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For Lee




The great enemy of the truth is very often not the lie; deliberate, contrived and dishonest, but the myth; persistent, persuasive and unrealistic.


John F Kennedy







Part I


The Reporter







Chapter 1


“Tyler! Come on!”


I snapped the laptop shut and glanced at the TV, wondered how many people died last night in Texas – it’s a bad habit, up there with reading obituaries. I caught the end of a news report: Dallas Senator, Charlie Grout, talking about the recent spate of classroom shootings. Monday morning good tidings, huh?


“Ty?” I said again, finger poised over the off-button on the TV remote. “Tyler?”


“And teenage runaways,” Grout said. “It’s another huge problem. If we don’t address it it’s only gonna get worse.”


I pressed the off-button.


From the doorway I stared absently into the kitchen at last night’s take-out cartons that Ty had stacked neatly by the trash bin, his glass and cereal bowl up-turned by the sink.


“Ty? Ready?”


“Relax, Dad.”


He was standing behind me, backpack slung across his shoulder, rolling his cell phone between his fingers and staring at his untied shoes.


“You’ll trip over,” I said. His pants hung in the crotch and his hair almost reached his shoulders. “And you should get that cut.”


“Yeah, Dad.”


“Come on, you don’t wanna be late for school.”


***


Weather forecast said rain. On average Dallas sees thirty-seven inches of rain a year. A whole lot more than California. I used to long for rain. Now I long for California.


“Maybe you should’ve brought a coat,” I said as we pulled up at the school gates, joined the line of dads dropping off, one in three (or somethin’ like that) Sunday fathers – the name sucks, like what am I the rest of the God damn week?


“It won’t rain,” I heard Ty say, his head turned in my direction. “Newspapers always get it wrong.”


Ouch. It was a dig, meant for me and one I decided to ignore. Instead I tried to remember being fourteen. If I was that independent, that laid back, that moody. The only thing I remembered about being fourteen was my dad leaving. Of course I never talked about that. I never talked a whole lot to anyone about that, not even Joanne and we were married seventeen years.


“I’m sorry about the weekend,” I said, eyes shifting back to Ty, as he un-clicked his seat belt. “There was no one else who could go, you know that, right?”


He shrugged again.


“We’ll do something fun on our next weekend, okay? Maybe go up the railway or Nash Farm.”


“Sure, Dad.”


Of course I knew what he was thinking; that he was too old for Nash Farm and petting goats. He used to love that. I waited for him to open the door but he hesitated. “I know your work’s important,” he said. “Mom might not get it but I do. Okay?”


Hell, he knew more than I gave him credit for – bright kid. And at least he still thought I was good at my job. I saw his hands moving, the flash of silver as he turned his cell phone over between his fingers.


“She still never called, huh?”


His cheeks flushed. Now I didn’t know if Ty had a girlfriend – he never talked about that stuff but from his expression I’d hit a nerve.


“I don’t ask you personal things,” he said.


“Nothing to tell. Don’t remember the last time I went on a date. Well not since your mom, and I—”


I stopped because I could see the agitation and the way his fingers moved faster, rolling that cell phone over in his hands, looking at the screen and then at the sidewalk and not at me, anywhere but me. A line of kids trailed passed the window; question: does anyone get hair-cuts these days? Another question: when the hell did I turn into my mom? I glanced at Ty, “You planning on going in?” I said. “Some of us have got jobs to get to.”


I remember when Ty told me he wanted to be like me when he grew up. And I remember the look on Joanne’s face when he said it. I was even invited to his school to talk to Ty’s class about ‘the life of a reporter’. Now he was only in second grade or somethin’ but I can still see the way he beamed at me as I stumbled through it and how he was the first to clap his hands. As I sat there watching the other kids and the cars pulling over droppin’ ’em off, I wished Tyler would look at me that way again. I guess somewhere along the road you stop being their hero. Maybe when they figure out who you really are.


“Well? You wanna get out?”


“Her name’s Julie,” he said. And before I could speak he added, “She’s not my girlfriend.” One second, two seconds, and he added, “… yet.” It’s one little word at the end of a sentence but it’s the word. It’s another hobby of mine; looking for those little words that change the meaning of everything. When you start looking – they’re everywhere, like last week when the classroom shooter Henry Hunt said, “It wasn’t me; I’m not the one who shot them … all.”


Now I know it took a lot for Ty to tell me about the girl, whose name I’d already forgotten, but it didn’t stop me feeling kinda proud. I waited, expecting him to say more but all he did was nudge the door open.


“Have a good day,” I said as he stepped onto the sidewalk and slung his backpack across his shoulder, stumbling under its weight, shoe laces trailing. Seventeen thousand people died in the US last year from slip and trip injuries, and I’d told him that too. And you can bet some of them were teenage shoe lace incidents. I can see the news story:


“We just never thought it would happen to one of us,” claims teenage school boy, one second he was walking along and the next he was gone – right under that truck. “I blame the parents,” his teacher says. “And the shoe industry. I’m sure laces were shorter when I was a kid …”


I needed a coffee. Boy did I need a coffee.


Tyler lifted his hand in a half wave without turning around.


“I hope she calls,” I said but he didn’t hear. He’d already gone.


***


I headed back along North Main Street and a few blocks later there I was being sucked into the traffic, like an eddy pulling me downtown. I flicked the radio button and thought about calling Joanne, telling her I dropped Ty off. I knew I didn’t need to. There were lots of things I didn’t need to do but those old habits are hard to kick. That was something I heard every day. I thought about the John Doe Dead Drug Addict in a Dumpster story I’d worked on yesterday, wondered if they’d found out who he was yet. To some: just another addict. To another: a missing son. It was easy to hate my job, easy to think I couldn’t make a difference, easy to forget these were real people.


But some things were not so easy to forget.


I thought about what Al said to me, in his office a week or so back. Then I blocked it out, let my mind wander back to Ty. I used to think at least he was safe in school. Now I couldn’t even be sure of that. Last month there were seven classroom shootings in the US. Eight fatalities, imagine that? I did imagine it, way too much imagining, even a second was too long. I thought about what I’d do if the last memory I had of Ty was the back of his head, his hand raised, the name of a girl I should’ve remembered, hell it’s my job to remember, but I didn’t. Ty’s high school was ranked thirty-seven in the whole of the US. I don’t suppose they included likelihood of shootings in their figures.


Or shoe lace trip incidents. I made a note to self – check with the US Office for National Statistics.


There were a whole bunch of nonsenses on the radio news station as I drifted with the downtown traffic, closer to the beating heart of Grapevine: 35.9 square miles, population approximately 42,000, 42% of households have kids under eighteen, 88% Caucasian. And that makes a whole bunch of stories.


