The Paperhanger

T;IE VANISHING of the doctor’s
wife’s child in broad daylight was an event so cataclysmic that it
forever divided time into the then and the now, the before and the
after. In later years, fortified with a pitcher of silica-dry vodka
martinis, she had cause to replay the events preceding the disap-
pearance. They were tawdry and banal but in retrospect freighted
with menace, a foreshadowing of what was to come, like a footman
or a fool preceding a king into a room.

She had been quarreling with the paperhanger. Her four-year-
old daughter, Zeineb, was standing directly behind the papet-
hanger where he knelt smoothing air bubbles out with a wide
plastic trowel. Zeineb had her fingers in the paperhanger’s hair.
The paperhanger’s hair was shoulder length and the color of flax
and the child was delighted with it. The paperhanger was accus-
tomed to her doing this and he did not even turn around. He just
went on with his work. His arms were smooth and brown and
corded with muscle and in the light that fell upon the paper-

hanger through stained-glass panels the doctor’s wife could see
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that they were lightly downed with fine golden hair. She studied
these arms bemusedly while she formulated her thoughts.

You tell me so much a roll, she said. The doctor’s wife was
from Pakistan and her speech was still heavily accented. I do not
know single-bolt rolls and double-bolt rolls. You tell me double-
bolt price but you are installing single-bolt rolls. My friend has
told me. It is cost me perhaps twice as much.

The paperhanger, still on his knees, turned. He smiled up at
her. He had pale blue eyes. I did tell you so much a roll, he said.
You bought the rolls.

The child, not yet vanished, was watching the paperhanger’s
cyes. She was a scaled-down clone of the mother, the mother
viewed through the wrong end of a telescope, and the paperhanger
suspected that as she grew neither her features nor her expression
would alter, she would just grow larger, like something being
aired up with a hand pump.

And you are leave lumps, the doctor’s wife said, gesturing at
the wall.

I do not leave lumps, the paperhanger said. You've seen my
work before. These are not lumps. The paper is wet. The paste 1s
wet. Everything will shrink down and flatten out. He smiled
again. He had clean even teeth. And besides, he said, I gave you
my special cockteaser rate. I don’t know what you're complaining
about.

Her mouth worked convulsively. She looked for a moment as
if he'd slapped her. When words did come they came in a fine
spray of spit. You are trash, she said. You are scum.

Hands on knees, he was pushing erect, the girl’s dark fingers
crailing out of his hair. Don’t call me trash, he said, as if it were

perfectly all right to call him scum, but he was already talking to
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her back. She had whirled on her heels and went twisting her hips
through an arched doorway into the cathedraled living room. The
paperhanger looked down at the child. Her face glowed with a
strange constrained glee, as if she and the paperhanger shared
some secret the rest of the world hadn’t caught on to yet.

In the living room the builder was supervising the installation
of a chandelier that depended from the vaulted ceiling by a long
golden chain. The builder was a short bearded man dancing about,
showing her the features of the chandelier, smiling obsequiously.
She gave him a flat angry look. She waved a dismissive hand toward
the ceiling. Whatever, she said.

She went out the front door onto the porch and down a
makeshift walkway of two-by-tens into the front yard where her
car was parked. The car was a silver-gray Mercedes her husband
had given her for their anniversary. When she cranked the engine
its idle was scarcely perceptible.

She powered down the window. Zeineb, she called. Across the
razed earth of the unlandscaped yard a man in a grease-stained T-
shirt was booming down the chains securing a backhoe to a low-
boy hooked to a gravel truck. The sun was low in the west and
bloodred behind this tableau and man and tractor looked flat and
dimensionless as something decorative stamped from tin. She
blew the horn. The man turned, raised an arm as if she'd signaled
him.

Zeineb, she called again.

She got out of the car and started impatiently up the walkway.
Behind her the gravel truck started, and truck and backhoe pulled
out of the drive and down toward the road.

The paperhanger was stowing away his T square and trowels
in his wooden toolbox. Where is Zeineb? the doctor’s wife asked.

She followed you out, the paperhanger told her. He glanced abour,
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as if the girl might be hiding somewhere. There was nowhere to
hide. 8
Where is my child? she asked the builder. The clcctn%‘mn
climbed down from the ladder. The paperhanger came out of (h'('
bathroom with his tools. The builder was looking all around. l‘l is
elfin features were touched with chagrin, as if this missing ('hrll(l
were just something else he was going to be held accoluntzlblnf for.

Likely she’s hiding in a closet, the paperhanger said. Playing a
trick on you.

Zeineb does not play tricks, the doctor’s wife said. Her eyes kep
darting about the huge room, the shadows that lurked in corners,
There was already an undercurrent of panic in her voice and .’II'I het
poise and self-confidence seemed to have vanished with the child,

The paperhanger set down his toolbox and went through the
house, opening and closing doors. It was a huge house and there
were a lot of closets. There was no child in any of them.

