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BLACK-EYED SUSANS

PAPER GHOSTS





FOR STEVE,

WHO NEVER GAVE UP ON ME OR THE CUBS







“A picture is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you the less you know.”

—DIANE ARBUS (1923–1971)

   American photographer






Before

When she was twelve, my sister fell into a grave.

We were two children by ourselves in an empty cemetery, old stones jutting out of the ground in all directions. The grass was dead, the same straw color as my sister’s hair. I remember the terrific flutter in my chest. How her fingertips barely brushed mine when I reached my little hand down to try to pull her out. It was freshly dug earth, waiting.

She was laughing down in that hole.

I was five.

My sister loved to roam that cemetery in Weatherford, Texas. Peter Pan was buried there, although the stone said Mary Martin Halliday. So was someone named Jimmie Elizabeth and someone else named Sophronia, which is also the name of a moth in England and a purple lily and a character in Charles Dickens. My sister told me that. She was going to name her first daughter Sophronia and call her either Sophri or Phronia for short.

There were hundreds of graves. A million bones under our bodies as we cartwheeled across plots.

Death came to her like a summer’s dream. That was etched in script on one of the ancient white markers. I don’t remember the rest of the epitaph, although my sister read it to me every time.

I ran a half-mile back to our grandmother’s house for help.

My sister climbed out of that grave by herself without a scratch on her.

I look back and think that’s the day, the moment, she was cursed. When she was nineteen, she disappeared, like a lasso dropped from the clouds and snatched her up.

I know it was the day I became afraid of things.
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“Who the hell are you?”

I slide my queen one space closer to his king. “You know who I am.”

He swipes his right arm, the one that still fully cooperates, across the board. A single, swift movement. Pieces fly, bounce off the carpet, rattle into corners fuzzed with dust from a past decade. I don’t flinch, something I’m practiced at. Neither does the only other occupant of the room, a deaf woman knitting an infinite patch of blue. Or green or gold or pink. It could be any color.

She doesn’t have needles. Her hands work the air methodically while her invisible work piles up like an accordion. A wedding veil sits crookedly on the silvery threads struggling out of her scalp. The second hand on a plastic clock above her head jerks.

I’ve wanted to rip that clock off the wall on every visit. Time for the people in this house is meaningless. No need to travel beyond the triple-locked front door or wonder who or what made the three long white scratches that run down its wood veneer. No good reason to think about the people who never visit you or the horrible things you’ve done. So what if you can’t remember that you never liked dark bananas or the canned laughter of I Love Lucy but now you eat one while watching the other?

I wonder what Carl is thinking. Maybe about how he’d like to kill me. I’m twenty-four, in the age range. White. Slender. People say I look like my sister. The difference is, she was lit from the inside. Dramatic. Gutsy. A performer. People drifted to her. Loved her. Carl drifted to her, and snatched her life.

Maybe he thinks I am my sister come back to haunt him.

I am the understudy, Carl. A shell of her, loaded with dynamite, set on revenge. The nervous one in the wings about to jump onstage. You and I, we will be co-stars.

I am also a perfect stranger every time I come here, or he’s lying. Each time, he claims to forget my name. He won’t answer when I ask why, in June, he is wearing a Christmas tie leering with Grinch faces, or tell me where he bought his leaden, ancient boots, or the prettiest place he remembers they last took him. Boots always remind me of vistas. Of standing firm and steady on a dangerous precipice while beauty unfolds for miles before your eyes.

He’s unimpressed by any of my random musings on boots, or the Walt Whitman and John Grisham I read him by the only sunny window in this house, or the series of jokes about talking cows that I tell while we take walks around the neighborhood. Things any loved one would do. This afternoon at IHOP, I watched him drown his pancakes in strawberry syrup and knife them into a precise patchwork of bites. I wanted to ask, Does the syrup remind you of blood?

He’s trying to make me think his eyes are glimpses into a dark solar system where he retreats, alone, but I won’t be fooled. I wonder what he sees in mine. Anything familiar?

He’s a hell of an actor, according to old court testimony.

Right now, with a harmless bit of violence, he’s reminding me that he’s still strong. Relevant. I already know. I’ve studied him carefully. Weighed the risks. Searched his room while he was in the shower and found his secret stash hidden in a battered suitcase under the bed—the red rubber exercise band that keeps up that knotty little bulge on his right forearm, and the ten-pound free weights. The sharpened pocketknife and the silver lighter with the engraved N, tucked into the zipper pocket along the back with a single cigarette.

The 8X10 photograph, pressed carefully flat, under the lining. It could be 1920, or two years ago. Carl the photographer, whose Time Travel book of surreal images once hit the bestseller list, specializes in timeless. The corners of the paper are soft, and there’s a white crease in the middle that cuts the girl in two. She’s standing on a barren rusty landscape that’s probably never sucked up a drop of rain.

