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A TIME FOR CHARITY

Don Deveau

Prologue

Dear Mona,

 I hate it here—but not everything. The country is the most beautiful I have ever seen. And the people have such a spirit. The destruction and death that they have lived with has been going on for generations. There is no one who has not lost someone, and many have lost their entire families. Yet it seems that nothing in heaven or on earth could kill the spirit of these people. I believe that we are fighting a war that we cannot win. Most of us grunts over here feel about the same way. We go where they tell us and do what we are told, but most of the time we have no idea about what’s going on. Half the time we’re not even sure who the enemy is. The other half of the time, they are long gone before we arrive, like they know our every move. The catchword here is CYA—cover your ass. There is only one real objective—to get out of this place alive—to get back home hopefully in one piece. But we all know that nothing will ever be the same. I’ll never be able to watch a John Wayne movie again. What’s happening in country is nothing like you ever saw on the big screen. But don’t believe everything you hear. We’re not all freaked-out crazies running around killing babies. 


Anyway, enough about that stuff. It’s really crazy how things happen. You wake up in the morning and you never know what the world is going to send your way. It still seems like only yesterday when I think about waking up next to you in the Mustang. What a night that was. As I climbed aboard the bus that took me to Fort Benning, I thought that my head was going to explode. My last night of freedom and what a drunk! It would have been totally wasted except for you. It was nice of Rita to provide you with an alibi for your parents. And I’ll never tell anyone the difference!


The shoulder is still tender. They said I was lucky that the bullet went clean through. Hitting my head on that rock as I fell probably did more damage. I still can’t believe that I’ll be coming home soon. I might even make it in time for David’s birthday, but don’t tell him. I want it to be a surprise. I really miss him. I hope that he gets into college because if he doesn’t… well, you know him… the army is going to totally freak him out. I really don’t think that he would be able to survive the freakin’ haircut. Know what I mean? 


I’ll have to close soon. We’re supposed to be moving out within the hour. (I can’t say where—just in case this letter falls into enemy hands—ha ha). I miss you and the old hometown. I can’t wait to see you again. Before you know it, we’ll be cruising down the road once again. I hear that the “Golden Arches” have a new location over in Hartford. That will have to be our first date when I get home. Unless you just want to spend a “quiet night” under the stars up near Tom Clancy’s Rock, of course. (I know—wishful thinking, but you can’t blame a guy for trying, right?).


Anyway, you’ll be seeing me before you know it. So, save the last dance—and those sexy long legs of yours—for me.







Signing off for now,







All my love,







Ellis

Part I

Chapter 1

David


For me, the day the music died had nothing to do with Buddy Holly or even music. It was late summer, 1969, my life was in the bottom of the ninth with two outs. Not only was there no way to win, I didn't have the energy to go up to bat just one more time. And I felt completely out of my league. It was my nineteenth birthday, and my first present arrived in the morning mail, the rejection letter from NYU, regrettably informing me that my SATs fell just slightly below their acceptable standards. If I should apply the following year, I may be considered within the "guidelines for mature students". Like I would still be alive in a year. New York University was my last hope, and I threw the letter on top of the dozen or so others bearing the same bad news.




My second birthday gift of the day was a telephone call from Joey Fowler, a neighbor and friend of my brother Andy. They were about the same age, a couple of years younger than me. It was unusual for Joey to ask for me on the phone, and I already had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach even before I heard the cracking voice, as he related the news that I didn't want to hear. The telegram to the Fowler residence from the U.S. Government was short and to the point. However, it made no mention that Ellis Fowler, PFC, killed in action, was the only brother of one Joseph Fowler, or the best friend in the entire universe to one David Next-in-line-for-Vietnam. It also neglected to note that the said recently-deceased was perhaps the coolest, most thoughtful and gentlest life-loving teenager to have ever come from any Smalltown, USA—only  to be used as fodder in some megalomaniac's war machine 10,000 miles away. My anger knew no limits, but the tears just would not stop.


Since all good (and bad) things seem to always come in three's, it was really no surprise when I received my third gift of the day, in the early afternoon. At least she had the courage or grace to come by in person. Since receiving the news of my friend's death, I was not fit for company anyway, but I still felt grateful when Susan arrived. Preoccupied, I was totally unaware of her own state of agitation. Everything had taken on a quality of unreality, so when she patiently explained that she was leaving me for another guy, after three years as my steady girl,  I could only answer her with, "How can you leave me for Freddie the Fruit?"


Believing that I was being obnoxious with jealousy, Susan stormed away, slamming the screen door behind her. She had no idea that in fact I was not trying to be facetious at all. For all his good looks, his charm, and his father's money, Freddie really was a flaming fag, and only he and Susan were ignorant of the fact. Angrier than ever, but the tears seemed to have no limits this time.


In a strange kind of way, watching Susan's departing back, I felt relieved. "One less loose end," was the thought that popped into my head. Thinking back, I can now see that I had already made a decision before I was even aware of it. "May you and Freddie live happily ever after," I whispered through my tears. My next thought brought the entire day into sharp focus: the day after tomorrow, Monday morning bright and early, I had an appointment with Uncle Sam, with my draft notice in hand. I went inside to look for Mom.


She wasn't home of course. I had forgotten that Saturdays and Monday nights were reserved for her "Single Abandoned Deserted Mothers Club", better known as " SadMoms". Since Dad ran off nearly ten years before, she had joined more organizations than is humanly possible to keep track of, and SadMoms was her favorite, her being the founding member and chairperson. This was in addition to her career as a real estate agent, since "someone has to feed this family." If Andy and I had not become such experts at using a can opener, this family would seldom have got fed. So it was no surprise to find that Mom was absent on this particular Saturday in August. Neither was it the first birthday that had somehow slipped her mind. Oh, well.


I was stuffing some things into my old army surplus duffel bag when Andy quietly entered my bedroom.


"Always sneaking up on me," I chided, continuing to empty my dresser drawers into the bag: faded t - shirts, underwear, faded and patched jeans. I hadn't really noticed before, but he filled the doorframe. He must have taken a growth spurt this summer, while no one was looking. He had that look on his face that never failed to remind me of Dad. There was a kind of uncompromising hardness in the set of his jaw, an accusing look in his eyes, that otherwise gave no hint about what he might be feeling. Although we resemble each other somewhat, Andy didn't inherit any of the softness of Mom that might otherwise have kept him from looking so old before his time. Andy and I are different in many ways. He is tough, not just in the way he impresses the world, but tough on the inside. Although he was only five when Dad left us, I never once remember him crying... and not just about that but about anything, no matter what... ever.


"You're leaving, aren't you, Davey. You're running away, just like him." It was a statement, spoken evenly and matter-of-factly, which also carried with it the unspoken: "Isn't that just like you."


I couldn't look him in the eyes, as I responded over my shoulder with, "Road trip."


"What about Susan?" he asked in the same even tone.


"She just informed me that she prefers the company of Freddie the Fruit," I replied, continuing to pack.


"What about the Fowlers? You and Ellis were like brothers, and..."


I cut him off before he could continue. "Don't you think I know that?" I replied icily. "Give them my condolences, okay?"


Unperturbed, he pressed on. "And Mom, should I give her your condolences as well?"


I slowly straightened up, turning around to face him for the first time. "No," I said, controlling my voice as best I could, "Just thank her from me for the swell birthday party, okay?"


"What about me?" he whispered.


For the first time in my memory of our lives together I saw Andy as something more, and perhaps less as well, than my little brother, the "iceman". He seemed to be offering me a once-in-a-lifetime chance to glimpse beyond the armor which shields him from the outside world, and to see the soft and vulnerable parts within, the parts of him which make the armor necessary. Even the hard lines of his face softened at that moment, and I was reminded of the little boy he once was, in those good days before... It was as if he was offering me a reluctant gift too hard to give and just as difficult to receive... and too late as well. It was the only worthwhile gift presented to me on this birthday that I might always remember as the one to forget.


Whether I was just too dull, too self-absorbed, or simply preoccupied with the half-formed plan I had set in motion—to borrow a phrase from the spaceboys at NASA—I missed my window of opportunity. Perhaps under different circumstances, I might have recognized that Andy was trying to offer me an alternative to my plan of flight. 


At any rate, in my mind I was already gone, and all I could say was, "I guess you'll be the man of the house now."


I could see the cold armor restored in the hard line of his jaw once again, any sign of softness vanished from his face. "Keep in touch," was all he said, as he turned on his heel, and fled from my doorway. 


I finished packing. In the garage I found the old Coleman camp stove, covered in a ten-year layer of dust, since we had not gone camping since Dad left. The cooler had been used a few times since, but not often enough to be missed. I then raided the fridge and the cupboards: canned beans, instant soup mixes, macaroni & cheese dinner, hotdogs, and sardines. I remembered the can opener at the last minute. Finally I retrieved the ancient Maxwell House coffee tin, tucked in behind the unused cookie jar on a top shelf of the food cupboard... Mom's stash. It contained mostly fives and tens and a few twenties. I carefully removed three tens and four fives, and just as carefully replaced the coffee tin, after inserting the pieces of my torn up draft card among the remaining bills.


 Although I knew that I would not be missed for awhile, the money certainly would be. I kept thinking that I should be feeling guilty or something, but the truth of the matter is, I didn't feel anything... except perhaps a slight foreboding of what might lay ahead of me. As I loaded everything into my old VW van, the only nagging complaint in the back of my mind was Andy. I should have said something more to him. I should have let him know somehow that I had no choice, that I wasn't really like Dad... that I loved him. As I pulled out of the driveway and headed for the Interstate however, I remembered the look on his face and I experienced one of those rare insights, a blessing or a curse, it's never clear at the time, and I thought, "I never meant to be like him." Speeding up the street, tears once again blurring my vision, I had the feeling that Andy was the one loose end that might someday unravel me.


Driving aimlessly along familiar streets, passing the landmarks of my childhood, I began to see them as if for the first time ... my old school, the local library, the movie theatre ... I found a new appreciation for them, believing that I was very likely viewing them for the last time. I was experiencing a kind of nostalgia, not for things missed but rather for things that would be missed. As I accelerated up the access ramp to the I-95, I had the impression that I was speeding away from a life that was, although far from perfect, at least known, and comfortable in its familiarity. What I was moving towards was unknown and not just a little frightening, especially since I really didn't have a plan. So what, I thought.... At least I know what I am running from.


I tried not to think about Ellis, but the thought of him lying dead and mangled in some rice paddy or jungle swamp in Southeast Asia reminded me that I had no intention of joining him. Whatever lay ahead had to be better than that. And I knew that one more SadMoms fundraising barbecue or rummage sale would have driven me to creating a new self help group like SadSons, or maybe worse: I might have become famous as the teenage son responsible for "Dead SadMoms". My ex-girlfriend Susan was probably busy at that very moment trying to help Freddie find his manhood. Or teasing him into submission, more likely, because "nice girls don't go all the way." Won’t she be surprised to find out that she doesn't possess the right equipment to interest her new boy into even wanting to "go all the way" with her. All in all, there didn't seem to be much reason for me not to be travelling north on the Interstate on this particular hot August evening. The lights of the cities were zooming by on my right, and a glorious sunset on my left was promising better days ahead. My only regret was leaving Andy, but I would think about that another time.

#


Night had fully descended by the time I made my first pit stop. I had been driving the speed limit, the windows down and the wind providing a cooling breeze. I was singing along with John Fogarty, who was warning the world of a bad moon rising, when I noticed that I needed gas. I had already passed through Rhode Island from Connecticut without even noticing. I realized that I just crossed the Massachusetts State line... and a large bright Texaco sign was zooming by on the right. The next exit ramp was just ahead. When I pulled up to the pumps, and climbed out of the driver's seat, I suddenly felt very tired. A kind of bone weariness had settled in my legs and I could barely put one foot in front of the other. I stumbled toward the approaching attendant who hesitated, stepped back a bit, and then glaringly gave me the once-over. The attendant was a big man, about middle aged with a touch of gray in his curly dark hair. He was powerfully built, with a thick chest and massive forearms (like Popeye, I was thinking). The beginnings of a softness around his mid-section was just discernible, but other than that there was nothing soft about him. Especially hard was the look in his eye as he appraised his new customer who has just appeared out of nowhere and just at closing time too.


He thinks I'm drunk ... or worse. He probably thinks I'm just another longhair hopped up on some kind of dope, looking to rob him for my next fix, poor guy. "Hey, man, I'm not drunk. I'm just tired ... been driving all night. I just need gas, a fill-up, and ...and I gotta go real bad."


The big man's face softened as he smiled and relaxed. "Washroom's open ... around the side," he said, pointing the way. "Regular or high-test, son?"  he called, but I was already through the washroom door.


When I returned, feeling relieved and refreshed from a liberal application of cold water to my face and neck, the van was gassed up and the attendant was just closing the tailgate.


"I checked your oil and it's okay," he said. "The engine is pretty clean for an old VW." The man seemed friendly now, no longer apprehensive. "I actually had one of these in the late fifties," he continued. "The most uncomfortable rigs ever made, but they'll run forever."


"Yeah, I know what you mean," I answered. "She's a roughrider but dependable. It should get me to where I want to go."


"And they're great for camping ... a regular home away from home. By the looks of the gear you got stowed away, you planning on being away from home for awhile, son?"


The question wasn't unkind or prying, just conversation really, but it took me offguard. I certainly intended to be away from home for a long while, possibly forever, but the reality of this had not really sunk in yet; and I realized also that I had nothing that could even remotely be considered as a "plan". My eyes suddenly started to well up.


Whether he noticed or not, the attendant gave no indication. But he looked away as he asked the next question. "Where you headed, son? Canada, maybe?"


"I don't really know for sure," I answered. And it was the truth, because I really hadn't figured it out yet. At some level, I understood that that would have to be my eventual destination, but for the time being Canada was just an idea in my head, not a fact. 

"Right now, I'm headed for Maine. I have an uncle in Bar Harbor." 

Until the words escaped my lips, I hadn't actually made that decision either. Having spoken the words, it suddenly seemed to make sense that I should stop and spend some time with my Uncle Maury, whom I had not seen in at least ten years. What a surprise for him, I thought—I  hope I can still find him. I hope he will still recognize me.


"Well, I hope you don't plan on travelling too much further tonight. When you first stopped, I must admit that I thought you were drunk ... or something. Now I see that you must have been pretty tired. Staggerin' tired just ain't no way to be driving long distance, especially at night. There's a truck stop just a few miles up the road: Molly's. The food's good. The coffee ain't bad either, and Molly won't mind if you want to park your van on her lot to get a little shut-eye before you move on."


"Thanks, Mister, for the concern, but I'm okay, really." I was having trouble figuring out why this old guy was all of a sudden being so nice. 


It must have shown on my face, for the man seemed to be offering an explanation, when he said, "I got a son about your age. You kinda remind me of him ... except for the hair, of course ... his is a lot shorter ... not that I got anything against long hair myself, but they don't allow it in the marines, y'know."


I nodded. "Of course," I said. "Is he...?"


"Yeah, he's over there. Goin' on three years now, and haven't heard a word since last Easter, except that he is MIA, missing in action. Now what the hell is that supposed to mean exactly, huh? There seems to be one helluva lot of our boys missing over there. What kinda friggin' place is that where you can lose so many soldiers? Who's in control anyway, and if it ain't us, then what the hell have we been doing over there all this time, huh?"


I just stood there with my mouth open, transfixed by the rising passion in the man's voice, as he continued, " Don't get me wrong, son, I'm as patriotic as the next guy. When the call came, I was one of the first to answer it and headed straight for Korea. Spent two years there as a grunt, in the never-ending mud and rain, freezing my ass off, and literally nearly froze one of my feet off before they shipped me back home. But things were different then. You always knew who the enemy was. And we didn't keep losing our goddam soldiers! The people in charge just wouldn't have stood for it like they do now..."


The man suddenly stopped his ranting. I had begun to cry, silently at first. I hadn't even been aware of the tears washing over my cheeks, wetting my thin beard. I hadn't even been listening to the man's words, at least I would never be able to recall the speech. When the man stopped talking, the soundless tears gave way to uncontrollable sobs that sent shudders through my chest, and made me struggle to regain my breath. I had to lean against the gas pumps to keep from collapsing in a heap upon the ground.


Now it was the older man's turn to stare at me, transfixed and bewildered by this stranger's unabashed display of emotion. It would be a sure bet that he was never much good at coping with another human being crying, and this was no exception. He managed to offer, "I'm sorry, son, if what I said..."


I interrupted him, regaining a little of my composure, "No, mister, it's not you. It's just that ... that ... I'm sorry to hear about your son."


. "Thank you," he said, "And...?"


"And today I just found out that my best friend was "killed in action", and I've been on the road ever since. I guess I just wouldn't let it sink in until you started talking about your son. And now I think I should be on my way again ... sorry. What do I owe you, Mister ... for the gas?"


"Tonight, son, it's on me."


I began to protest, but the man stopped me.


"Really, I just got this crazy kinda notion that if I do this, then maybe someone somewhere on the other side of the world tonight will show a kindness to my own boy. I can't bring myself to think about what he might be going through, but I know that at least he is still alive ... I know it. And besides, maybe you can do me a favor."


"What kind of favor?"  This entire day had been so unusual, nothing would have surprised me right now. If this stranger asks me to scrub his parking lot, or to go and find his son for him in Vietnam, I am sure it will make perfect sense.


The man reached into a pocket of his coveralls and handed me a set of keys. "These belong to Molly. I found them when I was working on her car today. She's been frantic looking for them. Would you drop them off to her for me? Remember ... Molly's?  Just up the road aways." He pointed.


"You trust me with this?"


"Are you saying there's some reason I shouldn't trust you, son?"


"Well, no, but..."


"Well then, you'll do me this little favor?"


"Of course."


"Just tell her that Tom sent you along. And tell her I said to treat you like she would David."


"David?" 

            "Yeah, that's my son's name."


"Then that's something we share," I said. "We have the same name."


Tom grinned broadly. "Well, I'll be damned," he beamed. "The world sure is full of surprises. Now you run along to Molly's, and take my advice and rest up tonight. Tomorrow's a new day, and better for travelling. You’ll see.”


I nodded and put the van in gear. The old man waved me away, and as I pulled out onto the old highway, I could see him in the rearview mirror, still waving, still grinning. The world can be a surprising place, I silently agreed.

Chapter 2

Andy


Sometimes I felt like I hated my brother David. Most of the time I hated my Mom, and as long as I could remember I had hated my Dad. I hated our small house and the neighborhood crammed with similar small houses. I hated all the neighbors, except for Joey Fowler, my best and sometimes only friend. Everyone else was so small-minded, I was sure that the entire neighborhood was sharing one brain. If I heard one more conversation about the latest episode of the "Addam’s Family", or one more endorsement for "Crest" toothpaste, I just wouldn't be held responsible for the consequences. Even Joey's Mom, who had a son in Vietnam, acted like the most important event in the world was the re-scheduling of "Gilligan's Island" reruns... until the day the telegram arrived.


Although a part of my brain told me it was no surprise, I found it hard to believe that Ellis was dead ... that I would never see him again, walking up the street, or driving his '66 Mustang, his most prized possession, and no wonder. It was a beautiful machine. I wondered what would happen to it now that Ellis  ... it was even hard to say the word .No wonder you always heard people using phrases like, "passed away", "no longer with us"; even "deceased" somehow sounded better than "dead". It just sounds so final, the end, and nothing will ever be the same again. I suppose that knowing life has changed forever, and there is nothing we can do about it, is what truly makes us sad, or mad, or scared. I had thought about this a lot. Not that I had ever had anyone close die before, but when Dad left, and I kept waiting for him to return and he never did, my young brain eventually made the connection that he was "no longer with us", and he might as well have been dead because he was never coming back. When you are only six years old, and your Dad has gone away, and your home, which is really your world, gets turned upside-down, and your Mom is suddenly freaking out everyday, the difference between "gone away" and "dead" doesn't really matter.


My memories of those days were really not all that clear. My feelings could probably be best summed up as "confused". I could recall a daily ritual of coming home from school and rushing to the phone to call Dad. I knew enough to dial zero for an operator, then to ask her to find my Dad, please. The one time I happened to reach a male operator, I thought for sure I had finally found him, and all I could blurt out was, "I'm sorry I was bad, Daddy. Please come home. I promise to be good again." Poor operator. He must have thought he was connected to the Twilight Zone. After that, Mom got a call from the local telephone company, and I got a lecture from her about the trouble little boys could get into by using the phone "unstupidvised", and something about the "phone police". I never called for Dad again.


As I got older and began to understand the finer distinctions between gone away and dead, I felt glad that he wasn't dead, believing that I would someday see my Dad once again, that one day he would simply reappear on the doorstep, and take up where he left off, and life would continue once again just like it was in the time before he went away. As time when on however, having all but given up hope of his return, I started to wish that he truly had perished, because what else could have kept him away all this time? Something must have happened to him ... he must be dead. After ten years of his absence, and a lot of growing up in the meantime, I began to hope that he was still alive, because if he ever showed up again, I wanted to kill him myself with my bare hands.


Mom of course, for all her good intentions, was no help at all. I only recently realized how she had become a basket case for the first five years. For the next five years she was the one-woman crusader, capital C, for every other basket case living within a fifty-mile radius. SadMoms of course was her baby. I vaguely remembered a time when I was still her baby. Lately however, it seemed that I had to schedule an appointment to see her, and I felt that I was not that high on her priority list. Most of the time I felt like an orphan in need of my own support group. Maybe I should have organized "SadSons", or perhaps "KrazyKids".


At least I had always felt that I could count on David. Not only was he the older brother, he was always the "normal" one of the family, the one I could rely on, not only for support, usually as an ally against our irrational mother, but also as a guide through our emotional jungle. David was my hero. And on the afternoon when I realized that David was going to be "no longer with us", I felt that my world was falling apart once again. The funny thing is that I didn't blame him for running away. After all, I thought, I am not six years old anymore, and I understand a helluva lot more than I am given credit for. I don't blame him for his lack of enthusiasm to become one of Uncle Sam's nameless sacrifices in Vietnam. Today's telegram to the Fowler's should be enough to open anyone's eyes, even Mom's. I guess I was actually mad as hell at him for not taking me along, or at least for not making the offer. And he took the goddam can opener.


I no longer wasted time daydreaming about the way things might have been if Dad hadn't left. I had also recently learned to accept the fact that Mom would not come close to being recognized as mother of the year. And she was never going to change. If he replaced the canopener before she came home, it was very likely that David wouldn't be missed for at least a couple of days, although to be fair, he had been known to disappear for a weekend now and then. Mom would probably notice by Monday evening when the garbage had not been taken out to the curb. That responsibility would be handed down to me now that my brother had gone and I was  the new "man of the house". For some reason, garbage duty has always been one of those jobs specific to guys. And not only at our house. The same seems to apply to the entire neighborhood, perhaps the entire world. Maybe it came from the Bible.


