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Chapter One
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The painting before the two men was a landscape of colors showing the sun and a city that was abstractedly done. It was beautiful, and it was trash, beautiful in the way anything with shades could be called beautiful. But it was trash because the Wanderer had started painting a few weeks ago, and he still had not figured how to keep his brush light on some places and thick on others. The home-owner looked at the canvas and made a face.  The two men were not exactly friends, but they were something close. The homeowner had let the wanderer stay in his home when he had been at the end of his wit on what to do. It was how he had lived since he stopped his life of crime. 

“What do you think, John?”  The wanderer asked. His face was crowded with a beard again, and he was still wondering if there was any need to take them off. He wanted to let the whole thing grow and be free like himself. The life he had lived and this new one were so different, he felt like he needed a new identity. What man doesn’t need to re-do much of his life at a point? 

John, the homeowner, put the glass of bourbon to his mouth and took a sip. He was wearing khaki pants, brown and old from the way they were faded from too much washing. Sentimental value, the wanderer had observed. The man looked fifty or late forties, his good days were in his rearview. He made a face to show that the drink hit just right and shook his head at the painting. 

“You still think this is your new calling?” John asked, and then he took a sip of his drink. He looked at the wanderer who was looking at the painting. John shook his head. He had seen crazy people, this man he had let stay in his home for weeks was not one of them, he was something else. He was running, that was obvious. But from what or who?

“I don’t know yet, but something is soothing about visualizing what you are going to paint. It is like watching a movie in your head; the characters run around and make love and kill themselves in your head, and it feels so good to you. Every cuss word, moan, laugh is your gift to them. That’s how painting seems to me. I give color to places, and they accept it. It is my gift, they are my creations,” The wanderer said like he was in a trance as if his head was unspooling words he had read from a book not long ago. He smiled when he was done and then turned to paint again. His eyes were still critical and severe. John shook his head.

“How was your trip?” The wanderer asked. The homeowner was gone for a little over a week. He had said he was going to the city. That the town was beginning to heat his skin up. But the wanderer knew that was a lie. He knew that because he had caught him looking at a photograph of a woman during the first week, he was able stay in the house. At night John would look at the picture and drink like he was a sponge soaking in all that alcohol.  The wanderer had looked at the photo one day, out of curiosity.  He had wanted to see who caused John so much pain. The girl in the photo was so young he wondered if she was his daughter or a sister. 

John looked at him, then looked away. 

“It was alright, the city was just as messed up as our little town,” He said, and the wanderer nodded. He was lying. It was obvious. He was drinking more, and he was frowning as if he lost a big stock or business. Something had happened on the trip, and he didn’t want to talk about it. The wanderer understood. He didn’t want to push anyway, it was not actually his business. But he had sworn to help people, and John had helped him more than anyone lately. He sighed and sat down.

“You know, John, painting is all about preparation.” He said. John looked at him like he was stupid. 

The wanderer grinned. He was not sure what he was doing either, but he felt like he had to do something, say something. He wanted the man to think about something else other than what he was thinking about. A small breeze from the open window behind him touched the back of his neck, and he arched slightly into it. He opened his eyes and looked at John’s frowning face.

“What are you talking about, wanderer?” 

“Painting. It is all about planning. It is all about knowing the right color or the right shade you want to create. Where to put a shadow and where to let the light shine on like a God. It is about positioning the whole image in your wicked, lucid mind, and then you are set. It is ninety percent preparation and ten percent actually doing brush strokes.”

John laughed and shook his head. Then he stopped when his eyes fell on the drink in his hand. The wanderer had noticed that he didn’t drink like others; he knew who really drank. He had seen people who really knew how to get to the bottom of a wine or liquor bottle, and John didn’t look like one. A glass of liquor looked as foreign as a monk would be in a catholic church. He was a good man, and something was wrong with him. It had been there before the wanderer came along, and somehow, he wanted to help.

“That’s interesting,” John said.

“Right?” 

“Yeah, makes one think,” the homeowner said, still looking at the gold shine of the drink in the glass. It would take the wanderer one gulp. But it would take John a couple sips.