A tiny silver key charm nestles in her throat. The same key that I know hangs out of sight, somewhere in the graying curl of his chest hair. I saw it once, when it slipped out of his shirt and dangled over the chessboard. Is she one of his victims, too?

Old serial killers who roam free have to land somewhere, of course. I’ve thought about this a lot. They must get tired. Decide to pamper roses or grandchildren. Break hips and suffer heart attacks. Go impotent. Run out of money. Don’t see the car coming. Put guns to their heads.

The killers who publicly beat the system, and the unseen monsters who are never caught and slip around like silent, pulsing background music. Screeching oboes and pounding drums. Only a few ever hear their soundtrack, right at the very end, and then it’s too late.

It took a long, long time to find the man I believe killed my sister. Years. Dozens of interviews. Hundreds of suspects. Thousands of documents. Reading, stalking, stealing. It’s been a singular, no-holds-barred obsession since I was twelve and my sister’s bike didn’t make it the three miles in broad daylight from our house to her summer babysitting job. It was morning.

Two sweet little boys, Oscar and Teddy Parker, were waiting for her on the other end. Hard to believe, but they are in high school now. Several months ago, their mother found my address and mailed Oscar’s college application essay with a note saying she hoped she was right to send it.

I wasn’t sure. I didn’t unfold the piece of paper right away. I had no idea what it would say—I just knew that my sister was the subject. I tucked it in the frame of my bathroom mirror. I didn’t like thinking of her life as something to be critiqued and rated by college admissions personnel.

It took me a month to work up the courage. Nothing, Oscar wrote, was ever the same. I was only five, but her disappearance changed everything. I wore the friendship bracelet we made together until the threads wore through and it fell off. No babysitter ever lived up to her. If I’m honest, no girl ever has. No assurance will make me feel safe again, yet I think of her every time I need to be brave. She’s the reason I want to major in criminal justice.

I’d always thought of how deeply my sister’s death affected my family. Me. Even my physical body never felt the same, as if every cell was chemically changed, forever tweaked to high alert.

I’d never once thought of the pain of the two little boys who begged her to read Harry Potter because she was so good at the voices. When Mrs. Parker called at 9:22 A.M. to ask why Rachel hadn’t shown up, I was getting out the flour to make chocolate chip cookies.

My parents, both accountants, had left for work fifteen minutes before. I was twelve, charged with cleaning the house and making dinner in the summer. It was a normal day in a normal house.

Is Rachel sick? Mrs. Parker had asked on the phone. She wasn’t mad, I remember, just concerned. Does she have a fever?

An accident, I thought immediately. A car ran into her bike. She’s unconscious somewhere. The canister fell out of my hands onto the floor, scattering its powder across the black tile.

No one cleaned it up for a long time. In the chaos that followed, people tracked flour all over our house, footprints that stayed for weeks. Months later, there was still the light whisper of them. It was like Rachel was there with us, walking around as a ghost.

Now that I’m finally here with Carl, making my move, I wonder for the last time if I should call it all off. I’ve told no one of my plan to steal him out of this place and find the truth.

It wouldn’t be the first promise I’ve broken to myself. The girl in his suitcase, with the tiny key to nothing, seemed to be begging me with her eyes to leave and not look back.

I don’t want to think about what Carl could still do with two good hands.

The air conditioner clunks on. A lukewarm breeze is blowing out of the vent in the ceiling. The wedding veil drifts, a cobweb caressing a wrinkled cheek.

I kneel down to pick up the chess pieces and disappear under the card table.

“Who the hell are you?” He’s shouting now, pounding the card table so it jars the top of my head. His boot shoots out, and he presses down purposefully on my hand until it hurts. I jerk my fingers back, refuse to cry out, open my fist to the lowliest piece on the board. A pawn, of course.

“I’m your daughter,” I lie.

It’s the only logical way to get him in my custody.

Who the hell are you?
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Ten visits in, I set my plan in motion. Carl is still adamant I’m not his daughter, but he’s remembering my name now, at least the pseudonym I gave him. I casually suggest that we take a little vacation. A couple of weeks, I promise him. A breather. We can get to know each other better. You can have a break from this claustrophobic prison.

“If I go, will you let me use a pen?” he asks. “Mrs. T has banned me from pens. She figures I might stick one in somebody’s throat.”

“And that would be a damn mess for me to clean up,” Mrs. T confirms from the doorway to the kitchen. Her “jiggling Polish behind,” as Carl calls it, always shows up silently and perfectly timed.

But it was Mrs. T who took him in thirteen months ago. Hers was the only halfway house of old felons that would say yes to a possible serial killer with dementia after a Waco cop found him rambling the highway.