I saw Joey's dad's car in their driveway. He must have come home from work early. I wondered if they had phoned him at the A&P with the bad news, or just told him to come home due to a family emergency or something like that. Either way, I was sure that Mr. Fowler knew why he was being called home. I was sure he knew the moment he was handed the phone ... knew that everything would be changed now, and life would never be the same again. By now the whole neighborhood would be buzzing, just like it did when Mr. Michaels, the bank teller, had been charged with fraud last summer. The neighborhood had the scoop even before poor Mrs. Michaels got the call from the local police station. Bad news sure seems to travel fast. Even when David broke his arm in a little league game years ago, it was Joey's Mom who informed our mother and sent her off to the hospital in a state of panic, not having got the story entirely straight ... just something about a medical emergency. As young as I was then, I had enough sense to turn off the stove burner she had left on high, and to throw out the smoking remains of whatever had been burning in the frying pan, thus averting an emergency of another kind. I never forgot my sense of disbelief later on when Mom and David returned from the hospital and not a word was spoken about the abandoned supper, the missing frying pan, or even the lingering smell of smoke throughout the house. David's cast was awesome though, and although he hated missing out on the rest of the baseball season, he wore it with pride right up ‘til the first week of school when it had to be removed.


Joey's house was in a terrible state. As I entered the kitchen through the back door, I saw  his two older sisters sitting at the table, holding onto each other's hands, softly crying. They took no notice of me. There was a terrible noise coming from the direction of the living room. It took me a moment or two to recognize it as the sound of Joey's Mom screaming, crying, and moaning. I avoided going that way and headed directly to the basement. I was sure I would find Joey down in the rec room, his usual hangout for avoiding his family. On my way, I grabbed a handful of fresh baked molasses cookies, which were cooling on the kitchen counter. Tragedy or not, Mrs. Fowler's cookies were the best in the neighborhood, perhaps in the entire world, and 

could not be resisted. It would be another tragedy to let them go to waste. The telephone was ringing off the hook but no one was paying it any attention. I answered it without thinking, "House of Lords, Christ speaking." Not a good idea, since the caller identified himself as the Reverend Smith, and asked for Mr. Fowler. "Sorry, wrong number," I said, quickly hanging up, and dashed down the basement stairs.


I found Joey sprawled out in the big old armchair that had seen better days. I caught him hurriedly hiding the copy of Playboy he had been "reading". I knew this because I could still see the corner of the magazine sticking out beneath his leg. "How ya doin', Joe?" I asked.


"I'm okay, I guess." he replied.


"Cookie? They're your Mom's. Molasses."


"Sure."


I handed him a cookie, and flopped down on the beat-up old couch across from him. "New issue of Playboy?" 


"Naw. One of Ellis' old ones ... one of my favorites, though. July, '66."


"Things are pretty fucked up, huh?"


"Yeah. Never be the same again, right?"


"Nope. Ellis is gone. David is gone."


"David?"


"Yeah, he just split. I don't know if that was his plan, or if he just couldn't take the news about Ellis, but he's gone. Packed up his van and hit the road."


"That kinda sucks, huh?"


"It will sure be different without him. How about for you?"


Joey hesitated for a moment, like he was actually thinking about what he was going to say. "You know," he finally said, "It's not really gonna be all that different without Ellis. It's like, he's been gone so long anyway, and I’ve kinda got used to him being away. It's not like I don't miss him, but in a way, I guess I always sort of knew that things would turn out this way. Know what I mean?"


"Yeah," I nodded. "I'm thinking the same way about David going away. It's kinda like when Dad left. Although I was too young to know what was going on then, eventually I got used to the idea that he was never coming back ... and I've got the same feeling about David. I guess I feel really pissed off more than anything."


"Right on," answered Joey. "That about sums it up. Wanna see the Playboy I was looking at?"


"Sure," I replied. "Want another cookie?"


Joey and I spent the rest of the afternoon eating his Mom's molasses cookies and pouring over his dead brother's old copies of Playboy. The TV was on with the sound turned off, just for company. Every now and then one of us climbed the stairs to the kitchen for more cookies or a soda. The house was quieter now, the sisters had probably gone out or to their room. Joey's Mom had stopped being noisy, probably sedated by the doctor who came to visit in the middle of the afternoon. The phone had stopped ringing because someone had the sense to take it off the hook. Suppertime had come and gone, but no one seemed to have noticed. That was very unlike Joey's Mom, but of course this was a very unusual day. Evening came on and we realized that it was time for "Gilligan's Island", so Joey turned up the sound on the TV. My Mom may have been home by then, but I doubt if she was missing me, or David either. Ellis was dead. David was gone. But Gilligan and the Skipper were funny and Joey and I were both laughing out loud. 


For the next few days things were pretty quiet around the house and around the neighborhood. It was like everyone was walking around in a hush, so as not to disturb the Fowlers. Even Mom seemed subdued, talking in half-whispers on the phone about Ellis and poor 

Mrs. Fowler. She hadn't mentioned David's disappearance yet. She either hadn't noticed or she was preoccupied with the Fowlers' tragedy. I had to admit that she had been on her best behavior though. I hadn't once been nagged or berated for my laziness, unkempt appearance or general lack of ambition in at least three days. She paid no attention to the fact that the garbage didn't make it to the curb for the weekly pick-up. She even tried to make a casserole to take over to the Fowlers "in their time of need". It was inedible of course, but I guess it's the thought that counts. Most unbelievable of all, she cancelled her regular SadMoms meeting to attend the visitation and prayers for Ellis at the funeral home. I knew that Joey had to be there, but I wanted no part of that. I spent the evening in Joey's rec room instead, with Gilligan and the Playboys.


The funeral was a new experience for me. It was also the first time I had been in a Baptist church. We were Catholics and, although not regular church-goers, I had had enough religious education to know that Baptists, and Protestants in general, were all a sorry lot, misguided and strayed from the one true Church, and of course doomed to hell. To cross the threshold of one of their churches was to place one's soul in mortal danger, but something in the back of my mind told me that funerals may be the one exception to the rule. At any rate, it was all very strange to me. But when I paid attention, it seemed to me that the minister of this church sounded very much like the priest at Saint Anthony's, talking about Jesus, and the resurrection, and life after death. It was really hard to focus though, and I found myself drifting off or worse: once I caught myself looking across the aisle at Mona Harrison, ogling actually, at her beautiful long legs in her short summer skirt. I had a crush on Mona for as long as I could remember, even though she was two years older than me. My fevered brain started to undress her and I was imagining her in one of the Playboy layouts I had been "studying" the previous night. Just as I became aware of the growing erection that always seems to have a mind of its own, she noticed the focus of my attention. Locking her eyes on mine, she gave me a kind of half-smile that was totally unreadable, then uncrossed her long legs, moved her knees apart ever so slightly, hiked up her skirt almost imperceptibly (except to me, of course), re-crossed her legs, then gave me another look that could surely kill the faint-of-heart on the spot, as if to say: " What are you looking at, you perverted little bastard? This is a funeral, after all!" Being a teenager can sure be confusing.


Halfway through the minister's eulogy, I suddenly started to pay attention and realized that this guy didn't know Ellis from a hole in the ground. This gets me to thinking about Ellis being lowered into a hole in the ground, literally, and how this whole funeral business really sucks. Looking at his coffin at the front of the church, draped with the American flag, I began to wonder about the why and wherefore of it all. Like, what was the point of him joining up to travel all that way to fight for what? To get blown to bits at the ripe old age of eighteen, then shipped back home in a body bag to your grieving family and hysterical mother. To be laid out in a funeral home for two days, in a closed coffin because you know it would be too hard to look at the disfigured remains. To end up here in this hot and stuffy church on a glorious August afternoon, being "remembered" by some fag minister who never knew you from Adam, when you should really just be outside with your buddies throwing around a baseball, or making time with sexy girls like Mona Harrison. I felt like standing up and shouting profanities at the minister, like telling him to shut the fuck up, you don't know what you are talking about, that Ellis wouldn't give a shit about eternal salvation or the resurrection or Jesus and His mother ... he would just prefer to be alive right now, tossing a ball back and forth with his best friend David, and maybe even David's little brother Andy and his own little brother Joey.


In the middle of my reverie, Mom suddenly whispered, "Where's David?"


"Don't know," I whispered in return.


"What do you mean, you don't know?"


"He's gone, okay?"


"What do you mean, he's gone?"


"He just ... left."


"What do you mean, he just ... left?"


"He just took off. On Saturday. His birthday ... remember?"


"Oh my God, I forgot his birthday!"


"Yeah. He said to say 'Thanks for a swell birthday'"


Her voice is starting to rise a little now. "Well, where was he going to?"


"I don't know. He didn't say." I am still doing my best to whisper.


"Well, when is he coming back?"


"I don't know. Probably never."


"Never!" Her voice was definitely above a whisper now, and starting to compete with the minister's.


"Yeah. I got the impression that he decided that he didn't want to end up like Ellis. So he just left."


"Without saying a word?" I could just make out the familiar sound of rising hysteria in her voice now.


"How could he say anything to you? You weren't there. He's gone. It's too late now to ask him why."


"I'll kill the little bastard!" she exclaimed in a voice definitely louder than a whisper. In fact, since the minister had finished his eulogy at just this moment, her statement rang out loud and clear in the otherwise silent congregation. I slunk down in my seat, trying to make myself as small as possible, wishing to disappear altogether. I noticed Mona looking over at me with a look that I am sure says: you'll never get into my pants, dumbass boy! 

Just then Reverend Smith called upon the congregation for one last hymn, "Amazing Grace". Thank God for the Baptists and their singing, I thought, relieved.



The funeral was over. Despite all the words and all the pomp and ceremony, despite the marines in their shiny uniforms with their polished brass and shoes, even despite the twenty-one gun salute and the flag folded just so and handed to his Mom, we left Ellis, or what was left of him, in a hole in the ground. And all the empty phrases like "supreme sacrifice" and "proud Americans do proud things" were hollow and meaningless in explaining why Mrs. Fowler will have to wake up every morning for the rest of her life to the memory of this day. The way she couldn't stop sobbing and shaking was about the saddest thing I had ever witnessed, or ever wish to. I couldn't keep from thinking how insensitive it was for those seven marines to be firing off their guns at Ellis' grave. That was when his mother really broke down and lost control. And no wonder. She was probably thinking about how it was guns that killed her son. Until that very moment I had never thought about guns as having any connection to real life ... or real death. Hell, I loved guns.


From my earliest memories, guns were a part of my childhood, and not just my childhood: everyone in the neighborhood played "cowboys and Indians" or "war". Joey and I, David and Ellis, Steve Michaels, Bobby Edwards: at one time or another we were the Lone Ranger, or Wyatt Earp, or Jesse James. Sometimes we were Davey Crockett, Billy the Kid, or Paladin. Whatever was playing at the local cinema for the Saturday matinee usually determined the roles we would take on for the rest of the week. If it weren’t a western, it would be a war movie. John Wayne was our hero, and we knew that any war could be won, and every cause was just ... because we were Americans. And every conflict could be solved with a gun. Many of our fathers had fought in WWII, and in not a few homes their guns were proudly displayed. 

Of course every time we were "killed", we would come alive once again by the end of the game—probably because we always needed more soldiers to fight in the next round. 


At times we could even convince the girls to join in, although they never actually handled the guns themselves. They never showed any interest in them really, but they were great at being rescued from the Indians, or the Rebs, or the Japs. Joey's sisters would get right into the role. Just like in the movies, they would call us their heroes once we had killed the last of their captors, usually after a fierce battle, and freed them. They would throw their arms around us, just like in the movies. Then they would plant big wet kisses right on our mouths. Especially Rita liked to do that and then laugh when we would make faces and complain and yell: "Disgusting!” and try to wipe the kiss away. She always reminded me of the female actor who played opposite Gary Cooper in “High Noon”, but I could never remember her name. I could never remember the name of any of the female actors because I never paid much attention to them. I always found the mushy scenes so annoying and boring, like, hey, let's get back to the action and the excitement of our courageous hero mowing down a complete platoon of the enemy, while dodging a hail of bullets from their ineffective toy rifles.


I always felt sorry for those hero actors who had to put up with those wet kisses from the women they rescued. John Wayne and Gary Cooper must be really good actors, I thought, to pretend to like that stuff. I remember feeling especially sympathetic towards them after the first time Rita slipped her tongue inside my mouth in the middle of one of her "oh my hero" kisses. I even asked Joey's Dad about the whole disgusting business (although I never mentioned my own experience concerning his daughter's tongue), and he said,"Well, I guess that's why they pay them the big bucks." That seemed to explain things to my nine-year-old mind. But I decided that since no one was paying me anything, Rita could just keep her tongue inside her own mouth. In time I would come to laugh at myself, remembering how naive and innocent I was. In time I didn't laugh at all when I thought about Rita's full mouth or probing tongue, or her younger sister, Joni ... or Mona Harrison and her long legs, or a hundred other girls real and imagined. I got kind of excited thinking about girls and any of their parts  ... anytime, anywhere ... even at my friend's funeral, for Chrissakes! Growing up is definitely a strange business.


Back at the Fowler's, the after the funeral reception was a sorry affair. Everyone was milling around, speaking in hushed tones so as not to disturb -- who? Joey's Mom? She was totally out of it anyway, on some kind of mega tranquilizers -- the spirit of Ellis, maybe? I was thinking, He is way beyond disturbing now, folks! It was weird to see Mrs. Fowler being waited on in her own house. Mrs. Michaels and Mrs. Edwards were sharing the role of hostess like they were born to it. I guess some people just are born to it. My mom, on the other hand, was one of the only two people who seemed to lack any sense of awkwardness or the quiet somberness that the occasion seemed to call for. The other person was Reverend Smith. They were talking together, and even laughing, forgodsakes, just like they were two old friends at a picnic. Not only that, but they had planted themselves in the middle of the dining room, right next to the table where all the food was laid out: all the tiny little sandwiches with all the crusts removed, and the incredible amount of sweets. It was unbelievable how they were both putting away all the food, and still continuing to talk about god knows what. It was disgusting.


I figured that Mom was upset because that's the only time she stuffs her face like that. And I knew it was unfair, and I felt like a heel for thinking it, but I got the impression that the reason she was upset had nothing to do with Ellis or his mom. I got the feeling that it somehow bothered her that at the moment Mrs. Fowler was the SadMom, and she had definitely been upstaged. As for the Reverend, I found myself thinking, he's a goddam minister. He should be over there consoling the bereaved mother, who was sitting on the couch and looking for all the world like she was stoned on some kind of wonderweed. When I caught a snippet of their conversation, and realized that they were discussing the real estate value of his church and parsonage, in light of today's market and the interest of a developer in the property for a potential new mall, I tugged on Joey's arm and told him I felt like I was gonna be sick and let's get out of here. It didn't take much convincing.


As we made our way through the crowded kitchen to the back door, I noticed Mona Harrison, standing in a corner by herself, looking totally bored and sexier than ever in her short black skirt and tight black silk blouse with the first two buttons undone. I managed to catch her eye, and tried to send her a message with a raised eyebrow and a toss of my head that was supposed to say, “Look at us. We are sad and desperate and we need your consolation. Please, please come and console us.” Once outside, Joey and I both tore at the neckties that were strangling us, unknotted them and threw them to the ground, then unbuttoned our starched white shirts. We looked at each other and smiled in relief. Just then Mona came through the door. We both stared at her long legs as she descended the back steps. She looked me straight in the eye and nodded, and I swear the air was charged with electricity. I am not quite sure how to explain it, but I knew that something had just happened. I took Joey by the arm and guided him across the backyard to the path that leads through the woods and to the ravine and our "secret place". Without a word, Mona followed us.

Chapter 3

David


Molly's Diner is a piece of Americana at its best, both unique and comfortingly familiar at the same time. The big bold neon sign at the roadside guides you across a gravel parking lot to a modest little restaurant boasting "home cooked meals", and "your home away from home". It is lit up so brightly you are sure that it was visible to those spaceboys who were recently up there strolling on the moon. The half-dozen tractor-trailers in the parking lot make it a sure bet that the food is good: the cheeseburgerfriedchickenapplepie&coffee menu will be just what you expect, and just the way you like it. The coffee mug is bottomless and the servings, like the people there, are generous. The tables are covered with the same red and white checked plastic cloth. Every one is set with a matching oversized salt and pepper set and stainless steel napkin holder. The Heinz ketchup bottle, heavy-duty glass and stainless sugar dispenser and vinegar bottle complete the arrangement. The entire place is so well lit, there are no shadows even in the corners, and one corner houses the jukebox. With any luck, not all the selections will be country music and Elvis. If you find anything by CCR or Otis Redding or The Beatles, you know you have walked into an enlightened establishment. The place is about as original as the velvet paintings that adorn the walls, but at least the french fries are fresh-cut, and there are never any two cheeseburgers exactly the same. And somehow each and every one of these familiar places manages to impress upon you its own individuality. I would always remember my one and only visit to Molly's Diner as my experience at "Molly's", and no matter how many other diners in between, there would be no confusion of memory. I can't say the same about a visit to the "Golden Arches", which seemed to be springing up everywhere these days. Familiarity may be comforting, but to me such dedication to sameness and mediocrity is, well, just a little frightening. 


There were about a dozen customers occupying the truck stop, about half of them from the rigs in the parking lot, the rest probably locals. The only person under thirty, and also the only one I took any notice of, was a girl about my age, sitting by herself in a corner booth right next to the jukebox. She didn't stand out in any kind of covergirl way. She was small but not skinny. Her long sandy colored hair and large blue sunglasses half-covered her face, like she was hiding from the world. Despite that, she was obviously very pretty, and my male hormones reminded me how easy it would be to forget Susan. She was also the only person who didn't look up when I entered the restaurant.


Everyone else in the room took notice, either giving me the once-over, or a raised eyebrow followed by a whisper, or deliberately staring. I had got used to this a long time ago, and just shrugged it off. It is the long blond hair of course, worn loose and down to the middle of my back. Most people still seem to have trouble with this and with the patchy beard that adorns my face. I always get a kick out of seeing the look on some poor guy's face who is about to hit on me from behind. Whenever I turn around to face him in a grocery store lineup confusion follows obvious disappointment, then dissolves into an abandoned trust in an orderly universe. You'd think people would eventually get used to it. After all, it was 1969.


I recognized Molly right away.  She seemed as wide as she was tall, all five feet of her. She had a perpetual smile on her round face, and she kept up a constant chatter with her patrons. She knew everyone on a first name basis, and she gave the impression that you were a welcome guest in her home. She came right over to me when I entered the diner, with a "Welcome, child, sit right down, what can I get you". When I handed her the keys and related Tom's message, she couldn't do enough for me. When I introduced myself, she kept saying "Tch, tch, David," over and over again. Molly then proceeded to feed me ‘til I couldn't eat anymore, then wouldn't let me pay for anything. She told me how I reminded her of their own David, then insisted that I spend the night and get some rest before continuing my journey. 


I had never experienced such openhearted warmth and friendliness, not even from people I have known my whole life, and these were total strangers. I still felt a little raw from the day's events, tired out and emotionally drained. I also felt somewhat overwhelmed, but more from the kindness of these new friends, whom I could never again consider as strangers. It felt good to climb into my bedroll in the back of my old van parked behind Molly's Diner. As the bright lights were turned off, including the neon road sign, and quiet descended as the last rig rolled away from the parking lot, I began to feel almost contented. My stomach was full, I was nicely sleepy, and ready to drift off with a feeling of optimism that just maybe there was still some good in this world. Maybe this was my unexpected birthday present, the kind that pleasantly surprises.


When I heard a soft tapping on the window above me, I thought it was probably Molly trying to feed me again, or saying goodnight. A soft voice called, "Are you awake?" It was the girl in the blue sunglasses.


"I overheard that you were heading up to Maine tomorrow ... to Bar Harbor," she continued. "I ... I'm looking for a ride. Would you mind?" She seemed hesitant, almost timid.


I was up on my knees, rolling down the window, to hear her better. I clutched my bedroll around the lower part of my body, acutely aware of my nakedness. The light from the one pole lamp at the side of the building dimly illumined her face, and I could see that she was still wearing the sunglasses. "Would I mind?" My question sounded stupid in my own ears.


"Yeah, would you mind giving me a lift," she said.


"Of course," I answered.


"Of course what ... you would mind?"


I felt suddenly flustered, and for some reason my heart began to beat rather loudly. I was sure that the girl could hear it through my chest. "No, of course not ... I mean, of course ... that is, I would be happy to give you a ride," I finally managed to stammer. Then I added quickly, "But I'm not sure what time I will be leaving."


"Oh, well ... do you mind then if I stay the night?"


"Stay the night?" I am sure that my jaw dropped down to the floor of the van.


"Yeah, can I stay with you tonight ... in your van? I really don't have anywhere else to sleep."


"Of course not," I managed (Idiot, stop stammering).


"Of course not, I can't stay, or you don't mind?" she asked.


I took a deep breath to deliberately slow down my pounding heart, and gathering my wits, I finally managed to say, "Please, come in." It came out as a hoarse whisper. By now, I am sure the girl thinks I am retarded, or a pervert, or worse, although under the circumstances, I am not quite sure what could be worse.


Despite my ineptitude, she accepted my invitation, quickly undressed and clambered into my bedroll beside me. The thought suddenly occurred to me that if Molly was so nice to me, and was aware that this girl was alone in the world tonight, then wouldn't she have also been concerned for her welfare? I started to ask, "Does Molly know...”


The girl seemed to read my thoughts. "Molly suggested I "make arrangements" with you. She said you were a nice boy. Has she known you long?"


"Long enough, I guess." And I suppose there was some truth in that statement. "By the way, my name is David."


"I know," she answered. "Molly told me. I am Charity."


"For real?" I couldn't help but ask.


"For real," she smiled.


I believed her. At that moment I could believe anything. The world certainly could be full of surprises. “Did you know that today is my birthday?” I asked. 


“For real?” 


“Uh huh,” I nodded.



"Happy Birthday," she smiled. "Would you like a present?"


I smiled and nodded, and thought to myself, Not such a bad ending to a bad day after all.

