
		
			[image: Cover image for Foxfire]
		

	
		
			“RIVETING . . .  has the quality Hemingway said all good books have: It is truer than if it really happened.”

			—Boston Globe

			“Joyce Carol Oates still has the power to surprise . . .  ‘Legs’ Sadovsky is one of Oates’s finest creations.”

			—Chicago Tribune

			“A feverish, urgent tone . . .  politically arousing.”

			—The New Yorker

			“INSPIRED . . .  confirms Joyce Carol Oates as one of our shrewdest and most protean writers.”

			—Atlanta Journal Constitution

			“Oates’s prose has a tough, purposeful tenderness and tremendous momentum, sweeping us into mesmerizing scenes that dramatize women’s strength, the ecstasy of defiance, and the long freefall back to mundaneness . . .  burns with fresh passion and startling originality—a radiant and seemingly inexhaustible energy source.”

			—Booklist

			“LIVELY, COMPELLING . . .  VIVID PORTRAITS . . .  JOYCE CAROL OATES’S BEST NOVEL.”

			—Richmond Times-Dispatch

			“A DAZZLING NOVEL.”

			—Belles Lettres

			“Oates once again proves her gift for revealing the mysteries of the human mind and heart.”

			—Miami Herald

			“TRIUMPHANT . . .  A DEFTLY CRAFTED, HIGHLY IMAGINATIVE NOVEL.”

			—Library Journal

			“Grittily evokes the hectic, heated power surges of self-taught feminist anarchists; in her prose she walks a delicate line between the raw and the literary, the wildly ignorant and the wisely unknowing.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A HARD-HITTING, GRITTY STORY.”

			—Hanover Evening Sun

			“A POWERFUL STORY . . .  BELONGS ON THE BIG SCREEN.” —Houston Post

			“A MESMERIZING, FEVERISH PACE . . .  POWERFUL.”

			—Louisville Courier-Journal

			“TRIUMPHANT . . .  THROBS WITH LIFE . . .  A BRILLIANT MANIPULATION OF LANGUAGE that presents a slew of original and thought-provoking ideas in a gorgeously written book.” —Daily Texan

			“Oates has again proven herself to be a writer who can effectively write about well-known cultural symbols and still create an entirely new story.” —South Bend Tribune

			“THOUGHTFUL AND ENJOYABLE.”

			—San Antonio Express News

			“A POWERFUL AND ENJOYABLE NOVEL . . .  the reader is swept up in Foxfire’s inexhaustible energy.”

			—Associated Press

			“The vitality the author invents out of the lives of these hard-luck girls flares and spreads like a forest fire through the book, dazzling while it lasts, leaving in its destructive aftermath the material of myth.”

			—Buffalo News

			“ABSORBING, THRILLING . . .  not your average coming-of-age story . . .  rivets the reader with images wrought from a gritty lyricism . . .  with scenes that read as breathlessly as any thriller.”

			—New Orleans Times Picayune

			“LYRICAL AND GRITTY . . .  Foxfire is tough, purposeful, angry, gentle, and, in the end, eternal.”

			—New Bedford Standard-Times

			“COMPELLING . . .  POWERFUL, CONCRETE WRITING.”

			—Wilmington News Journal

			“STRONG, SENSITIVE, DESCRIPTIVE WRITING that is powerful and well-paced . . .  a readable and engrossing work.”

			—Miami Today

			“A work of the imagination with a foundation in the real world . . .  places Oates beyond celebrity into true talent.”

			—Denver Post

			“A POWERFUL STORY . . .  SKILLFUL AND SYMPATHETIC . . .  a fierce indictment of a society that forces its weakest members to take the law into their own hands.”

			—Houston Post

			JOYCE CAROL OATES is the author of a number of novels—including most recently Man Crazy, We Were the Mulvaneys, Zombie, and What I Lived For, a finalist for the 1995 PEN/Faulkner Award and a Pulitzer Prize—and collections of stories, poetry, and plays. The recipient of the 1996 PEN/Malamud Award for Achievement in the Short Story, she is the Roger S. Berlind Distinguished Professor of Humanities at Princeton University.

		

	
		
			NOVELS BY JOYCE CAROL OATES

			With Shuddering Fall (1964)

			A Garden of Earthly Delights (1967)

			Expensive People (1968)

			them (1969)

			Wonderland (1971)

			Do with Me What You Will (1973)

			The Assassins (1975)

			The Triumph of the Spider Monkey (1976)

			Childwold (1976)

			Son of the Morning (1978)

			Cybele (1979)

			Unholy Loves (1979)

			Bellefleur (1980)

			Angel of Light (1981)

			A Bloodsmoor Romance (1982)

			Mysteries of Winterthurn (1984)

			Solstice (1985)

			Marya: A Life (1986)

			You Must Remember This (1987)

			American Appetites (1989)

			Because It Is Bitter, and Because It Is My Heart (1990)

			The Rise of Life on Earth (1991)

			Black Water (1992)

			Foxfire: Confessions of a Girl Gang (1993)

			What I Lived For (1994)

			Zombie (1995)

			We Were the Mulvaneys (1996)

			Man Crazy (1997)

			My Heart Laid Bare (1998)

			Broke Heart Blues (1999)

			Blonde (2000)

			Middle Age: A Romance (2001)

			I’ll Take You There (2002)

			The Tattooed Girl (2003)

			The Falls (2004)

			Missing Mom (2005)

			Black Girl / White Girl (2006)

			The Gravedigger’s Daughter (2007)

			My Sister, My Love (2008)

			Little Bird of Heaven (2009)

			A Fair Maiden (2010)

			Mudwoman (2012)

			Daddy Love (2013)

			The Accursed (2013)

			Carthage (2014)

			The Sacrifice (2015)

			The Man Without a Shadow (2016)

			The Book of American Martyrs (2017)

			Hazards of Time Travel (2018)

			My Life as a Rat (2019)

			Night. Sleep. Death. The Stars. (2020)

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			PLUME

			An imprint of Penguin Random House

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: ]

			Published as a Plume trade paperback and a Dutton hardcover

			Copyright © 1993 by The Ontario Review, Inc.