The famous documentary and fine-art photographer Carl Louis Feldman, suspected of stalking young women and stealing them for years, said he couldn’t remember his own name. It took fingerprints and a sample of DNA to do that. A local hospital guessed a diagnosis of early onset dementia and sent him back out into the world.

Because even if he was “damn-sure-fire a sick Ted Bundy with a camera and a Ford pickup truck,” as a prosecutor once pounded out to a Texas jury, the state just didn’t care anymore.

He was declared not guilty in that missing girl case—the only one he was tried for, the only one with a bit of incriminating DNA evidence. Two days of deliberating, and the jury said he was good to go. And go he did, hiding out for years like a brown recluse in some dark corner while I patted my foot impatiently until he crawled out.

Who knew I’d end up here—crammed so tightly on a sagging couch with my sister’s killer and a woman who knits imaginary things that we can feel each other’s heat. The wedding veil is missing today, but her fingers are flying in frantic rhythm like there’s a whip at her back.

The other occupants of the house are scattered in the kitchen, the bedrooms, the bathrooms—away from the soundtrack of the TV, which starts the day at 6 A.M. The relentless, high-pitched buzz from deep inside its guts lives in my head for hours after I leave.

Carl rips his eyes from the screen in front of us, a Discovery Channel special. We have just learned about a tarantula that can exist for two years without eating.

Carl twists toward me, the bone of his knee purposely jutting into my thigh. I imagine that same knee holding Rachel down. I’m suddenly glad, for her sake, that the woman beside me is deaf and, for my sake, that her dangerously sharp needles are imaginary.

Carl’s hand drifts up. Mrs. T is gone. He’s going to touch me. I’m going to let him. Whatever he wants. Whatever it takes.

He slides the rough pads of his middle and index fingers lightly down my cheek while I stare ahead at the hairy spider on TV, now warring with a lizard.

Carl traces my chin, my ear. He drifts to my neck. When he reaches the hollow place beside my windpipe, he presses his two fingers into my flesh harder than he needs to.

“Bump, bump,” he says. “Bump, bump. That’s your carotid.”

I nod, swallowing hard. I know intimately about the carotid artery from reading hundreds of medical examiner reports. Its three layers—the intima, media, and adventitia. How the two carotids in the neck carry ninety percent of the blood to the brain. The TV shows aren’t lying. A ruthless jab to one of them can cause death in bare minutes.

Carl keeps his fingers glued to my throat even when there’s a rapid knock on the front door. Two shrill rings of the bell.

I bend down for my purse so Carl is forced to pull his hand back. So I can catch my breath and smooth out the loathing and humiliation on my face that I hope he hasn’t seen. My fingers scramble in my purse. I hear the creak of floorboards, the swish of Mrs. T’s skirt, the noisy clanks as she opens the myriad latches on the front door.

When I sit back up, the visitor is stepping over the threshold, a dark-haired teenager named Lolita with a rose tattoo etched on the delicate underside of her wrist. Lolita visits every Wednesday—the granddaughter of one of Mrs. T’s boarders. She has done a good job of trying to forget that her grandfather once set a house fire with six people inside. He’s docile now. Only out of prison because no one died.

I’ve noticed that Lolita keeps her head down around Carl. Today is no exception. As usual, she’s wearing a scarf stamped with pink and white snails. One time, the scarf was tied around her ponytail, another, scrunched through her belt loops. Today it dangles loosely around her neck. I overheard her tell Mrs. T that the scarf was a Christmas gift from her grandfather. She wears it to help him remember who she is.

Mrs. T and Lolita drift out of the room, chattering, without speaking to us. I hand Carl the pen from my purse, a favorite one with the ink that glides like blue oil.

“As requested,” I say. “So you will come?” I sound a little more pleading and hopeful than I’d like. Maybe more like a daughter. Maybe that’s good.

He jams the pen in the waist of his jeans, baring the intimate flash of black hair below his belly button. My heartbeat punches against my throat, harder even than when he pressed his fingers there.

“Cute girl, cute scarf,” Carl says matter-of-factly. “Did you know the cone snail has enough venom to kill a human being? People call it the Cigarette because once it stings, you have just about enough time to smoke a cigarette before you die.” He pokes me in the ribs. “Oh, come on. Smile. I’ve heard that’s an exaggeration.” Carl pulls his fingers to his lips and pantomimes a drag. “I wonder if Lolita likes to smoke.”
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The first time I saw a photograph of Carl, I felt a sharp sting of the familiar. It was a partial view, an artsy portrait shot in half-shadow. I had a feeling I knew him from somewhere. Still do. When I concentrate, it’s like searching for the name of a bit character in a book I read years ago or trying to latch on to a genetic memory. And yet it is a defiant reason I’m so sure Carl is the one.