#


It is so hot and I am wet and sticky. There is a loud rumbling sound in the distance, coming closer now, still coming. It must be right on top of me but why can't I see what's causing it? It's like thunder coming up from the ground, and there is another one approaching, more thunder rolling up to join the first. Now they are coming from all directions, and I am completely surrounded by a great roaring. I think it will make me deaf if I don't escape soon. I still can't see the source of all the noise, but I know that I must run away. But I am naked. Where have all my clothes gone? I don't care, the noise is too much, and there's something else ... something I have to do. Oh yeah, I have to find Ellis. He's out there somewhere, lying face down in a rice paddy. He's hurt and I have to find him. "Ellis!" I shout. "Ellis!"  The thunder has quieted down a little and I make a run for it. I am running naked through the wet fields. The air is so bright and I am afraid that I will be seen. But it doesn't matter. I know that Ellis is out there and it's up to me to find him. The thunder is just a steady dull roar now. Maybe Ellis will be able to hear me if I shout louder. "Ellis!" I try to shout with all my breath, but my chest is tight. Something or someone is holding me back, pinning me down. There is a great weight on my chest, and I can't get the air out of my lungs, and I can't move. And I can't open my eyes to see because the sky is so bright. I know I will be blinded, and I will never find my friend. “Oh, Ellis ... Ellis,” I am sobbing now. I feel powerless and useless.


Now someone is calling my name ... it must be Ellis, he heard me ... oh thank God! "Ellis, I'm coming! Hold on!" I still can't open my eyes, but I can hear him shouting to me louder now: David! David, I'm here. I'm right here, David. But the thunder has started to crash again, and there is something else ... the air is suddenly filled with fumes and my nose and throat are filled with the overpowering smell of smoke and diesel and I am coughing and choking and sobbing, but still trying desperately to concentrate on the sound of Ellis' voice. I can still hear my name: David ... David! With a great shuddering cough, I manage to heave the weight from off my naked body, bolt upright from the wet jungle floor, and finally open my eyes to see my friend.


"David, please!" They are Ellis' words, but no longer his voice.


The girl was crouched over at the foot of the bedroll, her back against the back of the van's front passenger seat. She was naked and her long hair was half covering her face and her breasts. She was staring up at me with a frightened look on her face. I was struck by how pretty she was with her sunglasses removed, despite the purplish blue discoloration surrounding one eye and extending across the bridge of her nose. She looked like she was about to cry. When she saw that my eyes had focused and I was wholly back in the land of the living, she asked, "Are you okay?"


"Yeah," I nodded, the cobwebs leaving my head. My mouth felt like it was lined with cotton balls. When I looked closely at her face, I felt a kind of shock and a queasiness, and I had to ask, "Did I ... did I do that to you?" With a finger I traced an outline around my own eye and across my nose.


"No, that wasn't you," she answered, but offered no further explanation.


"Are you alright?" I asked.


"Am I alright? What about you? " She laughed and her entire face was transformed. "You were into some really heavy freak-out back there." She laughed once more, showing her confidence in my sanity.


"Sorry, just a crazy dream, I guess." 


"Sounded pretty bad. You sure you're okay?"


"Yeah, I'll be fine. Hey, thanks for helping me through it."


"Wanna tell me about it?"


"How about another time?" I replied, not really wanting to think about it at the moment. The ghost of Ellis was still hovering close by. "How about that shiner of yours ... wanna tell me about it?"


"Can we save that for another time, too?" she replied, reaching for her sunglasses by the side of the bed.


"Anytime at all," I said, and grabbed her hand before she could retrieve the shades. 


"No need for those," I said, pulling her towards me, so that our faces were very close together and I could see her eyes better. She looked serious and a little sad. "Last night," I continued, "in the dark, I really had no idea how pretty you are." Even though I meant every word, it sounded like a "line" as soon as it left my mouth. I couldn't help but grin sheepishly. She laughed at me and I laughed at myself, then I pulled her closer and gently kissed her eyes, her nose, the top of her head, then back to her eyes again, and I was suddenly kissing tears that weren't there just a moment before. She was embracing me with all her might now, and returning my kisses with an urgency that made me want her like I had never wanted anything in my life. The ghost of Ellis had entirely vanished as she climbed inside my bedroll, and I recognized the sound of thunder as the rumbling of the diesel rigs that had rolled into Molly's parking lot for breakfast. But I was no longer afraid.

#


Bacon and eggs, toast and coffee and life was humming once again. Just one of those little things that comes under the category of making life worth living. Charity falls under the same category. As she sat across the table from me, playing with her food, nibbling a slice of toast, I found myself hoping that she would be around for a long time, to help make my life worth living. She had her sunglasses on once more, and she was very quiet, so it was hard to know what was going on inside her, but that was okay. I had known her for less than 24 hours, but my attachment to her felt perfectly normal. Sharing breakfast with her in that roadside diner, a hundred miles from home, seemed not unusual at all, but rather ordinary. To our fellow diners we were just another young couple stopping for breakfast before continuing our journey together. Only Molly would have been aware of the fact that our history as a couple extended only as far back as the night before. And Molly, whom I had decided was a most amazing woman, treated us like we were a couple whom she had known forever, greeting us by our first names, Oh, it's David and Charity! Come in and have some breakfast before you hit the road again. And, Did you two sleep well last night? as she refilled our coffee cups. We both nodded and smiled, and I was thinking, Yes, thanks to you, you wonderful woman, for sending Charity my way.


When it was time to leave, and Molly once again would not take my money no matter how I protested, I swear I had the urge to stay there and ask her to be my mother. Pressing a large picnic basket into my arms, she said, "Here, I've packed you a lunch."


Feeling overwhelmed, I found myself once more protesting that she was much too kind, and asking why, and she was telling me that there is no why, child, there just is, and a kindness will always be returned, and I guess you just remind me of our own child, David, yes, that's right, Tom and I are David's parents, and no, there is no need to thank me, and wait a minute, maybe there is a way ... just remember to pass it on some day.


"Pass it on?" I asked dumbly.


"The kindness, son. Someday, when you have the chance, that is how you can thank someone for a kindness ... just pass it on to a fellow human being, that's all, okay? And when you do, you will remember me and Tom."


"Got it," I said. I handed the basket to Charity, and wrapped my arms around this stout little woman, and whispered, "Thank you, Mother." We were both nearly in tears and I knew that it was time to leave. 


"Take care of each other," she called, as we climbed into my old van, and I was thinking that there is nothing in the world I would rather do.


We were back on the highway, heading north on the interstate. It was the middle of the morning, and the sun was brilliant and the air already hot. The radio was tuned to a Boston station, WMEX, and the DJ was enthusiastically reminding his listeners to look forward to another day of record-breaking temperatures on this "sizzling summer Sunday", and we should all head for the beaches, but don't forget your portable radio. His enthusiasm increased a notch when he began with "How about those Red Sox", but I had the feeling that he would be just as jubilant about Oscar Meyer wieners. Never having been mistaken for a morning person, I found his enthusiasm a little hard to take, and I decided to move the radio dial. WMEX was saved however by the unmistakable intro to "Summer In the City" by The Lovin' Spoonful. Charity and I exchanged smiles and we both started singing along at the top of our lungs. "Mellow Yellow" by Donovan was next, and we continued to sing along, but more subdued now. The station was only good for two songs in a row however and Mr. Morning Enthusiasm was talking at us once more, this time about the great opportunity to invest with Prudential ... the Rock ... Charity switched the radio off.


"Thank you," I said.


She smiled, then gave me a serious look, and began to say something but stopped herself, then began again, like she was unsure about what to say, or perhaps how. Finally, she said, "About last night..." She hesitated again.


I wasn't sure what I expected her to say about last night, but I knew that for me it was a small slice of heaven, and I hoped that whatever she said next wouldn't change that, and I found myself holding my breath and wondering if I should say something, and if so what, and I wished I could see her eyes behind her dark sunglasses because it was so hard to read her expression, and  before I could stop myself, I blurted out, "Last night was the best night of my life." And I am thinking, shut up you fool, she probably thinks that is just one more "line", let her talk.


Her mouth opened wide, whether in shock or to continue her original sentence, I wasn't sure, but I continued to blunder on, since I was still not sure of her sentiment regarding last night. And since I had already informed her of my naiveté, I decided to make a stab at humor to redeem myself. "That's what you were going to say, right?" I quipped, giving her a grin. "That last night was the best night of your life." I laughed, but she continued to look serious again.


"Was it really the best for you, or are you giving me another line?" she asked.


"It really was," I answered. "No line, no lie. Now, what were you going to say, before I put my foot in my mouth again?"


"I was going to say that, about last night, I don't usually crawl into the bedroll of a

strange guy I have just met. I just wanted you to know that it really isn't a habit of mine, okay? I'm not even sure myself what was going on ... it just seemed natural ... and it had been a very unusual day for me." 


“For me too,” I replied. “Any regrets?”



She removed her sunglasses so I could see her eyes when she answered. "No regrets," she said.


I believed her. "So, you're okay about travelling around with this strange guy for awhile?"


"Uh huh," she nodded. "It seems like the natural thing to do for now."


"Got any immediate plans for the future?" I asked.


"Nope. Nothing I can think of."


I was smiling now. "Good. Now, how about for the rest of your life?" I continued.


She laughed out loud at this. "One day at a time," she said. "Okay?"


"Okay for now," I said, but in the back of my mind I was thinking how nice it would be to continue down the road with this delightful creature for a long time to come. 


"Your birthday!" she suddenly exclaimed. "Yesterday. That means that you are a Virgo, and since I am an Aires, we could be a perfect match!"


She seemed absolutely delighted with this information, although to me, she might as well have been speaking a foreign language, since I am totally ignorant when it comes to zodiac signs and horoscopes. I just nodded and smiled, happy in the revelation that we could be suited for each other according to the movement of the stars in the heavens. I am sure that there are better indicators of compatibility between two people but, based on my limited experience and observation of relationships, I am just as certain that this is as good a way as any for predicting one's future together.


"I consider last night as a gift," I continued. "And although I may forever remain a Virgo, I am no longer a virgin." 


Charity looked a little stunned by this revelation, as if to say: "You're kidding, right?" I gave her my most "serious" look. 


"Yes, preposterous as it may seem, it's the truth. And now you will have to live with the knowledge that you have deflowered this innocent nineteen-year-old boy on his birthday, and led him down the path of sin and corruption." I was having trouble keeping a straight face as I delivered this line, but the pomposity of my speech had such a ring of sincerity to it that the poor girl seemed to be taking it to heart. The look of dismay on her face suddenly awakened me to the fact that we really didn’t know one another well enough yet to recognize each other's sense of humor. So I quickly added, "And for that, young lady—I will be forever grateful."


I grinned mischievously and she smiled in return. Then we both burst out laughing, and she threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek, then on the mouth, and I was kissing her back, and I was having trouble concentrating on steering the van, and all I wanted to do was to pull over and get off the highway and have a repeat of my birthday present from last night. I didn't want to push my luck though. 


Instead, I asked, "What would you like to do right now?"


She thought for a moment, then answered, "Have a long hot shower ... or even a short cool shower would do." Smiling, she lowered her sunglasses to the end of her nose, so I could see her eyes, then she added, "No, a long hot shower would be better ... with you of course." She laughed.


I laughed with her. "You're bad," I said, "teasing me. I am going to need a cold shower any minute now." I pictured the two of us together, wet and soapy, playing under the spray of warm water, and I was lost in an exquisite fantasy for a moment. "We'll just have to make that happen sometime," I said.


"What ... get you into a cold shower?" She laughed again.


"You're cruel. You know that, don't you?"


"Uh huh," she nodded and grinned.


The teasing game was such fun with her, and as the miles passed, and I was getting to know her, I began to realize not only how much I liked her company, but how easy it was to be with her. I thought about all the time I had spent with Susan, and how it had never been easy with her. It had been downright hard with her too much of the time, actually. The teasing games she had played never made us laugh. It always felt like she was offering a carrot, but with a string attached to it. The string was always taut, and always carefully measured out, usually in proportion to how "good" I had been. Susan was always in control, and the object of her teasing was to teach me the lessons of control. I learned control all right, but half the time I felt like her goddam dog being house-broken, but without the rewards of a gentle touch or even a bone thrown my way. And those times when she would dangle the carrot so close so that my mouth would dry out, and my breathing would nearly stop, and every nerve in my body was erect with anticipation, I of course would lose control, because I actually believed that she was about to share my excitement. Those were the worst moments, when the carrot would be cruelly withdrawn, to be replaced by the stick.


The stick of course was her horribly abusive tongue. Susan had a real talent for humiliating someone. I may have mistook her "lessons" for passion, but there was no mistaking her true passion, namely verbal surgery. If my sexual desires had been a cancer, which I am certain they were in her view, she had the uncanny ability to remove them entirely, with the confidence and accuracy of a surgeon, with nothing more than a look or a tone of voice, or a word as her scalpel. Like an expert archer, her words flew like arrows straight to the heart of my most private parts. The soft underbelly of my each and every vulnerability just invited her wrath. The very sensitivity and soft-heartedness which she claimed to admire in me, she would now call "weak and disgusting". My neurotic and neglectful mother, my perverted little brother, "always eyeing her up", my runaway father, "no wonder he left", were all objects of her derision at one time or another, somehow having contributed to my own "deviancy".


As for my uncontrolled sexual advances, to Susan, these simply provided me with an excuse to succumb to my pathetic base animal nature. Sometimes I was a dog, sometimes a baboon or an ape, without sense enough to "cover up his inflamed genitals". Sometimes I was reduced to just a "rutting pig". Whatever her choice of words, she always somehow managed to reduce me to a very small piece of shit by the time she finished her rant. All those wonderfully excited nerves of only moments before became shriveled and collapsed into a heap, sniveling at her feet. At that point, as if she realized that she had achieved her desired result, the berating would stop as suddenly as it had begun. She would then hold me in her arms, quietly consoling and reassuring me that she really did love me, that everything would be alright, that someday we would be married, that we just had to have patience ‘til then, and everything would be just fine.


Then she would start kissing me, the tears from my eyes, my cheeks, whispering that everything would be okay, then kiss my mouth, softly at first, then hard, lingering wet kisses, slipping her tongue inside my mouth, then tracing a soft wet line down my neck, my torso, then lower. My mind would be screaming about the wrongness of what was happening, but my body would always betray me. Continuing to explore with her tongue, she would whisper that I could have anything I wanted once we were married ... even this ... and I felt disgusted with myself, but helpless at the same time ... maybe I was just a fucking animal like she said ... but what could I do? She's right, I would think, I have no control at all, and in no time she had me once again shuddering, but this time in utter and complete relief. And once again I was left exhausted, but believing that I loved her.


"I can't believe that I thought I was in love with her."


"What did you say?" asked Charity.


"Sorry," I replied. "Did I say that out loud?"


"Yup. I'm afraid so."


"I was just thinking about how lucky I am to have found you."


"Sure you were." She smiled.


"It's true in a way," I replied. "I just had a sudden revelation of what a complete and utter bitch my ex-girlfriend was. And I was so dense that I wasn't even aware of it before. For three years, she had me walking on a tightrope, on one side fire, the other ice. I had become an expert at walking on eggshells, stepping ever so lightly, always afraid of displeasing her. She was an expert at control, and her mission in life was to educate me in the area of self-control, especially over anything that involved my "perverted and animal" nature. I didn't even understand how unhappy I was until just now."


"Not to mention frustrated," Charity remarked. "You went together for three years and you were still a virgin?"


"Hard to believe, huh? Hell, we even talked about getting married. Not having much else to compare it to, I believed our relationship was 'just the way things are'. I figured that my misery and frustration were just part of the natural order of the universe. I think I would probably have married her just for the reward of 'going all the way'."


"So what happened?"


"She came over yesterday to tell me she was leaving me for someone else."


"And that's why you hit the road?"


"Nope. I actually felt relieved at her news. But I had other reasons for going."


"Wanna tell me about them?"


"Yup, but not right now," I smiled. "It's too nice a day, and it's been too long since I felt this happy. It would be a shame to spoil it. How about you ... any dark secrets you want to share with me, like how you ended up at Molly's last night?"


"That's a long, sad story," she said. She frowned, and for a moment I thought that she was going to tell me about it. Instead she laughed, and said, "Naw, you're right, it's just too nice a day. Besides, I don't want to bore you to tears!"


"Never!" I cried, then pretended to yawn, then laughed when she stuck out her tongue at me. It had been a long time since I could remember laughing so much, and feeling so content and at ease in someone's company. I wanted this day to last forever.


We had been passing by the small towns that skirted Boston, the road signs announcing exit ramps to places like Lexington, Woburn, and Burlington. The name of Stoneham brought back a flood of memories from years ago, and a rare occasion when we had taken a family trip together. I think it was our last outing, just before Dad departed. I remembered it as one of those bright and shiny days of childhood. 


"Ever been to the zoo?" I asked.


"Uh-uh, never."


"Want to make a day of it ... picnic, a day at the zoo, maybe even cotton candy?"


"For real?" she asked, a little hesitant.


"You look like you don't believe me," I said. "I'm serious. There is a wonderful zoo, not very far from here. I remember visiting it as a kid. I just realized how close we are, and how nice it would be to share it with you ... but if you'd rather not ... if you'd rather go into Boston instead ... or just keep driving...”


"No, no!" she cried, "it's not that. I'd love to go to the zoo! Really. I just have trouble sometimes believing that things will really happen when someone makes me an offer or a promise. Sorry." 


"So, do you accept my offer then ... a day at the zoo, with me and all the other wild animals?"


She gave me a beautiful smile, and nodded. It occurred to me that there was so much I didn't know about this girl, so much to learn. I could hardly wait.

#


I could not have imagined a more perfect day. Even through all those early years, the fantasies about Dad's return and becoming "one big happy family" once again, couldn't compare to its sweetness. With only a couple of wrong turns and backtracking, we found the zoo without too much trouble. The place was smaller than I remembered, and a little more run-down, but I was just a kid on my last visit. And my child's eyes saw nothing but wonders. On this occasion, Charity was the kid. This was a first experience for her, and her childlike enthusiasm was infectious. She took great delight in every exhibit, from the small baby turtles to the magnificent sleek black panther, which kept pacing back and forth in its compound, sizing us up like we might be its next meal. And I found wonder once again, not in the animals, but rather in watching her.


She laughed ‘til she cried over the antics of the lemurs and orangutans in the monkey house. She cried over the sad plight of the larger animals, which were obviously suffering from the heat and the confinement of their cages. She especially felt sorry for the large cats like the lions and the tiger (but not the panther, which she was sure would eat us as soon as look at us). She insisted on buying a bag of popcorn to feed the ducks; she wanted to adopt the baby lynx, until it bared its teeth and hissed at us; she seriously tried to convince me that we should return after dark to free the llama, who had the saddest eyes she had ever seen. I finally convinced her of the futility of such a plan, and the slim chances of survival for a llama running around the suburbs of Boston.


The afternoon was hot, and we cooled down by running through the sprinklers that were watering the lawns throughout the park. Our t - shirts and shorts dried in no time, and the cold water was refreshing. When we were hungry we found a patch of shade beneath a gigantic old chestnut tree, and devoured the lunch that Molly had provided: ham and cheese sandwiches on homemade bread, blueberry muffins, and the most wonderful date squares. We washed it all down with a couple of ice-cold Cokes from a canteen in the park. When we were through, I figured that a nap would be perfect, but Charity pulled me up from the grass, insisting that "you can sleep when you're dead, and we haven't seen the polar bears yet".


I had to admit that the polar bears were awesome, but also kind of scary. They were housed in a very deep cement pit, a kind of bowl actually. The sides of this bowl were very smooth and very steep, to make it difficult for them to climb out of it, I assumed. The public couldn't actually get close enough to peer over the wall of their domain because we were further separated by a kind of track or alleyway and another cement wall. Everywhere there were signs warning us not to go beyond this point, and "Danger!" in bold red letters. I remembered something from school about Eskimos and how the polar bear was the only animal known to "hunt man". Except other men, of course.


We both agreed that the most frightening and at the same time the saddest of all the creatures at the zoo was the giant gorilla. We could get pretty close to him because, instead of bars, he was kept behind plate glass. It was possible to hear him, especially when he would bellow and beat on his chest with his fists. When he lunged at us and pounded mightily on the glass our hearts raced, and we both jumped back. Charity screamed. The glass held of course, but for one awful moment the possibility of it shattering seemed very real. I must have had a sick look on my face because when Charity looked at me, she went from screaming to hysterical laughter. I joined in and we laughed until the tears came, and we ended up collapsing together and sitting on the ground in front of the exhibit. The gorilla stopped his antics, got himself together, and sat down facing us. His movements all seemed kind of formal in a way, like a ritual… deliberate. 


Maybe watching the antics of the two of us reminded him of some kind of gorilla dance or mating ritual, but we got his attention. Then he turned his head to one side and got our attention ... with his eyes. The look was indescribable but hypnotic. Later on we both attested to an almost identical experience. His eyes were like two deep dark pools that reflected unimaginable pain and loss and sadness. They seemed to reach into our minds, even into our very souls and hold us spellbound. There was no malice in those eyes, and no fear. But there was a story that we felt compelled to learn. And both our experiences contained the same elements of his story: the hunt and capture in a distant jungle, witnessing the murder of family and friends, sedation, flight within the belly of a great roaring machine, incarceration and humiliation, and utter, utter loneliness. I don't know how long we sat there, it seemed like a very long time, but at some point the animal straightened up and gave us a very disgusted look, as if to say, "These two are just too stupid after all". Then he turned away and retreated to the back of his enclosure and disappeared through a doorway we had not noticed before. The connection was broken. We picked ourselves up off the ground and left, aware that something had just happened to us, but not quite sure what.


It was almost closing time by now, and we both felt rather exhausted. Charity wanted to blame it on the heat of the day, but I felt kind of emotionally drained. In any case, when I suggested camping for the night, she jumped at the idea, especially since it would mean another first experience for her. When we were leaving the park the attendant at the gate was very helpful, suggesting at least three campgrounds only a short drive away. Salisbury Beach sounded just about perfect, since it was in a State Park and offered hot showers, as well as cooler temperatures near the ocean. It was even easy to find: just north on the I-95, close to the New Hampshire State line.


As we were pulling out of the parking lot, Charity removed her sunglasses, looked at me and said. "Thank you, David, for such a day. No one has ever given me such a day before."


"And it isn't even your birthday," I said, laughing.


She smiled in return, and I headed for the highway, thinking that the universe, arbitrary as it may seem, might have something good in store for me after all.


 That evening, once we had settled in at the campground, the girl's childlike delight amazed me once more. The campfire was the highlight for her, and she thought that we should stay up all night and keep it going. By the time we had finished sharing a second joint, I convinced her that a better plan would be to snuggle together in the bedroll, next to the fire, and sleep out under the stars. Watching the dance of shadows from the flickering fire, holding her close, I thought how improbable were the events of the past two days; how if I were to tell Andy or my friends back home about it, they would swear I was making it up. I found it hard to believe myself. Watching the stars slowly wheel across the night sky above us, everything took on a dreamlike quality. If I wake up in the morning, I thought, and find that I really had only been dreaming, well that was okay too. I will thank the dreamgods for their generosity, and savor its sweetness for as long as I can.