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Plume is registered trademark and its colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

			Foxfire : confessions of a girl gang / Joyce Carol Oates.

			p.  cm.

			1. Gangs—New York (State)—Fiction .) 2. Teenage girls—New York (State)—Fiction 3. New York (State)—Fiction I. Title.

			[PS3565.A8F69   1994]

			813’.54-dc20   94-3897 CIP

			Ebook ISBN: 9780593182741

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

		

		Version_1

	
		Contents

		Praise for Foxfire

		Novels by Joyce Carol Oates

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Dedication

		Part one

		one: FOXFIRE: An Outlaw Gang

		two: How Legs Escaped Back to Fairfax Avenue

		three: They, Them . . .  Others

		four: FOXFIRE: First Victory!

		five: Tattoo

		six: FOXFIRE: Early Days

		Part two

		one: Happy?

		two: Black Eye

		three: How Maddy Acquired Her Underwood: How FOXFIRE HISTORY Began

		four: FOXFIRE Fear & Respect!

		five: FOXFIRE Adventures, Missions, Triumphs

		six: Homo Sapiens

		seven: Wild Wild Ride

		Part three

		one: Red Bank

		two: “Justice”

		three: A Short History of the Heavens

		four: Insult

		five: Ocean Of Storms. Sea Of Tranquility. Lake of Dreams. Lake of Death.

		six: Hawks

		seven: “Turn of Heart”

		Part four

		one: Celebration

		two: Rude Surprises

		three: The Paradox of Chronology/Dwarf-Woman

		four: FOXFIRE DREAM/FOXFIRE HOMESTEAD

		five: Escape

		five and a half: Dealing

		six: FOXFIRE FINANCES/FOXFIRE “HOOKING”

		seven: FOXFIRE HOOKING: A Miscellany, Winter 1955–1956

		eight: FOXFIRE “FINAL SOLUTION”

		Part five

		one: “. . .  Never to Deny Foxfire in This World or in the Next . . . ”

		two: The Plot (I)

		three: “Windward”

		four: Diversionary Tactics

		five: The Plot (II)

		six: The Plot (III)

		seven: The Plot (IV)

		eight: The Plot (V)

		nine: Wild Wild Ride

		Epilogue

		About the Author

	
		
			In Memoriam
Marilyn, Rose Ann, Jean, Marian, Goldie, Beatrice—

		

	
		
			Part

			
				one

			

		

	
		
			
				one

			

			FOXFIRE: An Outlaw Gang

			Never never tell, Maddy-Monkey, they warned me, it’s Death if you tell any of Them but now after so many years I am going to tell, for who’s to stop me?

			I was one who helped make the original rules after all, that very warning. I was FOXFIRE’s official chronicler in fact.

			Thus the sole person trusted to cast what we did into words, into a permanent record for us. Typed on a typewriter. Kept in neat dated entries, in a loose-leaf binder. A secret document and yet as it was hoped a “historical” document in which Truth would reside forever. Thus distortions and misunderstandings and outright lies could be refuted.

			Like we did evil for evil’s sake, and for revenge.

			Of all lies pertaining to FOXFIRE surely that was the worst!

			*  *  *

			It was between the ages of thirteen and seventeen that I belonged to FOXFIRE and FOXFIRE made sacred those years. Till the last months at least.

			Living there. In Hammond, New York. Upstate New York near Lake Ontario where we’d all been born, all of us FOXFIRE blood-sisters, and could not then have imagined ever leaving, the way a dream, while you are dreaming it, feels like infinity out of which you can never wake.

			FOXFIRE NEVER LOOKS BACK! was one of our secret proverbs. Also FOXFIRE BURNS & BURNS and FOXFIRE NEVER SAYS SORRY! but such pertained to regret and remorse and guilt and sin and repentance such as weaker people might feel, not to memory. And such predated, I guess I should state clearly, the nightmare events of FOXFIRE’s final days of May–June 1956 which I believe no one of us did not regret.

			For FOXFIRE was a true outlaw gang, yes . . . 

			But FOXFIRE was a true blood-sisterhood, our bond forged in loyalty, fidelity, trust, love.

			Yes we committed what you would call crimes. And most of these went not only unpunished but unacknowledged—our victims, all male, were too ashamed, or too cowardly, to come forward to complain.

			It’s hard to feel sorry for them! You’ll see!

			Don’t think though that by the end FOXFIRE had no hurt to bear, or that those of us still living aren’t bearing it to this very hour.

			*  *  *

			FOXFIRE IS YOUR HEART!

			—was a way for us to declare such truths ’cause you would never utter them in your own voice.

			Except Legs Sadovsky who could murmur Maddy-Monkey you’re my heart in that way of hers I wouldn’t know how to interpret, was it serious, was it mock-serious, was it just plain teasing, was it all these things at once?—and she’d give me one of her jungle-cat love-bites knowing that Legs Sadovsky who was FOXFIRE’s First-in-Command was the only one of us confident enough of her special power, yes and perceived by others as so privileged, entitled, to words grander and more reckless than ours. So you couldn’t be jealous of her, you just couldn’t. Like everything she did especially as time passed was magnified onto a giant movie screen, in Technicolor, not fading away like the things most people do, and dying.

			And this is one reason: because the way Legs wasn’t fearful of heights or swimming in rough water or Death itself she wasn’t afraid to risk making a fool of herself. Maybe you think that’s something of no consequence but it isn’t—for making a fool of yourself, offering yourself to others to laugh at, to jeer, that takes guts.

			Things Maddy would have cringed to contemplate, such exposure of the self, Legs Sadovsky did with no hesitation. No doubt that you could observe.