It’s been two more visits, and Carl hasn’t said yes to going with me. He is crawling around in my head all the time now. Waking me up. At night, alone in my bedroom, I feel his fingers roaming my body, searching for pulse points.

Now fury pounds my chest, the same insistent rush I’d felt on the way over today. Our bodies are slanted in battered Adirondack chairs in Mrs. T’s dirt backyard. In the corner, there’s a ragged patch of garden where Carl eagerly told me three cats and a squirrel are buried. Honeysuckle and vines creep wildly out of control up the sturdy ten-foot fence, fusing a thick cage.

“I don’t see a thing in this so-called vacation for me,” Carl is complaining. “You could be a lunatic. The female lioness does ninety percent of the hunting. Learned that yesterday on Nat Geo. I have to give it to Mrs. T, she doesn’t skimp on cable.” He’s sucking at the straw of the Big Gulp I concocted at his request: one-third Sprite, one-third cherry Coke, one-third Dr Pepper.

In that instant, I decide on a new script. I manage to keep my voice low so it stops before it reaches the shuttered windows of the house. “I need to know.”

Carl calmly tugs a square of yellow paper out of his pocket and begins to unfold it. “I want to hear you say it.”

“I need to know if you’re a killer. As your daughter, I need to know what kind of blood runs in my veins. You owe it to me.” The first and last line, at least, are true.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it? So we’re clear this trip isn’t about bonding or breathing fresh air. If you were really my daughter, you would have told me that from the start. You would have talked about how you don’t want your babies to be killers. You would have cried big tears. And you would have gotten out of here just as fast as you could. That’s what normal girls do.”

I open my mouth to disagree and close it. Carl is right. I am not a normal girl. He is being extremely lucid for a change. I don’t want to interrupt.

“Just so you know, this is an exercise in madness,” he continues. “I can’t remember. Every now and then, a cop drops by here to be sure. He thinks I’m giving him shit. If he can’t break into my head, how do you think you can?”

What cop? Someone I know? For a second, I feel another man’s fingers.

“I have a plan to help you remember,” I wheedle. “Places. Photographs. Don’t you want to know?”

“Why would I want to know? You’re much prettier than that cop, though. A lioness on the hunt.”

On the wide arm of his chair, he’s smoothing out the wrinkled yellow paper he pulled from his pocket. I can’t make out the words from here, just that he’s been putting my blue pen to work. Then he holds the paper in front of his face like an earnest child. It shakes ever so slightly even though the air is hot and still.

When Carl begins to read, I realize he’s been planning to go with me all along.

He’s naming conditions—all the things he wants in return for getting in the car.

Sweet tea every day like his dead grandmother made.

Books.

A shovel.

It’s a fairly long list. I stop listening about halfway through and start thinking about the next step—cajoling Mrs. T into springing Carl, which I’ve hinted at. I’ve told her my birth certificate says “unknown” for the father—that I found him through a DNA match. I’m hoping she won’t ask for paperwork again.

When he finishes reading, Carl says magnanimously: “Don’t feel like you have to get this stuff before we hit the road.”

He folds up the paper neatly and tucks it back in his jeans. “You’re an odd little duck. Emphasis on little. And odd. I wonder why you don’t seem worried that I’m going to kill you, too.”





Conditions

Camera

Ghost pepper salsa

Sweet tea (daily)

Dairy Queen

Whataburger

Ruby Red

New nail clippers

1015s

Pulled pork

Baby Head

Muleshoe

Mystery Lights

100 percent feather pillow

CFS

Tito’s

Case of Shiner

Hiking boots

Rope

Shovel

11/22/63 (Stephen King)*

Lonesome Dove*

Ulysses*

Mexican Dr Pepper w/real sugar

Waterproof watch (resistant @ 300 meters)

Flashlight

WD-40

New York Times

Glad Press‘n Seal

Bible

*Hardcovers only!!!!
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I’m dizzy with hope. He’s finally packing to go with me. Perfect T-shirt squares. Socks balled into a plastic bag. Borderline obsessive-compulsive, claimed two psychiatric reports. Carl adds one pair of sweats, two pairs of pajama bottoms.

The drawers in this narrow blue room are hanging empty; the closet, a skeleton of bare hangers. He’s packing every item of clothing he brought when he was dismissed to this hell of last resort, and they won’t even fill up a suitcase.

Where is his stuff? Right after the trial, after he was acquitted, when he sold his house and disappeared for years, there were rumors he kept a secret place, the proverbial cabin in the woods. It was hinted at between the lines of a glossy magazine spread on Carl titled “Darkroom,” which I thought was a spot-on headline for a documentary photographer who was a suspected serial killer.

Mrs. T is watching with me from the door, arms crossed, a disapproving sergeant in a fading apron. It took a week, but I convinced her. She’d bargained me down to ten days instead of fourteen.

