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  1976


  It had rained all night in the great pine forest, and by dawn even the gravel roads were little more than mud holes.


  In her twenty-three-year-old Ford pickup truck (bought used the same year her eldest boy, Merle, went into the U.S. Army and ended up marrying a Taiwanese girl the family was still not comfortable with because no matter how long you studied her tiny brown eyes you could not tell what she was thinking), sixty-eight-year-old Estelle MacDowell headed toward the shack up near Duck Hollow Lake.


  Next to her on the worn passenger seat was a small blue overnight case she’d bought long ago at the Western Auto store in town. Inside the case were many things, the most important being scissors, thread, and cloverine salve—the instruments vital to her calling, which city folks called midwifing but which was still referred to, out here anyway, as being a granny woman.


  Chunky in a paisley housedress, and covering herself against the October chill with a heavy navy-blue cardigan sweater, Estelle had the radio turned up full tilt to the religious station out of Chicago in which ministers of various stripes (and effectiveness) alternated their pleas for money with gospel songs. That was the part Estelle liked, the gospel songs. She’d grown up near Hartson Hill where there’d been a colored Baptist church, and whatever else you might say about black folks (Estelle herself was inclined to live and let live; she just wished she felt that way about her Taiwanese daughter-in-law), they sure could sing. As she listened to the radio this morning, she chain-smoked king-size filter-tip Kools, adding butt after butt to an ashtray that was overflowing.


  As she rounded the bend leading to the shack, the back end of the panel truck sluicing in the mud, Estelle thought once again of the woman whose baby she would be delivering this morning. Her name was Anna Raines and damned something was peculiar about her, but Estelle could not figure out what.


  She recalled her last visit to the shabby little shack, when she’d brought Anna a new supply of sulfur and wine of cordia, the combination of which (as granny women had known for better than a hundred years now) kept the female organs clear so the baby wouldn’t have any trouble being birthed.


  Two impressions from that last visit: As she’d approached the cabin, she’d heard strange, foreign-sounding words being chanted into the morning air. She had no idea what the words meant or signified; she just knew they were the sort of words you might expect to hear at night (Estelle had cousins in the Louisiana bayous where some black folks still chanted voodoo), but not at the same time that Let’s Make A Deal was blasting out of the shack’s little 17-inch TV set. The second thing was when, during the examination Estelle gave the woman, she happened to notice blood on the floor beneath the curtain leading to the bathroom. It was the wrong color to be human blood, and there was too much of it for anything but a miscarriage. Estelle had asked Anna about it, but all Anna said was, “A bat got in here and I had to kill it with a broom.” The woman was pretty in a fleshy sort of way, but there was about her an air of evasion and it was no good to press her about the truth because you simply weren’t going to get it. So Estelle went on with her examination and then said, “When the time comes, Anna, I’m gonna have four or five friends of mine in to help with the birthing.”


  “No!” Anna had said.


  “But that’s only natural. Heatin’ water, holdin’ your hand, usin’ disinfectant—”


  “No!” Anna had said again. “I told you when I called you, Estelle, this ain’t a baby born in wedlock so I want as few people as possible knowin’ about it.”


  Estelle had tried to comfort her. “Honey, the way them hippies carry on these days, not havin’ no father is hardly a capital offense. Besides, in my day, it happened all the time; we just didn’t admit it is all.”


  “I just don’t want them talkin’ down to the cafe,” the woman had said, referring to the Hamburger Haven where she’d worked as a waitress. “You know how them men are.” She had remained adamant. Estelle would come alone. Jamming the floor shift into second gear for the steep climb up the rest of the hill, Estelle got her first look at the cabin this morning. Tucked in among maples and oaks and elms run crazy with the colors of autumn, and silvered with the dew of dawn, the one-room cabin with its brown stucco siding did not look quite so bad as usual, even with cardboard for windows and a front door that hung at an angle on only one hinge. On top of the cabin was a stubby little TV antenna that had rusted out years ago. In the front yard sat a 1955 Plymouth that rats had eaten the seats of and where you could probably find a timber rattler or two if you poked around with a stick. A lone telephone line led from the shack to a weather-treated pole twenty feet to the west of the road. A big gray tomcat sat by the door watching the truck pull up, licking its right paw by the time Estelle got up to the front door.