			*  *  *

			I was, I still am, Madeleine Faith Wirtz. In those days, I was sometimes Maddy-Monkey; sometimes just Maddy, and sometimes (because of my skinny wiry frame, my crimped-kinky dark-brown hair lifting like a crest from my forehead, something sly-shy, simian and pushed-together in my narrow face) just Monkey. Sometimes, less frequently, I was called “Killer”—by Legs mainly—because of my purported razor tongue, cutting and cruel.

			Rightly or wrongly, Maddy Wirtz was the one perceived as having the power of words. Thus of intelligence, cunning. The gang took pride in me because I received high grades in school for written work, also I could “talk fast”—that’s to say, without hesitating, stammering—most of the time—but there were categories of words, sentiments, I could never say, they’d have stuck in my throat. The embarrassment of it even whispering-teasing to Legs for instance Yeah you’re my heart too! or I love you or I would die for you, nobody in my family ever talked that way, mostly there was just my mother and me and we hardly talked at all. Because it would be such weakness. Because it would be such exposure. So crude and raw in our girls’ voices, not like the glamor movies we saw at the Century Theater those mile-high flawless faces and plaster-Egyptian architecture framing them, music welling up like a secret sound of God gazing upon His special creation.

			Because: you don’t have to believe in God to believe there’s a special creation. Anybody tries to convince you otherwise he’s a hypocrite and a liar. Or a politician like this Congressman X from Uptown Hammond, he was a guest at assembly one Friday when I was a freshman in high school, face like a fat fish’s and oily eyes up there behind the podium like a preacher showing us his big happy-smug smile, Good morning boys and girls, so happy to be here blah blah blah at CAPTAIN OLIVER HAZARD PERRY HIGH SCHOOL so you could tell he’d made sure he’d memorized that name, he’d attended a rival school and remembered well his high school days a fullback on the football team president of his senior class Class of ’33 so proud such an honor American way of life free enterprise blah blah those of us who served our country in the War this God-ordained sovereign nation THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA as our patriot Commodore Stephen Decatur said Our country!—may she always be in the right, and always successful, right or wrong! this land of opportunity of life liberty and the pursuit of happiness triumphing against all enemies because ordained by God where anyone yes I mean anyone boys and girls in this very auditorium this morning can aspire to the Presidency itself you can aspire to the head of General Motors—General Mills—AT&T—U.S. Steel—a Nobel Prize–winning scientist a famous inventor only have faith, work hard study hard never be discouraged have faith! and some of us especially the guys and the rowdier girls like Goldie Siefried who was in our gang got visibly restless, muttering and laughing behind their hands, Maddy Wirtz too in her sneakier way, we so resented that asshole up there talking talking talking taking up the entire assembly expecting us to believe there isn’t a special creation of God, or of man, to which we didn’t belong, here at the shabby south end of Hammond in the worst damn public school in the district, we didn’t belong and never would.

			And what the hell?—such truths, FOXFIRE made softer.

			*  *  *

			I’m looking through my old battered loose-leaf notebook from those years. Wondering how to begin.

			Like when you know the long history of Time, going back to—the beginning?—but how’s there a beginning, exactly?—how can you say Now, now we start, now we start clocks ticking?—it’s like that, so difficult. Because there has got to be a beginning logically yet you always ask yourself—O.K. but what came before?

			Maybe I’ll just type out the names of the five founding members?—to establish certain irrefutable facts like the skeleton inside the history, the bones that will last.

			FOXFIRE’s founding members were:

			
				Legs, sometimes called “Sheena”: Margaret Ann Sadovsky. Our First-in-Command.

				Goldie, sometimes called “Boom-Boom”: Betty Siefried. Our First Lieutenant.

				Lana: Loretta Maguire.

				Rita, sometimes called “Red” and “Fireball”: Elizabeth O’Hagan.

				Maddy, sometimes called “Monkey” and “Killer”: Madeleine Faith Wirtz.

			

			Yes, FOXFIRE afterward became larger, things loosened. Things wobbled out of control and there were too many of us.

			For instance: there was initiated into FOXFIRE a certain protégé of Goldie Siefried’s, “V.V.”, or “The Enforcer,” whose name I refuse to record.

			Most of us attended the same elementary school—Rutherford Hayes. Then on to Perry where a few of us graduated but most flunked out or were expelled. We all lived in the same neighborhood in the south end of what’s still called Lowertown, in Hammond, New York, meaning more or less what it says, or describes, on lower ground than Uptown, a long steep hill cutting approximately half the city off from the other half though there was U.S. 33 running north and south through the city, High Street it was called Uptown and Fairfax Avenue in Lowertown, intersecting with U.S. 104 to the north and U.S. 20 to the south—these highways that went the full width of New York State. As a girl I loved to study maps, maps of the solar system, and the Earth, but maps too of local regions tracing how a street familiar as Fairfax where my mother and I lived connected outward to other streets less well known to me and these in turn to other streets—roads—highways—connecting to the nation, the continent, the Earth. There was the geographical Earth, that mankind (I guess I mean men) had mapped and given names to, and political designations; and there was the geological Earth, also mapped, but predating maps. It fascinated me that starting here you could move, eventually, to there; from any point in the Universe you could travel to any other point—if you had the power.

			Like Legs Sadovsky that day in the museum when we saw the Tree of Life, how it connected things, like underground roots connecting all things living and dead, and she bit at her thumbnail brooding saying finally, “—You’d think our species would count for more than that,” in surprise and disgust for how small Homo sapiens was revealed after all.

			Such truths, FOXFIRE made softer.