The next morning I woke up with a start. I knew immediately that I had been dreaming about Ellis again, but I couldn't recall anything about the dream. I just had a vague sense of loss and anger. The feeling vanished as soon as I realized where I was and recognized the sleeping form beside me. The sun was already up and it promised to be another hot day. It would only be a few hours' drive to Uncle Maury's place, and it would be a little cooler once we were on the Maine coast roads. I began to look forward to spending a little time in Bar Harbor, to relax and get my head together, maybe even make a plan for the next phase of my journey. Whatever happened, I hoped that Charity would remain part of it.


It was the middle of the morning before we were up and moving around. The campground had a lot more empty sites than the night before, and the showers weren't exactly hot, but a treat just the same. The seasoned campers would have known that the early bird doesn't get the worm around here, but rather all the hot water. When I wandered back from "the boys'", I found Charity looking rather amused, spying on the neighbors at the site diagonally across from us. She motioned for me to sit next to her at the picnic table, and I joined her with two hot coffees. For the next little while, a family from Maryland that was anything but “happy campers” entertained us. They were a young couple with two little kids, probably pre-schoolers. We soon learned the couple's names because every time they spoke to each other they addressed each other by name. "Harold, I thought this place was supposed to provide babysitters", and "Sylvia, it would be nice if you would lend a hand, y'know".


Harold was very busy looking after the kids, while at the same time trying to clean up the breakfast dishes. Sylvia, on the other hand, was very busy applying her make-up, fixing her hair, and painting her fingernails. Sylvia complained about the lack of hot water in the shower, and Harold reminded her that there was plenty of hot water for the people who got up at a "decent hour". Sylvia complained about her restless night, what with the noisy bullfrogs, not to mention the hard ground, even with the air mattress. Harold reminded her that it was "called camping". Sylvia let Harold know, in no uncertain terms, that this misery called camping was totally his idea, and a lame one at that, and if he ever expected another "piece of tail", he should pack up this very minute and admit that it was just a big mistake. 


Charity and I could barely contain ourselves. We both had to stifle our laughter. We couldn't believe our ears, especially with that last comment about the "piece of tail", but we didn't want to give ourselves away. We were having too much fun. I loved the fact that we shared the same sense of humor. It wasn't long before Sylvia declared that if this was camping, then she wanted no more to do with it, and they should pack up the goddam tent and go home! This resulted in Harold literally kicking down the tent, the two kids wailing, and Sylvia storming off, muttering something about "Harold" and "asshole".


We couldn't keep it in any longer, and we both laughed at the same time. Harold noticed, and realizing that he was the brunt of our joke, he gave us the finger, then went about tearing down the tent and packing up. We laughed all the harder. With the show now over, Charity and I took turns brushing each other's still-damp hair. Mine was shorter than hers, but thicker and far more tangled. She was very gentle, and I loved the feel of her small sure hands. "Hey," I said, "we're just like the monkeys we saw yesterday -- grooming each other."


 She giggled at that, made a kind of monkey face, and then turned side to, thrusting out her backside towards me. In a very haughty tone, she said, "Would you like a piece of tail, Darling?" She quickly added, "Just a little piece, though, because I will need all the rest of it for hanging from the trees."


We both cracked up again, and I nearly choked on my coffee. I stole a glance at our neighbor, expecting another reaction, but he was either too busy to notice or he just didn't care anymore. I wondered if he was used to this kind of thing, if he and his wife regularly made spectacles of themselves in public places. 


Charity was watching Harold, with a kind of thoughtful expression on her face. "Imagine ending up like those two," she said. "If I could see into the future and I found out that I would become a Sylvia, I think I would end it all right here and now."


"I can't imagine that it would have been like this for them in the beginning," I replied. "Like, why would they have bothered to get married, or especially had kids, for Chrissakes? Imagine what it must be like for the kids."


She gave me a look that said, don't be so naive. "Shit happens, David. And people change."


I thought about this for a moment. I thought about my own parents. Not a lot of early memories. Not a lot of really good memories either. What always seemed to stick in my mind was that even the good things I could remember always seemed to be tinged with sadness, or had an edge to them, sort of bittersweet: like the one and only time Dad showed up for a little league game, and I thought isn't this great, and I could hear him in the stands behind me when I got up to bat, and he was yelling that's my boy, and go Davey, go, and I struck out every time it was my turn, going down swinging harder each time, and the last time, he gave me that disgusted look he was so good at giving, and walked away, then wouldn't talk to me for the next two days. 


"I know that shit happens, but you know what—I  really don't think people do change. I think that they may be good at hiding or disguising all the bad stuff, the craziness or cruelty, but only for awhile. It's like they are on their best behavior in the beginning, but the more familiar and closer they get to you, the more comfortable they become, and it's like they don't have to try so hard anymore -- they can let down their guard, and -- sort of show their true colors. Know what I'm trying to say?"


"I think so," she replied. "It's like the difference between the way you behave in the world outside and the way you are at home. You can get away with a helluva lot more shit at home. But isn't that just the saddest thing, David? Shouldn't home be the one place in the world where we treat each other better, instead of worse? Isn't it the place where we are supposed to feel cared for and protected, safe from all the crazies? What happens when you wake up one day and realize that it's just the opposite -- that the crazies are waiting for you behind your own door, every night?"


I  thought about this. "I guess if you are lucky, or smart, you run away from that home. You get as far away as possible, and hope that it's not too late."


"What do you mean by 'not too late'?" she asked. I detected a note of fear in her voice.


"Not too late to heal the wounds. I think we are all members of 'the walking wounded'. Some of the cuts are just scratches, some cut right to the bone. I'm not saying I have any of the answers, or that I know how to go about it, but I do know that we need to find a way to heal the wounds. You know -- until we get our own shit together, how in the hell can we stop making sad families. Look at Harold and Sylvia over there. Those two little kids are part of a brand new generation. Do you get the impression that they will grow up feeling happy and secure and loved?"


We both looked over to where Harold had finished packing up the tent. By now the kids had stopped wailing, and Sylvia had returned. She looked like she was ready for a night on the town, in her red dress and make-up and her jewelry, totally out of place in the middle of a campground. But at least she had stopped her bitching, and gave the appearance of being happy and friendly once more with her husband. I figured that was due to the fact that she was getting her own way, and they were on their way back home. Tonight she would be out dancing at a local bar. I wondered if Harold would be with her, or more likely at home watching the kids, and wondering what the hell went wrong in the years since he had been led "down the aisle" by his dream girl, and hitched together 'til death do us part.


     Charity just sighed. "I guess you're right," she said. "But does it mean that we all have to be crazy or cruel? Are you saying that the two of us, you and I, that we're just pretending with each other? That beneath the surface, we are just hiding our own craziness or cruelty? I'm sure that we are all a little crazy in our own way, and I can live with that. But I don't think that I am a cruel person, and I don't believe that about you either. Am I wrong, David? Is it safe to want to love you?" 
 


I loved the way she phrased that last question. I turned her around to face me, and removed her sunglasses so that I could look into her eyes. "It sounds like you are thinking about loving me," I said. "I want you to know something right from the start, okay?"


She nodded.


"I want you to know that yes, I am a little crazy, and there are wounds that I must certainly try to heal. But the idea of ever hurting you just makes me feel sick to my stomach. I would rather have my right arm cut off than to hurt you. And if you ever believe that I am being cruel, I want you to remind me of that, okay?"


"Okay," she nodded, and I noticed the tears welling up in her eyes. "The same goes for me, as well," she continued, "Okay?"


I nodded in return, then put my arms around her. We held each other very close for what seemed like a long time. She finally pulled away and said, "Last night was so wonderful, under the stars, and the campfire ... are you in a hurry to move on ... or do you think we could stay here another night? Is that alright with you?"


I laughed. “If it makes you happy, Baby, we could stay here forever. Okay?"


She smiled then, and held me even tighter.


We spent the day exploring the campground, walking along the trails, the sand dunes, and the beach. By the middle of the afternoon it was so hot that we actually went into the water. We thought we were going to freeze at first, but after a couple of minutes it really wasn't that bad. Once we got used to it, we found it wonderfully refreshing. We both were amazed at the way the salt water made our bodies so much more buoyant compared to fresh water. We learned that neither one of us had actually ever swam in the ocean before. We laughed and frolicked like two little kids, especially when the waves grew stronger, as the tide started to turn. As she floated in my arms, and I kissed her salty mouth, even the cold Atlantic Ocean couldn't restrain the rising passion I felt for her. It felt like my loins were on fire. It also felt like there were wounds starting to heal that I didn't even know existed.


That night we huddled together once more in front of the fire, beneath the stars, holding each other close, until the stars disappeared and clouds rolled in to block their light. When the first large drops of rain began to spatter our exposed heads, and make the campfire sputter, we moved into the van. Somehow, we felt even cozier, tucked in together, listening to the rain beat against the roof. When the storm finally broke and the thunder and lightening began to crash, we snuggled deeper into the bedroll, clinging to each other against the elements, against the world beyond, feeling safe in each other's arms. 


As the storm grew louder, Charity seemed to grow smaller. Like a frightened rabbit, she burrowed into the bedroll, eventually covering her head, making herself as small as possible, holding herself against me as close as she could. Her head resting on my chest, I held her tightly, stroking her hair. The smell of her was wonderful, a combination of salt air and the ocean, campfire and pine trees. The feel of her bare skin on mine was electric. As my hand moved from her hair to the back of her neck, then between her shoulder blades, downwards to the small of her back, then back up again, she began to moan softly and to snuggle closer. My own body came alive with an urge and a longing more powerful than I had ever experienced before. Every part of me seemed to ache for Charity.


Although she was right there pressed against me, our bodies entwined and moving together, with heat and rhythm and the heady musk of the ocean and of desire, my body screamed for more. It was as if I needed her very soul to join mine. Our bodies weren’t enough. There was an urgency that I should be inside her, she inside of me, both inside together. Later on, as the thunder receded and the rain subsided to a gentle pitter-patter, we talked into the wee hours of the morning, and Charity told me her story.


Our talk started out in the most casual manner, beginning with “favorites”, like foods and movies and teachers. We soon realized that we shared a great many things in common: things like an aversion to onions, a deep-seated boredom towards school, a cynicism towards authority in general, and politicians in particular. We both hated the Vietnam War, but were too apolitical to do anything about it. We both grew up in small towns: small-town Connecticut for me, Maryland for her. We both grew up loving/hating our parents, which probably made us similar to ninety-eight per cent of our generation. Where we differed in this was the relationship with our fathers: mine left me; the problem with Charity’s is that he wouldn’t leave (leave her alone, that is). As her story unfolded, I couldn’t believe my ears. She kept assuring me that she also couldn’t believe that she was relating it, since she had never been capable of telling anyone before. Well, she did tell someone once, a mother who refused to believe a word she said. That was three days ago and she had been on the road ever since.


If only she had believed her, become her ally, defended her daughter against him, it would have been okay. She could have coped. Isn’t that what mothers are supposed to do? Realizing that she was on her own anyway, she decided that her only defense was to literally get out on her own, to escape. The clothes on her back and what she could stuff into her shoulder bag were all she left with, and a few dollars. She wasn’t so naïve to believe that the road would not be dangerous, but when people are running away from a danger, they don’t usually think all that far ahead. She was running from "the devil she knew" and that was enough.


At one point in her story I had to interrupt her. “What about friends or other family?” I asked. She just shrugged and told me about her older sister who had also run away about two years ago. No one had even heard from her since. Now she knew why.


As she talked about her life, at times in whispers, at times through tears, I found myself whispering and crying in return. It was so easy to listen and to console. I also felt the ghost of Ellis quietly slipping away. By the time dawn arrived to a gray overcast sky, we both fell asleep completely exhausted. We awoke together by mid-afternoon still in each other’s embrace. It appeared that we hadn’t moved at all while we were sleeping. We didn’t speak, but the silence was not a burden. It was as if we had got all the words out that we needed the night before. We shared our silence with an easiness and punctuated it with a smile or a touch. I had never experienced such a thing before. Silence had always brought with it a sense of foreboding and uneasiness, even dread. It usually meant you were in trouble or bad news. It was only the interlude while you waited for the axe to fall. This was different and it felt good, like an omen of something good just begun. The sky was clear now. A warm breeze had blown the storm clouds back out to sea, and the sun was dazzling, reflecting diamonds off the water. Another good omen, I thought, a good day to get on with our lives and move forward.

Chapter 4

Andy

Our secret place was really just a kind of natural hollow amidst the tangled underbrush of spruce and alders at the edge of the deep ravine that made a natural border behind our neighborhood. In the spring and fall the ravine became a stream, carrying away the run-off from all the rain. This time of year it was completely dry. It was also quiet since it was far enough away from all the street noise. Once you descended the embankment, even the backyard noises of kids playing and barking dogs were swallowed up by the treetops above. There were a number of paths running every which way through the foliage of the embankment. Many were worn smooth from years of using this as our summer adventure playground. There were lots of hiding places along the trails, perfect for ambushing unsuspecting cowboys. A couple of the paths led right down to the bottom of the ravine, but we seldom bothered to go that far, since the climb back up was hardly worth the energy. Halfway down the hill there was a switchback leading from the widest and smoothest trail. It was steep but the climb was worth it when you suddenly came out of the darkness of the trees onto a flat open clearing of grass and wildflowers. A few more steps and you found yourself standing at the edge of a sheer cliff face that drops straight down about a hundred feet to a tangled mess of brambles and stunted spruce below.


It was sometimes referred to as "Tom Clancy's Rock", but more commonly known simply as "The Rock", and it was forbidden territory, which made it simply irresistible to us kids of course. The Rock was declared off-limits after a neighborhood boy had fallen to his death from the top of it. That was in 1945. His name was Tom Clancy and he had just turned thirteen. It seems that no one ever got a complete story of what had happened on that fateful summer day. The War had just ended and the whole town was celebrating, until someone brought the news of his found and broken body. That ended the revelry, and launched an investigation that turned the small town inside out, and even brought it to the attention of the entire country in the national headlines. The cause of the boy's death was obvious. How he ended up at the bottom of The Rock was never conclusive. However, allegations flew and reporters came from all over, from Hartford and even as far away as Boston. They were tenacious in their search for the truth, and eager to provide their readers with even the smallest scrap of information. I remember my Aunt Mary talking about how exciting it all was, and "sensational" at the time, going on for weeks. I am sure that, if nothing else, they sold a lot of newspapers.


Deep dark family secrets were exposed, like how Tom’s father had a drinking problem that would send him into fits of rage at the boy for no apparent reason; how poor Tom's mother was given to long bouts of melancholia and depression (probably because of her alcoholic husband, it was assumed). Deep dark neighborhood secrets were revealed with the reported rumors, or "common knowledge" of an illicit affair she had been having with someone else's husband. This hinted at the possibility that Tom’s real father was a man of mystery, and when the duped husband discovered this news, in a drunken rampage, he killed the son which was not really his to begin with. Why he wouldn't have taken out his rage on the wife or the wife's supposed lover, no one bothered to question. All the wives, even her friends, became suddenly suspicious of their own husbands' fidelity, and they stopped talking to poor Tom's mother, because no matter which husband she had ensnared with her wicked ways, she was still a slut and a "harlot". They would have probably taken her out to the town square and stoned her, if it were still allowed.


It seems that no one was safe from the insatiable "quest for truth"—or sordid details—whatever  kept the story in the headlines. The police questioned Sonny Johnson until he cried. Sonny was a "simpleton" who still lived with his mother. She took care of him, even though he was in his forties. He spent his days hanging around the local storefronts, drinking sodas and running errands, or sweeping floors and sidewalks for a few coins from the shop owners. Everyone knew he was harmless and wouldn't even step on a crawling bug if he could help it. Everyone knew this about Sonny, until Martha Stanley whispered something to an out-of-town reporter one morning over coffee. Aunt Mary's eyes would blaze when she got to this point in the narrative. 

"It was the likes of Martha Stanley and Peggy Draper, with their vicious gossip that turned that poor family's tragedy into the three ring circus it became. They should have been horsewhipped in the middle of Main Street, and that whole entire rat pack of so-called reporters sent packing. It was probably nothing more than an unfortunate goddam accident."


And that's how the official version was finally written up -- an unfortunate tragic accident. Foul play may have been suspected, but there was not one shred of real evidence to prove that a crime had been committed. The newspapermen quietly slipped out of town, and the place returned to "normal". The only crime was what happened to those people most affected by the tragedy, in the aftermath of all the excitement. Within four months, just before Christmas, Mrs. Clancy committed suicide from an overdose of sleeping pills, taken with a liberal amount of her husband's sipping whiskey. Shortly after that the husband left town, to unknown parts. He left without a word to anyone, which was understandable because no one talked to him anyway, since the events of the summer. When it finally became obvious that he was gone—his foreman at the furniture factory came looking for him after a two week absence from work—no one bothered to track him down, or even list him with "missing persons". All his belongings were left behind in the house, there was still food in the cupboards, the lights in the front hall and the back porch had continued to burn day and night. The house was cold and the water had frozen in the pipes, since the fires had burned out in the two stoves that heated the place. 


The sheriff made a few half-hearted calls: the bus depot, train station, and the police in neighboring towns, but no one had seen a trace of the man. He had just vanished. Not quite sure what to do about the "Clancy Estate", as it came to be called, he had the water and power shut off, padlocked the doors front and back, and left a note in the window to direct Mr. Clancy to the local police station for the keys, should he ever see fit to return. He never did return, nor was 

he ever heard from since. The old place remained abandoned for a long time, the neighborhood kids soon declaring it as haunted, and spreading the most imaginative stories of Tom Clancy and 

his mother appearing behind the gauzy and threadbare curtains of the upstairs windows, wielding carving knives or axes or other assorted sharp and horrifying instruments of death, all dripping with blood. Aunt Mary said that Martha and Peggy would be proud of such fiction.


Eventually the sheriff had to arrange for the household goods to be auctioned off, in order to pay the back taxes on the place and to satisfy the incessant hounding from the local funeral home, which had never been paid in full for the burial of Mrs. Clancy. Since there were no other children and apparently no living relatives who wished to come forward to lay claim to the "Estate", even the house went up for sale. When no one bought it, the town finally decided to have it demolished and the corner lot turned into a small park. A few years later a small plaque mysteriously appeared there overnight, bearing the inscription: "Tom Clancy Memorial Park".  No one ever took credit for it, and so it became part of the local folklore, with most people believing that Tom's father was the one responsible. Someone even claimed to have glimpsed his mysterious figure in the vicinity, on that very night before the plaque appeared. This claim was made weeks later of course, once it was determined that it was truly a mystery. I personally always believed that my Aunt Mary was behind the whole thing, but she would never admit to it.


The Clancys weren't the only ones to suffer the fall-out from that awful summer. By the following spring, at least three of the wives from that neighborhood were filing for divorce. This was almost unheard of in those days and three from the same neighborhood, the very same street actually, well now that would have been newsworthy, except that nobody bothered to call in the reporters to provide the nation with all the sordid little details. The truth of the matter was, according to Aunt Mary, each of the women firmly believed that her husband had been having the "affair" with Mrs. Clancy, and was probably the father of poor Tom. 


A fourth couple, who had lived directly behind the Clancy house, their backyards touching, were also in the midst of a breakup. They were another Irish family, the O’Hara’s, and had been friends with the Clancy’s. The husband couldn't stand the torment any longer from his wife's irrational jealousy. They were becoming famous locally for their almost nightly quarrels, which could be heard quite audibly up and down the street, disturbing the peace. When Mr. O'Hara petitioned the local priest at Saint Anthony's to take pity on him and let him divorce his foul-mouthed wife, he was told of course that divorce is not allowed in the Catholic Church. When he asked for an annulment, declaring that he had been hoodwinked into marrying the girl at a very young age, and she had hidden from him the fact that she was a "foul-mouthed bitch from hell, Father", the priest reminded him that marriage in the Church was "’til death do you part, my son". He further reminded him that adultery was a mortal sin, and that if he wanted a new wife, then he could only hope that the present one dies. Mr. O'Hara left his wife, and the Church, that very same day. At least quiet was restored once more to the neighborhood.


As for Aunt Mary, she swore that the whole affair really opened her eyes to the miserable nature of small town life, the "unconstitutionality" of religion ("Imagine some guy in a black robe, who has never been married and never will be, telling me I would have to spend the rest of my days with a bitch from hell!"), and the treachery of marriage. She decided that none of those things were for her and she made up her mind to get out at the first opportunity. She always maintained that that was the one good thing that came out of the entire mess: "It got me motivated to get to hell out of the godforsaken place and to get a life". Which she did, going from high school to Normal College in Hartford, where she earned her teaching license, then moved to Canada where, "at least, the people are more civilized". She never married, and we only saw her on rare occasions since. Her last visit home had been more than five years ago now.








#


The clearing was bordered by a mixture of alders and birch trees, with a few pines and spruce growing close together. Just beyond was a neat "fence" that encircled the entire clearing. The fence was actually a stand of seven-foot tall broad-leaved plants with very straight, hollow stalks that resembled bamboo, but tasted like sauerkraut. There were no other paths leading to or from this clearing except for the one we had just ascended. Once you arrive there, you are faced with the "bamboo jungle", and must return home the same way you came. Or so it seems. However, the summer that we were twelve, Joey and I discovered that the bamboo jungle parts very easily and, if you are careful, leaves no sign behind that it has been penetrated. Beyond the barrier we discovered a whole new world we never knew existed: the remnants of paths that had not been used for a generation or more and a pure cold spring that bubbled up between two rocks, then disappeared again into a crevice not more than twenty feet away. 


Best of all, we discovered what we came to call our "lodge": a natural room of sorts, or perhaps more like an above-ground cave, formed by the sweeping branches of a close stand of old pine trees that had grown up together, leaning in towards each other. Their lower branches formed a kind of roof that even the rain could not penetrate. It was always twilight within its walls, and cooler than the air outside. The floor was soft and almost velvet to the touch, made up of a dense layer of needles from the trees. We always kicked off our shoes and socks as soon as we got inside. And it smelled wonderful, like pine and flowers and rich earth.


Joey and I had always been on the same wavelength, more than David and me, more than Ellis and him, kind of like "soul brothers", I guess. We knew instinctively that our discovery was the beginning of something rare and wonderful. We also knew instinctively that this place should remain our own secret domain, never to be shared with another human being, not even our own brothers, whom we both loved dearly in our own ways. Over the years we had maintained this secret, just as over the years we had, little by little made it our home away from home, laying-in supplies like cans of Spam, candles and matches, a couple of old blankets, Playboy magazines, an old transistor radio, mostly all pilfered stuff that no one ever missed. It had become our refuge, our escape, and this would be the first time we had ever shared our secret. We were feeling a little apprehensive about this decision, but at the same time we were totally helpless to our hormones and the thrill of this "mission impossible".