  As she raised her hand to knock, she heard as usual the sounds of the TV set. Cartoon voices she recognized as Sylvester and Tweety Bird (Sylvester and his lisp had always made her laugh) joined the dawning squawk of jays and prairie hawks. The grass was parched and brown around the door, and the shingles smelled of creosote and dampness. She knocked twice before hearing any kind of response. She wondered vaguely if something might be wrong. Though Anna had called her less than forty-five minutes ago, sometimes things went wrong. In her decades as a granny woman, Estelle had seen two cases where both newborn and mother had suffered before she could reach them. Purple they’d been, there in the bloody sheets; dead. Worried now, she pushed the door open and peeked inside.


  Anna had furnished the one big room (bathroom and well in back) with stuff she’d purchased from The Second Time Around store in town. There was an overstuffed couch with a baby-blue sheet thrown over it to cover the stains. There was a rickety kitchen table with the plastic type of squeeze ketchup (red) and mustard (yellow) dispensers you found in restaurants. The floor was linoleum so old you could no longer discern its original pattern. Through the one and only screened window in the back you got a glimpse of the hillside to the north on which sprawled the cluster of cabins known as Camp Hamilton (which was where rich families sent their spoiled kids for the summer, those spoiled kids swelling the cash registers of the town merchants). There was a gas stove (propane tank outside looking like a torpedo), and orange crates stacked up like cupboards, filled with Kix and Count Chocula and bags of startling white marshmallows and cans of Chinese food and baked beans and Star Kist tuna and a ten-pound bag of sugar that leaked and had become a feast for red ants that Estelle could see even from here.


  Up by the rumpled double bed was a TV stand, where the Motorola sat on yet another orange crate, and a Sears portable record player next to which lay a stack of country-and-western albums running to Webb Pierce and Hank Williams plus a few Bobby Vinton and Bobby Goldsboro albums thrown in. And finally there was the bookcase, which was filled with an assortment of paperbacks she’d also purchased at The Second Time Around, these all similar in nature, books mostly about weird topics such as UFOs and Atlantis and zombies and so-called true adventures into the occult. The last time Estelle was here, Anna had had folded across her swollen belly a fifty-cent book called Possession. Soon as Estelle had spotted it, Anna whisked it away and shoved it beneath the covers. For some reason, she hadn’t wanted the granny woman to see it.


  Estelle looked down at Anna now. No wonder the woman hadn’t responded to the knocks. She was too far gone with the pain of her own labor. She lay in a tangle of sheets discolored with her own sweat, writhing to the rhythms of the birth process, unaware of anything else. Her nose ran green and her eyes rolled back in a kind of tormented ecstasy, and she clutched at her bountiful naked breasts with a fervor that could easily be mistaken for pleasure.


  Estelle opened her blue Western Auto overnight bag and proceeded to do her work.


  Six hours later, Estelle cut the cord and tied it and then dressed the baby. Next she waited for all the afterbirth, including the umbilical cord and the placenta, which she took out next to the dead-animal hulk of rusted Plymouth and buried (as was the custom of granny women) in a hole dug with a sharp-edged spade.


  She returned inside (it was news time now; Walter Cronkite talking about the upcoming presidential elections and how Jimmy Carter was beginning to gain in the polls), where she greased the infant’s navel cord with castor oil and then added some powder to the cord as well. Finally, before putting the infant back in the arms of its mother, Estelle took the tea she’d been brewing on the gas stove and gave the newborn just a tiny sip of it, something she’d learned from her own mother, who’d also been a granny woman.


  Anna and the infant slept.


  By the time Rhoda came on (under ordinary circumstances, one of her favorite shows), Estelle had already made up her mind about the infant and had, as a consequence, gone out to the Ford pickup where she’d taken the ancient Remington rifle from the rack and brought it back into the cabin with her so that when Anna woke up, Estelle would be ready.


  Anna’s blue eyes opened just as Charlie’s Angels was starting.


  The empty sac of her belly spread across her hips.


  Estelle lowered the rifle at her. “Them books,” she said, nodding her gray head to the battered bookcase.


  Estelle could see instantly that Anna knew what she was talking about. “You read them books and that’s why your youngin’ is the way he is.”


  Anna said nothing, only clutched the tiny, wrinkled form of the infant closer to her. She and the baby shrunk back into themselves, as if trying to scuttle backward.