			*  *  *

			Another thing Legs said I don’t believe is recorded anywhere in the notebook, only just in my memory—she had this crazy love of heights, of diving from a high riverbank in Cassadaga Park and into the water, like the most reckless of the older guys, and as a young kid she’d loved to climb almost anything, a tree, a wall, a roof, she told me she had a happy dream over and over of climbing climbing climbing right up into the sky, she said it wasn’t the climbing she craved but the chance of falling!—saying in that dreamy way of hers that contained a shivery sort of excitement underneath, “—Like you’re falling, Maddy, I mean really seriously falling like through the sky, for a long long time, you wouldn’t feel heavy would you?—you wouldn’t feel your weight any more than if it was a feather. There wouldn’t be any gravity for you.”

			Why this meant so much to her she’d dream of it, I didn’t know.

			I’m not sure if I know, even now.

			Thinking of this though, leafing through Maddy Wirtz’s notebook, wondering how to proceed—so many entries! so many dates!—I realized that there were deep unarticulated connections among the FOXFIRE sisters we couldn’t know at the time. Because we were too close to our origins. Because we spoke in the identical reedy-nasal upstate New York accent, that we couldn’t hear. Because different as we were—how different Maddy Wirtz felt herself from Goldie Siefried, from Rita O’Hagan, from Lana Maguire!—how special, how superior she’d needed to be!—we were like family members proud of their distinctions while always always confused with one another by outside, neutral observers.

			The things that link us deepest, we can’t feel.

			Except if they’re taken from us.

		

	
		
			
				two

			

			How Legs Escaped Back to Fairfax Avenue

			Maddy?—let me in.

			Hey Maddy: I’m coming in.

			Night. A hard bone-bright moon, a sky fissured with clouds. And she’s been running for hours—hundreds of miles!

			She hears sirens. Pursuing her.

			But nobody’s going to lay their hands on her: she’s too smart, and she’s too fast.

			From Plattsburgh up north near the Canadian border where by order of the State Department of Human Welfare Services she’d been sent eighteen days previous to live with her grandmother because the Sadovsky household had been officially designated as “unsuitable for a minor” to Hammond and lower Fairfax Avenue she’s been running and who’s to stop her? even to call out her name? as she’s running now, leaping and flying effortlessly across the rooftops of the brownstone row houses descending the street toward the invisible river, she’s a horse, a powerful stallion all hooves, flying mane, tail, snorting and steamy-breathed and where there’s a space between one roof and the next she doesn’t break her stride doesn’t hesitate simply tenses her long muscle-hard legs knowing she isn’t going to fall, leaping from one side to the other her hair whipping in the wind baring her pale angular face and her teeth bared too as if in anger but it’s happiness because she’s free, she has escaped the place they believed they could send her as if they had power over her.

			Such happiness Maddy sometimes I can’t swallow it, it’s like the whole sky shoved into my mouth and I’m gonna choke and below on the street there’s an illuminated clock in the window of the shoe repair shop reading twenty minutes past twelve, a slinky sexy black cat with one paw upraised bearing the clock’s revolving hands Legs is flying past too fast to see except to know it’s there.

			Not that clock-time has anything to do with Legs Sadovsky, “Sheena” flying through the jungle.

			And the sparely spaced streetlights below on Fairfax with that sharp look of light in freezing air. And the cracked and uneven sidewalks, the steeply descending street, facades of row houses dropping drunk and dizzy toward the Cassadaga River a mile away, the smell of the river lifting, its pull. Maddy?—hey let me in! Don’t be scared, it’s me! Like a blind creature with an unfailing spatial memory Legs knows the houses whose roofs she crosses, family by family she can identify the tenants, yes and the tenants of the houses on the facing side of Fairfax too, their downstairs rooms darkened at this hour but here and there an upstairs room still lit, blinds discreetly drawn, the occasional shadow of intimate movements within from which Legs turns her head swiftly, she’s chaste, intolerant, teeth bared in a horse’s grimace, Maddy-Monkey you damn well better let me in! hunching now so she can’t be seen from the street where there’s a car passing with jolting headlights, behind it a souped-up Oldsmobile Rocket 98 she recognizes driven by Vinnie Roper and crammed front and back with his gang-buddies The Viscounts who’d recognize Legs Sadovsky could they catch a glimpse of her and who’d let out a collective hyena-whoop of predatory sexual excitement realizing how close how tantalizingly close she is if two storeys above the street and how utterly alone trotting in her dirty jeans, shabby sneakers, thin canvas jacket just like Legs who’s so wild and crazy as everybody who knows her knows but Thank God the fuckers didn’t see: just drove on, assholes tires screeching and we’re gonna get ourselves a car someday but suddenly she’s cold, nothing on her head in this November wind off the river smelling of snow razor-sharp like snow and oh Christ what happened to her gloves?—those fur-lined gloves she’d picked up at Norben’s slipping off the discount counter and into her pocket, must be she’d lost them, left them in one of the cars she’d hitched a ride in skirting the eastern shore of dark somber Lake Ontario in her need to get back here to Fairfax Avenue to home?

			Maddy?—wake up!

			Don’tcha know who I am?

			Her fingers are stiff like exposed bone but fuck it, Legs is almost at her destination.

			Chiding herself: you don’t feel extremes of temperature when you’re on a mission and your very life’s at stake, those hateful bastards wanting to put their hands on you wanting to impose their plans on you, you’d rather die than surrender.