As we entered our twilit haven, the first thing that Mona spied was the collection of Playboys stacked in one corner. She picked up the top one and opened it to the centerfold layout. She flipped through a few pages, then turned the book sideways and studied it for a moment. 

"I suppose you think she's sexy," she said, turning the magazine so the picture was facing us. 

We stared at the centerfold, not quite sure just what the "correct" answer should be.


"Well," she continued, "she is sexy, isn't she?"


Relieved by the clue she had given us, we both nodded dumbly.


"Do you think she is as sexy as me?"


An easy one. Joey and I both wagged our heads "no" at the same time.



"I bet you've never seen a real live playmate before, have you? In the raw, that is."


Once more we shook our heads. I noticed that little beads of sweat had started to form on my forehead, and my mouth was suddenly very dry. I had also lost control of my lower jaw it seemed, because I couldn't close my mouth at all. Joey seemed to be experiencing the exact same symptoms.


"I bet you had no idea that I'm gonna be one of these playmates some day, did you?"


Heads wagging again.


"I bet you wouldn't know what to do with a real live playmate ... in the raw ... now, would you, boys?"


Another hard one. She was right, of course, but we didn't wish to appear as total morons. Joey and I looked at each other, each searching for a hint as to the proper response this time. We started to nod, but this received such a look that our heads immediately changed directions and wagged "no, no, no". It was the briefest of looks, just a simple arch of an eyebrow, a curl of the lip, but it managed to convey instantly: "no, you are morons, and you wouldn't have a sweet clue what to do". I felt like her goddam puppet on a string, and at the same time I was admiring her finesse as the puppeteer. Her goddam puppet, huh? ... Hmm ... I had no problem with that.


With a most innocent look, she asked coyly, "Would you boys like to play a game?" I swear she sounded just like a three-year-old, sitting on her daddy's lap. At the same time, she started to undo the remaining buttons of her blouse, exposing the lacy top of her black bra, and the hint of creamy white forbidden flesh. I was sure I could feel my blood pressure, and other parts of my body, start to rise.


Her next question was the one we had been waiting for, the one we were sure would unlock the gates of heaven, or at least gain us entrance to the garden of earthly delights. "Can you think of a game we could play?" she asked, again in that innocent little-girl voice.


My mouth opened, then closed again, but nothing came out. My mind was racing, imagining lots of games that all ended up with three sweaty, entwined bodies, thrashing about on the floor of soft, velvety pine needles. But these games all had names that I was absolutely certain would offend our guest, names like "hide the salami", and if I blurted that out, it would definitely spoil the moment. It suddenly dawned on me that we were already in the middle of a game. If it had a name, it would be called something like "the girl takes charge", or "Mona's manipulations". The trick would be to play it cool. I wasn't sure if Joey had clued in yet, but I didn't want to give him a chance to blow it. I kicked him sharply in the leg, just as he was about to open his mouth. At the same time, I asked Mona, "What game would you like to play?" Joey winced, but kept quiet.


"I thought you would never ask," she replied. No longer Daddy's little girl, she now sounded more like Mae West, and she had undone the last of the buttons on her blouse. Apparently, I was playing this game just right.


"How about we play: 'shoot the Playboy bunny'?" she said.


"Sh ... shoot?" Joey croaked.


The look on our faces made her laugh. "With a camera, silly," she said. "You do have a camera, don't you?" She looked around the small enclosure as if searching for a camera.


I was thinking, camera ... why would we have a camera up here? Then I thought, Bitch! You know we don't have a goddam camera ... you were just setting us up again. Next I started thinking, Joey, why did we never think to bring a goddam camera up here ... what were we thinking?


"No camera?" she whined, pouting, and in the very next instant she smiled, and said, "That's okay. I'm sure we can find pretend cameras." Relief washed over me once again , from heaven to hell back to heaven, and I couldn't help but admire this girl's skill.


Mona was staring at us with a devilish look on her face. She slowly and deliberately gave us the once-over, her eyes moving from our faces, downward along our bodies to the floor, then back up again, but only halfway. Even to morons like us, it was obvious that she was focusing on the bulges that were straining against the material of our tight black pants. I was amazed by her speed and alacrity as she crossed the three or four strides that separated us, unzipped our flies and freed us from our constraints. Joey and I had audibly inhaled one deep breath simultaneously, and she was standing back where she had been, and we were standing facing her, exposed and at attention. "Your cameras," she said, smiling. In a serious tone, she added, "Now hold them steady." Then like a movie director, she called out, "Cameras!" We each grabbed our "cameras", to hold them steady. Then, "Action!"


With that, Mona took on the role of—no, actually became the centerfold. She discarded her blouse, then her lacy black bra, and began to pose in front of the "cameras". She was really good, and totally mesmerizing. Before long we were transported to the set of a real Playboy bunny shoot. Discarding her tiny black skirt, she started to strike poses I had never seen in any Playboy layout. What she could do with her legs didn't seem possible. Her body was magnificent, from head to toe, equal to any centerfold's. "Flawless" was what came to mind. I wanted to tell her this, but my throat was so dry, I had trouble with the words, and it came out as, "Lawless."


Stopping in mid-stretch, she gave me a kind of shocked look.


"Flawless," I said. "Your body is flawless." She smiled at that, then slipped one hand inside her panties.


I was expecting her panties to be black, to match her bra and skirt. They were surprisingly pristine white, and somehow that was even better. When her fingers began to explore beneath those white panties, Joey and I could barely contain ourselves. We were both breathing very hard, and our "cameras" had suddenly changed into magic lamps, and we were urgently trying to bring forth a genie. We were brought back to reality however, when Mona noticed and yelled, "Boys! Keep those cameras steady! Didn't your mamas ever tell you that could make you go blind?" She laughed at her own joke, then continued with her poses.


Some of the faces she was making and the way she was twisting her body into certain unbelievable positions was comical really, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing. On the other hand, this incredibly sexy girl with her milky white breasts and perfect long legs, this exhibitionist goddess, had me so hot I could have died that minute with no regrets in my short life. When she stretched out on her back, on the velvety pine floor, beckoning the "cameras" in for a close-up, we knew that we were nearing the end of the "shoot", that the game was drawing to a close. I was not sure who was more excited, the cameramen or the playmate, but I knew that we were fast approaching the outer limit of keeping things steady.


Standing so close to her, hovering right above her, it became obvious that she was enjoying her performance as much as or more than the two of us guys. I was dizzy with the need to touch her, delirious with the control it took to restrain myself. Her hips were moving in a slow rhythm that was totally hypnotic, keeping us riveted where we were. Her breath was coming in short gasps, and she whispered hoarsely, "Steady ... boys ... almost ... there ... almost...”


Next she was praying, between gasping breaths, "Jesus ... Mary ... and ... Joseph ... Oh ... Jesus ... Oh ... God..." Then cursing, "Oh ... Goddam ... Yes! ... Oh ... Goddam!" 


Her body suddenly stopped its rhythmic movements and she arched her back, pointing her breasts straight up towards us. I had never been so hot in my entire life, and I heard myself praying and cursing right along with her, "Oh, Jesus ... Oh, Goddam!" Joey had joined right in, and with a chorus of "Oh Jesus, Oh Goddam ... Oh Mona ... Oh Mona!" we both lost control and exploded in the same instant, freeing the genies from the lamps. And if we could have been granted our three wishes, it would have been to do this all over again, and again ... and again.


As our knees unlocked and we collapsed to the ground, Joey and I found ourselves facing each other over the spot where Mona had lain just a moment before. With the speed and agility of a cat, she was on her feet and clambering into her clothes. Her bra and blouse were already in place and she was doing up the buttons. Her skirt was still on the ground, and our eyes naturally wandered to the triangle formed by the top of her thighs. Her white panties were still in place, but 

the spot that held our attention was so obviously wet, and so enticing to our imaginations, that we couldn't help but groan and fall to the ground completely.


"Sorry, boys," she said, zipping up her skirt from behind, "the show's over. It was fun, but we better be getting back before we are missed. After all, there's a goddam funeral reception still going on. Oh, and by the way," she added, with a look that left no doubt about its seriousness, "If you ever breathe one word about our little game this afternoon..." She paused for effect, "then the whole goddam world will learn about your ‘secret hideaway’..." She laughed sarcastically at that, then continued, " and that the two of you are a couple of fags that do very nasty things together up here. Got it?" she sneered. "And don't go making up no pathetic stories about all the things we did up here, 'cause you know that we didn't do anything. And besides, I'm still a virgin."


We believed her, and all we could do was to nod our pathetic little puppet heads. On the way back to Joey's house, Mona led the way. She strutted along in her usual way, head held high, nose in the air, informing the world around her how fortunate a place it was to be graced by her presence. Joey and I followed in silence. The sway of her hips and her lovely long legs still held our attention, but it was different now. Before we shared the secret of the "lodge" with her, we had been young, naive boys, our experience with women limited to Playboy magazines and our imaginations. On the one hand, we could now boast (if we dared) that we had experienced a real live woman, just like real men. On the other hand, I was left with the feeling that this experience, however exciting it might have been, hadn't really taken me much further than the Playboys and my imagination. I didn't feel quite so naive anymore, but I knew I was a long way away from feeling like a "real man". I knew that we had been tested somehow, and I thought that we had "passed", but I couldn't be sure. 


It was all very complicated. I was glad to have shared the experience with Joey, since we almost always shared everything. It seemed natural, and yet, I resented him at the same time, wondering if it would have been better if Mona and I had been alone. Nah, I thought, if she really is a virgin, she would still be a virgin (and me, too), even without Joey present. I learned a few things about myself, like how "in the heat of the moment", as the saying goes, I would have done absolutely anything Mona wanted, perhaps short of killing Joey, but I wouldn't swear to that either. I really did feel like her goddam puppet, and I didn't care! So, girls obviously rule, and I would just have to accept my role as the fool. One more thing: I never knew that girls actually "did things" to themselves. 

Chapter  5

David


By nightfall we were making our way along the roads of Maine leading to Mount Desert Island and Uncle Maury’s. Charity turned out to be a great navigator, keeping us on track at every turn, from the I-95 onto the 1A at Brewer and on into Hancock County. Ellsworth was a little tricky, but once we found the No. 3 State Highway, it took us right into downtown Bar Harbor. The place was bustling with locals and tourists. It was a warm evening and people were out strolling and shopping all along Main Street. A crowd had gathered at the Village Green, the corner of Main and Mt. Desert Street, for an open-air concert by the Town Band. The whole place had a kind of carnival atmosphere that was infectious. We found a pizza parlor cum pinball arcade where you could buy pizza by the slice and a Coke for a half-dollar. I used the payphone there to call my uncle, not thinking about the noise level, so we had a little trouble hearing each other at first.


I was a little apprehensive when I made the call, but he assured me that he was glad to hear from me. He said that Mom had already let him know that I might be coming this way. She had called just today after supper, as a matter of fact. We found his place with no problem, about a ten-minute drive out towards Schooner Head. It was a cabin really, nestled among stunted spruce and pine trees and built on a bluff overlooking the ocean. It was small and rustic but it suited his needs. In his mid-fifties and never been married, he was the still eligible but confirmed bachelor of the family. He loved the outdoors and nature. 


I had met him only a few times in my childhood and he always remained an enigma to me. He was a dedicated conservationist, loved animals, but his passions included fishing and hunting (not in Acadia National Park, of course, where he worked as a Park Ranger for more than thirty years). He had little or no use for people however, declaring us all as the “scourge of the planet”. I remember wondering how in the world he was ever able to deal with the number of tourists that invaded his island each and every summer all those years. I remember how he told us that he simply looked at them as “transients”, and he reminded himself that they would all leave him and his Island in peace after Labor Day.


I remembered him as a very forthright, plainspoken man, perhaps opinionated might be a better description, but also as someone who had a wry sense of humor. I never could fully accept the idea that he was my mother’s brother, they seemed like such opposites. You always knew where he was coming from, whereas Mom was much subtler and you had to spend half your time guessing at what the hell she was about. Mom had a way of charming you out of the last piece of apple pie or your best-kept secrets, whereas Maury had all the subtlety of a bull in a china shop. But he could see the humorous or absurd in almost everything, and I was hard pressed to find a sense of humor at all in Mom most of the time.


When we pulled up to the cabin, he was sitting out on the open porch, smoking his pipe. He looked much the same as I remembered except a little older. His hair was thinner but his beard was fuller and its reddish color now streaked with gray and white. He was tall with a large powerful frame, deeply tanned and he looked just as strong as ever. I remember as a kid thinking of him as the “Mountain Man from Maine”. Andy probably wouldn’t remember it, but the first time Maury came to visit us he would cry every time his uncle picked him up or laughed. It was his laugh I remembered best: it was certainly loud, but it always came from deep within and it was genuine. And he laughed with his eyes also which were deep blue and piercing. I guess he reminded me of Santa Claus as well, a great guy but at the same time a little intimidating up close, kind of  “bigger than life”. Come to think of it, when he was little, Andy always cried when his turn finally came to sit on Santa’s lap at the local toy store each Christmas. 


Uncle Maury left his porch and came up to greet me as I climbed out of the van. His expansive smile was followed by an exclamation of my name in his friendly booming voice. This was followed by a handshake which completely swallowed up my own hand, crushing every bone in it at the same time, I was sure. Then came a bear hug that completed the bone crushing in the rest of my body. This of course was followed by his famous laugh, which echoed through the woods surrounding us. 


“David,” he boomed, “I’ve been expecting you. Welcome, welcome! It’s been too long. How old were you when you were here last? Nine, ten, maybe?” It was a rhetorical question and he continued right along. “Your mother called me tonight all in a panic about you, and… hello, who is this little girl?”


Charity had climbed out of the passenger door and came around the van next to me. I don’t think Uncle Maury had noticed her at first. He gave a loud laugh. “Your girlfriend, David?” he asked. 


The question actually took me off-guard for a moment. In my mind the answer was a definite “yes”, but we had been together such a short time and we hadn’t even tried to define our relationship with any kind of label. And to be honest I wasn’t really sure how Charity would react to the idea of introducing her as my girlfriend. Finally I said, “This is my friend, Charity.”


He held out his hand and grasped hers, but I noticed that this handshake was very gentle. “A special friend?” he asked her. Charity nodded. Still grasping her hand in his, with his free hand he gently removed her sunglasses and looked into her eyes. His own eyes stopped smiling for a moment. Then, gently touching the girl’s bruised face and looking directly into her eyes, he calmly asked, “Did he do this?” He nodded his head towards me as he asked the question.


“No,” Charity whispered, shaking her head, her eyes never leaving his.


“Someone close to you?” he asked. She nodded. “A family member, maybe?” he continued.


Once more in a whisper, Charity answered, “My father.”


Still calmly and in a matter-of-fact voice he asked, “Does he have any way of knowing where you are right now?” Charity shook her head and I noticed the tears starting to well up in her eyes. “Then be happy, Missy, be full of joy! You are welcome here. Everybody needs a special friend, including our David. And everyone needs a place to be safe, and by god you will find it here!”


Then he laughed out loud once again and he threw his arms around Charity, and then around the two of us, and led us into his humble home. Charity was laughing and crying at the same time. She whispered to me, “I think he is really Santa Claus,” and I laughed out loud at that, remembering my childhood and Andy, and Uncle Maury joined in because for him laughter was natural and always welcome.


In no time at all we felt right at home in the little cottage. Coffee was brewed and served and Maury had the water boiling for the half-dozen live lobsters he had been given earlier that evening from his fisherman friend Eddie Branscombe, because “he owed him one”. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten lobster, probably the last time I had visited here about ten years ago. For Charity this was another first. I noticed that she made herself scarce when the time came to actually cook the creatures. She pretended to be interested in Maury’s one and only bookshelf which included titles such as “The Deep Woods Of Maine” and “Bass Fishing On The Kennebec River”. The lobsters were delicious, served up with new potatoes, fresh baby carrots and beet greens, followed by blueberry buckle and a glass of Uncle Maury’s homemade wine on the porch. The night air was still really warm and we sat out in our t-shirts, Maury in the rocker, Charity and I on the porch swing. When he turned out the lights and said, “Now, watch,” it was magical, as we were treated to a display of fireflies, flitting and dancing about the Maine woods. It gave me a sudden insight into this enigmatic but nature-loving uncle of mine, and I found myself understanding his quick and easy laughter. I also found myself envying him.


Once again I marveled at Charity’s childlike nature and her delight in the simple pleasures of life. I noticed Maury watching her and smiling with approval. It was one of those moments that we wish could last forever, but of course they never do. Uncle Maury, who wanted to do some catching up on the family, interrupted my reverie. He said that he could only picture Andy as “a little five-year-old shit”, and I assured him that Andy was now the “big brother” as far as size was concerned.


“Big enough to kick his older brother’s ass?” he grinned.


I just shook my head and mumbled, “That’ll be the day.” 


Maury laughed then continued to ask me about Mom, was she still one of those hysterical crusaders? Had we ever heard from that no-good father of ours in all these years? Any college prospects? No? Was I on my way to Canada to avoid the draft? What did I think of our latest Bungler in the Oval Office, President Nixon? For the next little while we talked politics, economics, philosophy, about how the times really are a-changing. I couldn’t ever remember having had a real conversation with an adult before, that is, a conversation in which my own views were appreciated or even encouraged. 


We learned a lot that evening not just about my uncle’s sometimes-strong opinions, but also about the man himself. His regard for humanity in general was not very high, but he believed in live and let live. He had no use for warmongers. He asserted that the greatest threat to our democratic way of life had nothing to do with the goings-on in South East Asia, but rather it came from the very government that claimed to be its greatest champion. 


“America is still the greatest country in the world,” he proclaimed. “But little by little, we are allowing our own government to strip away every freedom we ever fought for.”


It became readily apparent that my uncle was not a supporter of the present Administration or of the War in Vietnam. He also made it clear that he had no problem with my plans to avoid the draft, and he offered to assist in any way he could. When he announced that it was his bedtime, since “5:30 in the morning comes early”, he insisted that we were to make ourselves at home.


“There’s a big feather bed in the spare room, or you can just throw the mattress out here on the porch if it’s too hot tonight. I’ll be gone by the time you two get up, I’m sure, but don’t be shy around here – or you might go hungry,” he grinned.


I started to thank him for his kindness, but he stopped me with a wave of his hand. “No need to, David, no need to say anything. It’s the least I could do. And the same goes for you, little girl.” He once again removed Charity's sunglasses and looked directly into her eyes as he spoke.

“Just pretend that you are a couple of young tourists and enjoy our Island for the next few days. After that we’ll figure out what’s best for the fugitives that you really are.” He laughed at that as he left the two of us alone.


Charity and I continued to sit together on the porch swing, enjoying the fireflies and the warm night air. An owl hooted close by, startling us, then we both laughed at ourselves. “Maury is pretty cool,” she whispered. “I don’t think I’ve ever been treated like an adult before… by an adult… know what I mean?” I just nodded, and she continued, “I love the way he laughs, and how he has such an easy way about him, yet at the same time he’s a little… uh…”


“Scary?” I ventured, smiling.


“Yeah, but I’m not afraid of him. It’s hard to explain. Like when he looks right into my eyes, it’s kind of intense, like no matter what he were to ask me, I know I couldn’t lie to him.”


“I noticed,” I laughed. “If you have any deep dark secrets, you better be careful around him. Of course,” I continued in my best Viennese accent, “You can always confide in der goot Doctor David Freud, Fraulein.  It is mine job to help you through all your traumas, especially those troubling sexual fantasies. It is so not good to repress them, my dear!” It was Charity’s turn to laugh, and I gently patted her arm and continued in a condescending voice, “Now, my dear, don’t be nervous. Tell the goot doctor about all your secret desires, so he can help you to free your soul.”


Uncle Maury’s feather guest bed was amazing, especially after our nights in the van or on the ground under the stars. The stars in the heavens were wonderful, but finding heaven in a soft feather bed has a lot to be said for it as well.


The next two days could be described as a little slice of heaven also. We decided to take my uncle’s advice and played the part of the young tourist couple, pretending that we didn’t have a care in the world. We explored Bar Harbor with all its quaint little shops and friendly atmosphere. We rented bicycles and spent the better part of the day on the carriage roads of Acadia National Park. At every turn we marveled at the beauty and tranquillity of the place. It helped us to gain a little insight into Uncle Maury’s passion for the Park and for his Island home. We even got caught up in the local history of the place, just like any ordinary tourists. Some things were quite fascinating actually, like the great fire of ’47 that nearly destroyed the island and did destroy a lot of the summer cottages of some very famous inhabitants.


The connection of John D. Rockefeller with the Island, for instance, was interesting. While we were at a rest stop during our cycling excursion, a local pointed out to us the sight of the former Rockefeller summer cottage, that just happened to contain some forty-odd bathrooms, all with gold plumbing fixtures! In the next breath he went on to explain how this same icon of American industry, despite his decadent lifestyle, contributed to the Island and its inhabitants by providing much needed work during the Depression, creating the almost sixty miles of carriage roads throughout the Park, which we had been enjoying with our bikes. 


As we drove along Frenchman’s Bay in the evening, we passed the ferry terminal where the Bluenose was docked. It was the passenger and car ferry that connected Maine to Canada. I had a twinge of prescience, a kind of forewarning that my own future lay in that direction. Unfortunately it wouldn’t be as a tourist however, but rather as a fugitive. Oh well, I thought, I’ll think about that tomorrow.


                                                          Part II

Chapter 1

Andy


The next morning I was awakened by the incessant ringing of the doorbell, which eventually penetrated my incredible dreams of Mona Harrison; incredible because I was the one who was in control, and we were going at it hot and heavy, not in some twilit woods, but right in the middle of the park—Tom Clancy's Memorial Park—with half the town watching. Not only watching, but they all had cameras, flashing away. Half asleep and more than half frustrated, I opened the door to be greeted by the two most serious, deadpan federal agent-type guys I had ever seen in my life. I swear that standing on my doorstep were none other than Sergeant Joe Friday and his side-kick, Officer Bill Gannon, right out of “Dragnet”.


Officer Gannon was the first one to speak: "David?" he asked.

 
"Nossir, that's my brother," I answered, sleepily.


"What's your name, son?" he continued.


"Andy."


"And where might we find your brother, son?"


"Don't know. He's gone."


"Gone where, exactly?"







"Don't know, just gone." 


"And when does he plan on returning?"


"Don't know. He didn't say."


Officer Gannon was beginning to show a little frustration, so Sgt. Friday decided to try his luck next.