  “I was just going to call my husband and tell him about it,” Estelle said. “But then I figured I’d give you a chance to be fair to that baby and to yourself.” She looked carefully at Anna, whose twenty-five-year-old face already showed the strains of alcohol and probably drugs and certainly a jukebox kind of life. “I mean, seein’ it’s your offspring, and seein’ you caused it, maybe you’d want to do it yourself.” She paused. “You could smother it and we could just say it died and nobody would have to know. Otherwise I’ll have to get my husband out here and have him take a look at that baby’s eyes.” She hefted the Remington again. “And you know what I’m talking about.” The first blood sprang from Estelle’s eyes; the second from her ears. In less than a minute blood soaked her dress and ran down her legs into her shoes. Soon after it was her mouth that started running with great thick dark blood, and then a fissure opened in her left forearm and blood began pouring from there, too. The Remington slipped from her hand, discharging as it hit the floor. One of the cardboard windows now had a hole in it.


  Even as the blood filled her eyes, even as she began to choke, she was aware of the infant that had just come awake, aware of what the infant was doing to her.


  Blood began spurting from her vagina and then from her anus. Somehow, though her mouth was filled with rich red blood, she managed to scream and then she collapsed.


  Life receded; there was memory (a jumble of memories really); and then a sense of coldness and then a rushing toward something new, something no longer frightening.


  


  That night, a full harvest moon painting the pine forest the colors of silver and shadow, the woman named Anna and the child left the shack and got into the granny woman’s Ford pickup. Anna was no good at driving a stick shift, and an angry grinding of gears joined the lament of owls and stray dogs in the night. Then the headlights came on and the truck began going backward.


  Even from here she could hear the phone ringing. It had been ringing, on and off now, for more than six hours.


  The granny woman’s kin calling to find out when she was coming home.


  Anna, the baby wrapped in a blanket on her lap, directed the Ford to the rutted road and fled the shack.


  ONE


  Dr. Baines had a booger up his right nostril. It was not an especially repellent booger (not the squishy sort), but it was green and it was a booger. The reason fourteen-year-old Patrick Miles happened to be looking up the good doctor’s nose was that before breakfast this morning, Patrick had taken a quick shower then walked the quarter mile across the grounds to the cabin where the camp housed its library and health services and told the doctor he wasn’t feeling very well. He sat now in a large infirmary that smelled crisply and competently of antiseptic.


  Dr. Baines—Stephen J. Baines, as it read on his prominently displayed diploma on the east wall—finished wielding his little silver electric eel of a flashlight and then said, “All right, Patrick, let’s open our mouth now and say ‘Ah.’”


  With that, young Dr. Baines withdrew both his nostril and his booger from sight. Patrick opened his mouth, saying “Ahhh” with as much enthusiasm as you could muster for something like this without feeling stupid.


  After the throat came the glands in his neck and then came the cold metal circle of the stethoscope (just yesterday Patrick had seen a Three Stooges episode in which Curly had done a fantastic routine with a stethoscope, but he tried not to think about that now; somehow, not unlike the booger, an image of the Three Stooges took away from Dr. Baines’s authority).


  “Well, Patrick,” Dr. Baines said, “I’d say that you have a slightly irritated throat but nothing else I can see. How’d you sleep last night?”


  Patrick shrugged and felt himself flush. He wondered if he should tell Dr. Baines about the writing that had been going on the past three nights. Instinctively, though, he decided not to bring it up. At least now.


  “Not real well, I guess,” Patrick said. He was a slight boy with very white skin and very black hair and very blue eyes and very somber good looks. He wore a T-shirt and chinos and white socks with red rings around their tops and a pair of buff blue Nikes that had been brand new two weeks ago when he’d first reached camp.


  Dr. Baines, who was an intern really (the camp had long ago worked out a deal with a nearby teaching hospital; the hospital got all the emergency medical cases in return for an on-site intern), said, “Is something bothering you?” Dr. Baines played a great deal of volleyball and never ate more than 1,500 calories a day and wore brown contacts that lent his eyes the wet earnestness of a Collie’s.


  “Uh, no.”


  A tiny wrinkle of concern tightened the doctor’s eyes. “You don’t sound so sure.”