			Neon-lit windows up the block at Fairfax and Tideman, the Shamrock Tavern, Buffalo’s Café, Acey-Deucy’s which Legs has memorized having been brought to these beer joints by her parents for years and then, after her mother’s death, by her father, and probably at this very moment Ab Sadovsky is standing at the bar of, say, Acey-Deucy’s, drinking in the company of Muriel and their friends but Legs won’t think of him, or of Muriel, any of that, “unsuitable” environment but fuck that she’s too smart to be going right home, not right now, not tonight, catching hell from the old man who’d thought he’d gotten rid of her for a while but mainly why risk being picked up again by the Welfare Services people and this time, who knows, dumped at Juvenile Hall where she’d been once before and wanted to die, the county shelter for children they’ll have to drag her to in handcuffs and beaten comatose with cops’ nightsticks she is not going not ever again and she knows her official residence is the first place they’ll look if Gramma reports her missing which maybe the old lady will out of spite but maybe the old lady won’t out of spite washing her hands of Legs forever—but Legs isn’t thinking of any of this, now she’s where instinct has guided her, breath steaming, heartbeat fast as if she’s been sniffing Cutex nail polish remover, fast and kicky but, to her, that’s a sign of something good to come as now she’s climbing down over the edge of the roof at 388 Fairfax, gawky-graceful and shrewd-muscled as her comic book heroine “Sheena the Jungle Girl” she’s lowering herself onto the rusted fire escape, and down, and down, now crouching outside a window (the room darkened within) thinking there’s nothing so powerful as the feeling you get turning up in a place nobody expects you, a million million ways of saving your life like Ab Sadovsky says the world’s a cesspool so you better keep your head well up out of it and you fucking better learn how to swim.

			*  *  *

			“Maddy?—let me in.”

			But already she’s tugging at the window, grunting to get it raised.

			Waking me from my thin shaky sleep that’s like ice just beginning to form on the surface of water, and through it I can hear something scratching then tapping on the window pane close by my head, then a voice calling my name I can’t recognize at first, it’s half pleading half bullying, I wake up paralyzed with fear for a moment my bladder pinching with the need to pee, too surprised even to scream and I see there’s a figure on the fire escape outside my window only three or four feet away, I hear my name, chiding, mocking, a low throaty impatient voice, and before I can move to prevent the window being yanked up, or to assist in yanking it up, it’s up, and Legs Sadovsky climbs into my room breathless and laughing.

			“Maddy, sweetheart: don’t look so scared!”

			Which is how FOXFIRE will come to be born.

			Not officially that night, which was November 12, 1952, but that was the night Legs was inspired, in my bed, after I’d crept downstairs to get her some food and something to drink, to talk in her dreamy head-on plunging way of how we must always be loyal to each other, how we must trust and help each other, “—like f’rinstance if one of us is in trouble she goes to the other, and that one takes her in, right?—like you did?—no questions asked, right?” and I’m nodding, murmuring, “Yes, oh yes,” a little dazed still and flattered that Legs had chosen me, of the half-dozen girls in the neighborhood she might have chosen she’d chosen me. Meaning she trusted me even more than Goldie Siefried whom most of us would have named as her closest girl friend, and there was Lana Maguire too, both of them a year older than I was, more mature, with more defined personalities—and much better-looking. So I was flattered as hell not wanting to think that Legs had come to me because she knew I had a room entirely to myself (unlike Goldie, unlike Lana) and because no one else was at our place except Momma who was too ailing and dosed-up with drugs to know what was going on, or to care. It was enough for me just to be singled out for such a privilege and such an adventure anticipating how it would be told and retold around the neighborhood and at school Did’ya hear how Legs escaped back home, climbed in Maddy Wirtz’s window in the middle of the night and nobody caught them—wild! watching Legs eating like she hadn’t eaten in days, eyes leaking tears she was so grateful for the hunk of meatloaf I’d found in the refrigerator coagulated with a lacy film of grease, some cold mashed potatoes in a Tupperware bowl, slices of Kraft’s American cheese and Wonder Bread and a Hostess cupcake we shared and a bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer we shared too, as Legs chewed, and swallowed, and smiled, and talked, “—the thing is, Maddy, say you’re the one the cops are after and you come to my place, right?—and I let you in—” emphasizing these words by squeezing my upper arm so I couldn’t help wincing. I asked if the cops had really been after her but she didn’t hear, talking in her quick excited but dreamy way, the tiny sickle scar on her chin like a dimple in the gauzy light of my bedside lamp, and her eyes I’d always thought so beautiful, so penetrating and alert filming over slightly with what must have been fatigue but still she talked, words bottled up inside her she’d come all this way to utter, “—my grandmother’s so weird, man I mean certifiable, staring at me all the time saying I look like my mother, my hair like hers, my eyes, that kind of embarrassing crap, so I tell her shut up and walk out of the room and she starts in bawling, then she’s trying to get me to pray with her, not just at Mass I mean, that’s bad enough, but in the house, y’know, like we’re crazy or something, like nuns or something, kneeling on the rug in her bedroom, ‘Margaret, we’re going to say the rosary together,’ the old girl announces, then she’s shocked when I tell her the hell with that: I can’t sit still, let alone kneel, for any goddamn rosary. Also she was trying to get me to do these crap things around the house, the dishes, and cleaning up in the bathroom, tried to give me a lesson making my bed, ‘There’s a right way, Margaret, and a wrong way to do things,’ she says, so I laugh in her face and tell her this thought that came to me one day in math class, ‘No there’s only one right way, Gramma,’ I says, ‘but there’s a million million wrong ways which is why things get fucked up constantly.’ And the old gal stares at me like I’d slapped her or something. Like I’d invented the word fuck just to insult her.”

			Legs talked, I listened, always I was mesmerized listening to her, always and forever. It seemed she wanted me to hide her from the cops?—no it seemed she only wanted to stay the night, in the morning she’d be leaving. Or: she’d come all the way from Plattsburgh on foot, or had she maybe hitched a ride or two; maybe she’d even had to swim . . .  Legs Sadovsky was a wonderful swimmer but could this be true? swimming across a river, a canal? upstate? and some guys whooping and shouting after her?

			Nah probably she’d be going to move back in with her old man, provided there was room. Provided his “girl friend” (uttered with fastidious contempt) didn’t take up too much space.

			I listened. I wasn’t hoping to analyze Legs’ accounts of what had befallen her, I never tried, those early years. I wouldn’t have granted Maddy Wirtz such authority!—thinking how for as long as I could remember I guess I’d been watching Legs Sadovsky, the long-limbed ashy-blond strong-willed girl the teachers insisted upon calling “Margaret” like they could make her into “Margaret” simply by saying the name repeatedly, I’d been watching her envying her but not mean-jealous or resentful just hopeful of learning from her a certain manner of being.