“Who is she?” The wanderer asked, not wanting to skirt the issue anymore. John looked at him, not shocked that he knew but wondering why he brought it up now. The Wanderer shrugged his shoulders, and then he checked the breast pocket of the Hawaiian shirt he had on, John had given it to him the second day. Then he got up and checked his pant pocket. Nothing. He sighed and sat down with a frown. 

“Here,” John said, offering him a packet of cigarettes.  The wanderer sighed and took it. He pulled one out and stuck it in his mouth, and John gave him a match, and he lit it. The house was a large four-bedroom, flat, and the window was open with wind flowing in and out steadily. He smoked and listened to the homeowner to give his story. 

“So?”

“She is Kitty,” The homeowner said reluctantly like he was worried he was about to do something wrong. Then he sighed and adjusted on the couch he was sitting on. It was a plush black leather thing, probably gotten from the city at top price—the wanderer hated the furniture. His eyes told the man to go on.

“She’s my daughter,” John said, and the wanderer raised a brow. He had wanted to believe that, glad he was right, he smiled. He had never been one to know how kids act. He had been around some but never in a close way. It was tricky waters he was getting in, he noticed. 

“She stayed with me for a long time after her mother died, bless her soul,” John said and was quiet for a minute. 

“She was a smart girl, or I thought she was. She loved reading those crime books, and she loved school for a while, but then she met this boy. This kid called Trent. He was a total bastard. Turned my daughter into something that she wasn’t. You ever seen a kid transform in front of your eyes, eh?” John asked. The wanderer had seen many kids who had bright futures become shit-bags whose lives were not worth spitting on. He had felt bad. The system he helped create messed up their lives, and that was what he was trying to pay for. He looked at John and shook his head.

“It is not a good thing to see. One minute you have a sweet daughter who kisses you after breakfast and tells you she loves the ground you walk on and the next minute what you get is a shell without its echo. At first, I thought I was too hard on her and that I was feeling jealous that she was not giving me the attention she used to give to me,” The wanderer nodded at this. He sucked on his cigarette and blew the smoke with the corner of his mouth.

“I was ready to, you know, stop expecting those sweet kisses and hugs and her pancakes. I told myself she was growing up, and grownup daughters don’t need their fathers hovering over them like a hawk. She would hate me for that, and I didn’t want to be hated by my daughter. So I let her see this guy. I should have known. There were like a million red flags. But then you should have seen Kitty. She laughed more. She talked a lot, and then she came in with the douche bag, I often hear them giggling. I was happy for her.” 

The wanderer nodded. His cigarette was finished, and he had stubbed the remaining one on the makeshift ashtray by his left hand. He looked around as the man spoke. He felt a small sadness. He was about to leave, and yet, he felt like he would miss the place.

“Wanderer?” 

“Yeah, I am listening,” He said and then looked at John directly in the eye.

“She left with him. One day I came to find a letter that she had gone with Trent and I shouldn’t worry. What father wouldn’t worry? There was no way to know where they went to because there was no address, and there was no date to know when she would return. I was fucked up. Then I was angry and then sad, and gradually, all I felt was an emptiness and longing. I lost her mother, and I lost her too.”

“You told the police?” The wanderer asked. John nodded. His eyes sparkled; he was about to cry. The wanderer looked at his painting and then back to John. In the photograph, the girl, Kitty, had a big smile on her face. He had stopped taking those things as special, but the face in the photo didn’t seem like someone who would run away from home with a boy. 

“What did the cops do?” 

“Nothing really, there was a bunch of ‘missing person’ posters put up for her. Nothing turned up. They said she was either dead or had gone far away. I felt they were stupid and incompetent...” he looked at the wanderer, and the wanderer stared back at him. They stayed silent for a while, and then John sighed. He sighed a lot.

“She was seen last month,” The wanderer raised his brows again. He was not expecting that.

“That is good, where?” 

“Paradise.” The wanderer whistled. He had heard of Paradise; it was nowhere for a girl running from home. He let out a deep breath. 

“You should go bring her home,” He said, and the homeowner nodded. He picked the glass up from where he had dropped it and took the whole thing in a gulp. The Wanderer shifted a bit, uncomfortable with the pain in John’s face.