  So Patrick sat in the big white office (walls painted white, white acoustic ceiling tiles, white tiled floor, white medicine cabinet with a terrifying assortment of needles; the ones prison officials used to give lethal injections couldn’t be much bigger than these) and thought it over. He probably should say something about the writing if not the “visit” (that was the official word he’d started applying to what had happened late Tuesday night), but he knew that if he did, Dr. Baines would have a lot of questions. A lot of them. Then, thinking about the welcoming speech the camp had given the new residents, Patrick said, “Homesick, I guess.”


  “Oh, homesick. Homesick.” There was a certain joy in Dr. Baines’s voice. He stood in his white medical smock in the white room that glowed golden in the 7:32 A.M. sun, and said, “Homesick.” His voice implied that the universe was a knowable and civilized place after all and that things, all things, could be dealt with. “Mother or father?”


  Dr. Baines had moved back to the examining table, on the edge of which Patrick sat tensely. Patrick wondered if he was going to get to see Dr. Baines’s booger again. He also wondered if he should bring the subject of Dr. Baines’s booger up. But how would you bring it up? “Excuse me, Dr. Baines—” But no, there was no way you could say it. No way. “Mother or father?” Patrick said.


  “Yes, which one do you miss most?”


  “Oh, I see.” Patrick hadn’t been sure what Dr. Baines had been driving at. He looked at Dr. Baines and tried to decide which answer would please the man most. There was something pink and worried about the doctor’s mouth that said he’d probably be the sort of man who’d miss his mother most. Patrick said, “My mother.”


  Dr. Baines smiled. “That’s how I used to get at camp.” The way he said it, you could hear memories of clear-blue trout streams and pancake-and-scrambled-eggs breakfasts served in screened-in dining rooms alive with the scent of morning trees just after a soft rain. Then he checked himself and said, “Of course I missed dad, too.” He paused, considering, unconsciously fingering the stethoscope wrapped around his neck like a companionable snake. “That’s one of the things I’ve noticed. Girls don’t usually appreciate their mothers until later on in life, and boys don’t appreciate their fathers until they get in their twenties. Then they regret that they weren’t closer.” There was an air of remorse about the young doctor now, and it made Patrick squirm. He wanted to be out of here; there would still be dew on the grass and the lovely haze on the pine forest ringing the camp. “What does your father do, Patrick?”


  “He’s a lawyer.”


  “I see.”


  “Corporation.”


  “Very good. Does your mother work?” As he was talking, Dr. Baines drifted over to his desk where he picked up a white prescription pad and began writing.


  “She has this sort of interior design deal she does with one of her girlfriends. But it’s not all the time.”


  “Part time, then?”


  “Part time. Right.”


  Dr. Baines tore off the prescription with singular savagery and then brought it back over to Patrick. “My fiancée studies that in college. Interior design. After we’re married, she’s going to set up her own shop.”


  “They’re hard to work with.”


  “Who?”


  “The customers. Especially the real rich ones. My mom always says it was the pressure of that that made her and my dad split up.”


  “Oh. They’re divorced.”


  “Yes.”


  Dr. Baines’s eyes grew very brown and earnest once more. He drew close again, putting a hand on Patrick’s shoulder. “Is that what you think about at night?”


  “Their divorce?”


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Because something like that—well, it would keep anybody up all night.”


  “I don’t. Really.”


  Dr. Baines withdrew his hand. “You know, Patrick,” he said, shoving his hands into his smock, “we’ve got many fine counselors here at the camp and you should feel free to talk with them any time anything’s bothering you….”


  Patrick had begun thinking of the visit again. And of the writing. And of the note in his pocket. Should he …? But no, bringing up those subjects would be even more difficult than bringing up Dr. Baines’s booger.


  “Patrick?”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Did you hear what I just said? About counselors?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  There was just a hint of irritation in the young doctor’s manner. Patrick’s mind had been drifting….


  “Well,” Dr. Baines said, gentle again, “just remember, Patrick, we’re here to help you. All of us.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The doctor nodded to the prescription Patrick held in his hand. “Now take that down the hall to Nurse Rasmussen’s office and she’ll fill that for you. It shouldn’t slow you down any, but it should clear up that throat pretty quickly.”


  Patrick touched the note in his chino pocket. Maybe Dr. Baines … but no. No.


  “Thanks, doctor,” Patrick said, easing down from the examining table where the fresh flowered paper crinkled.