“I can’t keep carrying you,” Al had said. “Snap out of it.” We were in his office and I was watching the way the ceiling fan flicked up piles of paper on his desk and wondering what to do with Ty on our next weekend.


“Gary, ya hear me? Where’d you go? I remember when you used to be one of the best, Jesus you were almost too damn keen – what the hell happened?”


“Life,” I said but I didn’t look at him when I said it, instead I looked at the black and white photograph on Al’s desk, his wife, his pretty ‘dead’ wife. It was an old photograph, he never talked about her. Just one drunken comment at a Christmas party when he said, “She died a long time ago, you never get over something like that.”


“I’m letting you go,” that’s what his eyes said that day in his office as I sat there feeling like a kid summoned to the Principal’s Office. He caught me looking at the photograph of his dead wife. But he didn’t say that. What he did was give me that hard stare of his, and what he actually said was: “This is it, Gary. No more last chances. Prove to me you’re still in there, prove you …”


But I never let him finish.


The voice on the radio droned on. Traffic news said there was an RTA. There were more than a thousand fatal RTAs a month in the Dallas/Fort Worth area. I listened for the location but I didn’t need to recalculate my route; it was a few miles further north.


“Life happens, stories get old. We get old.” That’s what I said to Al that day as he leaned towards me across the desk, peering over the top of his glasses.


“Gary,” he said, “Life happens to us all. Just get over it.”


“Like your dead wife?” I wanted to say.


As I drove I stretched across the passenger seat and fumbled in the glove box for a CD but I gave up, all the damn boxes were empty. In my head I could hear Ty, “Dad – why don’t you put ’em back in the boxes?” It’s moments like those make me wonder who’s the kid and who’s the parent. I never resorted to rolled eyes and telling him ‘whatever’ but God knows I was tempted.


Something glinted in my eye line, the shine off a silver disc at my feet. I hoped it was Springsteen, but I couldn’t reach. Ty was right, why didn’t I put it back in the damn box? I looked back at the road, listened some more to the news station. Listened for a name for my John Doe. For a second I wondered how many people are actually called John Doe and who it was who decided that was the name for Mr Nameless. I made a mental note to Google how many John Does really live in Texas. Then I thought maybe the job was getting to me. And maybe Al was right, life does happen to us all and there comes a point when the same old stories just keep coming around again, as if all our lives are going round on the same damn loop, same John Does. Maybe it means it’s time to get out. Maybe I should have walked the hell out of that office; Al sat there wiping a cloth over those glasses of his. Maybe I should’ve told him, “No one asked you to carry me.”


The world is full of maybes.


The Grapevine Star might not be the New York Times but hey – who didn’t want a good story? Besides I needed the money.


Weather reports said the seventy percent chance of rain was now forty percent. I often wondered how that happened; I guess the weather was as unpredictable as people. I lowered the window right down, rested my arm on the lip. We’re all drifters, either looking for some place to drift to or drift from, all caught up in a giant rat run. Cars weaved in and out; all desperate to get to work but when they get there they all wish they’d stayed home. Except for Joanne: hot shot lawyer. She was the only person I knew who really loved her job. Of course I did – once. She’s the reason we drifted east, on a promise of something better. But as I told her, better is relative. I was happy with what we had in California. And it hardly ever rained.


“But you have a good job here in LA,” I told her. “You’ll make partner in five years.”


“I’m sick of LA,” she said. “This is a chance for a better life. It’s a better place to raise Tyler. Better air.”


“But what about my job?”


“Hell, Gary,” she said, “people still make news in Dallas.”


I never figured we’d wind up some place called Grapevine. I’m not sure if that counts as irony. And Grapevine was voted the Best Place to Live in the US. Now that must count. It’s something Joanne sent in an email last year. I don’t know why, we were already broken by then, way past broken.


Ty was two when we moved. He has no memory of LA, or the house in the Valley. Only of the new place, a fancy old house in a fancy historic neighbourhood. And us, fighting. Nine years of fighting.


It was hard not to miss California. I tried to unhook the CD by my foot but it was stuck and I almost went right into the truck up ahead. Jesus – how many RTAs are fatal? I went back to watching. It’s what I do best. A few blocks further up I passed one of the twenty-six parks in Grapevine. People with dogs. There was something about people with dogs, something about people with pets, they seemed kinda happier or somethin’. I always wanted a dog. I ruled out cats when the one dad brought home from the factory went and died, on my damn bed. I sobbed for days – and that wasn’t cool for a thirteen-year-old.


Ty always said he wanted a dog. The dog I want is a mix of everything, like the one I watched when I stopped at the lights. It was following a homeless guy who was pushing a grocery trolley filled with black trash bags, his whole life in the back of a trolley. He was smiling, in fact he might even have been singing. I wondered what his story was. Maybe he came here for a better life too. They say the grass is greener in Grapevine. My whole life is clichés. The homeless guy seemed happy enough.


The journey downtown would ordinarily take ten minutes but it took thirty. The Grapevine Star had a small office. A small newspaper, local news, circulation thirty-two thousand. Al’s silver Ford was parked up as I pulled into the lot. I half caught a news update as I parked, something about an old lady gone missing from one of Grapevine’s Home for Old Folks (well that’s not the phrase they used). The radio cracked and I played with the dial. Then I listened some more. It said she didn’t turn up for breakfast; they were out looking for her. I couldn’t imagine an old woman would get far. I imagined a national revolt, pictured the headline Old People Rebel. “No more sloppy mashed potato!” claims one old man. “It’s the final straw!” says another. “We want louder TVs!” another cries. Old timers leave care homes en masse…


I switched off the radio.


Al was in his office, door open, sat at his desk, nursing a mug of coffee with big leathery hands, eyes glued to the computer screen, face real serious. Maybe he was thinking about me, that he would have to let-me-go. I used to think he didn’t have the guts; we have history, a whole lot of history. I slept on his couch when I left Joanne, or rather she left me. Funny how I was the one who moved out. Words, figurative speech, the things people say, I’m the expert on that. When I thought about Al I figured history had to count for something, right?


All I needed was a front-pager, something to sink my teeth right into, as Al put it, to find myself. The dead body in a dumpster story wouldn’t swing it. Of course it would be wrong to think not much happens in Grapevine, shit happens everywhere. There’s a bumper sticker to prove it.


