house turned into a business, primarily doctor’s offices or churches, sometimes a convenience store. It felt like another time, and Arthur wondered if he would be able to have a cavity filled by the town notary.

Just as he was ready to turn back, the road opened to another row of businesses, and that’s when he saw him. Standing alongside a blue, bi-level restaurant, was a man with long hair pulled back into a bun and a beard down to his chest, held in place by a braid. He wore a cargo jacket, jeans, and the same Chuck Taylors Codi had described. The dog clamored about his feet, licking something up off the pavement. She was right. That’s a heinous beast, Arthur thought. But a dog, nonetheless, and he longed to pet the dopey bastard.

He felt as if John Braun, who looked precisely how Arthur had pictured him, was a ghost. An apparition of something he had perceived, though non-existent after his search of the last few days. He closed the gap between the two by jogging across the street, even though the right of way was not his. A horn blew to remind him of that. He waved a hand at the bothered car.

“John?” he asked from the corner, about twenty-five feet away from the man and his dog. “John Braun?”

The man turned to Arthur, now merely feet away. He spun back around and began to walk in the opposite direction.

“John, my name is Arthur.”

The man continued forward, picking up speed while the dog trailed at his heels, nearly too fat to keep pace.

“I know it’s you, John. I have to ask you some things. Please. I’ve been looking for you for days now.”

“I’m not John,” the man said. “I don’t know anything.”

Arthur continued his pursuit. “I don’t believe you. I know your name is John.”

There was no response other than the padding of John’s sneakers as he tried his best to pull away.

“Goddammit, John. Why are you doing this?”

“Leave me alone, you hear? I’m tired of it. I don’t need the harassment.”

“I’m not here to harass you.” Arthur began to jog. “I need your help.”

“It’s not enough to call me crazy. It’s not enough to stare, but you have to record me on your phones now? That’s not nice.”

“John, my daughter is missing, and I know you can help me.” Arthur caught up to him.

After a double take, Braun looked Arthur from top to bottom and back up again, studying his face.

“My name is Arthur.”

“I heard you the first time, Arthur. What paper did you read that in? Huh? This another joke?”

Arthur shook his head. “No sir. Not a joke.” He held up his cell phone, showing Braun the background image. “Not a joke at all.”

“Who …” He seemed puzzled. “Who sent you? Did anyone send you? Or did you stumble here like the others.”

“Codi Garret. She told me where to find you.”

“That the redhead?” Braun asked.

Arthur nodded.

“Yeah, she was here a few months ago. Closer to a year, I guess.” The dog croaked at another dog across the street. It sounded like a longtime smoker with a chest cold. Braun tugged on the leash, and the animal sank down at his sneakers.

“Look, John, I could really use some help right about now. Can I pick your brain? Can we just find somewhere to sit and talk?”

Braun licked his lips and ran his hand along his braid. “Sure. Welcome to my office.”

Arthur laughed. “You hungry? How about some dinner?”

“Let me show you my dining room while we’re doing the grand tour.”

Arthur insisted.

“No can do. These places don’t let me in anymore. Not since I was arrested. Not even really before, but definitely not after that charade.” Braun’s breath was stale, though not sour like someone’s might be having gone a period without brushing their teeth. And it didn’t smell of alcohol.

“How’s this place back here?” Arthur asked. The dog sniffed at his sneakers.

“Seems to be pretty good from the way I hear people speak of it.”

Arthur took off his sweatshirt and held it out to the man. “Toss your jacket behind the building over there and put this on. We’ll get it when we come back out.”

“What if someone takes it?”

Arthur stared at the holey, weather-beaten jacket. “Then we’ll get you a new one,” he said. “Come on. Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

Braun tied the dog to a parking meter a few paces from the door of the building. It sat and stared up at the both of them. Arthur patted its head and it licked his hand.

“Delilah likes you,” said Braun.

“How old is she?”

“Five.”

Arthur looked over at Braun questioningly.

“She’s just sloppy. Her guts are perfectly fine.”

“Sounds like my car.”

The host stared Braun up and down as they pushed through the front door. “Table for two, please,” Arthur said. She hesitated. “Table for two please,” he repeated.

She reached for two menus without removing her eyes from either of them. Arthur stared back. “Is there a problem?”

“No. No problem,” she said. “Follow me.” She led them through the dining room, which was empty at the off-peak hour, and put them at a table in the back corner. “Your waitress will be with you shortly,” she said. Arthur thanked her dryly.