“You’re still sure about this, right?” Mrs. T says, interrupting my thoughts. That’s what she likes to be called, tired of people mangling her consonant-riddled Polish surname.

More than once, she has reminded me how brave she is to give refuge to outcasts and criminals “as Christ commanded.” I despised her until the day two weeks ago I passed by a bedroom and saw her hugging the lady with the veil. Mrs. T was reassuring her. Your man will make it back from the war in time for your wedding.

“It will be fine,” I say to Mrs. T.

“Ten days is longer than you think. I can’t say it enough. You have to keep up with his meds. He gets these tremors sometimes but other times he’s just fine.” She gestures to the pharmacy in the Ziploc bag in my hand. “He’ll lie, you know. Forget. It’s not good when he forgets. You saw it yourself last week. How old are you again? You don’t look the right age to be his daughter. A little too young. Are you nineteen? Twenty? If I do that math, it ain’t going to add up.”

So, I say silently. Stop me. Someone probably should.

“… but I’m putting my trust in you because you seem like your heart’s in the right place. Just don’t forget our deal. I cut you slack on the red tape. I don’t want to be cut short for the days you’ve got him if he’s not here when that tight-ass from the state does her little monthly bed check. I don’t get enough money as it is. The state must think halfway house means I deserve half as much.” She likes this line of hers. Wears the same smirk every time she says it.

“… what they don’t realize is, tending to six half-crazies is like having twelve. Half their head is still sharp as the devil, making plans to sneak out for donuts and tequila. The other half is time-travelin’ to God knows where. It can get real busy around here. Right, Mr. Feldman?”

I keep silent throughout her speech, because I’ve heard it a few times. Carl is curling up his Christmas tie and tucking it in a corner near the underwear. I’m relieved it’s not around his neck. Better if nothing attracts attention.

An hour ago, when he thought I was busy with his landlady, I had watched him carefully through the kitchen window as he buried his ten-pound weights in that untended garden out back. I don’t know what has happened to his other treasures. I will deal with them later.

The knife that could cut skin like paper and spill the strawberry syrup. The long red rubber band that could choke. The lighter with the N that still fires. I had stared into its flame before I put it back.

The photograph of the girl in the desert that makes my mouth dry.

“Don’t know what y’all expect to do on this little family bonding trip,” Mrs. T says, “but don’t expect some hallelujah father-daughter moment. Neither of you.”

“Has he had a violent episode here?” He’s only six feet away. I want him to hear me. Violent wasn’t on any of Mrs. T’s daily reports, at least the ones she let me see.

She tugs me into the hallway. “You said you already know all about his history.” Her face works for a few seconds. “Here’s the deal. My nephew’s paying me to rent his room through the rest of this month.”

That answers my little worry about the cop showing up to see Carl while we’re gone. If this cop exists, Mrs. T has her own reasons to keep him away.

She’s working the angles. Concerned that I’ll back out. I’ve nosed around. Where does the money go, Mrs. T? Certainly not into the sticks of Goodwill furniture, the pantry of pork and beans and generic-brand peanut butter, the two bathrooms with corroding handicapped bars and Reader’s Digest stories taped on the wall.

Only the locks on the doors and the medicine cabinets are gleaming and solid. The TV is the newest equipment in the place, but it’s an off brand, on duty fourteen hours a day, already signaling its death with that relentless buzz. I want to report her but that could backfire. I plan to slip into her life, and out.

And where would the woman with the veil go? Who would hug her?

“He’s coming with me,” I assure her. “I just would like to know if he’s attacked anyone since he’s been here.”

“Depends what you mean. I lower my standards for this crowd. Not everything gets reported, you know? And Carl here, he don’t get antagonized much. My residents got a sense not to mess with him. They don’t like his weird friends.” She chuckles.

I’m thrown again. Mrs. T and Carl haven’t mentioned any friends visiting before. Will someone else miss him? I can’t think about that now.

Carl is pulling something metal and shiny from under his pillow. It’s disappearing into the suitcase.

He snaps the case shut. “I’m ready.” He’s wearing Levi’s, a tucked-in blue work shirt, a worn leather belt, and those finger-crushing boots. The nicest things he owns, which I know because I tried to search every inch of his space. The effort he’s made today on a public appearance both scares and tugs at me.

He’s not hiding it. He’s looking forward to this.

I’ve prepared myself as much as I can.

“Last day of the month at the outset,” Mrs. T repeats. “That’s when he needs to be all tucked in.” She turns to speak directly to him. “Mr. Feldman, don’t get any fancy ideas about freedom. This will be your first and last vacation from Mrs. T’s bed-and-breakfast.”