			By age sixteen she’d be a beautiful girl, hard and cold and assured, now she was halfway homely: her face thin and bony, her nose somehow wrong, mouth unformed and eyes jerky and suspicious like the eyes of a nerved-up cat. Her skin was grainy-pale; her hair that was so striking a shade of blond always in a tangle as if she hadn’t dragged a brush or comb through it in weeks. And there was that sickle-scar on her chin she claimed she’d gotten in a knife fight at age ten (or was it when her father slapped her, years ago, knocked her flying across a room and against the sharp edge of a table), my eye repeatedly drawn to it so sometimes when I was alone or day-dreaming in school I’d catch myself running my finger over my own chin seeking out that scar.

			Legs: the Sadovsky girl: the one my mother didn’t like, cutting her eyes at Legs in the street saying that girl’s bad news, that girl’s a bitch you can see it in her face, don’t mess with her. Legs I’d seen jump from a railroad trestle to the ground twelve feet below, and a hard-packed dirt ground, the boys who were with her and who’d dared her and boasted of not being afraid either had jumped only after hesitating—the visible sweat of fear. I’d watched her striding across the asphalt school yard, I’d seen her running in the street, solitary in running, she was happiest running, in my memory once a few years before leaping over a dangerous pit of an opening in a sidewalk on Fairfax where coal thundered down a sliding chute from a truck, and the delivery man shook his fist at her, swore at her, and Legs ran on not hearing, you wouldn’t have known except for the wild bushy ashy hair that she was a girl thus especially forbidden to take such risks.

			Legs whispered, “What’s that?” narrowing her cat’s eyes thinking she’d heard something close by, but it was only a car out in the street, voices lifting, some drunks leaving Acey-Deucy’s probably, still she’d leapt out of my bed (where she’d been lying sleepy and twitchy in her jeans, shirt, orlorn cardigan sweater, stocking feet, propped up against my single pillow: I’d been sitting on the edge of the bed facing her) and stood crouched at the window, her extended hand warning me back, fingers outspread as if truly there might be danger. Then the noise faded, and Legs squinted up at the sky, the moon so bright you’d never think it could be merely rock like the earth’s common rock and lifeless, merely reflected light from an invisible sun and not a powerful living light of its own, and Legs said, “Y’know what I’m gonna miss, Maddy?—after I’m dead? Nights like this and everything clear and cold and sharp, like up in the sky, so you don’t mind you’re the only one, y’know what I mean?”

			It was one-thirty in the morning. Legs who’d claimed to have come on foot more than three hundred miles that day now swayed with tiredness. She took up the bottle of beer, swallowed another large mouthful and I extracted the bottle from her fingers so she wouldn’t drop it and helped her settle back into bed, my pillow beneath her head and the two of us beneath the covers crowded and giggly-shy, my bed was just a damned kid’s bed I’d outgrown, and I switched off the light and Legs shivered and sighed and giggled again and whispered, “You’re my heart, Maddy, y’know? Taking me in like this?” then making a joke of it, “—You won’t tell the cops, will you?”

			That night our hair tangled together, we must have wakened each other a dozen times, restless in sleep, kicking, tripping, trying to turn over dragging at the covers. I was barefoot but wearing a baggy sweater I’d put on over my pajamas when Legs first climbed into my room and Legs was still in her clothes, her jeans with items in her pockets including her switchblade with its several blades. She boasted she always slept prepared for a quick getaway.

		

	
		
			
				three

			

			They, Them . . .  Others

			Once FOXFIRE was born and our blood intermingled there was a way of saying They, Them, the Others, and immediately you’d know what was meant, but before FOXFIRE came into being things weren’t clear and mistakes could be made, even Legs must not have known exactly what was coming. The way, groping in the dark, even if it’s a familiar dark, a place you believe you’ve memorized, the distances between objects are distorted by the very fact of the dark and you’re losing your way even as you’re convinced you know where you’re going.

			This time I’m thinking of, I never recorded it in my original FOXFIRE notebook but it belongs here now, as I try to trace the coming-into-being of FOXFIRE and its hold on our hearts. We’d come from the Century Theater downtown, Legs, Lana Maguire, and me, Legs had three new five-dollar bills she’d gotten from somewhere she wouldn’t say where (“Ask me no questions,” she said teasing, “—and I’ll tell you no lies”) and she’d treated us, showing up at my house Saturday afternoon saying Hey Maddy-Monkey let’s go downtown, you and me and Lana, but not saying why, not saying she had money, it was like Legs in one of her good moods to be generous even careless with money, taking pleasure in surprising her friends, seeing the warm startled smiling look on your face when you were surprised, and happy. We’d seen a double feature at the Century, we were coming home at dusk, crossing the Sixth Street bridge and shivering in the wind, there were flying bits of icy snow and grit hitting us in the face. It was just after Thanksgiving and already there were colored Christmas lights strung up along the fronts of some of the stores, some of them meager, even shabby, but festive nonetheless, and we passed a corner lot at Sixth and Randolph that was just a vacant lot ordinarily but now CHRISTMAS TREES—YOUR PICK were being sold there hundreds of firs, spruces, tall fragrant evergreens snow crusted on their boughs and I thought of how we wouldn’t have a Christmas tree at home of course, we had not had one in a long long time but truly I wasn’t thinking of that, or of Momma, she wasn’t a thought I allowed myself to think, as in this notebook (as you’ll notice) adults are never spoken of except in specific terms of FOXFIRE, but I was staring at the trees, like woods in the midst of the city it was, except the trees had been sawed down, they were still living and green but already dying maybe but still very beautiful and I watched a plump loud-laughing man who seemed to be the proprietor of the lot, a big-bellied man with a flushed face, cigar, wide-rimmed cowboy-looking hat, he was clapping his bare hands together to keep them warm, smoke curled from his mouth, talking with a man in a nice camel’s-hair coat with two little girls hand in hand, you knew they were his daughters, one wore a red coat bright as a dab of paint, she must have been about ten years old, the other was a little younger wearing a yellow plaid coat, and both had leggings on, I had not worn leggings in a long long time and smiled to see them, and there were other customers buying trees, a young couple, arms around each other’s waist, and a well-to-do woman in a silvery fur coat mincing through the snow in shoe-boots and I was staring I don’t know why, Legs and Lana walking fast and Legs talking in her rapid jeering way of the movie we’d just seen, a musical, Esther Williams, gorgeous sequinned swimming routines, synchronized movements of dozens of female bodies, and I was stumbling behind looking over into the Christmas tree lot until Legs reached back to poke me and asked what was wrong and I said nothing, I said I didn’t know, then went on vague and rambling and wondering the way I sometimes did in those days when no idea was articulated to me except by being voiced, most of all voiced in the presence of Legs Sadovsky, “—There’s something about other people isn’t there?—you’d like to know who they are?—you’d like to be them, maybe? People you never saw before and”—my voice lifting in excitement, “it’s so strange how they’re different from you, isn’t it?—or like if somebody had the power, say somebody said to you, ‘Would you change places with the next person you see, a stranger just turning a corner,’ I’d say, ‘Hell yes.’”