  “You’re entirely welcome,” the doctor said as if he’d just passed an especially difficult exam with great ease. “You’re entirely welcome.”


  Patrick had never had a black friend before. In the public middle school where Patrick was in seventh grade, black kids tended to be separate from whites, and not out of any malice on either part—it was just that neither side quite seemed to know what to do with the other.


  Patrick’s friend was named Martin Conroy, and they sat now among the last of the breakfasters in the huge screened-in cabin where they took three meals a day. Most of the other kids would already be outside involved in various activities, everything from canoeing to an intense exercise drill for the boys and girls who were trying to lose weight. Two types of odors fought for dominance in the vast, raftered cabin—the grass-mint-wildflower smells from the other side of the screen and the kitcheny smell of eggs, pancakes, syrup, bacon, and slightly burned toast. Both types were among the best smells you could ask for.


  “The mess,” as it was invariably called, was packed tight with large picnic tables that could seat twelve kids each. The floors were swabbed before and after each meal by a crew of people who appeared to be Mexican and who almost never spoke. Whenever they attempted to, it was in a language other than English and brought sharp glares from their overseers in the kitchen. Martin had a theory that not only were these people illegal aliens in the sense that you heard about on the news, he had a theory that they were illegal aliens from Jupiter. That was one of the things that Patrick liked especially about Martin. His theories.


  Martin said, “Want any?”


  “Man,” Patrick said, “I’m getting a stomach ache.” He waved away the big plastic bottle of Log Cabin syrup. Martin was five feet, one inch, weighed eighty-seven pounds, had skin the color of blond leather and eyes the color of cinnamon. In one regard he appeared frail, but Patrick had seen how he’d reacted to a kid who’d called him a name. Martin knocked him to the ground and began systematically and efficiently slapping the boy across the face. Two counselors had been required to pull Martin off. (“Usually that crap doesn’t bother me,” Martin had said to Patrick afterward. “Must be the heat.” They’d both laughed.) Martin owned more short-sleeved shirts with the little alligator deal on the chest than anybody Patrick had ever known, and he also knew the lyrics to every song Prince had ever recorded, including a couple their cabin counselor had huffily pronounced “obscene.” (If only that grody guy knew some of Martin’s pronouncements on him—now those were obscene.) And Martin was remarkable for one other reason: He could eat without pause, and eat anything, for twenty minutes. It was like watching an automated human factory—as he was stuffing toast into his mouth with his left hand, he was preparing a slab of pancake with his right hand.


  But for once Martin actually put down his spoon (Rice Krispies). “You still feeling sick?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You go to the doctor like I said?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What’d he say?”


  “Throat infection.”


  “He give you anything for it?”


  Patrick knew his next line was going to draw a smile so he spoke it with a certain relish. “No, but he told Nurse Rasmussen to give me something.”


  “Nurse Rasmussen!” Martin cried. “I’d sure like her to give me something!” His words reverberated among the rough-angled timbers supporting the roof. Two counselors, sitting in standard forest-green Camp Hamilton T-shirts, swung disapproving faces to the table where Martin and Patrick sat.


  Patrick, embarrassed, dropped his head, noticing that his hand, sitting in a patch of sunlight, showed veins and bone like those of an old man’s, which of course was how he felt sometimes. Like an eighty-year-old trapped in a fourteen-year-old’s body. He thought again of the visit, of the voice, of the note in his pocket. Should he tell Martin?


  “I wonder how old she is,” Martin was saying, starting up his food assembly line again.


  “Who?”


  “Who? Boy, are you phased out, or what? Nurse Rasmussen.”


  “Oh. Nurse Rasmussen.”


  “‘Oh?’ That’s all you can do for the best pair of breasts west of the Mississippi?” That particular line did not belong to Martin—it was stolen whole from one of the older boys who had asked Nurse Rasmussen if he could take a Polaroid of her, and, as if slyly understanding his purpose, she’d said fine and let her beautiful and wondrous chest swell—but he used it and used it all the time. “So did you see her?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “And what?”


  “And what were they like?”


  “Well.”


  “Big as ever?”


  Patrick, back in the mood, grinned. “Bigger than ever. She was wearing a tank top.”


  “Are you kidding? A tank top?”


  Once again Martin’s enthusiasm resounded through the mess.