She escorts us to the door. A conga line of ex-criminals is waiting, two men and three women. One wedding veil, one Cubs baseball cap, two pink fuzzy slippers, one bare chest, one aloha shirt with palm trees. Two murderers, one arsonist, one child molester, one rapist. All diagnosed with dementia and a pre-existing tendency to snap. I researched their trials on the Internet, called up social workers, gossiped with a late-night, tipsy Mrs. T.

Pink Slippers is the nicest. She shot her son-in-law five days after he violently raped her daughter. By the time she got out of prison at seventy-four, her daughter was dead. No one was around to step in and knock off the next brute she married.

Mrs. T leans in, her breath licking my ear. “He’s going to want a camera. You don’t need me to tell you that’s a bad damn idea. For emergencies, don’t forget the bottle with the red mark on the lid. Say hi to Florida.” She shuts the door on us firmly. Done.

Endless aqua sea. Salt in my mouth, on my skin. No clocks.

Except that’s not where we’re going, and Carl knows it.

He’s already fifty feet ahead of me, whistling in appreciation at the black Buick parked by the curb. I don’t tell him it’s a rental, or that we’ll be dumping it. There will be no part of me he will ever be able to hunt down. When this is over, I will be one of the million feathers in his brain he can’t catch.

I pop up the trunk and move to take the suitcase out of his hand. He ignores me, lifts it easily, and tosses it inside. Slams the trunk. I’m not surprised. He is strong. Already, he seems taller, more substantial. Mrs. T marked him at 5'11" on her admittance form. The old police reports said 6'3". Both listed a birthdate that makes him sixty-two years old next Thursday.

He pulls open the door to the backseat and glances back at Mrs. T’s prison, a two-story Victorian with gray paint peeling like fish scales. The houses on either side stand like abandoned carcasses, fish bones licked clean.

In an upstairs window, one of the shutters moves.

Carl delivers a jaunty two-finger salute in return.

Significant paralysis in the left arm. I was counting on those words, typed with such officialdom and clarity on one of the reports. Except Carl just saluted, no problem, with his left hand. Until now, he’s never lifted anything but his right hand in my presence, the one he’s using now to hold open the door to the backseat.

I walk over, shove the door closed, and yank the handle on the front passenger side. “Not the backseat. You’re riding shotgun. Up here.” I almost add Dad. Up here, Dad.

“Just bein’ polite,” he says.

He slides into the seat. Rolls down the window. Grins at its fluid silence. Rolls it up. Rolls it down. Tasting freedom.

He lays the familiar yellow piece of paper on the console. “My list of conditions. In case you forget.”

“I won’t forget.”

I thrust the car in gear. I’ve spent half my life getting ready for Carl. I’m suddenly terrified ten days isn’t going to be enough.




5

Rachel was lying to my mother.

“I already said we won’t leave the house.” Each word, taut with fury.

My sister was imprisoned because of me, missing a birthday sleepover, ordered to babysit so my parents could attend the wedding of a twice-divorced friend.

A storm was predicted.

When my parents left, the sky was still clear and light.

As soon as she tied on her most battered Nikes, I knew where Rachel wanted to go—a culvert in a nearby creek bed that she liked to explore. You had to traverse a row of fourteen stones jutting out of the water to get to the mouth of the dark tunnel where random treasures floated in and got stuck. An old bottle, a silver ring, once even a soggy coin purse with fifty-two dollar bills.

We were halfway down the incline, rain slashing the creek, when the anger drained out of Rachel. “This is a mistake. We’re turning around.”

That’s when we heard the yell. And another. A hundred yards below, I could make out a small boy standing in the mouth of the culvert, waving his arms. The rain was falling in sheets now, the creek at a frothy boil. The water in the man-made cave, normally just an inch or two of muck, was already halfway up to his knees. The boy seemed too scared to cross the creek to solid ground.

Rachel gripped me possessively by the shoulder. No one could sense my fear like she could. “Wait here. Do not move. Do you hear me? I will never, ever let anything happen to you.”

She was at the water’s edge before I could beg her to stop. I didn’t move. I couldn’t take my eyes off Rachel as she performed a dangerous ballet, leaping from stone to stone. Except the stones had disappeared, swallowed by rising water. Rachel was jumping from memory.

I’m sure it was only a few minutes before she led the boy across the creek. It felt like forever. He fell off a stone at one point, and they waded the rest of the way, the water up to the boy’s neck.

The three of us climbed back up the embankment, soaked and silent, Rachel in the middle holding our hands. We dropped the boy off at his house about two blocks from there, not knowing what story he’d tell. He hugged Rachel goodbye. I don’t remember ever seeing him again.

Rachel and I kept that night a secret. We’d gotten home well before my parents. She had immediately thrown me in the shower, made me cocoa, helped me slip on one of her soft T-shirts and into smooth sheets.

“Are you awake?” I whispered later into the gap between our beds. “Yes,” Rachel replied sleepily. “What is it?”