The electrician was searching upstairs. The builder had gone
through the French doors that opened onto the unfinished veranda
and was peering into the backyard. The backyard was a maze of
convoluted ditch excavated for the septic tank field line. and be-
yond that there was just woods. She’s playing in that ditch, the
builder said, going down the flagstone steps.

She wasn’t, though. She wasn’t anywhere. They searched the
house and grounds. They moved with jerky haste. Tl?ey If(:l“
glancing toward the woods where the day was waning first. . I'he
builder kept shaking his head. She’s got to be somewhere, he said.

Call someone, the doctor’s wife said. Call the police.

It’s a little early for the police, the builder said. She’s got to be

here. s
il -ar all m
You call them anyway. I have a phone in my car. I will call my

husband.
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While she called, the paperhanger and the electrician contin-
ued to search. They had looked everywhere and were forced to
search places they’d already looked. If this ain’t the goddamnedest
thing I ever saw, the electrician said.

The doctor’s wife got out of the Mercedes and slammed the
door. Suddenly she stopped and clasped a hand to her forehead
She screamed. The man with the tractor, she cried. Somehow my
child is gone with the tractor man.

Oh Jesus, the builder said. What have we got ourselves nto

here.

THE HIGH SHERIFF that year was a ruminative man named Bel]-
wether. He stood beside the county cruiser talking to the paper-
hanger while deputies ranged the grounds. Other men were inside
l(-)oking in places that had already been searched numberless
times. Bellwether had been in the woods and he was picking
cockleburs off his khakis and out of his socks. He was watching
the woods, where dark was gathering and seeping across the ﬁeld
like a stain.

I've got to get men out here, Bellwether said. A lot of men and
a lot of lights. We’re going to have to search every inch of these
woods. ~

You'll play hell doing it, the paperhanger said. These woods
stretch all the way to Lawrence County. This is the edge of the
Harrikin. Down in there’s where all those old mines used to be
Allens Creek. |

I don'’t give a shit if they stretch all the way to Fairbanks
Alaska, Bellwether said. They've got to be searched. I¢']] just mkcj
a lot of men. |

The raw earth yard was fi "
e raw earth yard was full of cars. Dr. Jamahl had come in a
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sleek black Lexus. He berated his wife. Why weren’t you watch
ing her? he asked. Unlike his wife’s, the doctor’s speech was 1m
peccable. She covered her face with her palms and wept, The
doctor still wore his green surgeon’s smock and it was flecked with
bright dots of blood as a butcher’s smock might be.
I need to feed a few cows, the paperhanger said. I'll feed my
stock pretty quick and come back and help hunt.
You don’t mind if I look in your truck, do you?
Do what?
I've got to cover my ass. If that little girl don’t turn up damn
quick this is going to be over my head. TBI, FBI, network news,
I've got to eliminate everything.

Eliminate away, the paperhanger said.
The sheriff searched the floorboard of the paperhanger’s pickup

(ruck. He shined his huge flashlight under the seat and felt behind
it with his hands.

I had to look, he said apologetically.

Of course you did, the paperhanger said.

I'ULL DARK HAD FALLEN before he returned. He had fed his cat-
tle and stowed away his tools and picked up a six-pack of San
Miguel beer and he sat in the back of the pickup truck drinking
it. The paperhanger had been in the Navy and stationed in the
Philippines and San Miguel was the only beer he could drink.
IHe had to go out of town to buy it, but he figured it was worth it.
e liked the exotic labels, the dark bitter taste on the back of his
tongue, the way the chilled bottles felt held against his forehead.
A motley crowd of curiosity seekers and searchers thronged
the yard. There was a vaguely fescive air. He watched all this with

a dispassionate eye, as if he were charged with grading the partic

1%



WiLLiaM Gay

ipants, comparing this with other spectacles he'd seen. Coffee urns
had been brought in and set up on tables, sandwiches prepared
and handed our to the weaty searchers. A crane had been hauled in
and the septic rank reclaimed from the ground. It swayed from a
taut cable while men with lights searched the impacted earth be-
neath it for a child, for the very trace of 2 child. Through the far
dark woods lights crossed and recrossed, darted to and fro like fire-
flies. The doctor and the doctor’s wife sat in folding camp chairg
looking drained, stunned, waiting for their child to be delivered
into their arms,

The doctor was a short portly man with a benevolent expres-
sion. He had a moon-shaped face, with light and dark areas of skin
that looked swirled, as if the pigment coloring him had not been
properly mixed. He had been educated at Princeton. When he had

on the basis of her beauty. In fetrospect, perhaps more considera-
tion should have been given to other qualities, She was still beay-
tiful but he was thinking that certain faults mighe outweigh this.
She seemed to have trouble keeping up with her children. She
could lose a four-year-old child 1n a room no larger than six hun-
dred square feet and she could not find j¢ again.