  Once again the disapproving counselors looked over.


  “My God,” Martin said, “I’ll never be sane again.” Which was another line he’d picked up from an older boy. The thing was, every line he stole, he improved. It was his delivery, one part innocence, one part tireless horny enthusiasm. Attack of the Gonads, according to Martin, was his favorite movie.


  After the second look from the counselors, Patrick decided to change the subject. “You hear anything from your mother?”


  Something died in the cinnamon eyes. “Went through.”


  “Huh?”


  Martin had muttered, and now Patrick realized why. “Went through.”


  “They’re divorced then.”


  Martin stopped eating. “Yeah. Joint custody. But I still have to live with Jenkins.” There were tears now and he tried to turn them into a joke. “I ever tell you he’s a dry cleaner?”


  Averting his eyes, Patrick said softly, “Yes, you told me.”


  “She gave up a baseball player for a dry cleaner. Can you believe it?”


  Then the sadness became Patrick’s as well. “Well, my dad gave up my mother for a secretary who wears padded bras.”


  “You sure of that?”


  “I saw her in a swimming suit once and she had practically nothing,” Patrick said. “Then next time I saw her in this yellow sweater and you should have seen them then.”


  “Yeah, I guess that sounds padded all right.”


  “So he’s going to marry her?”


  Patrick said, “I talked to him last night after lights out. He called. He was drunk, I think.”


  “Jenkins is drunk most of the time. He probably drinks dry-cleaner stuff.”


  “Yeah,” Patrick said, glum as Martin now, maybe glummer. Sitting there in the mess, the straggling end of the breakfasters cleaning off their trays on the belt line that would send the dirty dishes back to the kitchen, the aliens beginning to mop up the floors, furious clattering and clanging coming from the kitchen, Patrick realized that this was the basis of their friendship—they were both from families going through divorces and both were very angry and forlorn about it, but neither of them had any idea how to deal with their anger. First they’d get mad at one parent and then they’d get mad at the other. And then they’d get mad at themselves and feel that somehow they were responsible for the divorce; but when you thought about that, that made no sense, did it? What could a kid do to cause a divorce? But they’d both responded the same way, which was why they were at Camp Hamilton—truancy and running away and letting their grades fall to D level. Their families had enough money to send them here, where thus far they’d spent the summer dodging as many mandatory activities as possible and talking about Nurse Rasmussen’s bazongas. At least they had until the first day Patrick had gone into the forest alone. Since then things had changed and he was not sure why.


  “The Cubs are playing at home this weekend, and that’ll be on TV,” Martin said. Pride was evident in his voice. Not many kids had dads who regularly appeared on network TV, belting white balls out of green ballparks. He paused, “You want to watch him?”


  “Are you crazy?” Patrick said. “Of course.”


  Martin laughed. “OK, you buy the popcorn and I’ll buy the candy. Fair?”


  “Fair.” Patrick laughed, too, but the heat was in his body again and his bowels felt funny. Throat irritation, Dr. Baines had said. He took the pills Nurse Rasmussen had given him and shook one free from the small brown-tinted plastic bottle. It was purple. Could a purple pill be serious medicine? Wasn’t a purple pill somewhat along the lines of a Flintstone vitamin? He took the purple pill, then he told Martin that he wanted to go back to the cabin and lie down. Martin said that was OK, he had planned on going swimming anyway. You could hear in their voices the toll talking about divorce had taken on them. It always did. That’s why they seldom brought it up.


  On the way back to his cabin, Patrick saw Cindy McBain, and despite his scratchy throat and feverish body, he felt the instant thrill he always did whenever the slight, blonde-haired girl came into view. He knew that she had some interest in him because many times in mess when he’d look up, he’d see her soft brown gaze on him. Over the course of the summer she’d gotten slightly bolder. At first when he’d looked up, she’d turn her head away. But gradually she began to leave her eyes on him and they’d exchange tentative smiles, and once even a tiny nervous wave. At sing-alongs, the campfire making everybody feel as if they were caught up inside a glowing golden womb, they would again stare at each other, both so shy they were afraid to do anything more demonstrative. But it was always there—like an invisible charge of some kind—a mixture of tension and relief, whenever she came into view.


  As now.


  They passed within three feet of each other, and he raised his head and felt this almost overpowering longing to touch her in some way—nothing sexual, just to touch her arm or shoulder or cheek.