He actually smiled, trying a more friendly approach. "Is your father home, son?"


"Nope," I answered, looking up at him, returning the smile. "He's gone, too."


"Did he leave with your brother?"


"Nossir. He's been gone about ten years now."


"Oh." He seemed taken aback by the news. Then he continued on, smiling once more. "And your mom, is she at home, son?"


"Sorry, she's at work. Don't know when she'll be home."


Officer Gannon seemed to be getting more frustrated by the minute. He tapped his companion on the shoulder to indicate that it was his turn once more. "Do you mind if we come inside and have a look around, kid?"


He started to take a step forward, and I started to close the door. It was Friday’s turn to put a hand on his companion’s shoulder, to hold him back. 


"My Mom wouldn't like it if I let strangers in the house." Actually, I doubted if she would care one way or the other, but it sounded good, so I added, "She wouldn't even like me talking to you. Maybe you could leave a name and number, and she can call you later on."


At this, Officer Gannon gave me a menacing look. "Listen here, you little shit, we are here on official business, and the only numbers you and your mother are going to get will be the ones stamped on your prison shirts when we arrest you both for obstructing justice!" He spit out the last word, and I stepped back in the doorway. I'm sure he would have pounced on me, except that Friday was still restraining him.


The sergeant took over once again. Still with a smile, he asked, "Were you aware of the fact that your brother David was supposed to report to the local draft board on Monday morning past?"


I shook my head no, thinking, of course I was aware, and he continued, "Did you know that he failed to report at said time and that following a 24 hour period of grace, his conspicuous absence was duly noted, and..." he paused for emphasis, "... as of this morning a warrant has been issued for his arrest?" 


I shook my head again. That I didn't know.


"But that's not why we are here, son," he continued. "Our job is simply to find your brother and..." He seemed to be searching for the right word, "... encourage him to do the right thing ... and to persuade him of his, um, folly, should he choose otherwise. So, if he is here, or if you know of his whereabouts, it would be in his best interest to, ah, accompany us, before he gets into deeper trouble."


Throughout his speech, Friday was smiling, friendly-like. Certain words struck a chord with me, as I am sure they were intended to. I was fully awake now, and the message became crystal clear, namely: turn over your brother to us now, kid ... it'll be bad for him, alright, but a helluva lot worse later on. It occurred to me that they had been playing good cop-bad cop with me, and although Officer Gannon was truly menacing, Sgt. Friday was the real snake in the grass, and probably a true master of "encouragement and persuasion". I couldn't help myself, but I laughed out loud.


Friday’s smile was gone in an instant. So was his restraining hand on his partner, and Officer Gannon, in the quickest move I had ever seen, knocked my legs from under me and had me sprawled out on my back in the front hallway. One large shiny boot was putting pressure on my windpipe and causing me to lie very still. Looking up, I could still see that the front door was open, but the sergeant’s back was filling the space. I had the brief impression that he was either standing guard or worse, that he didn't want to be a witness to whatever his partner was going to do to me next. The scariest part was not being able to breathe. I began to see tiny spots of light behind my eyes, and I knew that I would soon blackout. I thought, I'm too young to die ... I'm still a goddam virgin.


Just then the boot's pressure eased off a little, just enough to allow me to take a great gulp of air, which my lungs had been screaming for. Maybe I wouldn't die after all. Then the officer began to rant at me, until he turned very red in the face and the chords of his neck were bulging, and his eyes were crossed. He seemed very concerned about getting his message across, since he repeated himself on a number of points. I guess since he never bothered to learn my name, he also had to keep making up names for me. He also had a great need to be assured that I was listening and paying attention to him.


"Listen to me, you little worm" at some point became "Pay attention, slug". He seemed to prefer "little sissy fag". I learned that not only David, but also his little sissy fag brother and his Pinko-commie mother could face up to twenty years in a federal prison, for his cowardly act of evading the draft. With each sentence, his voice seemed to rise a notch, and his speech became more colorful, until the air was a solid blue around him and his shouting began to sound like very loud barking. At that point, Sgt. Friday was pulling him off me, and I realized that the barking was coming from outside, and it sounded just like the two German Shepherds that belonged to our neighbors, the Mahoney's. Those dogs were the scourges of the neighborhood, always barking their fool heads off, getting loose and rooting in the garbage cans, terrorizing small children. I had always hated those dogs, until that moment. They had never actually attacked anyone before; it was just their size and growl that made them appear menacing. Although full grown, they were not much more than pups really and mostly only ever wanted to play. Like overgrown kids who didn't know their own strength, their play always held the possibility of danger, but for the most part they were just a nuisance.


On this particular morning however there was nothing friendly about them. Whether it was the loud shouting coming from my opened front door, or perhaps a glimpse of the neighborhood boy sprawled out on the floor beyond, I'll never know. They might simply have disliked Friday’s face as he stood guard in the doorway. I'm sure that his phony toothy grin didn't fool them for a second. And I'm just as certain that they had no problem smelling trouble brewing within. The two great dogs acted like they were quite prepared to have these two intruders for breakfast. 


At any rate, as soon as Friday moved to grab his partner, the two dogs came bounding up the walkway, taking the steps two at a time. Whether through panic or slower reflexes than the canines, the two men left the front door open. One of them shouted, "Let's go!" and I must admit, they could both move pretty fast. It all happened so quickly, I barely had time to roll out of the way, as the dogs came bounding into the hallway. They stopped for a second to sniff me. I was certain that I was done for, but I guess it was just to make sure that I was all right. This allowed the two men the extra couple of steps they needed to keep ahead of their attackers. From my vantagepoint on the floor I watched as one pair of shiny black shoes veered to the right at the end of the hallway, heading for the kitchen and the back door. The other pair went bounding 

up the stairs. Both were closely followed by a set of four large dirty paws. At about the same time, I heard the back screen door swing shut (twice), and what sounded like the bathroom door slam upstairs. 


Not wanting to miss any of the fun, I scrambled to my feet and headed down the hall, through the kitchen and outside. One of my interrogators was just disappearing down into the steep ravine beyond the backyard. He really is fast, I thought. I could see the dog about twenty feet behind, then he disappeared as well. I heard a noise behind me, and wheeled around in time to see Officer Gannon climbing through the bathroom window onto the roof that covers our back verandah. He had an awful look on his face, and when he noticed me I swear I could see murder in his eyes. The distance from the roof to the ground wasn't very great, and it would have been easy for him to jump right on top of me. David and I used to jump from there all the time when we were younger, playing paratroopers. As our eyes locked, I thought, “This is it.” Loud howling could be heard from the direction of the ravine. This suddenly reminded me that the other shepherd was still in the house, probably scratching at the bathroom door. Without even thinking about it, I formed an "O" with my thumb and forefinger, put them in my mouth, and let out one loud, shrill whistle. From inside, I could hear the sound of heavy paws and scratching nails on the hardwood floors. Next my new four-legged "friend" came out through the screen door, bouncing around beside me, ready to play. Until I pointed to the roof above us and said, "Sick 'im, boy."


 No time for play right now. There was still work to be done. Growling menacingly once more and barking loud enough to hurt my ears, the shepherd looked like he was actually preparing to spring up onto the low roof. Whether he could make the jump or not was debatable. It seemed unlikely but the man wasn't going to stick around to find out. He made a jump of his own, from the side of the roof, clearing the fence that separated our driveway from the neighbor's. He hit the ground and rolled, then was up on his feet and running across the street to his parked car, a large dark green sedan. The dog sprang after him. He just managed to clamber inside and roll up the window, as the large dog took a mighty leap and landed on the hood, nails scraping the paint. Unable to latch onto the smooth surface, the animal kept sliding and landed on the sidewalk. The car roared to life, the driver rammed it into gear, then squealed away down the block. He turned sharply left at the first intersection, tires still squealing, and sped off towards the ravine. I whistled once more, and the shepherd loped over to me, tail wagging, playful again.


"Let's go exploring, boy. How about we start with the ravine?" He barked once like he understood, and the two of us trotted off across my backyard together to see what we could see. I figured that Sgt. Friday was either still running along the paths of the embankment, or had managed to scramble up a tree and out of the dog's reach. In the company of my new canine friend, I was feeling kind of brave and cocky—well, at least safe—so why not see how the morning adventure turns out? I could still hear barking, but it seemed a long way down. We followed the sound all the way to the bottom of the ravine, then continued along the dry streambed for another hundred yards or so. Just ahead was a sharp bend, and as we made the turn the barking became very loud. I could also hear the blaring of a car horn. A short distance away, the streambed made another sharp turn, forming an "S". 


At the place where the Mulberry Street Bridge spans it, we spied the other shepherd and the other man. The dog was running back and forth, up and down the far side of the embankment, barking and "guarding" his prisoner. Friday had climbed the trestles of the bridge. He was quite near the top, but in a real dilemma. If he climbed up onto the roadway, the dog would be there waiting for him. The same was true if he climbed back down to the floor of the ravine. The blaring horn was his partner's attempt to either scare off the dog, or announce his presence. I wasn't sure if he had actually seen his companion, but the dog was a sure sign that he was nearby. He laid on the horn once more and the shepherd with me started barking, then ran off towards the bridge. At the same time, his twin ran down into the gully to meet him. They were like two little kids who had been reunited after a long separation. It was comical really, but of course in that moment, with the guard removed, the trapped man made his escape; up to the road, over the guardrail, and into the waiting car. The car sped off, and the two dogs capered about, not giving it a second glance. It was as if they had forgotten all about the morning's events. I just shook my head, relieved that those boys were gone, and actually feeling quite delighted about my newfound friends. 


It had been a long time since I had explored this place. Since Joey and I had discovered the "lodge", that is where we usually hung out when we spent time in the ravine. As I turned around to go back home, I couldn't help but notice the amount of garbage that littered the ground. I didn't remember it as being such a dump in the past. There were discarded food containers everywhere, including a lot of boxes displaying the "golden arches" of the latest fast-food place in the area. The dogs were busying themselves with greasy red and white paper buckets that had once contained chicken pieces from another food outlet, loudly crunching on discarded chicken bones, and tearing the paper to shreds. There was a small hollowed-out cave-like area on one side of the embankment. It was half-hidden by a covering of low, sweeping cedar branches. An obvious make-out spot, I couldn't believe the number of discarded condoms surrounding the entrance. Disgusting, I thought.


Scattered about were odds and ends of discarded clothing as well: an old mud-covered tie-dyed t-shirt, a number of odd socks, one tennis sneaker that looked quite new (someone must have run away in a hurry to leave that behind). Not far from the sneaker, just above it really, was another one of those cave-like depressions, camouflaged by more cedars. There seemed to be a trail of clothing leading to its entrance: a dirty-white torn blouse, a piece of black material which turned out to be a very small skirt, upon closer investigation; one girl's black leather shoe, also quite new, like the sneaker. Rather absent-mindedly I found myself gathering up the various items, as I made my way up the embankment towards the cedars and the half-hidden "cave". It was becoming like a game of what's next? Or like a scavenger hunt. Aha, there's the matching shoe. Three more strides up the hill and—what’s this?—hmm, a rather sexy black lace bra. Grabbing on to a tree root and a few more feet and, could it really be? A pair of white panties—the  indispensable item on the list of any self-respecting scavenger hunt. What's next, the naked girl belonging to all these clothes?


Where the cedars parted, allowing entrance to the enclosed space beyond, I spied a naked foot. This was attached to a naked leg. As I peered inside and my eyes adjusted to the relative darkness within, it became clear that the leg was part of the body of the girl lying there on the floor of the cave. She was lying on her stomach, with her face turned to the side and partly covered by her blond hair. She was absolutely nude. She was also dead. Not that I had ever seen many dead bodies before, so I was no expert, but I just knew that this girl, beautiful as she once must have been, was no longer among the living. 


As I looked from the girl to the bundle of clothing in my hands, then back again, my stomach suddenly tightened and my heart began to pound. I realized that I actually recognized each and every item from the white blouse and black skirt to the lacy bra and white panties. I was clutching the dead girl's panties, and they had belonged to Mona Harrison, and Mona was lying there naked and, not sexy, but dead! As the reality of this sunk in, I dropped the clothing in revulsion, as if it were suddenly diseased and contagious. I felt sick and I was having trouble breathing. I felt hot and cold at the same time and my eyes began to sting. I swiped at my eyes with the back of my hand and it surprised me to see that it came away wet. Taking a step back to distance myself from the body, or the clothing, I wasn't sure, I lost my footing in the loose dry earth. It wasn't that far to the bottom of the ravine, so after a couple of somersaults I found myself unhurt. I was on my hands and knees, getting sick all over the ground, getting sick all over myself, until there was nothing left but the dry heaves. At the same time, I couldn't stop the tears.

I was crying like a baby, like I couldn't remember ever doing before. I was a mess.


My two canine companions sauntered over to check me out. They seemed a bit concerned about the state I was in, but when I finally stopped heaving and was able to breathe properly once again, they started to lick me and scamper about. I was surprised that they weren't drawn to the place where Mona's body was concealed. It was strange to be thinking of the girl as "Mona's body", especially when I remembered how alive and delightful her body had been only yesterday afternoon. It didn't seem possible that it was less than 24 hours ago. None of this morning's events seemed real at all, from the time the doorbell woke me up, the FBI guys, the dogs, the ravine, and especially Mona's naked dead body. I couldn't deny the reality however, and I couldn't get the picture of her out of my head. I also knew that I would have to do something about the discovery, I just wasn't sure what. One thing I was sure of: all hell was going to break loose.


I knew that I shouldn't disturb the body. So far so good. I knew also that I shouldn't disturb the "scene of the crime". A bit late for that, since my fingerprints were already all over her clothes (even her underwear, I thought, with a shudder). Maybe I should get rid of them all, I was sure there was time. Just then one of the dogs started towards the cedars, and I really didn't want those two messing around there. It seemed like my decision had just been made for me. I picked myself up off the ground, gave a whistle and started jogging along the ravine towards home. The dogs followed. By the time I got back to the house, I had more or less made up my mind about informing the cops, and explaining to them the morning's events just as they had happened. But first I needed a very long, very hot shower.

#


Once I got cleaned up I felt much better. I couldn't get the picture of Mona's body out of my head, but I was feeling much calmer about it. I still wasn't sure what to do about my discovery. Maybe Joey could help. 


No one seemed to be home at the Fowler's but the back door was open as usual. I found Joey down in the rec room. He looked like he hadn't slept all night, which I pointed out. He told me he had had a lot on his mind last night, what with the funeral and all. He had finally drifted off in the old armchair around dawn.


"Then I got woke up by the racket from those goddam Mahoney dogs. What the hell was going on this morning, anyway? I was too tired to go outside and look."


I told him all about the visit from Sgt. Friday and Officer Gannon, and he laughed through the whole story, especially the part about the bridge.


"They told me that if David doesn’t come back, then the army will be allowed to take me in his place, and it makes no difference that I am only 17. Could they really do that?"   


"I think they were just yanking your chain, Andy. But then, who knows? I hear they have a real need for 'little sissy fags' these days—to keep those big strapping marines happy—know what I mean, Soldier?" With that he gave me a wink and laughed.


I failed to see the humor in it, myself. Then I told Joey all about finding Mona in the ravine. I even told him about how it made me sick ... even about the crying part. The whole time I was relating my story, I kept waiting for some kind of reaction from him. I'm not sure what I expected exactly: shock, anger, grief, sympathy for the girl, or for me even ... anything. Joey just sat there, listening passively, almost like the whole thing bored him. 


Finally, I said, "I'm not making any of this up, y'know."


"You actually cried?" he said. "You never cry. Why would you cry over her?"


"What do you mean?" I asked. I was having trouble understanding his attitude. "Joey, it was only yesterday afternoon we were with her. Remember?"


"Of course I remember. That's what I'm getting at. The girl was a slut. Something like this was bound to happen. She was asking for trouble ... "


I interrupted him. "She wasn't a slut, Joe. Hell, we didn't even get her to remove her underwear. And ... she said she was still a virgin...”


It was Joey's turn to interrupt me. "Oh, for Chrissakes, you didn't believe any of that virgin bullshit I hope ... did you? I can't believe how naive you can be sometimes. Do you really think that any decent girl would have put on a show like she put on for us yesterday? Not only that, do you think that any decent girl would actually do what she did to herself ... you know ... with her fingers...”


"Joey, we do it all the time!"


"Yeah, but we're guys! She's a girl."


"Was," I corrected him. "She was a girl. Now she's not anything anymore. She's just ... dead."


It just didn't seem to matter to Joey. He continued along the same track. "Well, if she wasn't a slut, then she was still a goddam tease. Maybe it would have been better if she was an out-and-out slut. At least then, you would have known where you stood. She was probably teasing her asshole boyfriend, Scott Jefferson. She was probably telling him all about her slutty games with us, and he couldn't take it anymore. And he probably figured, 'What the hell, it's no different from putting down a rabid animal', as he choked the life out of her."


He seemed to be lost in his own imaginary world. His eyes gleamed when he talked about Mona being strangled. He even extended his arms and clasped his hands together in front of his chest, and squeezed as if he were the one doing the strangling. It was getting downright scary.


"Planet Earth calling Joey Fowler," I called out. "Jesus, Joey, you looked like you were actually enjoying the thought of strangling Mona. I never realized how much her ‘games’ yesterday had bothered you. But now she's dead, Joey. Somebody killed her. Slut or tease, or whatever you want to call her, she didn't deserve that."


"Yeah, she's dead. Forgive me for not caring too much," he replied with obvious sarcasm. "Somebody killed her. And do you know who they are going to blame for killing the little slut? Well?"


I shook my head. Joey continued, but in a more serious tone now. "They are going to blame us—you and me. The two dumb little shits last seen with her ... on her last day on earth ... leading her away to the ravine ... the dark and forbidden ravine ... where her naked and molested body was found dead the very next day!"


I started to protest at the absurdity of such an accusation, but Joey stopped me.


"You did say that you had picked up her clothes and were holding onto them, until you realized just what the fuck was in your arms, right?"


I nodded, starting to feel a little apprehensive.


"When they do point the finger at us, how long do you think it will take the cops to get our fingerprints and then match them against her clothing? You were holding her fucking underwear, for god's sake! Planet Joey calling Andy! No time to be stupid right now, boy."


I was still having trouble dealing with his lack of feeling about the whole matter of Mona's death, but I had to admit that he was starting to make sense about the practical implications involved. I could see how easy it would be for me to be "implicated" in her murder.


"So, what should we do?"








Joey's answer was short and quick, like he had it all thought out already. "Road trip," he said. "And we leave today."


I started to protest, but he really did have it planned out.


"Listen to me," he went on, "Someone is bound to find her soon—probably tonight—you  know what a make-out place that is down there. By the time someone tells the cops about seeing the two of us with her, and they come looking for us, we'll be long gone."


"How ... how will we be gone?"


"The Mustang, of course. I don't think Ellis will mind, do you?"


"Neither one of us has a license," I reminded him.


"Duh! Like that matters. It's not like I can't drive the thing. And besides..." From his back pocket he handed me a wallet-size card. It was a driver's license, State of Connecticut, perfectly valid, and issued to one Ellis Fowler. For the second time that morning, I was holding in my hand something belonging to the dead. I quickly threw it back at him.


"Where the hell'd you get that?" I asked.


"From the 'personal effects' sent home with the body," he replied without a blink.


"You mean you stole it from Ellis' dead body?"


"No, you moron, his stuff was sent home with the body. And don't look so shocked. Ellis is dead. We need his car, and I look enough like the picture on his license to get away with using it. Mom made Dad put all the personal effects in Ellis' room. She wouldn't even let anyone open the envelope it was sealed in. Hell, she doesn't even like anyone going into his old bedroom. It's like a goddam shrine, for Chrissakes."


"What are we gonna do about money?" I still felt very uneasy about just taking off and running away from everything. I found myself thinking that everyone I knew did just that: first Dad, now David. In her own way, Mom had run away from us as well, a long time ago.


Joey stopped my reverie with the revelation that not only did he take Ellis' license but also all the money that was in the envelope as well. "Eight hundred dollars, Andy. Imagine, eight hundred fucking dollars! That should be enough to get us a long way away from this hell-hole."


I couldn't believe him. "Joey, by rights, that money belongs to your parents. You know I never have a problem with lifting a five or a ten from the coffee can now and then, but eight hundred bucks ... that' a lot of money."


"That money belongs to your parents," he mimicked me, in his best sarcastic voice. "My parents don't even know the money was there in the first place, because they were too stupid to open the envelope."


"I'm just not sure it's the right thing to do, that's all—running away, I mean."

"Andy, will you stop being such an ass, and listen to me, godammit! Whether you come or not, I'm leaving today. I am going to get into that red Mustang, with Ellis' driver's license, with the money, and with or without you. Got it?"


I just stared at him with my mouth hanging open, and nodded dumbly. I had never seen him like this before. "You've really been planning this, haven't you? Were you even planning on asking me to join you—I mean before I came over this morning? Is that what you meant when you said you had a lot on your mind last night and couldn't sleep?"


"Andy, by the time the sun came up this morning I had made up my mind to leave. And yes, I was planning to invite you along. And now with Mona dead, you know that we are going to be suspects and..."


I interrupted him. "But if we didn't do it..."


"How can you be so naive. If they think we did it, and if they don't find out who really did, what do you think is going to happen to us? Andy, think about it ... If you are absolutely convinced that you've caught the murderer, would you really bother to keep searching for anyone else to pin it on? Not only that, if everyone is convinced that we  -- or maybe I should say, just you, since it will be your fingerprints they find on her friggin' panties -- are responsible for killing her, well ... do you think the real murderer is going to just come forward and say, 'Oh, excuse me officers, but those two boys are really innocent, please don't hang them, it was me all along.'"


Crazy as it all sounded, Joey actually seemed to be talking sense. But something still bothered me. I wanted to know why Joey had decided to hit the road today of all days, even before he knew about Mona. The coincidence was just a little weird.


"In a way," he explained, "Mona did have something to do with my decision. Last night I began thinking about the little game she played with us at the ‘lodge’, and I thought, you know, I should have felt great, and it was really exciting at the time, but I realized that it really just made me feel kinda shitty. I can't explain it very well, but it was like..." he shrugged, "... like getting all psyched up for something awesome, only to find that you just got the shitty end of the stick. Kinda like Christmas."


I could relate to that, and I told him so. "But, on Boxing Day we don't just decide to leave home, no matter how disappointing Christmas turned out," I said.


"Yeah, but it was more than that. It's like, I dunno, a lot of things have been making me kinda crazy lately, and yesterday just seemed to bring everything into focus somehow. There should be more ... shouldn't there?"


"What are you talking about, man?"