“I thought you were going to die. Please don’t die.” A sticky sob emerged from my throat. Rachel slipped into my bed and wrapped her arms around me. I still feel the imprint of her body at my back when I curl up.

Maybe every child has a story like this, where something really terrible almost happened. Maybe the water wasn’t rushing as fast, the space between the stones wasn’t as great, the danger to Rachel not as imminent.

I just know I saw Rachel walk on water that night.
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I’ve neatly placed a collection of snapshots in rows of five on the motel room’s desk. Wide eyes and closed ones. Baby toes and yellowed teeth. Cut-off heads and the blur of legs, running. Some are filler, to sift out Carl’s lies. Some are mute witnesses who can speak only to him.

This is Carl’s first test. After a couple of hours of my driving, he fidgets in the chair, eager to get this over with and watch TV without having to barter with Mrs. T’s other houseguests.

There are twenty photographs in all. Nothing arty, just normal point-and-shoot. There are at least fifty others in the lime green Tupperware container in the trunk of the rental car.

Family picnics and birthday parties, Christmases and Easter egg hunts, graduations and weddings. When the camera sees happy smiles, I imagine the worms wriggling underneath. The mean daddies, the cheating brides, the rotten eggs, the thoughtless presents.

“That’s me.” This is true. I point to an adolescent girl reveling in the corn chip smell of two puppies my dad let Rachel and me pick out at the animal shelter. I named one Biscuit because he was the color of a biscuit. My sister instantly named the other Gravy.

No response from Carl. I push aside a scratchpad on the desk that unabashedly reads Waco’s Dollar Inn: By the minute, by the month and spread some of the pictures a little farther apart. “That’s you in college.” I stab at an image of five boys in Kappa Alpha T-shirts, raising Bud Lights in the air. “You’re the one on the far right.” He stares at the face blankly. I’m lying. I have no idea who these boys are.

I pick up the picture next to it. “This is Uncle Jim and Aunt Louisa in front of their house.” True. Someone has written Uncle Jim & Aunt Louisa in pencil on the back.

“Pretty crappy house,” he says. “Are they dead? Bet they wish they were dead.”

It’s after nine, a very bad time to be starting my project if he “sundowns” as the books say. The word sets me on edge. Dementia isn’t a pretty evening sky. It’s an ocean fog, an endless midnight beach run and a stalker you hear padding in the sand behind you. Keep running, or wade into the black waves. The correct verbification of dementia would be “Stephen Kinging.”

I can’t help myself from pushing Carl tonight. We didn’t get out of Mrs. T’s until six, wiping out almost a whole day. He napped or pretended to on the hour-and-a-half drive from the halfway house in Fort Worth to the outskirts of Waco. He wolfed down a Dairy Queen dinner in near-silence, complaining briefly about how the sweet tea tasted like creek water laced with pancake syrup.

This, even though I know for a fact he loves Dairy Queen. It is No. 4 on his list of conditions. I had caught him staring at me from the booth while I placed our order with the teenage waif at the counter. Not a benign stare. A cold, memorizing one. He was sizing me up, making his own plans.

He begins to stack the pictures squarely on top of each other. “This motel is a dump.”

“Well,” I snap, “you’re not paying.” The books say, Don’t snap.

When I pulled $4,000 out of my savings account two days ago, it seemed like a fortune. $2,000 of it is now rolled into wads in the spare tire in the trunk, another $500 tucked behind my underwear in one of the mesh pockets of my new suitcase with the combination lock. I stuffed the rest into the wallet next to the credit cards in my real name that I won’t be using on this trip except for an emergency exit.

But already I am worried. Counting. $12.62 for the Dairy Queen Dudes, fries, and iced tea. $100.29 for two bare-bones rooms with beige plastic bathtub liners and scratchy maroon-striped polyester bedspreads. $38.66 to fill up the car because I set rules for myself on this trip and one of them is to never let the tank fall below half.

Another $3,000 from my savings was shot when I made a little run to Houston a few days ago. I’d handed off the cash to the preppy college student who met me behind an Indian restaurant in Houston’s Rice Village. In person, he struck me as the guy at the top of his class in business school, or maybe the kid giving the mafia of Asian pre-med girls a run for their money.

I’d hooked up with him on the Dark Web, where the cockroaches of the earth do their untraceable Internet business. It took only three minutes to download a search engine that allowed me to skip in the shadows like a schoolgirl alongside terrorists and arms dealers, libertarians and twenty-something entrepreneurs.

About a year ago, a hairdresser named Tiffany, who had a “bit of a boyfriend-and-Discover-Card problem,” told me about an illegal website she was going to use to reinvent herself as a Lola or a Francesca. She was trying out a blue-black rinse on me at the time, and I listened out of one ear. I wondered if the “bit” referred to her boyfriend’s penis.