The room was comfortably warm. It had a charm about it, restored and taken care of, but had certainly been there a long time. The walls were stone in various sizes and the ceiling was tin with dark wooden beams stretching the length. The floors had not had much work done to them, perhaps a refinishing or two, but it showed the stress of the years. What looked to be the original fireplace took up the center of the far wall and huge windows drowned the room in light, despite its dark interior.

“This has got to be a hundred-fifty years old,” said Arthur.

“Two-fifty,” said Braun, still looking around uncomfortably. “It was built in the mid-1700s.”

“As an inn, I suspect?”

“As a tavern, first. Well, it’s always been a bar, but the upstairs was fixed into a hotel sometime in the early 1800s. Once they ran the trains through, it gained popularity.” Braun settled into his chair, finally relaxing. “Feels like that long since the last time I was in here.” He laughed.

“Are you from here?”

“Earth? Yes. Crux? No. No, I was born in Galloway, New Jersey.”

“Moved here as a child?”

“Something like that. My father lost his job, so he upped and moved out here. There weren’t many people, but the work was abundant, likely because of that!” He smacked his lips. “Skilled labor was readily available, and he was a master carpenter. He was a skilled man.”

“Is he still around?”

“No, he’s long passed.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Quite all right,” he spun the menu on the table with a dry and cracked hand, his fingernails caked with dirt. “You don’t need to do this for me. I’ll tell you what you need to know.”

Arthur looked up from his menu. “I think I’m going for the BLT. What about you?”

Braun scanned the menu.

“I’m not buying you food so you’ll talk. I’m buying you food because it’s chilly out and it’s almost dinnertime. And there are about twelve things I could choose, so if you don’t hurry and pick one I’m going to end up changing my mind to something I don’t want.”

Braun smiled hesitantly. He wasn’t used to handouts – not since his outburst in the town those few years ago. Folks tended to cross the street rather than acknowledge him. And the tourists and outsiders never gave him the light of day, but why should they? He was a filthy bum with a filthy bum dog and a filthy bum life. He had not lived in any legitimate (according the US government) dwelling in more than half a decade. And even when he did, he spent most of his time outside, roaming the town, rain or shine, heat or snow. At least he could hold a job then. Any job. Moving boxes, painting houses, roofing. But his knees were shot, his back was a mess, and he was no longer able to do hard labor. And without proper healthcare, getting treated was impossible, leaving him without work, without money, and without much else. Aside from Delilah.

“You a burger guy?” asked Arthur. His attention was drawn to the front of the room where the waitress and, presumably, the manager on duty were covertly keeping an eye on them. “The Heater looks good,” he said, keeping his eyes locked on the pair of them.

“Ignore them,” said Braun. “I’m used to it. I’m surprised I’m allowed in here at all. I’d like to go wash my hands, but I’m afraid they’ll wonder what I’m up to.”

Arthur stood from his chair.

“Don’t,” Braun said again. “It’s okay. Let them stare.” Arthur ignored him and started toward the two. They broke their gaze the moment they noticed him. “I was just wondering if we were going to get any service,” he asked as he approached.

“Are you ready to order, sir?” the waitress asked.

“You haven’t asked us if we want something to drink. You haven’t even approached the table. Do you think my homeless friend over there is going to make a scene? Hurt someone? Or does he just not fit in here?”

“No, not at all, sir,” the lady said. She was young, likely a college student, and flustered. “I was just looking to see if you were ready for me.”

Arthur smiled. “I’m a writer for the Philadelphia Inquirer. I’m in town for a story, but I have no issues writing an aside about a nice little shithole I stopped in for an early dinner on my way through this dirt bag of a town.”

The manager overheard the exchange and returned. “Listen, sir-”

“Don’t ‘listen sir’ me,” Arthur interrupted. He moved closer to the man, keeping just enough distance between them for personal space. “My buddy John and I are going to have a fantastic dinner. We’re going to eat, talk, pay our bill, and get the fuck out of here. Either you want our business or you don’t. Either way is fine, but have the decency to tell us. Don’t sit back here and stare like the man is some sort of zoo animal. Now serve us some fucking food or tell us to get out.”

No one said a word.

“Yes? No?”

“Not at all, sir. We’re sorry if we implied anything.”

“Good,” he said. “We’ll have two Yuenglings, please. Also, where’s the bathroom?”

Braun was flabbergasted when Arthur returned. “I don’t drink anymore,” he said, bursting out in a loud cackle, which grumbled into rasp.

Arthur smiled. “Then they’re both for me.”