  He had the sense that today one of them was actually going to speak—to say something as simple but profound as “Hi.” But then she was gone, working her troubled way back toward her cabin, and the longing Patrick felt for her only grew more unbearable now as he turned to watch her round the corner of a cabin and vanish, white blouse brilliant in the morning sunlight, jeans fitting her slender form perfectly, only her crippled foot spoiling the effect of total grace.


  But that was the odd thing. When Patrick had first confided to Martin how fascinated he was with Cindy, Martin had said, “Yeah. She’s really pretty. Too bad she’s crippled.”


  But somehow Patrick had never thought of her as crippled.


  Simply as—different.


  He stood staring at the air which just a few minutes ago had been occupied by Cindy’s soft radiance. He still felt the overwhelming need to touch her. Just touch her.


  He liked the cabin when it was empty. He liked the military look of bunk beds that stretched along both walls and foot lockers along the floors. The morning sun was rich and yellow, and inside it were silver dust motes.


  Still thinking of Cindy, he lay down on his bunk and tried to sleep. At first, despite his feelings of having the flu, he couldn’t sleep at all.


  Abruptly then he began thinking of his visitor the other night, and of the notes he’d been writing, and now the sunlit cabin assumed an air of the ominous.


  Perhaps as a means of escape, he finally got to sleep.


  It was a sweaty, dream-filled sleep. Images of his father came to him. He reached his arms out to be held, but as he drew nearer his father disappeared. He heard himself cry out and then there was just the noise of the wind and he realized he was standing in the middle of a desert of yellow sand. Distant unreachable mountains lay against the sky. He began to cry. And then: Help me. At first he associated the voice with his father, but then he realized through the fragmented logic of dreams it was not his father at all. It was the voice of his visitor from the other night. The rabbit rock.


  He came awake soaked, T-shirt and sheets sticky with sweat. He had a moment of panic—not being able to remember exactly where he was—and then he recalled the divorce and his mother’s bitter tears over the past year and then—


  He had to pee, and he badly needed to get the fuzzy feeling from his teeth and mouth. He sat up. Sunlight made the room familiar and comfortable. Each cabin room slept two in bunk beds with a single shared chest of drawers and enough closet space for clothes, baseball bats, swimming flippers, telescopes, hiking boots, running shoes, and a sackful of science-fiction novels, mostly of his favorite author, Alan Dean Foster. The walls of the room were painted a soft blue, and the window always filled pleasantly with the sight of a summer green fir tree with a wide swatch of sky behind it (at night here the stars sparkled brilliantly). On the east wall he had a poster of Phoebe Cates, and on the west wall he had a poster of Sylvester Stallone on whom he’d painted a mustache and (on the bulging right bicep) a tattoo that said Mamma’s Boy.


  He went down to the end of the hall to the white-tiled bathroom that smelled of piney disinfectant. He went into one of the stalls where he planned to sit on the john and read a few pages of the Foster book he’d brought along. But without warning he felt dizzy and chilled and nauseated, and he began abruptly splashing vomit all over the toilet bowl (he just kept thinking about how he’d have to clean all this up)—big orangish chunks of breakfast, and that quick choking panic he always felt when he vomited. As a boy, his parents had always held him at these moments, making sure he was all right. Now everything had changed and his parents were not the people they’d been, and neither, somehow and in some terrible way, was he. He vomited three times, the last time accidentally grabbing the rim of the toilet bowl and running his hand through the chunky mess.


  Back in his bunk, he slept again, drained from the vomiting, this time for an hour. There were no dreams, at least none he recalled on waking.


  Without quite opening his eyes, he began to scratch (he had a regular route; first his chest and then his belly and then his balls and then he started one foot scratching the other), and while he was in the process of all this, he felt a piece of paper on his chest. Without looking at it, he knew what it would be.


  The note.


  He had a clear memory of leaving the note in the pocket of his jeans. Then how could it have gotten up here? He thought again of his visitor. The sensation of blistering fever came over him once more as it usually did when he thought of the visitor, and an odd sensation moved up through his bowels and into his chest, as if some animal were crawling around inside him.


  Quickly, he got out of the bunk and decided to get dressed and find some activity going on and join it. He badly needed to be with other kids and their reassuring noise.