I watched Al, heard him mumble something I couldn’t hear. He’s the guy you can’t imagine doing anything else. Sixty-something, not much hair, pot belly. Mike Brogan who’s on Sports features is another – your regular Mr High School Football sat at the desk across from me. A-Hole. When he saw me he waved a piece of paper and said Bob had called – they just got a name for my John Doe. I looked down at Mike’s scribbled handwriting as I booted my pc. Then Mike told me his date with Jenny from the Pink Angels Café went well. I nodded, pretending not to see his impish grin, an open invite for locker room details. I could see Al was looking over in my direction. My thoughts went back to Ty, the flush in his cheeks, the way he looked the other way when I mentioned girls. I guess I was the same once. I wondered if SHE called yet.


Ten minutes later I picked up the phone and dialled Joanne’s number. Her secretary answered. She knew my voice. She managed to get Joanne on the other line.


“What?” she said.


“Ty’s at school.”


A pause. Then she said, “And?”


“I just thought you should know. I dropped him off okay.”


“You interrupted my meeting to tell me Tyler is where he’s supposed to be?”


“Well I …”


“That you managed to get him there? You’ve got to stop doing this.”


“I was thinking we could meet for lunch?”


Mike was watching, grinning a bleached smile. I turned away. “We need to think about his options, there’s a great computer course upstate at …”


“Gary, I’m busy.”


“What about lunch?”


But she’d already hung up. So I did that thing, I pretended she was still there because I could see Mike still watching. “Sure, yeah it’s a great little café, call me to finalise. Sure. Bye … bye … bye …” I even lowered the receiver slowly as my head sank closer to the table. “Bye.”


So I was officially a sad S.O.B.


I looked back at the computer.


It didn’t take long to empty my inbox, to press delete on a whole bunch of crap. I looked at what Al had for me. Our meeting seemed to follow me these days, like the words: Must try harder scratched into a report card. I blanked it out, prayed for Joanne to call back but the only person who called was someone from the print shop and he wasn’t even looking for me.


By midday I was thinking about calling Joanne to tell her I was serious about lunch. By one o’clock I made myself too busy – should she call. She didn’t.


“They’re still looking for that old woman,” Al said. He was stood behind me holding a stack of paper. “Walked out of a rest home this morning, no sign of her. You gonna cover it?”


It was a rhetorical question but I found an answer anyhow.


“She’s only been missing a few hours,” I said. Of course I should’ve said, “Sure, I’m onto it.” That’s what the other me, the younger, keener rookie fresh from California me would’ve said. But like I said, things change.


“I’m working on the follow-up of the Dumpster story,” I said. Al looked at me from across the top of his glasses then glanced at the clock. “I still think you should get your butt down there. I got the feeling on this one.”


I caught Mike grinning as I turned back to finish the final edit on the Dumpster story. I heard him say something but ignored him.


I hated the days I was stuck in the office. I hated the days I didn’t even make it into the office. Actually I hated most things, sometimes. I watched the time creep slowly by at the corner of the screen, minute by minute. It reminded me of Ty waiting for his cell phone to ring. I called Bob Crump at the Grapevine Police Department and asked him for the latest on the Dumpster story before I emailed it.


“Regular OD story,” he said. “Guy left rehab last week.”


I pressed send while he was still talking, then asked him about the old woman – if she’d turned up, clutching a bag of potatoes or some such. He asked me if I’d ever called that psychiatrist. I told him, “Sure I’m dating her.”


“You’re full of bullshit,” he said. Then he added, “But you should start dating.”


“Change the record, Bob.”


“Her name’s Edith Boone,” Bob finally said. “Seventy-nine, dementia, she’ll show up, they usually do.”


Then he paused. “We’ve just had a call; a nine-year-old girl’s gone missing at Memorial Park, Katie Brown. She’s only been missing a couple of hours but people are jumpy, lot of kids gone missing of late. They’ve just sent a car.”


I looked across at Al, wondered if he’d heard it from his informant too.


“Thanks Bob,” I said. “I owe you a beer.”


As I passed Al’s office he waved me in.


“I just heard about a missing kid,” I said. “I’m onto it.”


“What about the old woman?”


“What about her?”




Chapter 2


It took twenty minutes to get to Memorial Park using the back streets. After fourteen years I knew Grapevine well, probably as well as I used to know the valley. When we first moved I remember Joanne saying, “Everything’s so fake in LA, look at this place. It’s so real. The air, Gary, it’s so clean.” I wanted to say, “Quit with the promo, I’m here aren’t I? I came didn’t I?” But back then I held onto it. I can’t remember when all that changed.


The cloud had broken up; it looked like marble, white, real high as if it was pressed against an invisible ceiling. I wondered what the chance of rain was now. The colour of the sky was what you’d call cerulean. I used that word once, in the early days at The Grapevine Star. I remember Al’s face, that expression when you could never quite figure out if he was serious or not. “What the hell is this Gary?” he said. “You trying for the Grapevine Literary Prize? It’s a fucking weather report.”


I left the car parked on the street and ran into Lu Lu’s to pick up a coffee – it used to be Joanne’s favourite place. Not knowing if it still was made me wanna call her. But I already knew the way the conversation would go, “Hey just wondering if you still like the coffees at Lu Lu’s?” And her saying, “You’ve got to stop this Gary. It’s been five years.”


I guess we’re all addicts of some kind, right?


Grapevine was one of those places, sometimes too clean, too shiny, too perfect. But in the end it was the same as everywhere else; people got shot, people took drugs, people went missing. I read someplace that in the whole of the US over two thousand people are reported missing every day. I didn’t read how many were found. Joanne used to say, “Statistics don’t represent truth. You can make ’em say whatever you want ’em to.” Like smiling – she told me. That was a whole other time but she said it nevertheless. She looked right at me and she said, “Gary, just because people smile doesn’t mean they’re happy.” That was the day she said she wanted a divorce. Now there were an awful lot of statistics about that. I just never figured we’d wind up amongst ’em. But then again, who did?


“I’m sick of pretending,” she said. “What we have’s gotten old, run out of gas. There are some things that just can’t be fixed.”


She talked about us like we were some rusty old car.


“We’ll see someone,” I’d said. “Get help.” But even as I said it I knew I was clutching. We’d been stuck in the same place for so long we’d forgotten what else there was. I remember what she said next, so dramatic I wish I’d thought of it first. She looked at me and she said, “Some things get so broken Gary, there needs to be a new word for broken.”


And she stood there, right in front of me, her hair still wet from the shower, pulling her bathrobe tighter as if the flesh I knew, blemish by blemish, was suddenly out of bounds – forever. “You can see Tyler whenever you want. Let’s not let it get messy. I’ve seen this some many times and I …”


I don’t know what she said, how the sentence finished, because even though I was still right there standing in front of her I was gone. Like I was watching the moment from the outside, like it was happening to someone else. I’ve heard that a million times too. Five days later I moved out. Out of our bedroom, out of our house. Out of our life.