			Such wild ideas that came to me, swept through my head and left me weak and moony-eyed. A shy girl who, once talking, doesn’t know when to shut up.

			And when you’re older you keep these flights of fancy to yourself. You’ve learned.

			Well I didn’t think anything of it, Legs quiet and Lana just shrugging like she thought I was crazy, then twenty minutes later on Fairfax when we were almost home Legs turned suddenly to me, no warning, her mouth pale and working, her eyes showing anger, hurt, “What kind of crap were you saying back there, Maddy, you’d trade places with anybody?—just anybody? Is that what you said?” advancing upon me as if we’d been quarreling, as if I’d challenged her, she didn’t give me a chance to reply, both Lana and I were taken by surprise by her ferocity, “—You’d betray your friends, huh, not giving a shit about anybody who knows you and is your true friend not some fucking stranger, huh?” her voice rising, I couldn’t follow her words, she was shoving me backward with the flat of her hand, I couldn’t believe this quicksilver change of mood you never really believed these moods in Legs though they happened frequently, I stumbled backward into the gutter, “Legs don’t, hey Legs that hurts,” but she kept on, the wrath was in her face, her eyes weirdly beautiful and dilated showing a rim of white above the dark iris, “Traitor!—you love them so much, go suck up to them, get out of my sight and away from me!” and I didn’t see her arm swinging, her fist cracking me in the face, my nose began to bleed, icy-eyed and furious Legs would not relent even when I burst into tears, just pulled Lana away with her, the two of them walking quickly away leaving me standing there in the street dazed and uncomprehending as headlights glared up and swung past, dangerously close, a horn or two sounded, in warning, but in warning of what, I didn’t know.

		

	
		
			
				four

			

			FOXFIRE: First Victory!

			Poor fat little Elizabeth O’Hagan, the ninth child in the O’Hagan family, the second daughter, why did everybody torment her?—her brothers for the amusement of the neighborhood boys, those loud raucous jeering boys, once when she was seven years old they’d torn off her panties and tossed them high up into a tree in the Rutherford Hayes school yard, once they’d draped a stunned, wounded garter snake around her neck so she ran screaming in mad hysteria a spectacle of much hilarity, another time yet more cruel (to this, Maddy Wirtz who’d tried to stop them had been an unwilling witness: so vividly she remembers it to this day, this moment) they’d drowned Elizabeth’s calico kitten in a ditch in front of her terror-filled eyes, this too construed as hilarious, the consequent weeping, the girl-hysteria, so plumply cute a child as Elizabeth, with her strawberry-blond curls that looked as if someone had set a match to her hair, those warm moist brown eyes of perpetual wonderment and hurt, by age eleven and certainly by age twelve she’d begun to take on the contours and proportions of a woman, soft fist-sized breasts not very adequately contained by the cotton undershirt she wore, jellyfish hips and thighs, pale knees that were both dimpled and scarred from childhood mishaps since of course Elizabeth, Rita as she came to be called, was famously clumsy. If not shoved to the ground, she was likely to fall. If her lunch bag or school books were not snatched from her fingers, she might well drop them herself. Cries of Slowpoke! and Dumbo! and Fattie! and even Half-wit! attended her well up into junior high school and though these cries were mostly male they were not exclusively male, and though they were mostly jeering they were not exclusively jeering but had a tone sometimes of what might be called excited affection, feverish interest—for inside Rita O’Hagan’s plump pale face, as inside her childish terror, there shone, discernible to even the crudest eye, an American prettiness of the kind commonly exhibited on the covers of Screen World, Women’s Day, Collier’s and in advertisements of household products manufactured by Procter & Gamble and General Foods. And Rita’s tears—those quick fat globules of tears of utter helplessness—no defense—were unfailingly gratifying: her tormentors’ reward.

			So when Rita murmured to Maddy Wirtz, “—I don’t want these things to happen, they just do,” Maddy Wirtz shrugged impatiently, not wanting to hear, not wanting to be associated with this luckless neighborhood girl who was in fact her friend or could claim friendship of a tenuous kind when those jeering others were not near, “Oh Maddy don’t look so disgusted I don’t want these things to happen, they just do,”—a repeated lament as if the embarrassing and shameful and occasionally alarming and even painful things that happened to Rita occurred outside her, beyond her, like weather, with no specific reference to her: her physicality, her female being.