The paperhanger drained his bottle and set i by his foot in the

gance about her that cried out to be taken down 2 notch or two,
She flirted with him, backed away, flirted again. She would treat

him as if he were a stain on the bathroom fug and then stand close

The Paperhanger

with the heat that seemed to radiate off her body. She stood by
him while he knelt painting baseboards and after an infinice mo.
ment leaned carefully the weight of a thigh against his shoulder.
You'd better move it, he thought. She didn’t. He laughed and
turned his face into her groin. She gave a strangled cry and slapped
him hard. The paintbrush flew away and speckled the dark rose
walls with antique white. You filthy beast, she said. You are some
kind of monster. She stormed out of the room and he could hear
her slamming doors behind her.

Well, I was looking for a job when I found this one. He smiled
philosophically to himself.

But he had not been fired. In fact now he had been hired aguin,
Perhaps there was something here to ponder.

At midnight he gave up his vigil. Some souls more hare ly than
his kept up the watch. The earth here was worn smooth by the
useless traffic of the searchers. Driving out, he met a line of pickup
trucks with civil defense tags. Grim-faced men sar alj gned in cheir
beds. Some clutched rifles loosely by their barrels, as if they would
lay to waste whatever monster, man or beast, would snatch up a
child in its slaverous jaws and vanish, prey and predator, in the
space between two heartbeats.

Even more dubious reminders of civilization as these fell away.
He drove into the Harrikin, where he lived. A world so dark and
forlorn light itself seemed ar a premium. Whippoorwills sSWept
red-eyed up from the roadside. Old abandoned foundries and fur-
naces rolled past, grim and dark as forsaken prisons. Down a ridge
here was an abandoned graveyard, if you knew where to look. The
paperhanger did. He had dug up a few of the graves, examined
with curiosity what remained, buttons, belt buckles, a cameo
brooch. The bones he laid out like a child with a Tinkertoy, ar-

ranging them the way they went in jury-rigged resurrection.
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He braked hard on a curve, the truck slewing in the gravel. A
bobcat had crossed the road, graceful as a wraith, fierce and
lantern-eyed in the headlights, gone so swiftly it might have been

a stage prop swung across the road on wires.

BELLWETHER AND A DEPUTY drove to the backhoe operator’s
house. He lived up a gravel road that wound through a great stand
of cedars. He lived in a board-and-batten house with a tin roof
rusted to a warm umber. They parked before it and got out, ad-
justing their gun belts.

Bellwether had a search warrant wich the ink scarcely dry. The
operator was outraged.

Look at it this way, Bellwether explained patiently. I've got to
cover my ass. Everything has got to be considered. You know how
kids are. Never thinking. What if she run under the wheels of
your truck when you was backing out? Whart if quicklike you put
the body in your truck to get rid of somewhere?

What if quicklike you get the hell off my property, the opera-
tor said.

Everything has to be considered, the sheriff said again. No-
body’s accusing anybody of anything just yet.

The operator’s wife stood glowering at them. To have some-
thing to do with his hands, the operator began to construct a ciga-
rette. He had huge red hands thickly sown with brown freckles.
They trembled. I ain’t got a thing in this round world to hide, he
said.

Bellwether and his men searched everywhere they could think
of to look. Finally they stood uncertainly in the operator’s yard,
out of place in their neat khakis, their polished leacher.

Now get the hell off my land, the operator said. If all you
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think of me is that I could run over a little kid and then throw it
off in the bushes like a dead cat or something then I don't even
want to see your goddamn face. I want you gone and I want you by
God gone now.

Everything had to be considered, the sheriff said.

Then maybe you need to consider that paperhanger.

What about him?

That paperhanger is one sick puppy.
He was still there when I got there, the sheriff said. Three wit-

nesses swore nobody ever left, not even for a minute, and one of
them was the child’s mother. I searched his truck myself.

Then he’s a sick puppy with a damn good alibi, the operator

said.

THAT WAS ALL. There was no ransom note, no child that turned
up two counties over with amnesia. She was a page turned, a door
closed, a lost ball in the high weeds. She was a child no larger than
a doll, but the void she left behind her was unreckonable. Yet
there was no end to it. No finality. There was no moment when
someone could say, turning from a mounded grave, Well, this has
been unbearable, but you've got to go on with your life. Life did
not £0 on.

At the doctor’s wife’s insistence an intensive investigation was
focused on the backhoe operator. Forensic experts from the FBI ex-
amined every millimeter of the gravel truck, paying special atten
tion to its wheels. They were examined with every modern
crime-fighting device the government possessed, and there was
not a microscopic particle of tissue or blood, no telltale chip of fin-
pernail, no hair ribbon.

Work ceased on the mansion, Some subcontractors were dis
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