The waitress brought the drinks just as Braun returned. “I’ll have the BLT, please,” Arthur said, pursing his lips after and handing over the hefty menu. She looked over at Braun. “I’ll have the fish and chips, please.” He too handed over the menu.

“It’ll be out in a little while,” said the waitress, who returned to the kitchen as fast as she’d come out.

“Can I call you John?”

“Only if you really want to,” John replied.

Arthur took a long drink of beer. “Codi and I spoke at length a few days back. She gave me the scoop, which, and I’m sure you’ll understand, I’m a bit …” He couldn’t find the word.

“Disconcerted.”

“And shaken. And unsettled. The insane legend of the kidnapping ghost probably does that to most people, I assume.”

“You’d be surprised how believing people can be when their family is threatened.”

“My entire life inside of the last six or seven months has been clown shoes. I get it. Between the screams and the bang, the police and their odd way of navigating everything, my wife leaving me,” he was counting on his fingers, “and whatever other boomerangs were thrown in my direction, it’s fitting.”

“Not to mention those.” He pointed to the two beers on the table.

Arthur looked down at the glasses. “Tell me, John, is this how it goes? Do I just wish this shit on someone else’s kid and I walk away scot-free. A beautiful reunion of father and daughter? My wife comes back to me and I forget everything she’s done in the last two months? Is this the Amityville House? The farther I get, the better everything is?”

“As your friend Codi did. Were you her sacrifice?”

“Apparently. It was an accident.”

“It’s never an accident,” John said. “By nature, it can’t be an accident.”

By nature.

“It can be if she didn’t know I was the husband on the other end.”

John stopped.

“We knew each other briefly. I tattooed her.”

“You’re an artist?” John asked.

“I am. I own a tattoo studio in New Hope.”

John freed his arm from Arthur’s loaner sweatshirt and then pushed up the sleeve of his own t-shirt. Brandished on his surprisingly muscular arm, in extremely faded black ink which had since taken on a green hue, was an anchor with what appeared to be a rope wrapped around it. It was hard to tell.

“Wow. A buddy do that for you?” asked Arthur.

“A fellow sailor. Not much left to it now, but the memories are there all the same.”

Arthur couldn’t put a finger on John. His demeanor was not that of someone who had given up on life. Instead, he seemed to have a few things figured out. Maybe even more than Arthur.

“When someone is left without much of a choice, they’ll do heinous things,” John said. “And when your choice is saving the life of your child as opposed to simply letting her go … well, is that really much of a choice?” He fiddled with a packet of sugar. “Regardless of how someone needs to get there mentally, to be able to go through with it, doesn’t matter. The choice is a fairly simple one.” He replaced his arm in the sweatshirt. “Maybe forgiving Codi seems impossible, but I can assure you her choice was not a fair one. And you’re in her shoes. Will you let things run their course for the sake of morality? On the impossibility that the police will come across your daughter alive and well? Because it won’t happen. If you don’t do it, she is gone forever.”

 A wave of nausea crashed in the pit of Arthur’s stomach.

“Arthur, did Codi tell you how her child went missing?”

“No.”

“The child’s father, almost never present in either of their lives, decided, for whatever reason – likely to avoid Codi reporting him to the police for his missed child support payments – to attend some work function of Codi’s at Vance State Park. Someone lurking around the grounds approached him, she remembered later. This person, she later assumed, correctly, was another parent going through the same thing you are. He found me, as they all do, and I gave him the story. He’d begun preying on parents in the area, wanting to get to know some of them so he could make his move. It’s not hard to spot a father who’s uninterested. And for the man, it was his way of avoiding the guilt of destroying someone else’s life. Or trying to avoid it. So he struck up a conversation and found out that Codi’s child’s father was up shit’s creek. He’d gotten a new job, Codi explained, and they were gouging his paycheck something terrible. He wanted a way out. The man gave it to him.”

Arthur returned his beer to the table. “Cara’s father was involved?”

John nodded. “I presume she never saw him again after that day.”

Arthur couldn’t comprehend it. Were there people in the world who were that innately lazy and disgusting? People who would rather continue living a life of indolence rather than take care of the responsibilities they had created themselves?

Vile.

Crude.

“And he was never questioned?”

“You’re asking the wrong person about that,” John said. “But the police can never hold anyone. There’s no evidence. No proof of anything. He might’ve been as guilty as a rat, but it wouldn’t matter.” 

The condensation dripped from the beer bottle as Arthur peeled at the wet label.