"With Mona yesterday, for instance. Didn't you feel, like, cheated somehow? Well, I feel the same way about a lot of things. It's like this morgue I live in here. Yeah, I know, it's my home, and I'm so lucky to have a family: a mommy and a daddy, sisters and a brother, though I don't know if a dead brother counts. Some family! Did you know that I can go through an entire day most of the time without saying more than five fucking words to my family? I'm not kidding, Andy. Why do you think I am always down here in the basement? I swear to god, they won't even know I'm gone until they notice that the Mustang has disappeared."


I could relate to that also, and I remembered thinking about David leaving and how Mom wouldn't notice.


He still had more to say. I couldn't remember him ever talking so much at one time before. It was just so unlike him. "Andy, since Mom has been on tranks and hitting the booze, it's really been worse than ever around here...”


"Well, it's no wonder, with Ellis..." I offered.


"No, it's not because of Ellis being killed," he continued, "It started long before that. It's like, when Ellis left for Vietnam, Mom hit the bottle. For awhile, the fighting was terrible between her and Dad, almost every night. After he got Doctor Anderson to give her the sleeping pills, things got a little better. But eventually she started taking stronger and stronger tranquilizers, and now she's like a fucking zombie. I almost wish they would go back to fighting again. At least she had some kinda spark then, like she was still in the land of the living. She doesn't even cook anymore! Imagine that. Mrs. Fowler's molasses cookies were actually made by Joni Fowler the other day when you were over here. And most of the meals are made by Rita these days."


I just shook my head. I couldn't believe that Joey's Mom was so far gone. Nor could I believe that I wasn't even aware of what had been happening, since I spent more time here than at my own house. My own ignorance amazed me.


"My Dad's only concern in life these days is that we don't disturb Mom (‘you know how fragile she is'). I think it's just the peace and quiet that's important to him. But I'm sick of walking on eggshells, you know what I mean? I'm just sick of living this way, and I suddenly realized, maybe thanks to Mona, I dunno, but there should be more to life. And then I find the eight hundred dollars, and I think, 'Ellis, why the fuck didn't you spend this money while you were alive? Eight hundred dollars could have bought a helluva lot of weed ... or girls ... or any fucking thing you would ever want ... and what good is it to you now that you are dead, for Chrissakes!'  So, yes, I decided, I'm tired of living in a morgue, I'm tired of tip-toeing around life, I'm tired of being teased by girls like Mona, and I'm gonna do something about it. Now, do you want to join me or not?"


"I'm in," I said. It had suddenly become very clear to me that I felt very much the same way as Joey. There really should be more to life. With David gone, and with Mona dead—and he was surely right about me being suspected of her murder—and Mom totally preoccupied with her social crusades, why not go with Joey? What was possibly worth staying for? 


Joey smiled. "Let's hit the road," he said. 


And we did. 

#


Joey and I were on the road before noon, with eight hundred dollars and little more than the clothes on our backs. He had a little trouble with the Mustang’s gears at first, but once we were on the highway he handled the car like a pro. The engine throbbed with power and seemed to demand more speed. It really was a beautiful machine, and I had to remind Joey that since we were fugitives, keeping within the speed limit was probably a good idea for the time being. We were headed north on the I-95, not really sure about where we were going. We weren’t really going anywhere, but rather running away from something. We hadn’t really thought about a destination.


Like he was reading my mind, Joey blurted out, “Canada.”


“What?” I asked, “What about Canada?”


“That’s where we should go, don’t you think? Nothing but trees and snow… easy to disappear up there, know what I mean?”


To be honest, nothing but trees and snow didn’t really appeal to me. Neither did the idea of just “disappearing”, but I said, “Sure, Canada. Why not?”


“Don’t you have an uncle somewhere in Maine?” he asked. “That’s pretty close to Canada, isn’t it?”


I nodded to both questions. “There’s Uncle Maury in Bar Harbor, but I hardly know him. I doubt if he would even recognize me, let alone help us.”


“Help us? He’s your goddam uncle, isn’t he? You’re family, for Chrissakes. Of course, he’ll help us.”


I couldn’t help laughing. “Joey, who’s being naïve now?” I said, “Family? We’re running away from the only goddam family we know. We didn’t expect much help from them, now did we?”


“You got a point there,” he admitted. “Even so, you got a better plan?”


I had to think about that for a moment. Canada didn’t seem like a bad idea at the time, even though I knew almost nothing at all about it. It also occurred to me that David had probably had the same idea, namely to head for Uncle Maury’s in Maine, then across the border. Not that I expected to find him again, but the remotest possibility seemed to lift my spirit just a little. Finally I said, “Nope. Canada seems like a fine plan right now. By the way, did you know that I have an aunt somewhere in Nova Scotia?”


“You’re kidding,” Joey grinned. “Far out!”


“By the way,” I asked, “did you leave a note for anyone at home?”


Joey shook his head.


“Me neither. Oh, well.”


I figured that Mom would be a little worried, but she would clue in that I went with Joey. Once they discovered the missing Mustang, she would be the first person the Fowlers would call, since Joey and I were almost always together. I wasn’t very concerned about it. Joey didn’t seem to be concerned at all. He was just grooving on the driving as we cruised down the highway, slicing through the hot summer air, our ears filled with the noise of the wind rushing past us, and with the sounds of rock’n’roll blasting from the radio. Chuck Berry was singing about Maybellene and we were trying to sing along, pretending to be a part of the song, chasing Maybellene in our V8 Ford, although to be honest neither one of us knew what was under the hood of the Mustang. We just knew it was powerful.


We also had to admit that we really had no idea about how to get where we might be going, whether it was Maine or Canada. We knew we were headed in the right direction, namely north, but that was about as far as our geographical expertise went. So, somewhere just over the Massachusetts State line, we made our first pit stop. We got off the interstate and backtracked to a Texaco garage we had noticed in passing. We gassed up, then filled up a large brown grocery bag with junk food: chips and Twinkies, Cokes and chocolate bars. I couldn’t believe my luck when I found my favorite bar ever, “Reese’s Scotchies”, the most wonderful chocolate covered butterscotch cups ever made, and the best ten cents ever spent. I hadn’t been able to find them in almost a year. Joey’s dad had told me that the local A&P could no longer get them, that the company had stopped making them sometime last fall. Well, maybe that only applied to Connecticut, because here they were just two states away. Joey of course went for the “Rollos” as usual. He always liked to suck the chocolate off each one, then stick out his tongue with the exposed caramel candy on it, shiny wet and slightly gooey. He would always say, “Look! It’s naked. Remind you of anything?” and laugh. And I would always reply that it reminded me of how disgusting he was.


Our main reason for stopping, besides the junk food, was to buy a road map, preferably for the New England States and Canada. We found both, but we had to buy two separate maps. The garage attendant was very helpful and friendly as well. He was a big burly guy with gray hair and a warm smile. He suggested a diner just up the road if we wanted a bite to eat, but we were well stocked with junk food now and just wanted to get back on the highway. Unfolding the first map across the cluttered counter, he traced a route for us with a thick, grease-covered finger, along the I-95 through Massachusetts and on into Maine. Then he showed us an alternate, more “scenic” drive along the old Route #1. He seemed interested in our plan to continue on into Canada.


“You boys seem a little young to be runnin’ away from the draft,” he said. “Not that I blame you if you were. You ain’t runnin’ away from home now, are you, boys?”


What is he, a frigging psychic, I thought. Joey and I exchanged a look that said: “careful”, and I quickly answered, “Nossir. We’re just going to visit my dear old Aunt in Nova Scotia.” Then I added, though god knows why, “She’s dying.”  


“Oh, is that so?” he responded, with a look of mock concern on his face, obviously not believing a word of it.


“Yeah, cancer.”


“Oh, that’s too bad,” he said. “What kind of cancer, son?”


“Skin cancer,” I answered, blurting out the first thing that came into my head. Joey gave me a disgusted look.


“I didn’t know that was fatal, son,” Mr. Big Greasy Texaco man continued. I was really starting to dislike him.


“Yeah, it’s a rare type,” I said. “One in a million.”


“Well I hope she gets better, son. It must be somethin’ awful to go through.”


“Yeah, I guess so,” I answered, lowering my eyes. Yes, it really would be awful, I thought, and crossed my fingers behind my back, not wanting to jinx my Aunt Mary with such a curse.


Joey rescued us with a nudge and a look that said,  “time to go”. We were soon back on the highway, digging into the junk food, heading north once again, but at least with a better idea of where we were going. Joey’s driving was improving by the mile, and he really seemed to be relaxed behind the wheel. I played the part of the navigator on our journey, making sure we didn’t get into trouble. I had to admit it was a little tricky outside of Boston around the Mass turnpike, but the road maps were clear enough, and I was rather proud of myself once we managed to get through what seemed like a labyrinth of exit ramps, cloverleafs and connecting highways. My only disappointment was the “Scotchies”, which turned out to be rather stale, and I realized why they hadn’t been available at home for awhile. They had probably stopped making them and these ones were the remnants of some very old stock. They should probably have an expiry date on the damn things, I thought.


It was such a great summer day, and I didn’t remember ever feeling such a sense of freedom before as the road stretched out before us. At times I had to keep forcing myself to forget about why we were on this highway. Thoughts of Mona in the ravine kept threatening to spoil the day. Thoughts of David leaving and also of Ellis and the funeral kept invading my brain, uninvited. By the time we reached Portsmouth, New Hampshire, I began to feel more agitated than excited about our hasty retreat. The exhilaration of the initial decision to flee was starting to wear a little thin. 


When I tried to talk to Joey about it, he thought I was crazy, or just being a “woos”.


He responded with, “Don’t be such a fuckin’ baby, Andy. Mona is dead. Ellis is dead. David is gone, your mother is a fucking nutbar and mine has become a walking zombie. There ain’t a goddam thing we can do to change that. Now, just get a grip, okay?” 


I had to admit that he had a point. “Okay,” I said, “But I can’t help thinking about Mona… about finding her like that… her perfect body that we almost got to explore…”


“Almost is right,” he said, interrupting me. “Face it, Andy, she was a bitch, and nothing but a tease. It would always have been almost for the likes of us. And she wasn’t all that fucking perfect either, y’know. That birthmark on her ass wasn’t all that pretty, now was it?”


Again I had to admit that he was right. Mona had a strange purplish birthmark on the left cheek of her ass. It was about the size of a quarter and resembled a misshapen pregnant spider. It was kind of gross actually, and I remembered staring at it with a feeling of repulsion and then disappointment once I realized the identity of the dead girl.


It suddenly occurred to me that Joey had no way of knowing about that birthmark unless… I didn’t dare to complete the thought, but my stomach did a kind of flip, like on the downturn of a Ferris Wheel ride after too much cotton candy and greasy french fries. It’s funny how your body can be so aware of things going on inside of you before your mind catches up. And I think that the body’s reaction is always right, even when we would rather deny the reality of things. My stomach was telling me something that my mind had probably considered but could no way have accepted. Even as the realization grew within me, I felt that I had to find a way to refute it. I said to Joey, “That birthmark wasn’t so bad. It kinda reminded me of a little blue flower.”


Joey laughed. “Little blue flower,” he mocked, “Boy, she really got to you, didn’t she? I mean, she really was little miss perfect in your eyes, wasn’t she… if you couldn’t tell the difference between a little blue flower and a goddam butt-ugly fat purple spider!” He laughed again and louder.


Oh, Joey, I thought… how could you?


“What?” he asked.


I hadn’t realized I had said anything out loud.


“How could I what?” he asked again.


My heart was beating fast and my stomach was still in a knot. I felt like I was going to be sick. “Stop the car,” I told him.


“What’s the matter with you…”


“Stop the goddam car!” I interrupted him. “I’m gonna be sick.”


The look on my face must have convinced him, because he took his foot off the gas and moved over into the slow lane, then coasted over to the shoulder of the highway and came to a stop.


“You better not get sick in this car,” he said. Then he added, “Now what the hell is up your ass, anyway?”


Once we were stopped I managed to calm myself down with a few deep breaths. My heart was still racing but the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach was easing up. The feeling of revulsion was being replaced by a kind of slow burning anger. “Why, Joey? Why did you have to kill her?”


He gave me an incredulous look. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he said.


“Joey,” I explained, “when we were together with Mona in the lodge yesterday afternoon, we didn’t even get to see her with her panties off. Now you tell me how you knew about the birthmark on her ass!”


“So what?”


“So, how the hell could you have seen it, if you weren’t with her last night?”


“Andy, I was with her last night. After everyone left yesterday, I called her up and convinced the little slut that it would be fun to do a real photo shoot, that I knew just the right place. She agreed to meet me by the Mulberry Street bridge around 7:30, while there was still enough light for the camera, and I took her down to one of the caves in the ravine. I brought along Ellis’ Pentax with the zoom lens, and it impressed her enough to put on a real show for me. It was great, and the panties weren’t long in coming off. She was a natural, and some of her poses, well, it wasn’t too hard to notice that birthmark, right in my face like it was. But I didn’t kill her.”


“So, why didn’t you tell me about it this morning?” I asked.


“You were pretty fucked up this morning, remember? And once you told me about finding her dead, right where I left her, well, it kinda freaked me out too. I would have told you right away about it, but then we panicked and hit the road…”


“So, tell me about it now,” I said coldly, interrupting him.


“I’m trying to, man,” Joey replied, raising his voice a little. “But you gotta believe I didn't kill her. Okay?”


“Convince me, Joey.”


“We started in the ravine, you know, ‘nature shots’, leaning against a boulder, hugging a tree. She did her little striptease show and I clicked away with the camera. That’s probably why there was a trail of her clothes leading to the little cave where you found her. By the time we got to the cedars covering the opening, the light was starting to fade, and I told her I would have to use the flash. She was pretty much naked by then, so she said we better finish the shoot inside the cave. She threw her panties at me as she ducked inside. I started to protest, telling her that the place was deserted except for the two of us, so we could continue in the open, but she said, ‘You never know.’ I guess she must have been right.”


“What do you mean, she must have been right?” I asked.


“Don’t you see, Andy, there must have been someone else there. We just didn’t know it.”


“Sure,” I said, but not very convincingly. “What happened inside the cave, Joey?”


“She really started getting into it, man, you know, the Playboy Bunny routine. She was good: the way she looked at the camera, and some of the poses she struck… man, I don’t know how those Playboy photographers can control themselves sometimes.”


“Is that what happened, Joey, did you just… sort of… lose control?”


“I’d be lying if I said that she didn’t get to me. She had me so fucking horny that I thought I was going to explode. When I finally ran out of film and the goddam camera wouldn’t advance anymore, she suddenly stopped the show and said, ‘Oh, what a shame… poor little boy is all out of film. What do we do now?’ If that wasn’t a come-on line then I don’t know what is.”


“So, you came onto her,” I said, matter-of-factly.


“Of course I came onto her! Who the fuck wouldn’t?”


“And?”


“And she became a total mega-bitch. She started making fun of you and me in the lodge earlier that afternoon, calling us ‘little fucking fags, with little fucking dicks, going off half-cocked.’”


“And…”


“And, she made me a little nuts. What do you think? I felt like strangling the little bitch!”


“And did you… strangle her?” I asked.


“I really couldn’t help myself, and I did tackle her.”


I started to feel sick once more. It was really hot sitting in the car, and there didn’t seem to be enough air. I was having trouble breathing, and the smell of potato chips and body odor was suddenly overpowering. I opened the door and lurched away from the car, stumbling along the shoulder of the road, taking in great gulps of air. 


Joey had shut the engine off and was at my side in an instant. “Andy, listen to me,” he said, as I heaved up the contents of my stomach. “For Chrissakes, listen! I said I tackled her, but I didn’t strangle her! It’s true, she made me nuts, and it’s true I came onto her big-time. She made me so fucking crazy, I even slapped her once. But that was when I came to my senses. I’ve never ever hit a girl in my life before, not even Rita, and god knows she’s asked for it so many times, the way she used to tattle-tale on me and Ellis all the time, and blackmail me about the Playboys. Anyway, Mona kept telling me no, and kept insisting that she really was a virgin, and that she only wanted to ‘model’. It was like she didn’t have a fucking clue about guys at all. I mean, what the hell did she expect, posing naked like that for me? She was more… what’s the word… candid last night than she was for the two of us earlier in the afternoon.”


“So, what are you saying, man? You beat up on her?”


“No!” Joey protested. “I’m telling you the truth! I slapped her once… that’s all. After that, I felt so disgusted with myself, I just ran away. I left her there, naked and crying, but she was alive when I left. I swear it, Andy. I fucking swear it on my dead brother’s fucking grave! What more do you want?”


I actually found myself starting to be convinced, but I still wasn’t a hundred per cent sure if it was because I really wanted to believe. After all, I didn’t want to think of my best friend as a cold-blooded murderer.  “Okay,” I said finally, “I believe you. But then, who the hell killed her, Andy?”


“I don’t fucking know, man, I really don’t. There had to be someone else there when I was taking pictures. If I could get the film developed, then just maybe he might show up on one of the pictures.”


“How the hell are you going to get that film developed? What do you think they’ll say at a camera store when they see what’s on it? What the hell were you thinking, anyway?”


“Andy, shut up for a minute, okay?  The film is black & white, and I was planning to develop it myself in Mr. White’s darkroom at school when we go back in September. Nobody else would ever have seen it… except you and me, of course.”


“Where’s the film now?” I asked.


“Right here.” Joey produced a roll of film from his shirt pocket.


“I hope to god that you did manage to capture Mona’s killer on that roll of film, Joey-boy, for when they catch up with us, it might be our only hope.”


“Don’t you mean if they catch up with us?”


“Joey, listen to me. You said yourself that once they find her, they are bound to point the finger at the two of us… the ones last seen with her by an entire church congregation who were attending your brother’s funeral reception. Not only that, they are also going to have a record of my fingerprints, and yours too for that matter, all over the dead girl’s clothing… and probably body, in your case. Think about it for a moment: the following day the two of us have fled the ‘scene of the crime’ in a stolen car belonging to your dead brother. How long do you think it will take the cops to put two and two together? And this shiny red Mustang ain’t exactly a run-of-the-mill Ford Falcon, you know.”


Joey just stared at me with his mouth hanging open. He knew that I was right, but the question hovering between us was what to do next. Then his face lit up and he grinned. “I got it,” he said, “We’ll get rid of the car!”


Now it was my turn to stare at him. “Ellis is going to haunt us for sure, man. You can’t just ditch his Mustang somewhere. You know what that car meant to him.”


“Yeah, I know, but I’m hoping that his little brother meant more to him, okay? And besides, I don’t mean that we should just ditch the car. I mean that we should sell it, or trade it in somewhere. The pink slip is in the glove compartment, I have Ellis’ I.D., and I can easily forge his signature…”


“Hold on,” I interrupted him, “We can’t just trade it in for another car at the same dealership. We’ll need a permit for whatever car we buy, right? Okay, the dealer can take care of the paperwork, but think about it for a minute… once they find the Mustang, it won’t be hard to trace us to the second car.”


Joey agreed. “There’s another problem too,” he said, “Won’t it seem kinda suspicious if we just drive onto somebody’s lot, eager to trade in this beautiful machine for some old shit-box?”


I was impressed with Joey’s logic. It wasn’t like him to think on his feet like that. I guess he just needs to be under pressure, I thought. Together we came up with a plan which, although not foolproof, would give us enough extra time to avoid the cops… we hoped.


An hour later we pulled onto a Ford dealer’s lot in a small town just outside of Boston. The Mustang, although in mint condition and gleaming, was running very rough (since Joey had stopped at the edge of town and loosened two of the spark plug wires). He feigned total automotive ignorance, which really wasn’t all that far from the truth anyway, whining to the salesman about this thing being a piece of shit since he bought it, and what would he give him for it to take it off his hands—right here, right now. He was brilliant, really. A couple of times I wanted to clap out loud. He should really become an actor, I thought.


The salesman of course was a fine actor as well. He was about middle-aged, almost completely bald except for a few long strands of hair that he combed from one side of his head to the other, hoping to give the illusion that he still had hair. He wasn’t very tall, but he must have weighed at least 350 pounds. He wore his tie loose at the neck and his white shirt was completely drenched with sweat. In one hand he held a dirty looking handkerchief which he used to continually wipe his face. The sweat seemed to pour off him, and the man looked like he was truly suffering. His small eyes were red-rimmed and were almost swallowed up by his cheeks, but they positively gleamed, once he realized his good fortune.


We watched as he lifted the hood and listened to the engine. We noticed the look of recognition when he spotted the loose wires, but we kept silent. He did the same, closed the hood, and gave us the bad news. “Looks like the engine’s shot, son,” he said to Joey, with such incredible sincerity and a look of such sympathy, it was all I could do to keep myself from cheering. This guy was a natural. He would have put Audey Murphy to shame with his talent. “Too bad,” he continued, shamelessly, “but it ain’t going to be worth a helluva lot, considering the condition of that motor.” He must have thought that the used car god had just dropped us in his lap.


Once the haggling began in earnest, I really had to admire Joey, how he held his own. His sob story about buying the car with all his inheritance money from his poor old grandmother was classic. His adamant refusal to even consider trading the Mustang for something else on the lot was great. “Just point us to the bus station, so we can get back home to Connecticut, Sir,” was perfect. When it looked like the salesman was prepared to really take us for suckers, and his “best offer” was stuck at $500.00, Joey was dazzling. He calmly climbed into the driver’s seat, restarted the car, released the hood, got out and lifted it up once again and began to fiddle around the spark plug wires, mumbling to himself something about “maybe it’s only a loose wire.” I thought the salesman was going to have a heart attack. 

In the end, we walked away with $1,000.00 which Joey assured me was about one-third of what Ellis had paid for the car new over three years ago. I’m sure it wasn’t so much the money as the sentimental value that made him feel better about parting with his brother’s car at a price closer to its actual value. Of course it might have simply been due to the rush of outmaneuvering the sleazy used car salesman.  On our way to the “bus depot”, we stopped by the Chrysler lot which we had previously scouted out, around the corner and just a block away. We arrived there at closing time, and within a half-hour, we were heading for the highway once again, in our paid-for-in-cash ($500.00) 1960 Dodge Dart Pioneer Wagon. It ran like a top, and included the “optional package” of the 318 V-8 motor, 2-barrel carburetor, windshield washers and seatbelts. “Far out!” is all he could say as Joey tramped down on the accelerator, and we were headed north once again on the I-95 towards Maine and my Uncle Maury.

Chapter 2

David


Tomorrow arrived sooner than I had anticipated. When we arrived back at the cabin after our day of sightseeing, Uncle Maury seemed a little agitated. He had just got off the phone with Mom, the second time in the last two days, perhaps even the second time in the last ten years. It could only mean bad news. 


A short time later, my uncle looked at his watch and said, “Time for the news, David, and there’s supposed to be an update on it that I think you should see.” 