Kinda.


As I drove I balanced the plastic cup between my knees and thought about the story: Missing Child: “I only let her out of my sight for a second,” distraught mother claims. I thought if she stayed missing for long enough she might even make the six o’clock news, might even get me my front-pager. And I thought it sounded like the old me talking, the one that looked so hard for a story I never stopped to think they were real people. I almost scolded my legs on the Americano as I reached across to the passenger seat and flipped over the pages of my notebook. I could barely read the scribble: Katie Brown, nine years old. I should have gotten more information. I thought about calling Bob back but realised I was almost there.


Memorial Park had four entrances so I followed the road in a loop until I saw the cop car parked up on the street. As I reached across to pick up my notebook and the camera I saw a bunch of people standing close to the park gate – there were two cops. I slung the camera across my shoulder as I climbed out of the car, pushing the door shut with my foot. I had ’em – the jitters. Like the kick from a first glass of wine. Of course I wanted the kid to be safe; hell I really wanted her to be safe. But I also wanted my story, hell no, I needed this story.


“Damn you Al,” I mumbled.


As I got closer I saw who I assumed was the kid’s mom. She was standing with the cops. She looked to be in her thirties, pretty, blonde, skinny jeans, but it was the pinched cheeks and smudged eyes that told me for sure who she was. The cop was standing in front of her so I couldn’t see properly at first. As I stepped closer, some kid in sweatpants, hair like Tyler’s, way too long, looked me up and down with disdain as if I had REPORTER flashing in neon across my forehead. I nudged the kid gently aside as I tried to see what was happening. Then the cop stepped away from the mom and that’s when I saw she had her arms wrapped around a kid. I could see by the way she kept touching the girl’s hair and shaking her head it was her – the missing kid. My chances of a story had started to slide away.


I got a better look of the girl’s face. She was pretty too. But it was as the mom turned her head I saw there was someone else standing there. An old lady dressed in blue.


“What’s happening?” someone said behind me.


“Kid got abducted by that old woman,” another said.


“Get outta here,” another one said, “an old lady!”


As I turned around I saw his face, eyes wide, shaking his head. There was a rush of chatter and then the man turned to leave. As he did he said, “An old woman – well I heard it all now.”


I watched from the path until the small group had thinned right out and then I could see one of the cops holding onto the arm of the old lady. The other was talking to the girl. I took a step closer to hear what they were saying.


“She was nice,” the girl said. She was thin, blue jeans, pink t-shirt, a rain jacket draped over her arm.


“She bought you ice cream?” the cop said.


“She’s just a nice old lady.”


“I won’t press charges,” I heard the mom say. “Katie got lost, the old lady found her. No harm done.”


So then I wondered if it was worth talking to them at all when I looked down and realised the little old lady was wearing slippers. Then one of the cops started talking into his radio. That’s when I realised who she was. I laughed, thought about Al. The old folks’ home was a few blocks east of Memorial Park. As I watched, the old lady, standing there in her slippers, all bent over, I thought maybe I did have a story after all. Missing Girl found by Missing Woman: All’s well that ends well. A nice story for somewhere on page three or somethin’.


I recognised the cop holding the old lady’s arm. He looked in my direction and nodded. I was about to say something about a photograph and some names when the old lady reached out her arms to the little girl. “Eleanor,” she said. “My Eleanor.”


The mom stepped closer to her child. “No this is Katie,” she said wrapping her arms around her, as if claiming her possession.


“We had ice cream,” the girl said trying to pull away from her mom’s grip.


Then the old lady stood statue still and I realised she was not only wearing slippers but what at first I thought was a coat was in fact a long blue dressing gown with chocolate ice cream dripped on the front.


“Come along Edith,” the cop said. “Let’s get you home. I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day.”


“Eleanor,” the old lady said again. There was something about her expression; something I knew would haunt me later. Maybe the emptiness in her eyes and the way she lifted her hands out towards the girl.


“Please,” she said “I’ve been waiting for you to come home, Eleanor.”


“Edith, this ain’t Eleanor,” the cop said, trying to shuffle the old lady away and looking in the direction of the other cop. “This little girl is Katie Brown and this is her mom. I’m guessing your little girl will be all grown up now?”


The old lady lowered her head, looked down at her slippers. The cop started to walk with her and I stepped back, caught the expression on the mom’s face and took the moment to talk to her. “Grapevine Star,” I said. “A photo and a quote for the newspaper?”


But she turned away.


That’s when the old lady spoke again. “It was the day the President was shot,” she said and of course we all turned back to look at her when she said that.


“Eleanor went missing the day Mr Kennedy was shot.”


I saw the horror in the mom’s eyes; she was staring right at me and then at the cop, the whole time pulling her daughter closer to her. “Kids do that,” she said. “Wander off.” She looked at Katie when she said that. “But you found her, right?”


The old lady said nothing, then the cop said. “That was a long time ago. Let’s get you home, Edith.”


“Please,” she said, “Find Eleanor.”


I stepped closer.


“Come on Edith,” the cop said reaching for her arm.


That’s when she lifted her head, looked right at me. She tried to shuffle towards me but the cop held onto her.


“What happened to Eleanor?” I said.


I had no idea if she knew what I was but she stood there for a second and then she said, “Will you help me? Please dear, will you help me?”


I saw the young cop roll his eyes and link his arm with hers. He began to lead her away, whispered something to her, something about it getting late.


“Edith,” I said and as she turned her eyes met mine, just for a second but it was long enough. “Did you ever find her?”


In a voice as frail it as lace she whispered, “She never came home.” And then so soft I had to lean in real close to catch it, she said, “Help me. Help me find my little girl.”




Chapter 3


By the time I’d finished speaking to the girl and her mom just about all the onlookers had gone, so there was only us and the cops left there. One of the cops was talking into his radio, telling someone they’d found the girl. He never mentioned the old lady. When the other cop led her away she kept her head down and shuffled in her slippers and her fluffy blue dressing gown. It’s an image that’s folded itself into my brain. And when I closed my eyes I could still see those hollowed out cheeks: that haunted expression when she’d looked at me and begged me to help her. Just like a ghost.


“You think that old lady really did lose her little girl?” Katie’s mom said and I turned back to look at her. But before I spoke Katie did.


“She told me she was standing on the grass watching the President,” she said “She said he was shot and when she turned around her little girl was gone.”


“She said that?” Now I stepped closer to her and she was looking at me real hard, squinting. “She really told you that?”


“Yes Sir, while she was eating her ice cream.”