			“It’s because you cry, they like to see you cry,” Maddy Wirtz told Rita O’Hagan, not once but numerous times, those years the girls were neighbors, “—if you just wouldn’t cry,” and Rita, typically walking fast to keep pace with Maddy, would say, breathless, nodding so her soft pale chins jiggled, “Oh I know, I know—I don’t know I’m doing it, it just happens.”

			Rita’s childish teeth were slightly crooked and discolored so she had a habit of hiding her mouth behind her hand when she laughed or smiled, a habit she would never outgrow, yet more annoyingly she had a tendency to squint and blink in her sweetly cowering way as if the fact of another’s intimate gaze, another’s consciousness, were daunting. Rita was not truly fat but only plump and even delicately boned inside her plumpness nor was she slow-witted, Maddy believed her as smart as the majority of their classmates, perhaps smarter, whether or not this manifested itself in school work and grades as usually it did not. Maddy felt sorry for Rita of course she felt sorry for Rita (whom in fact she was slow to call “Rita” since the name had some mocking-teasing reference to Rita Hayworth whose hair was also a brilliant flamey red) yet she resented Rita too, yes probably she despised Rita too, and feared her, so strangely she feared her as if both the girl’s conspicuous female helplessness and the attraction this helplessness bore for others might be somehow contagious: as, she’d heard, you could get your period at a younger age if you had older sisters especially if you shared a bed with one.

			There came then the summer before seventh grade when the story was of how Rita O’Hagan’s own brothers, the two youngest, talked her into coming with them to a clubhouse of sorts built by a gang of older boys, the Viscounts as they called themselves, somewhere beyond the railroad tracks beyond a hilly trash-littered wasteland of billboards on giant stilts, and of how, captive there, Rita O’Hagan, twelve years old, was the object of certain acts performed upon her, or to her, or with her, for most of a long August afternoon; and when, disheveled and weeping, and leaking menstrual blood, Rita was released to make her way home, alone, her mother screamed at her and slapped her and did not then, or subsequently, inquire of her what had happened that afternoon—whether anything had happened at all. (Mrs. O’Hagan’s primary concern was that her husband know nothing since Mr. O’Hagan, a machine-shop worker, was inclined to melancholic binges of drinking and sporadic acts of violence, most of them domestic, when things troubled him.) Nor did Rita ever tell Maddy Wirtz what had happened that afternoon though Maddy was prepared to say, in disdain and contempt and even loathing of her friend, these things don’t just happen to you, you let them happen.

			*  *  *

			You’d have thought, wouldn’t you, that Rita O’Hagan’s teachers would have been protective of her, and maybe some of them were, but there was Mrs. Donnehower in eighth grade English who spoke in a bemused patient voice to Rita when it was her turn to read aloud (we were reading Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’ The Yearling—we’d been reading it for weeks) and Rita stammered and blushed and lost her way though moving her forefinger with fanatic precision beneath the lines of print; and there were numerous episodes of humiliation in gym class from which that teacher did not trouble to spare her, poor Rita with jiggling breasts and hips amid a little group of overweight or myopic or illcoordinated girls barely tolerated by the rest; and worst of all was ninth grade math where Mr. Buttinger’s drawling nasal voice rang out repeatedly, “Rita! Ri-ta! Go to the blackboard please and show us how it’s done!” and the class sniggered in anticipation as Rita fumbled even taking the piece of chalk from Mr. Buttinger’s fingers and went to the board in a daze of incomprehension and mute physical shame. Not that Rita O’Hagan was the slowest and stupidest pupil in Mr. Buttinger’s class (though for amusement’s sake she could be made to appear so) but rather that she was the pupil most humbled by her mistakes, most apologetic, most likely to burst into tears. And what big jewel-like tears, streaming down her face! So Mr. Buttinger might at last take pity on her, as her chalk-scribblings came to so little, for even if Rita knew the correct answer she could not reproduce it in front of so many scornful eyes, nor did he really expect it of her, sending her back to her seat with flurried waves of his hands as you might drive along a dog or a sheep, shaking his head, smiling, winking out at the class, “That’s enough, Rita—you’ve exposed yourself enough.”

			His eyes glowering oyster-pale behind the lenses of his glasses. Close up, you could see the fingerprints smudged on those lenses.

			Many days he disciplined Rita after school—carefully enunciating the word “dis-ci-pline”—by having her make up her errors of the day, at the blackboard. Sometimes other slow or unprepared students were present, most often not.

			So he could give Rita, as he sourly said, the attention her ignorance required.

			Mr. Buttinger was himself a fattish man, short, squat, with a head of spiky ginger-grizzled hair and a face that looked many-layered as if stitched together, like an elephant’s skin in creases and folds; his lips were thick and perpetually moist—“Nigger Lips” he was called behind his back. His first name was Lloyd and he was forty-seven years old as we would learn afterward from newspaper accounts of his retirement. Every math formula and problem and page of our textbook he knew by rote, he could teach us while staring out the window at the sky or staring half smiling and glowering at the rear of the room as if it were the earth’s horizon or at one or another of us, Rita O’Hagan for instance, clearly she fascinated him, a baby-woman, a female budding ripe to blossom, cringing meekly in her desk only a few feet from Mr. Buttinger’s own in the first row, first desk at the far right. Where so naturally slow and ignorant a student would be seated, for practicality’s sake; where without leaving his desk he could keep an eye on her.

			I have to say though I wouldn’t have known to say it then that I learned from Mr. Buttinger. Or through him, or despite him. I hated him and he hated me for sitting there like Legs staring refusing to laugh at his nasty jokes refusing to grin at the spectacle of Rita of whom, yes it’s true we were ashamed yes but she was our friend, she was our friend and we were stuck with her, but still I learned the textbook lessons week following week, maybe my grades didn’t always show it (Mr. Buttinger like others in the school graded severely if homework was what’s called messy, you could have a perfect paper downgraded to, say, 85% for reasons of “messiness”) but I saw the
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