  On top of the chest of drawers was a mirror sitting in a carved wooden frame. As usual, he glanced at himself as he went by. Then he stopped, wondering if what he’d just seen was caused by a trick of sunlight.


  He went up to the mirror and leaned in for a better look. He gathered some of his hair from the top of his head and inspected it closely. It was not a trick of light. There among the very black hairs were several strands that were distinctly blond. Not gray (he’d seen a few boys his age showing gray), but blond. He had no idea what this meant. He only knew that it upset him. Why would blond hair be growing in?


  He had no idea why he went to the supply cabin. There was a softball game—shouts and the thwock of a ball being hit—and he started over to it but abruptly turned right toward the supply cabin. He still felt sick, dreamy.


  Then he realized that he was following the instructions of the note.


  Supply’s interior had wire mesh painted green stretching from ceiling to floor, with a locked door for the counselors to get in and out and a counter with a small opening for the campers to go to. Behind the wire mesh were wooden rows of every kind of athletic and camping equipment, from soccer balls to canteens. The place always smelled of new leather from baseballs and footballs.


  The counselor on duty today had red hair and freckles. He wore small earphones and he frowned every time Patrick said something, forcing him to take the phones off.


  Patrick said, “Could I have a shovel, Ken?”


  Ken set the phones down on the counter. Rock and roll at the level of insect noise buzzed angrily through them. “What?”


  “I’d like a shovel,” Patrick said, thinking of the note. “A shovel. One of those breakaway ones, if you’ve got it. You know, that you can carry easily.”


  Ken smirked. “You going to play military again, Patrick?” Patrick nodded, tried to return the smile. “Yes, that’s what I’m going to do. Play military.”


  Once more he thought of the note and of what it had instructed him to do. He shuddered and he saw that the counselor saw him shudder. Patrick flushed and put his head down.


  For the first time this morning, Patrick realized that he was terrified of what he was about to do.


  TWO


  It was a land of puberty and training bras and braces for the teeth and nocturnal ejaculation and fist fights and homesickness and comic books and endless fussing and worrying over zits and endless worrying and fussing over sex (in 1967 one of the campers had actually gotten pregnant; General Hamilton III had had to handle that one himself); and it was a land of predators. The tough ones bullied the weak ones, and the pretty ones and the handsome ones took every advantage they could of their looks. And it was a land of jargon: More than half the counselors had degrees in psychology or were working toward one, and as a result they used phrases such as “low self-esteem” at least as often as the kids themselves used the word “shit” (of course counselors, especially when addressing the subject of the kids, used the same word just as often). And most especially it was a land of instant gratification. If you didn’t keep the kids busy and “focused,” then you had a potential prison riot on your hands. But keeping them busy meant keeping up with their mercurial and ever-changing demands, which was why Camp Hamilton’s last eight profit-and-loss statements had been singularly chilling. And now, seated across Doug Hamilton’s desk, Vestal the accountant was saying that this summer was not going to make things look much better.


  “One fourth of our beds are empty,” Vestal said.


  “But for Christ’s sake, Eugene, I thought you said raising our rates fifteen percent was going to turn it around,” Doug Hamilton said. There was no mistaking the whine in his voice. It seemed to give plump Eugene, who always wore cheap three-piece suits with shoulders riddled with dandruff, an obvious satisfaction. Just as swearing gave Eugene pain. He was a Christian with a capital C. Eugene had been at Camp Hamilton nearly thirty years and had worked with the General for most of that time. He did not even attempt to disguise his contempt for Doug. Eugene often told other staffers of how well his own investments were doing. The camp could fold tomorrow and he could retire with his plump wife to the three-story house in Wisconsin which they’d used as rental property for the past fifteen years. This was what he said behind Doug’s back (and which was reliably reported by other counselors). What he had been saying the past several months to Doug’s face was that he, Doug, should be looking for a buyer for the camp. Things, according to Eugene’s ledgers, were that grim. Doug often wondered if Eugene didn’t exaggerate the camp’s dilemma, just to make Doug’s life more miserable. As if his terrible marriage hadn’t already made his life bad enough.


  Eugene Vestal, his famous yellow Number Two Ticonderoga lead pencil tapping against his equally famous clipboard (he never went anywhere without them), said, “The kitchen lost more than eight thousand dollars in
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