“Did she think you were Eleanor when she talked to you?” I said, watching Katie closely.


“Not at first, but later I think maybe so. I guess she was confused, huh?”


The mom was watching me.


“What else?” I said. “Did she say anything else?”


“She said the people were too busy looking for the man who shot the President to look for her little girl.”


What she said hit in a way I didn’t expect. I wasn’t sure how much nine-year-olds knew about the Kennedy assassination. I tried to remember what history Tyler did in fourth grade. The girl was still looking at me with her head cocked to one side twisting a loop of hair around her finger.


“Did she tell you anything else?”


“That no one would help her find her.”


I saw the mom press her hands against Katie’s slender shoulders and fix him with her stare. “Do you think it’s true?” she said.


“Old folks get confused,” the cop suddenly said, turning to look at us. “They get kinda stuck in the past.” He hooked his radio over his belt. “Now Miss,” he said looking at Katie, “you be careful not to get lost again, okay?”


“’kay.”


I watched the mom’s face; she looked anguished for a second and then she smiled. “She won’t,” she said. “I’m not letting her out of my sight.”


“You should have been in school,” he added but he didn’t wait for the mom’s excuse that I’d already heard three times, something about a doctor’s appointment. People always tell you they don’t wanna talk and then they tell their life story. As the cop walked away he lifted his hand in a half-wave then headed towards the road.


“I can’t stop thinking about that poor old lady,” I heard the mom say and I turned back to look at her.


“The cop’s probably right,” I said.


“But even if she still thinks it’s true that’s so sad.”


I nodded then fumbled with my notebook and looked at what I’d written. It wasn’t much, not yet.


“She didn’t really buy me ice cream,” Katie said and we turned to look at her.


“I bought one for her. I don’t think she had money.”


“Well that was real nice,” the mom said, looking at me.


“She seemed so lost, Mom,” Katie said.


“Then I guess you found each other,” I said.


“I guess so.”


“If it is true,” the mom said, flicking a loose hair from her face and staring real right at me, “If she never did find her little girl it has to be the saddest story I think I ever heard.”


I dipped my head, looked back towards the road where the cop was climbing into the car. That’s when I thought I should have gotten a photograph. But the mom’s words had left their echoes, the saddest story I ever heard. I could see the headline.


“Katie was missing for only two hours,” distraught mother claims. “It was the longest two hours of my life. Eleanor Boone has been missing for almost 50 years. I just can’t imagine what her poor mother must have gone through.”


It was the perfect way to end the story and I should have written it down but instead I just stood there watching the cop car as it pulled away, trying to catch one more glimpse of the old lady. All I saw was a flash of blue in the back window. Her words like the recoil of a gunshot: “Help me … help me find my little girl.”


“So is this gonna be in the paper?” I turned around to see Katie Brown looking at me. Then I shrugged. “Maybe,” I said. “Let’s take a picture anyway.”


***


I didn’t leave Memorial Park right away. Instead I sat in the car, scribbling a few more notes for a story I didn’t even know if I was gonna write. I looked at the time; it had already turned four-thirty. I dialled the number. Ty answered after the first ring.


“Yeah?”


“Just wanted to say hi. That’s still allowed right?”


Silence.


“Sorry, I’m kinda busy Dad.”


“How was school?”


“Same as usual. Look I …”


“Did the girl call?”


Now I flinched when I said that to Ty, thinking I just made a big mistake and I could hear him breathing into the receiver, probably with his cheeks bright red.


“Look Dad I really gotta go. Soccer practice.”


“But I thought you hated soc—”


“See you soon, okay?”


He hung up.


I tried to remember if Ty usually had soccer on a Monday. I thought about calling Joanne then I thought it was a bad idea. I wondered if it was an excuse, if Ty was with the girl. As I thought that, a group of teenagers walked past the car, about Ty’s age. One of the boys was walking hand in hand with one of the girls. She had blue hair. What is it with that? We were seventeen before Joanne would let us go public. Then I wondered if Joanne has talked to Ty about stuff. Or was that supposed to be my job? I watched the kids walk into the park. I wondered if their parents knew where they were.


Glancing down at my notebook I thought about going home when my cell phone rang. I didn’t even look at the number, assumed it was Ty calling back to say he was sorry for being so short with me. But it wasn’t Ty, it was Al.


“Hey, Gary,” he said. “Where are you?”


“About to head back.”


“You get the story?”


“No, yes, kinda.” There it was again, kinda. So I told him they found his little old lady after all. When I mentioned the JFK part Al went real quiet. I could hear him breathing into the receiver. “I’ve got to let-you-go Gary, I’m sorry. No more chances.” But instead he said. “You think it’s true?” I wanted to say, “Al I just write the news, I don’t make it. If there isn’t a story it’s not my damn fault.”


“Call me when you’ve talked to the old lady,” he said. “You will talk to her – right?”


“Look Al, she probably just got confused. I wouldn’t count on anything.”


“What do I always say?” he said. Before I could say anything Al said it, “Check-it-out.”


It’s a phrase I’d heard a million times.


“Gary …”


“I know,” this time I said it before he did, “you got the feeling on this one.”


But all he said was “Don’t let me down.”


I figured while I was in the neighbourhood a visit to the old folks’ home couldn’t hurt. I was thinking I already knew the real story; one of the nurses would laugh and say, “Sure we all know Eleanor – she brings the grandkids over to visit Edith every weekend. The old lady’s confused, that’s all. And as for JFK, hell she doesn’t even remember her own name!”


As I sat there I realised I was totally beat and could feel a headache tapping out its own pulse at the sides of my head. Then my thoughts shifted to dinner. Macaroni and cheese. I used to hate macaroni and cheese. Then I thought Chinese but we ate Chinese last night. And the night before. I pictured the cartons where Ty had stacked them in the kitchen and suddenly I didn’t want to go home. Not yet.


I swung the car round and headed back along East Wall Street. I was pretty sure I knew where the old folks’ home was; it’s called The Grapevine Pastures or some such. But first I decided to grab me a coffee, I’d rather get there when the old woman was settled and the cops had left.


I knew there was a wine bar on seventh that served great coffee. It was one of the places I’d never been with Joanne. But I had this feeling she’d love it. She’d have an espresso with one of those Italian biscuits balanced on the saucer, the kind she loved so much. At least she used to. I assumed she still did. She used to love me once.


I’d read some place that when you’re with someone for a long time your brain rewires itself, shapes itself to theirs. I used to like the thought of that. But these days I wonder what happens if you’re not together, if the connection breaks. But we’ll always have a connection. We’ll always have Ty. Whatever mistakes we made at least we did something right. Didn’t we?