I never returned to her salon again, but I typed the password she mentioned—Pamperzzz—into mommyzhelper.com. For a careful planner like me, it was a risk. A tip from a Tiffany.

I could have been contacting a baby-napping adoption ring, a guy with a diaper porn fetish, a cop on the other end ready to sting. How could I really be sure that all the signals in the Dark Web bounce around like grasshoppers on cocaine?

A chat box had popped up almost instantly: “I’m Tom, your Texas Helper. Can I change you?” I didn’t get the diaper reference until days later, after I’d sent three headshots into the ether. I was told I could pick up my package in Houston.

At our rendezvous time, I’d brought a Subway bag stuffed with $20 bills and a toasted ham and cheese with lettuce, mayo, black olives, green pepper, jalapeños, and Swiss. Tom’s special order. I traded for a manila envelope that contained three fake driver’s licenses, three MasterCards with names that matched, and three sets of shiny new Texas plates. Three’s always been a good number for me.

“I threw a little Larry G in there for the road.” Tom had gestured toward the envelope. “Customer appreciation. Spread the word.” I didn’t know if Larry G was like a Flat Stanley for adults or something moody for the CD player.

I didn’t ask because my head was filled with other questions for him. Don’t you know you could go to prison for a very long time? Don’t you know you could ruin everything and never, ever recover? They are questions I constantly ask myself.

Before I could deliver a little food for thought, Tom touched my shoulder and advised, “If you think someone isn’t buying what you’re selling, don’t panic.” He gestured to the manila envelope. “The pic of you as a blonde? It has the least cred.”

My cheeks had gone hot—a grateful rush of emotion at the idea that this stranger cared about my outcome. Instant intimacy, like with the doctor who sees you in a blue paper gown and kindly lays a hand on your shoulder but would never recognize your face in an airport. The warm feeling hung on until he snaked his way back across two lanes of Houston rush hour traffic and disappeared.

One of the credit cards and a driver’s license worked like magic a few hours later on the ditzy Avis agent who rented me a car at the Dallas/Fort Worth airport. I don’t know if they will fool the police if I get stopped. Absolutely no speeding, that’s another rule.

I’d switched the license plates in the back of a Walmart parking lot on the way from DFW to Mrs. T’s. I’d cut the first fake credit card, whose job was done, into sharp, jagged bits and let pieces fly out the car window at thirty-second intervals. Maybe all of this is overkill, but how can I know? I want a life after this. Ten days, that’s how long I have. Almost down to nine.

We will need gas and food and two motel rooms every night no matter the cost because I am sure as hell not sleeping in the same room with him. I’m already adding in other items I didn’t account for ahead of time. Things that will make him blend in. Good athletic shoes, toiletries, and a haircut. There are the extra conditions he added at the last minute. And miscellaneous.

My father had always reminded me to be sure to add a separate line for miscellaneous when I was making budgets. What would that be in this case? Bribes? Extra bullets? Bandages? Shovels? Red licorice and BIGS Dill Pickle Sunflower Seeds from every Buc-ee’s truck stop along the way?

The pictures are back in a tidy pile. Carl didn’t really study the images, just organized them by size, the largest ones at the bottom. Landing on top, a wallet-size school picture of a boy with sleepy eyes and a crooked part in his hair. The boy is Alexander Lakinski, the son of Nicole Lakinski, the woman Carl was put on trial for kidnapping from a park in Waco. Alexander was left behind with a broken arm. He said he fell off a swing. His mother was never seen again.

Carl stands up. Stretches both arms in the air.

“May I go to my room, please, ma’am?” He’s already halfway across the carpet to the door that will stand between us tonight.

“You promised, Carl.”

“Promised what?”

“To try. You promised to try. You told me you didn’t remember what you did, but you wanted to. That you were all in. Never mind. Just take your pills, OK? I’ll get them. They’re in my purse.”

He’s fiddling with the chain lock on my side, sliding it gently back and forth on its track. Considering.


















MICHAEL JOSEPH

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Michael Joseph is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published in the United States of America 2018

First published in Great Britain by Michael Joseph 2018

Text copyright © Julia Heaberlin, 2018

Photographs copyright © Jill Johnson, 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted

    Cover images © Getty Images

Paper Ghosts is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Text designed by Dana Leigh Blanchette

ISBN: 978-1-405-92132-9


OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
|

| know who took her. ||

Now I've taken him.

JULIA HEABERLIN





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/9780718181345_PaperGhosts_012_IMGX.jpg
TE TN IR TR

MY SURVIVAL NOTEBOOK, AGE 8

How to be as brave as my sister
1. Make a notebook.

2. Research fears.

3. Test fears.

4. Sneak out the window at night like
she does.

5. Don’t be afraid.
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