“I spent a week in a hotel and paid everyone I could to get a location on them. People knew Trent, but no one knew my Kitty. I was chasing a phantom, Wanderer. I didn’t know what to do. It was becoming frustrating, so I came back.” The wanderer nodded. John got up and dropped the glass by the bottle of bourbon, and then walked to the window where he could look out to the street. There were birds in the lone tree in the front yard. It had shed so many red flowers on the ground, covering a small patch of well-cut green grass with red and white. The wind carried the smell of the flowers and the town to him, and he took it all in. 

“Why do you think she left?” John asked the wanderer without looking back. The wanderer shrugged. He was still sitting, but he was bending back from the waist up, looking at the big, broad back of John.  He was a huge man who got much of the size from being unfit. He had a pronounced belly that would soon rest entirely on his pant waistline, and he lost breath now and then. The wanderer could see why he didn’t take good care of himself.

“Maybe she got bored,” The wanderer said. 

“Bored?” 

“Yeah, look at the town. It’s not exactly New York or Paradise. Maybe she needed somewhere with more life, energy. She is young, and people her age needs something to stoke the fire in them. If I am guessing right, she will be into partying and drugs and lots of sex, which is probably what the meat-head, Trent, offered. It was not a very hard decision.” The wanderer said. He didn’t know if John knew or when he realized, but at that moment, he knew he would go search for the girl. It was the only thing he could do for the man after everything he had done for him.

“Can you find her?” John asked, turning to look at him. The wanderer wondered what it would take, then he shrugged. It was not going to be hard if he could blend into the society of Paradise. He didn’t know what to expect, but he was sure there would be lots of shenanigans involved.

“I’ll pay you,” John said hurriedly.

“No. No, I don’t want your money, John.” The big man looked at him like he would cry. The wanderer cursed in his head. He was going to get the girl, but he had no idea what he had put himself in. He felt like he had just succeeded in trapping himself in something he didn’t know the full scope about. He smiled and nodded his head.

“Look, all you have to do is bring her home, and that is all. I am not sure you would meet any trouble there. Trent is just a kid himself, he’s a bastard but just that. He wouldn’t be much of a problem.” 

The wanderer nodded. He was sure that was what John wanted to believe, but he had been in that life, and he knew that there was no easy way to retrieve someone already in the clutches of that life.

“How long has she been gone?” 

“About a year and three months,” John said and then sighed. A red car zoomed pass as he left the window and walked back to where he was sitting before.

“You do know the Kitty you will get will be different from the Kitty you lost, right?” The wanderer asked.

“I just want her back,” John said, and the wanderer nodded. But what if she doesn’t want you? He thought.
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Chapter Two
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The road was dusty, or maybe it was just the dust of walking for days. The wanderer looked up at the sky and then rushed to cover his eyes with his hand. The sun was hot and scalding, but that was not the problem. He was used to being in the sun. He had been wandering for so long that it felt natural already. He looked behind him, the road twisted and snaked, and yet there was no end, and it was quiet. A soft wind blew, but it was brief. He could see it shake the dry brush up ahead. He shook his head. He could have gotten a ride if he hadn’t been adamant about doing this like he had always done. 

He was beginning to feel like he was getting too comfortable in John’s house. He loved the soft feel of those ugly couches too much and the sweet assurance of electricity. It felt like he was settling and that brought guilt he had been running from. He still got the usual nightmares, but they seemed to not be enough. 

Ahead of the wanderer was nothing, just asphalt and more dry grass that would soon be behind him too. He could not wait to get off the road, and yet, he could not help but feel like he was back to a place he had been deprived for so long. He sighed and stretched, making sure not to look straight at the sun again. 

He chuckled when he recalled how he ran away from home too. It was the first thing he thought about when John told him the story of his daughter. In The wanderer’s case, he didn’t need someone to take him away, he left on his own. He was tired of his father’s bullshit, and here he was, going to drag another person who had made precisely the same decision he made when he was a kid. He laughed out loud, knowing no one could hear him. It was just him, the sky, and the sun and the grass—the asphalt was as dumb as falling dead stars are to wishes.
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