I chose a table in the corner where I could watch the people come and go. It was pretty quiet. While I waited for my Americano I read through my scribble. I thought I might be able to tease something out of it. Even if Edith Boone (switching from the old lady to a name made it start to feel real) had lost her little girl the day Kennedy was shot, and even if she’d found her only minutes later it was a story, right? I picked up the pen.


While the eyes of the world watched Kennedy get shot, Eleanor Boone (I guessed about Katie Brown’s age – so I wrote nine years old) disappeared. One second she was there and then she was gone.


I didn’t notice the waiter bring the coffee, just glimpsed the steam rising in my eye line. When I looked up I caught the back of him as he walked away.


Edith Boone who walked out of The Grapevine Pastures Care Home this morning was found late afternoon eating ice cream with missing school girl, Katie Brown.


“I think we were both lost,” Katie claims. “I guess you could say we found each other.”


I stopped and looked at the guy on the next table. When he looked up I glanced back at my notes.


When Katie Brown (9) saw Edith Boone (79) she said she could tell she was lost and offered to buy her ice cream. Now safely reunited with her mother, Katie said, “She was a nice old lady but she thought I was someone else. She thought I was her little girl, Eleanor Boone who went missing nearly fifty years ago. November 22nd 1963: The day Kennedy was shot.”


The mother, Susan Brown (38) later said, “I don’t know if it’s true but it has to be the saddest story I ever heard.”


I played around with the words, one hand trailing a spoon through my coffee as I stirred in another sugar. I wrote a headline: What happened to Eleanor Boone? Girl disappears at same moment Kennedy is shot. But could the mother, 50 years on, be the missing link to what really happened to Kennedy?


I crossed it out.


Yeah right, as if.


Then I laid down the pen and sipped my coffee. There it was again: the feeling, the jitters. Maybe there was a story. I thought back to a feature they ran last month: the story of Dingo the missing pooch, travelled three hundred miles to find his way back home after being lost on a family vacation. Hell even Dingo made the front page.


I watched the couple at the next table. He was way older than her but they looked happy; he kept touching her hair. I wondered what their story was – it’s another hobby of mine. Then my thoughts wandered back to Ty. I was sure there was no soccer; I didn’t remember seeing gym clothes amongst his things. I teased the cell phone from the pocket of my jacket and rolled it over in my hands. I even scrolled as far as Joanne’s number before I put it back. I could hear Joanne in my head: “Don’t smother him Gary. He has his own life.”


I finished my Americano and left the money on the table.


I got stuck in traffic. My headache hadn’t shifted and I was thinking about Ty. It took twenty minutes to get to The Grapevine Pastures. As I signalled to pull off the road and into the gate large spots of rain hit the window.


The house was old, set back off the main street with a long driveway. It was lined with trees – standing like sentries, offering a silent salute as I passed. It was a lot fancier than the place they took my dad after his stroke. I shut away the memory.


I parked up but didn’t get out. I sat there watching the rain, the way the wipers smeared it across the glass. I waited for it to ease off, listening to its pitter patter on the roof of the Chevrolet. I remembered that Ty had no jacket.


Next I scrolled through the names on my cell phone, got to T then changed my mind and decided to call Bob Crump at Grapevine PD instead.


“What?” he said.


“Hey, you greet all your friends like that?”


“Not my friends, no, but reporters – sure …”


“A-hole.”


He laughed. I’d known Bob since we moved to Grapevine. I slept on his couch too, when Al got sick of me. It was damn uncomfortable. I guess that’s when I knew I needed to look for my own place.


“Do you have any more on the old woman?”


“You know they found her, right? At the park, with the girl? I thought you were there?”


“Sure but she said something about her little girl, Eleanor Boone.”


By the time I’d finished telling him I realised it sounded like I was really clutching. Bob didn’t speak right away. Then he said, “So?”


“Does it check out? Did it happen? I just thought it was a nice angle on the old lady finds missing kid story,” I said.


“She has dementia,” Bob said “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”


“Yeah but imagine if it’s true – can you look into it?”


“Gary …”


But I didn’t let him finish. “I’ll call you in an hour,” I told him.


When he hung up I saw it was still raining. The weatherman was right.




Chapter 4


The girl on reception didn’t look up when I asked about Edith Boone.


The name on her badge said Lisa Spence. I guessed she was in her thirties. Her hair dyed red, and I mean scarlet red. It was pulled back off her face, pug nose, small glasses and she was staring into the pages of a magazine.


“Jean Nate,” I said. Only then did she lift her head.


“The perfume. It’s Jean Nate, right?”


She looked at me for a moment, then her expression softened. “Yeah,” she said. “It was a gift.”


“Nice.”


It was the only perfume I knew.


“So you know who can help me? Or you think Edith is up for a visit?”


“Who did you say you are again?”


“A friend.”


“Edith’s friend? But Edith never has any … visitors,” she told me, fingers twisting the gold cross around her neck, eyes wandering back to her magazine.


“She doesn’t?” I said. “Ever? Then it’s about time, right?”


She looked back up then, head to one side like she was really tryin’ to figure it out.


“Nope. Edith never had a visitor in all the years she’s been in here.”


“Which is how long?”


“Way before I started.”


I waited for her to volunteer more information but all she did was stare at the air-brushed face of some model. I was beginning to see how easy it was for the old lady to walk out unnoticed. I cleared my throat and asked her, “And how long have you worked here?”


“Oh I just kinda help out,” she said without looking up.


“For how long?”


“Since my divorce.”


“Which was?”


That’s when she did look up, fixed me with a stare and said, “Painful.”


Now I wanted to laugh but of course I held onto it.


“I mean how long ago?” I said.


“Oh, six, seven years I guess.”


“But you know Edith Boone, right?”


“Sure.”


“And her daughter?”


She lifted her head slowly, screwed up her face. I leaned closer. Joanne always said I did something with my eyes that she called a dazzle. When we first starting dating she would tell me, “You’re doing it again, Gary. You’re doing that dazzle thing.”


I don’t know if I still have it in me. I know for sure it stopped working on Joanne, but I did it anyhow.


“So Lisa,” I said, trying to defocus my eyes, turning her into a blur of red curls, “no one ever comes by to see Edith? Not even her family?”


She looked at me real hard, as if she was still not sure about talking to me and she said, “Far as I know she has no family. But if you’re her friend you’d know that, right?”


I couldn’t tell if she was dazzled even though she blushed but she sure didn’t trust me.


“Can I be honest with you,” I said, trying the whole dazzle thing again. But it made my headache worse. “I only met her at the park today.”


“Oh.”


“But she asked me to help her; she said her little girl went missing fifty years ago.”