“Do you see where I’m coming from?” asked John. “You know just as well as anyone else how cruel life can be, but I’m quite certain that before your daughter up and vanished from her bed, you sympathized with someone like Codi in the same way a civilian sympathizes with a solider blown apart on the battlefield. The good intentions are there, but it’s impossible to put yourself in those shoes without experiencing it yourself. There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s life. Picturing it can only go so far, you see?” 

“So now I go ahead and pass it forward. Ignore someone else’s pain to make mine go away.”

“That’s your decision to make,” said John. “Committing another child is heinous. But does heinous reign over necessary?”

“Necessary only to me.” Arthur said.

“Is there really any other kind?”

After a short time, the waitress returned with their order. Without asking if they needed anything else, she turned and walked away.

“Glad the salt is on the table,” John joked. He had not taken his eyes from the battered cod in front of him, complete with potato wedges and malt vinegar.

“Enjoy,” said Arthur, watching John lick his chops. “It looks good.”

John pushed a piece of fish into his mouth and closed his eyes. At that point, anything would have been exquisite.

Arthur shoved in a bite of sandwich and washed it down with the remains of the first beer. “Let me ask you something else.”

“Shoot.”

“From the way Codi explained things to me when retelling your story, my situation isn’t always an isolated incident. But the accounts are so limited. And it’s not just one pipeline, so it seems. We’re not the only branch.”

“Right.”

“So, then, what happened to the other branches? How are we narrowed down to just this one? To just mine?”

John finished chewing. “Who says we are?”

“Are there more?”

“Yes.” He shrugged. His braid bounced against his chest. “We don’t get to read or see everything. Odd things happen every day. And surely you read and see much more than I do. I haven’t had a phone in four years. Who am I going to call?”

“Codi did her homework. She’s got a binder the size of an encyclopedia.”

“They still make those?”

“Binders?”

“Encyclopedias.”

“Not many.” Arthur drank from the second bottle. “In all of her research, she didn’t find much outside of this area.”

“Doesn’t mean much.”

“I suppose not,” said Arthur.

John put the finishing touches on his fish, leaving only the chips. “You were on to something earlier.”

“How so?”

“It’s long been considered that the only way to end the cycle is to sacrifice your own child. To let them die.” He shook his head. “It’s all hearsay, but there were and are times that there are less cases than at other times. From what I’ve seen and from the records.”

“Records?” Arthur asked.

“You’re not the first to research. You won’t be the last.”

The hostess led a man and woman into the dining room and sat them on the opposite side. John’s voice dropped.

“I had journals full of literature. Used to spend days at the library. If you know it, I’ve read it.”

“Where is all of that now?”

John poured the vinegar all over his potatoes. “I burned them when I began losing my mind. Obsessing over anything will kill you, and I began doing just that. And I drank myself into oblivion.” He looked at the bottle at Arthur’s lips. “You drink a lot, too.”

“Not before this.”

“Doesn’t taste very good, does it? It’s a compulsion, though.”

John’s words cut through Arthur. “I hate it. How did you know that?”

“This thing drives people to be everything they’re not. Take a look at your life. Step back and evaluate it. Evaluate how different you are. It eats you alive.”

Arthur sighed. “This is insane.”

“Put yourself in my shoes,” said John. “A nut bag with a laundry list of crazy stories. Crazy, but true. And now I’m sitting here with a perfectly reasonable person, and I can have an open conversation about something I’ve been forced to repress most of my life, aside from when desperate parents such as yourself seek me out. Even then, it’s not easy to let loose in front of someone who looks like me.”

“Why you?”

“Because I’m in the club!” He raised his hand.

“Was it your child?”

John smiled. “It was me.”

The man at the table across the room raised his voice at the punch line of whatever joke he was telling. His date laughed loudly in an obviously feigned cackle.

“Well, shit,” said Arthur. “When you were a baby?”

“When I was younger.” He shrugged. “I guess I attract it, like moths to a flame. Everyone ends up here in Crux, at the hub of it all. Even I ended up here. Not a coincidence. And I can’t leave, no matter what I do.” He held up his water glass. “Cheers. To Crux. To this restaurant. To home.”

“And do you give the same advice to everyone?”

“It depends.”

“On what?” Arthur asked.

“On whether or not I think the person can handle it. Whether or not I have any faith at all that using more words than I need to is worth it.”

“And me?”