“Oh.”


“And she said she was never found. Eleanor she said her name was.”


“Eleanor?”


There was something about the way she said that. Something I couldn’t be sure of but it was there.


“Now maybe she got confused but if she did have a daughter you would know something about that, right?”


Her eyes seemed to shift in the direction of the door, then back at her magazine.


“Is she just confused do you think?”


“LISA!”


The voice came from behind us and when I turned around I saw a skinny woman with tight grey curls, cut short, in a white uniform that hung off her like a badly pitched tent. She wore black shoes. She looked as though all the colour had been sucked right out of her, in contrast to Lisa Spence. She said, “Can I help you?”


“Gary Blanchet,” I offered, stepping towards her. “Wanting to make sure Edith made it home safely after that big adventure of hers.”


“Edith?” she said. “Edith Boone?”


“It was Edith Boone who found that missing girl today,” I said. “I wanted to thank her.”


When I looked back at Lisa she was watching me, lips parted like she might say something but she didn’t. So I turned back to the skinny nurse.


“I never thought Edith had it in her,” she said. “First she walks right out of here and makes it all the way to Memorial Park and now you’re telling me she found a little girl who was missing?”


There was something about the way she spoke that jarred with me. But then I never was too comfortable with nurses. I pushed away another memory of my dad – I never wanna end up like he did, in some old folks’ home. There should be a sign out front Abandon all dignity those who enter here. I realised the skinny nurse was staring at me waiting for me to say something.


“Katie Brown,” I told her. “Katie bought Edith ice cream.”


The nurse’s gaze shifted sideways like she was thinking real hard. “When they brought her home those cops never said nothin’ about that.” Then he added, “And she shouldn’t have dairy. Not on a Monday.”


I shrugged, tried to dazzle her too.


“Is there something in your eye?” she said.


Immediately I looked away, fumbled with my notebook. I only turned back when she spoke again.


“Are you a reporter Mr Blanchet?”


Shit – was it that obvious?


I felt Lisa’s stare when she said that.


“Grapevine Star,” I said.


“I’ll be sure tell her you called by.”


“I was wondering if I could speak with her. Ask a few questions. It’s not every day an old lady finds a missing girl.”


“Good day Mr Blanchet.”


“Well just background, full name, age, where she’s from, if she has any family? What made her walk out like that?”


She studied me like she was measuring me up as a future resident. No way Ma’am.


“Edith Boone, seventy-nine, born and lived all her life in Grapevine,” she said and I turn back to look at her. “But no family. All dead.”


Before I reacted she said, “And I have no idea why she walked out like that but she has dementia.”


“Do you know who Eleanor is?”


That’s when I was sure I saw something change in her face, lines deepened around her pursed lips. “It’s just that today in the park,” I said, watching her reaction real carefully, “she thought Katie was her daughter. She called her Eleanor. And she said Eleanor got lost the day Kennedy was shot and she was never found.”


I suddenly wanted to laugh but I didn’t know why and it must have shown on my face because she said, “You think that’s funny?”


I felt the heat rise in my cheeks but continued. “I know it was a long time ago,” I said, “but it’s my job to be thorough.”


The nurse stared at me. I looked for a name badge but didn’t see one and she caught me staring at her breasts, strike that – like looking for her breasts. Not intentionally of course. I looked away.


“That’s a very sad story,” she finally said thrusting her hands into the pockets of her uniform, “but it’s not true.”


Then I was standing in front of her, trying to think of something sensible to say and not look at her non-existent breasts and I could see Lisa was also staring from behind the desk.


“You know that for sure?” I said. “It happened a long time before she came here. Maybe she did have a little girl? Or maybe she looked after someone else’s little girl? Has she ever mentioned the name Eleanor before?”


I waited for her to say something but it was Lisa who spoke first.


“She has that old shoe box of hers. And a locket that she always says belonged to a little girl.”


I was staring so hard at Lisa I didn’t see the nurse’s reaction but I did see the way Lisa looked down at her magazine, cheeks almost as red as her hair. In the pit of my stomach the jitters returned. I pictured the old lady’s face; heard her voice: Help me. Help me find my little girl.


“Edith Boone,” the nurse said, now stepping closer, “says lots of things. But I can tell you she has no family. She has been here many years – has a history of …” She lowered her voice then she said, “mental illness.” She spoke as if she was betraying a secret. “She has always been a troubled woman. You can never believe anything she says.”


I watched her for a moment, wondering what to say to her next when she said, “That’s strictly off the record. She is our patient and there are laws. I have already told you too much.” Her lips formed into a half smile.


“I’m not writing it down,” I said and I gestured to the notebook I was clutching. “Just curious, I’m not sure I even have a story.” Then I leaned a little closer. “But I would like to talk to Edith.”


“I think Edith has had enough excitement.”


“But she has talked about Eleanor before?”


“Edith talks about many things,” she said. “Things she thinks are true but I’m very sorry to say most of it’s in her head.”


“But the locket? Maybe Eleanor is one of the things that isn’t in her head?”


She kept her stare on me and I resisted the urge to look back at Lisa for a reaction.


“I’m sorry but I know Edith Boone very well,” the nurse said, “I know her a lot better than you and that poor old lady doesn’t remember her own name most of the time.”


“That’s very sad,” I said, sensing the conversation was over. I was turning over the thought about the shoe box and how to talk to Lisa some more when Lisa spoke: “It would be nice to read something in the paper about Edith and the little girl.”


Now the skinny nurse glared right at her.


“The little girl she found,” Lisa quickly added, “the one in the park. That would be nice.”


I nodded.


“So you gonna run something?” she said, eyes shifting to the nurse and back to me.


“Maybe.”


***


I stared at up at the building. It had stopped raining. I wondered if Ty was home, if I should call Joanne. I looked along the driveway, the trees, a blush of salmon in the west, all the signs of the day wearing out. So I sat there and I tried to imagine what might have possessed Edith Boone to walk out this morning. I wasn’t convinced sloppy mashed potato was enough but the skinny nurse, the Ice Queen, hell she might be. I pictured Edith Boone in her slippers and her blue dressing gown shuffling the length of the driveway, making it all the way to Memorial Park. When I blinked I could still see her face, the way she looked right at me begging me to help her. Now I’m not one for over-sentimentality but something about that little old lady had burrowed into my head.


I opened the glove box and rooted for an Advil but all I found were empty CD boxes. Then I scribbled the name Lisa Spence in the notebook, next to it shoe box and reached for the cell. I found Bob’s number.


“Anything about the missing girl?”


“Jesus, Gary what is it with you reporters,” he said. “I’m about to eat.”


“Deadlines.”


“Listen Gary, there’s no story here. Like I told you, the old lady’s a Froot Loop.”


“Maybe, but …”


“I checked like you asked.”


“And?”


“No missing person report was filed for an Eleanor


Boone.”


“You got the date right?”


“Jesus Gary, we all remember that date.”


“Well, if we were born.”


Bob didn’t speak right away. I waited for his usual backlash but instead he said, “I checked for November 22nd, 1963. No missing person reports for Eleanor Boone that day, okay?”


“At all? You checked other names? Like Emma? Or Emily or Ellie?”


“Gary, nothing that day or the day after. Kids go missing all the time, but like I said, nothing on file for an Eleanor Boone, okay? Now can I eat?”


“Nothing at all?”


“You want me to check the whole of Texas?”


“Sure, if you think …”


“What is it with you? I ain’t seen you like this in a long time.”


“Can you get me a list of all the missing kids in Dallas for the month after November 22, 1963?”


“Jesus Gary, if I was you I’d be running a story on how an old lady could walk right out of an old folks’ home like that. All this talk about security in schools, but what about places like that? If she can walk out, who can walk in?”


“Me,” I said.


“Huh?”


“Nothing. Enjoy your dinner.”




Chapter 5


As I pulled away I wondered how many old people died in Grapevine today.


I thought about that as I headed along the driveway of Grapevine Pastures with its saluting trees. Must’ve been all the old folks got me thinking. Or maybe I’m always thinking.


“You’re so morbid, Gary” Joanne used to say. “Who reads obituaries?”


“I’m curious,” he would tell her. “Curious about people.”


“No Gary, you’re obsessed. It’s that job. It messes with your head.”


“Obsessively curious,” I’d say. “And obsessive curiosity is a good trait for a reporter.” Right?


I wondered when I stopped being obsessively curious and then when I thought about Edith Boone and her shoe box I started to think maybe I still was, maybe that rookie was still there. I would go back when the Ice Queen wasn’t there, talk to Lisa Spence.


I fiddled with the dial on the radio, retuned the news channel. There was a memorial service for my John Doe on Friday, an attempted robbery of a gas station, house prices had risen again, and a five percent chance of rain during the night. I looked at the sky, with its rose tinted edges, another day; another perfect ending in Grapevine.


I started reading obituaries when my parents died – one week apart. It happens that way; one can’t live without the other, except mine had been separated for twenty years.


As I pulled onto East Dallas Road my thoughts shifted back to Edith Boone, in her slippers and her blue dressing gown. I could see the headline, Eleanor Boone: Fact or Fiction? What I needed was a birth record. If there was a record then at least I would have someplace to start. If there wasn’t one the nurse, the regular old Ice Queen, might have been right.


I was still thinking about what Lisa said, about the locket, as I turned at the lights. Lisa and the Ice Queen. I said it out loud, “Live on stage, Lisa and the Ice Queen. Headlining at The Grapevine Pastures. Featuring 1960s hit ‘My Old Shoe Box’.”


Maybe Joanne was right, the job did mess with my head.


The cell phone rang as I pulled up at the house. Joanne’s name flashed across the screen.


“Can you give a message to Ty,” she said.


For a second I thought I’d heard her wrong.


“Gary? Or better, can you put him on?”


“Ty?” I said. “Isn’t he with you?”


Silence.


“Joanne? I wasn’t supposed to have him tonight was I?”


In the silence I tried to remember the last time I’d had Ty on a school night, it was usually birthdays or when Joanne was dating that creep last year. It lasted a month.


“Joanne?”


“I knew I should have called you,” she said, her voice sounding edgy.


“What’s going on?”


“He said you were making it up to him for having to work on Sunday. He said you were taking him out for pizza. He said he was staying over with you tonight.”


“Maybe I missed a call from him,” I said. “Let me check.” As I said it I knew it was a dumb thing to say.


“He told me he was with you.”


Her voice cracked, the way it did when she was upset. “He’s not picking up his cell. Damn it, I knew I should have called you. I knew it sounded wrong.”


“What sounded wrong?”


“When have you ever made it up to him because you had to work?”


Ouch, her words hit like a punch, right between the eyes, but before I had time to react she said, “I’m hanging up. I’m calling him again.”


“Call me back,” I said, but she’d already gone.


I was parked up on the driveway holding onto the cell phone like some creature that just died in my hand. I wondered if I should drive over to Joanne’s. I don’t know when I stopped calling it ours. I twisted the phone over between my fingers, the way Ty did this morning. She was over-reacting. She accused me of that but this time she was definitely over-reacting. She had to be. So I waited. As I did I needed to think about something else. Something to lift the mood. I looked in the rear view mirror.


That’s when I saw Mr Hunter from across the street, in his yard, cleaning his car. Or at least he was pretending to and he was looking in my direction. He retired last year, a month later he had a coronary and his wife died of a brain haemorrhage while he was still in the hospital. Okay so it wasn’t the kind of story to lift the mood but it was the kind of story that made you pull a sick day to spend with your wife, buy the car you couldn’t afford and take that extra vacation.


You’re a long time dead.


It’s what my dad used to say.


“Live life while you can, Son. Don’t make the mistakes I did, Son. You look after that wife of yours, Son.”


I wondered what he’d make of me now. Were we really so different?


I was still watching Mr Hunter when the cell phone rang again.


“Joanne?”


“Well unless my voice just got higher.”


It was Al and was the second time he’d done that today.


“Anything?” Al said.


I thought about telling him my son had just gone AWOL so now there was another missing kid in Grapevine but I thought that would be over-reacting. So I told him about Lisa and the Ice Queen, told him I’d check-it-out.


“I told you,” he said, his pitch climbing again.


“What?”


Mr Hunter was shining the same spot on his car, his eyes glued to it. I was sure he reminded me of someone.


“The feeling,” Al said.


Then Mr Hunter stepped off the sidewalk, looked up as if he was thinking about the rain. It was me. Dear God, he reminded me of me.


“Listen, Al, I got to go, expecting a call …”


“Keep me posted,” he said.


I wanted to tell him, I don’t need you to hold my hand. Let me do my damn job.


I hung up.


I pushed open the car door and looked at Mr Hunter who had gone back to his polishing. When I looked at the house I thought about Ty. I wanted to be angry he’d lied but all I could think about was Mr Hunter, his dead wife and my dad saying, you’re a long time dead.


I reached across and picked up the phone. I dialled my voicemail to prove what I already knew – nothing from Ty. Then I looked over at Mr Hunter, raised my hand. He looked back for a second, then he lifted his hand and waved back.


Sweet Jesus, I was as lost as him.
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