John ate a potato. “I haven’t sat down in a restaurant in a long time,” he said with his mouth full. “I haven’t been spoken to with so much as a modicum of the respect you’ve shown me in a long time either. I don’t know what you came to hear. If it was the bare minimum, then you know all you need to know. Commit someone else and it all goes away. For you.”

“And if I want to know more?”

“More than I’ve already told you?” John asked. “I can tell you all the anecdotes you want to hear.”

“So then tell me.”

Dinner music started on the sound system, low at first and then a bit louder until whoever controlled it found the desired level. Another three people were seated at the far end. The hostess and waitress were staring at John and Arthur again.

“Let’s finish this outside,” said John. Before Arthur could answer, John nodded in encouragement. “Let’s just go.” Arthur signaled for the check. He paid the bill and, after some deliberation, left a 20% tip.

Once outside, John untied Delilah, who’d been patiently waiting. He began taking off the sweatshirt.

“Keep it,” said Arthur, patting the dog on her side.

“I shower at the shelter,” said John.

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t care about that. Just keep it,” he urged. “It’s getting cold.”

John looked down at the thickly lined zip-up. “Thank you, Arthur.”

“It’s nothing.”

They walked around back where John collected his unbothered jacket. He pulled it on over his new sweatshirt.

“The hub of it all, huh?” Arthur said, looking around.

“Where the shit hit the fan. This whole gosh darn area is cursed, Arthur.” John said. “Once you step foot anywhere around here, it knows you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You can’t just walk into any supermarket and point out a child. That’s not how it works. The land needs to touch the child. Taste them. Learn about them. Then it can come for them.” Braun frowned. “Do you know where Vance State Park is, right there outside of town?”

“Used to go to Vance all the time,” Arthur said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “My uncle took us fishing over there.”

“Of course you did.” John huffed. “If you take 223 out of here, make a left onto Mountain View Drive, a few miles down. Make another left onto Sterner Mill Road and then a quick right onto Richlandtown Road. You’ll pass Clymer Road. Keep going. About another mile or two beyond that, you’ll notice a clearing through the trees, on the left side. It’s right before the road banks hard to the right. You’ll know it once you see it. Walk through a ways until you get to another clearing. Maybe 200 yards. There will be a small, rundown house on the property. I believe there are some more answers there.”

“What’s in there?”

John shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been able to get into the house. It’s all private property, government owned or otherwise. Be careful if you decide to go.” He turned to walk away but spun back. It confused Delilah. “Nice to meet you, Arthur.” He stuck out a hand.

“Pleasure was mine, John.” He grabbed John’s outstretched hand. “Maybe I’ll see you again.”

John gave his hand a squeeze. “I hope so.”



Wednesday, October 7, 2015, 6:04 PM


The sun dipped in the sky. It was still light but not for much longer. Arthur was parked on the side of Richlandtown Road, staring at what he thought was the clearing. It was hard to tell considering most of the leaves were beginning to the thin, but the road ahead banked hard to the right. There was no shoulder, so he wedged his car in the weeds and dirt. He cut the ignition and immediately turned it back on. Just in case. There was a ringing in his right ear, and he tugged on the lobe.

“What am I doing?” he asked aloud. You’ve gone this far down the crazy path, he thought. What can it hurt to go a little farther? He crossed the road and entered through the thicket, zigzagging around the first few trees. The ringing seemed to worsen and all sound had become slightly muffled. He stuck his pinky finger inside his ear and wiggled it back and forth, hoping to stir whatever gunk might have been causing it.

The trees pinched tighter as he made his way through, and their gradient of leaves still blanketed the wood, shunning the sunlight. The ringing in his ear intensified with every step. It was loud and disorienting and threw his equilibrium, making him shake his head back and forth. He leaned on a tree to steady himself and recognized that the brush had already swallowed the car and road.

That’s when he heard the voice.

“Dada.”

It was small and meek. Or was it the ringing? Probably the ringing. He looked around and again jammed a finger in his ear canal and moved it around. “Hello?” he yelled.

Nothing.

The sun was setting fast, and whatever light was allowed in through the gaps in the leaves was dwindling. Arthur stared into the distance where the clearing should have been. He was, by his estimate, barely a quarter of the way through. His eardrum felt ready to burst. I’ll come back, he decided, and turned for the car, cupping his hand over his ear and jogging as fast as his disrupted sense of balance could handle. The blue paint of his sedan materialized through the leaves and, after a few feet, the squeal in his head seemed to lessen. Nearly out, it subsided greatly. By the time he made it back to the road, it had all but disappeared.

He climbed into
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