It wasn’t the main headline of the NBC news program from Bangor, but it was certainly big news and the reporter was very enthusiastic as he informed the nation about the grisly details of a murder in Small-town, Connecticut. It was absolutely bizarre of course recognizing the streetscape from which he was reporting. It was right in front of Ellis Fowler’s house, just down the street from my own home. When they named the victim as Mona Harrison, my heart suddenly fluttered, since I had known Mona all my life. But I was totally blown away when they mentioned Joey and Andy as the possible suspects in her murder. I slumped onto the floor in front of the TV, just shaking my head. 


Next they were showing pictures of the people involved, “file photos” they called them. There was Mona, blond and gorgeous and very much alive, looking like the next Miss Connecticut in her touched-up high school graduation picture. Then there were the ordinary school yearbook photos of Joey and Andy, both with their frizzy wild hair and the goofy looks on their faces, like they had just been discovered masturbating in some remote cabin in the Ozark Mountains.  I started to groan without even realizing it until Charity asked, “What’s wrong?” and I told her that they were talking about, no, accusing my brother Andy and his friend of murdering that girl.


The screen then switched to the reporter interviewing a middle-aged woman who was obviously hysterical. She looked like she hadn’t slept for a week and was ready to break down at any moment. “Oh my God, it’s Mom,” I found myself whispering. At the same time I heard Uncle Maury proclaim, “Jeezus, it’s Lois.” After that it only got worse. They showed pictures of a shiny red Mustang that had certainly belonged to Ellis, “the deceased brother of one of the accused”.  Of course that was Ellis’ Mustang, I thought. The next scene showed another NBC correspondent in some small town outside of Boston, Massachusetts, interviewing a very large and very upset used car salesman who was pointing to the red Mustang he had purchased, “at a very fair price”, from two young “hoodlums”who had been just passing through on their way home to Connecticut. 


“They had engine trouble and they just wanted to get rid of the car. They said they needed the money for bus fare to get home. How was I supposed to know that they were cold-blooded killers?” he said. 


Next it was time for the “breaking news update” and I couldn’t believe it when my own high school picture was flashed up onto the screen. In the background I heard Uncle Maury whisper, “Jesus H. Christ!” Then the reporter from Connecticut was talking to two federal agent types about the possibility of David being implicated in the murder of this girl, since he had “disappeared about the same time as the alleged crime took place… and he had failed to show up for his local draft board hearing.” It didn’t seem to matter in the least that I had left the State on Saturday and Mona had been killed at least three days later. As the station broke to a commercial, Maury turned off the TV.


“What next?” he asked. “The bastards don’t care about a goddam thing, now do they? As long as they can make a story sensational enough to keep their advertisers paying big bucks, that’s all that counts!” 


“It looks like we might have to move on sooner than we thought,” I ventured.


Charity was looking a little shell-shocked, and Maury was turning the air blue with his opinions regarding "goddam self-serving reporters”. At one point he stopped and asked me in his direct way if I thought it possible for Andy to be involved in such a thing. “No way, man,” I answered. “I don’t even have to think about that one.”


“What about this friend of his, what’s his name?”


“Joey?” I hesitated for just a moment and then shook my head. “I couldn’t swear to it about Joey, but then I don’t really know him all that well. If he is anything at all like his older brother, Ellis, again I would have to say ‘no way’. I can’t believe any of this shit is happening. Hell, it was Ellis’ funeral only two days ago. Mom and the Fowlers must be totally freaking out.”


“Not to mention the poor girl’s family,” Maury interjected. “The fucking media, pardon my French, are going to have a fucking field day with this one. It will be the Tom Clancy fiasco of 25 years ago all over again—only worse these days now that television has become the circus of choice.”


I vaguely remembered the story of Tom Clancy, and of course I was familiar with Tom Clancy Rock where we all played as kids, so I knew what my uncle was referring to. Charity was looking more confused by the moment. I pulled myself up from the floor and went over to sit next to her. Putting my arm around her, I said as reassuringly as I could, “It’s going to be alright. We’ll figure things out. We’ll just have to be tourists in Canada,” I laughed half-heartedly. 


Charity looked lost in thought. Then she looked up at me and said, “Ellis… he was your friend, right?” I nodded. “From the dream the other morning?” I nodded again. “How did he die, David?”


“Vietnam,” I answered. “I wish I had been there for the funeral,” I continued sadly.


“You were right to split,” she said very positively. “Who knows but the next funeral on your block might have been yours, if they made you go over there.”


“Running away from the draft is one thing,” I replied, “but this murder rap is something altogether different. Maybe I should go back home and at least clear my name…”


Maury and Charity both interrupted me at the same time with “No!”


Maury was quick to point out that I hadn’t actually been accused of the murder, but rather it simply made for a convenient ruse for the army to manipulate the media. “Remember, it was those two characters who were implicating you in this because you had failed to make your appearance in front of the draft board. Think about it, son. They know as well as you that you had hit the road before the girl was murdered.” 


It made sense of course, but I still had a nagging feeling that I should somehow “make things right”. “I’m sure that Mom is going out of her mind right about now. Maybe I should call her,” I said.


Maury made sense once again however when he pointed out that her phone was probably tapped by now, and my call would just give “those bastards” the lead they needed to track me down. We agreed that it would just be a matter of time before they made the connection to him and Bar Harbor anyway, but time was the one thing we had very little of, and we should make the most of it before the shit really hit the fan.


“Do you think that Andy and his friend will have enough sense to make their way here?” he asked. “I figure we got a day, maybe two at the most, before they make the connection between your mother and the fact that she has a brother in Maine. And since our Great State is right next to our friendly neighbors to the north, well, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that you might have headed this way.” 


I nodded in agreement. “Y’know, if they’ve already found the Mustang, then they must have a pretty good idea that at least the boys are heading north. Do you think it might already be too late?”


Just then the phone rang. All three of us jumped, and Maury seemed very reluctant to pick up the receiver. He finally did on the fifth ring, and began to speak in whispers to the person on the other end of the line. I didn’t realize it at first, but Charity and I were both holding our breath during the length of the conversation. When he hung up he simply announced, “It was Andy.”


“And…?” I asked. My head was full of questions, but the only one that found a voice was, “Why were you whispering?” 


Maury looked confused. “I was whispering?” I nodded, and he continued, “I didn’t even realize it. I guess I was just spooked. Anyway, you two tend the fort. I’m going to get Andy and his friend. They’re just over in Bar Harbor. Oh, and don’t answer the phone!” Then he was gone.


It seemed like an eternity before we saw the two sets of headlights pull into the driveway. It was so good to see Andy. I had really missed him and it made me realize how close we actually were. I never thought we would be reunited under these particular circumstances though, and it was a little strange to find ourselves together again as fugitives. It’s funny how relieved I felt that Charity and Andy hit it off right away. I hadn’t even been aware of my own apprehension about their meeting. Uncle Maury was his usual friendly self, his easy manner and his ready laugh helping to make the boys feel welcome and at home. In almost no time Andy was relaxed and very much his old self. Only Joey seemed to have trouble unwinding. He remained very quiet and somewhat aloof. He reminded me a little of one of the large cats we had seen in the zoo, a kind of wariness about him, and full of nervous energy. He had trouble sitting still and when he did manage to flop down into one of the overstuffed chairs near the fireplace, I noticed how he sat forward on the edge of the chair. His hands were constantly busy either examining the various small objects nearby or his fingers strummed on the armrest. One part or another of his body was always moving. At one point I had the urge to go over to him and clasp his knee between my hands to keep his leg still. He was like someone who has had an overdose of caffeine, and totally unaware of his own agitation. I wondered if anyone else noticed. It was also getting on my nerves the way he kept staring at Charity, until he would realize that I was noticing and he would look away.


At any rate, Andy did almost all of the talking as they filled us in about their flight from home and the events leading up to it. It was obvious how much it still bothered him when he related the story of finding Mona’s body. We all had a good laugh over Joey’s cleverness with the car salesman. When Uncle Maury asked what took them so long to get here, Joey explained that by the time they had made the car deal, found a place to eat and hit the road again, it soon got dark. Since he really hadn’t had much sleep the night before, he was having trouble keeping his eyes open, so they pulled over and slept in the car. “Today seemed to take forever to get going, then Andy wanted to stop and eat every hour. But mostly he’s a really bad navigator and we spent half the day getting lost,” he laughed. “I swear at one point we were halfway to Vermont.”


Andy smiled, but assured us not to believe a word Joey said. “So, what do we do now?” he asked the room in general.


Uncle Maury took the question and proceeded to bring the boys up to date. They were a little worried by the news that the Mustang had already been found. Andy gave Joey an accusing look and muttered something about “getting here earlier.” Joey just gave him a blank look. Maury told them that there wasn’t a lot of time, so let’s all just get our shit together and focus on the problems at hand. I loved his directness and I was glad that he was on our side.


We spent the next couple of hours mulling over the best course of action. Everyone agreed that getting safely to Canada was the priority, but the how and the when were the problems. At times we found ourselves in the midst of a heated argument. It was usually Maury who got us back on track. Joey was the most insistent about getting away as soon as possible and taking the eight o’clock ferry to Nova Scotia in the morning. A good plan perhaps unless, as Maury pointed out, the police had already made the connection to here. The ferry terminal would be one of the first things they would put a watch on. The possibility of driving all night to a remote border crossing into northern New Brunswick was discussed, but no one had the energy or the desire—except Joey, once again, eager to keep moving.


At length Maury said he had an idea, but he would have to go out and make a few phone calls (from a payphone, just to be safe). He got Charity to make more coffee, then asked Andy to accompany him so he could “get caught up with his young nephew”. When they had gone, Joey asked us if we wanted to share a joint with him but we declined, so he went outside to toke by himself. Charity whispered to me, “I think he’s a little weird.” I had to agree.

Chapter 3

Andy

Finding David at Uncle Maury’s was the best thing that had happened to me since he split and the world slid sideways. That’s exactly the way I had felt for the last few days: if not the entire world, at least my world had slid sideways. Everything looked the same, you know, like the faces of the people I knew—like Joey’s and Mona’s. Cars and grass and trees and roads all looked the same, the sun came up, traveled across the sky as we traveled down the highway, then set and the night came on filled with what seemed to be the same stars as every other night. But in reality it was like looking at myself in one of those distorted mirrors at a carnival. Seeing David again in the flesh made me suddenly realize how crazy the past few days had really been.

Craziest of all was the nagging sensation that I hardly knew the guy I had always thought of as my best friend. Hard as I wanted to believe, and as logical as his explanations seemed, and as horrible as I felt for doubting, I couldn’t shake the feeling that if not for Joey, Mona would still be alive. Like, why did the little bastard have to lie and blame me for our delay in getting to Bar Harbor? I wasn’t the one who got us lost. He kept ignoring my directions from the maps. We were still on the Interstate, halfway between Orono and Oldtown before I realized what he was up to. He had decided to just hightail it for the Canadian border without the detour into Bar Harbor, and without consulting me. Not only that, but his own detour into Portland earlier in the day to look for another possible ferry to Nova Scotia turned out to be a wild goose chase. If it exists, we couldn’t find it, and we spent half a day getting lost among the city streets. 

I couldn’t ever remember getting mad at him before, but Joey knew that I was pissed when I told him to stop the car and let me out at the Oldtown exit, so I could cross the highway and hitchhike back to Bar Harbor. I wasn’t sure why I was so mad at him either. For all I knew, he might have been right to continue on into Canada, only time would tell. I just had this nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I should be at my Uncle Maury’s. And Joey seemed to be getting antsier as the day wore on. I thought that no matter what, we were in this thing together, but I had started to feel more and more like “excess baggage” just along for a wild ride. He appeared to come to his senses when I told him he was acting like someone out of the fucking twilight zone, and that I hardly recognized him anymore.

At any rate, he turned the car around and we found Maury eventually. And David too! Charity was an added bonus. I thought it was the coolest thing that they ended up together. She was quiet, but I could tell that she was no fool, and I liked her right away. Uncle Maury was amazing. I couldn’t believe that he was the same guy who frightened me to tears as a kid when he visited us. I don’t think I had ever met anyone more self-assured or focused. I knew right away that his invitation for me to join him on the way to the payphone was more than just a “getting reacquainted” deal. I knew that in his forthright way he would have some hard questions for me. I appreciated the fact that he didn’t beat around the bush, and he began as soon as we pulled out of the driveway.

“It’s been a long time since I saw you last, Andy, and although you are my nephew, I’d be hard-pressed as a character witness in a court of law to vouch for you. Don’t get me wrong, son, I’m not badmouthing your character. I’m just saying that we really don’t know each other all that well, understand?”

I nodded, and began, “Uncle Maury…”

“Just Maury, Andy, okay? I really haven’t been all that much of an uncle to you anyway. That’s my fault, and I offer no excuses – just an apology”

“Okay,” I said, then continued, “Maury, what I told everyone back there, y’know, about discovering Mona’s body in the ravine, it’s all true, and just the way it happened. I know it’s a crazy story in a way, with those two guys and the dogs and ending up down there—you know, at the wrong place at the wrong time—but I didn’t make any of it up.”

“It really is so outrageous, son, that it is believable. I don’t know how you could have made it all up. Of course, if you did, then you should definitely become a writer some day.” He laughed. “Actually, Andy, I must tell you I never did believe that you had anything to do with the death of that girl, no more than those creeps on the TV would have us believe that David was involved. But this is very serious business, the kind of business that we should deal with our eyes wide open. Now I know that Joey is your friend…”

“Joey’s alright,” I said, interrupting him, “A little on edge, but he’s okay.” I wished I actually believed what I was saying.

“Andy, your friend Joey is more than a little on edge. Now, I don’t really know him from Adam, but it’s as plain as the nose on your face that the boy is wrestling with some pretty powerful demons.”

“His brother was buried just two days ago,” I offered as an explanation.

“Granted, that’s pretty heavy stuff to deal with, but, and this could be important so take your time thinking about it, was he behaving the same way about the funeral, or has something changed since the discovery of the girl’s body?”

I really had to think about that one. What stuck in my mind was Joey’s apparent lack of emotion over Ellis’ death and funeral. I remembered the two of us poring over the Playboys and eating molasses cookies, laughing at “Gilligan’s Island” the day the Fowlers received the bad news. I thought about our little adventure in the “lodge” with Mona, just after the funeral. And Joey’s “so what” attitude about poor Mona when I related my discovery. His real edginess and frantic obsession with running away were the only true signs of any emotion I had seen in him at all lately. But I still refused to believe the worst.

“He admitted to me that he was with her on the night she was killed, but he didn’t kill her,” I blurted out. “It’s a little complicated,” I continued, “but there is a black and white film… pictures he took of her posing for him… in the nude. He said maybe it might show up someone else who was there watching them… the real killer.”

Uncle Maury took a couple of minutes to ponder this new information. Finally, he asked, “And this film, where is it now?”

“In the glove compartment of the Dodge wagon,” I answered honestly.

Before long we had arrived at what might have been a Park Ranger Station or a Tourist Information Center, I wasn’t sure. It was unfamiliar to me but I knew we were in the National Park because I noticed the welcome signs along the road. It was all in darkness but Maury had the key and we were soon inside and he was making his phone calls. While he was on the phone I looked around the place and couldn’t help but notice the collection of photographs on display depicting the American bald eagle in its local habitat. Some of the pictures were incredible. When I noticed the inscription at the bottom of the display, I just stood there with my mouth open, as I realized that the talented photographer was none other than the one and only Maurice Silver, my own uncle.


Maury made three phone calls and although I could only be a witness to the one side of his conversations, I had a distinct impression that, in his very efficient way, he was taking care of business. I was also quite sure that things were about to heat up for his fugitive guests. The first call was to someone named Henry, who must have been a co-worker, because my uncle was explaining to him that he needed to take a few days off due to a “family crisis”, that he had to visit his sister in Connecticut if anyone should ask, and then: “Really? Two guys were making inquiries about me around suppertime, were they? FBI agents? Okay, thanks, Henry, but I gotta go now. See you in a few days.”


The only sense that I could make of his second call was that it was to someone connected with a university, and his name was Bill, and he would make sure that the “lab would be open”. The next call was obviously to a woman. There was just something about the change in his tone of voice: a combination of gentleness and familiarity. In my mind I pictured a fiftyish, somewhat athletic nature-loving type like Maury, with gray hair and lines in her face. I imagined that the two of them “had a thing” together.


When he got off the phone with her, he said, “Time for one more call, and then we better get moving.” The next thing I knew, he was talking with David, and his tone was calm but very serious. He was giving him a series of directions and the urgency in his voice was unmistakable. “That’s right,” he was saying, “Go back towards Bar Harbor and turn left onto Route 3. Right, take the turnoff to Otter Cliffs and wait for me at Thunder Hole. Just pull off onto the side of the road, there’s a small parking lot there. Yes, kill your lights and just wait… I won’t be more than ten minutes behind you. Okay, now turn off all the lights in the cabin, except for the front porch. And make sure that you flip the switch on for the spotlight at the foot of the driveway… yeah, that’s the one. Okay, now get the hell out of there, okay? Now!” Then he hung up and noticed the look of confusion on my face. “I’ll explain in the car,” he said. “Now, let’s go.”


Once we were back on the road, he wasted no time. “Andy, I think that you should know that the shit has already hit the fan. According to Henry – he’s a fellow worker, partner, I guess you could say – there were two FBI agents making inquiries about me this evening, asking about where I live, whether or not I live alone, any family he might know about. I told David to get everyone out of my place on the double and to meet me at a place called Thunder Hole. It’s not far from here. But first there’s something that you and I have to do—a little hunting expedition, you might say. Okay?”


I nodded okay, although I didn’t have a clue as to what the hell he was talking about. He laughed out loud then tramped down on the gas pedal and soon we were speeding along the narrowest, most winding roads I had ever been on. I knew that this was his territory and that he knew these roads like the back of his hand, but I was thankful when he assured me that we were taking a shortcut across the Park and we would be there soon.


“There” turned out to be the edge of a bluff that overlooked Maury’s cabin. As we came around the last bend in the road, Maury turned off the car’s lights, then the engine, and coasted to a stop at what turned out to be the edge of a sheer cliff. The bumper of the car came to rest against a guardrail that was placed there for a very good reason, I was sure. Motioning me to be quiet, he then proceeded to remove from the back of his Volvo wagon some very elaborate (and expensive, I remember thinking) photographic equipment. “I use this stuff for my bald eagle shoots,” he informed me, whispering. “The long lens allows me to do some real close-up work, which I could never do otherwise.” Within minutes he had the camera set up on its tripod, the large zoom lens pointing at his cabin. The sweeping branches of an old spruce tree acted as a kind of blind, making it almost impossible to see the camera or us from the road below.


“I know this might not make much sense to you,” Uncle Maury explained, “But by using a very fast film with a long exposure time, I am hoping to capture the images of the bastards who are sitting in that car down there watching my place with the aim of capturing you and your friend, Joey. By using this remote cable and the tripod, I should be able to keep the camera steady enough to capture the image without using a flash.”


I looked down and noticed for the first time a large dark sedan parked across from the cabin’s driveway. The spotlight on the tree at the end of the driveway was just bright enough to illuminate the two figures occupying the front seat of the car, obviously there on some kind of a “stakeout”. It suddenly occurred to me what was going on. “Do you think that David and the others got away in time?” I asked.


Maury nodded. “I’m sure they did. Otherwise the place wouldn’t be in such darkness… or worse—those goons wouldn’t still be just sitting there waiting. We managed a little luck this time. I just hope our luck holds.”


Maury finished taking the pictures and we were back on the road once more, headed for the rendezvous with the others. “I think that this might turn into a long night,” he said as we sped over the twisting narrow park roads. Coming down a steep grade, I thought we were done for at one of the hairpin turns. I was thinking that just maybe the brakes would be a good idea about now. Maury was having a good time, going through the gears of the car like a racecar driver. He roared with laughter when he noticed the look on my face and the whiteness of my knuckles gripping the dashboard.


“Listen,” he said when he was finished laughing at me, “this road joins the public road just up ahead. That’s where David is supposed to be waiting for us. Do you think you could get Joey’s film from his car and give it to me? That’s what my second phone call was about earlier. I have a friend who let’s me share his darkroom on occasion. And I think we would all be better off knowing just what is on that film, don’t you?”


I wasn’t really sure that I wanted to know. “Why not just ask Joey for it?” I said. “Don’t you think he would gladly have it developed if there was a chance of finding evidence of someone else there that night? I mean, why else would he still be carrying it around? He could have just destroyed it at anytime.”


“That’s true,” Maury nodded. “On the other hand, there are people who collect trophies, son. Anyway, think about it, okay? But we could know for sure later tonight, tomorrow at the latest.”


The word “trophies” sent a shiver down my spine, and the thought of Mona as Joey’s “trophy” freaked me out. Just then we came around a curve and Maury finally slowed down. A little further up the road we could just make out the shapes of a couple of vehicles. They were parked side by side in a small clearing that had been made for tourists. A large August moon was just rising above the water behind them, lighting up the dark night and revealing the station wagon and the van parked beneath a sign proclaiming to visitors: “Thunder Hole”. The three of them were sitting in David’s van with the windows rolled down and the side door slid open. Joey was sitting in the doorway munching on potato chips from a large bag in his lap.



“Any more barbecue chips left?” I shouted to him as my uncle pulled in next to them. He replied with something that sounded like “I shthink so”, with his mouth full of food. I ran around the van without saying a word to my brother (he probably thought I was having a junk food fit). Jumping into the passenger side of the Pioneer, I opened the glove compartment and retrieved the roll of film, shoving it deep inside a front pocket of my jeans. For some reason my heart was in my mouth as I did this. I felt really nervous about Joey catching me, and at the same time I felt shitty at the thought of betraying my friend. I hadn’t even intended to do it, except that my goddam uncle had put into my head the idea of Joey as a goddam trophy collector. Playing on my doubts, I thought. I made a mental note to myself to remember how smart this uncle of mine was, and to be careful of any future traps he might set for me. I must admit that I had a sense of relief once I took the film, but I still felt like a Judas when I later handed it to Maury and he whispered that I was “doing the right thing”. 


I also retrieved the last bag of barbecue chips from our junk stash, but I wasn’t really in the mood for them. I tore open the bag and shoved a handful in my mouth, so that Joey wouldn’t be suspicious, then gave the rest to David and Charity.


“Thanks,” he said. “We thought you were freaking out in need of a junk food fix.” Then he gave me a strange look and added, “Hey, you don’t look too good, kid.”


“It’s just Uncle Maury’s driving,” I answered with a laugh, and loudly enough for Maury to hear. “He drives like a goddam maniac on these winding roads.”


Maury laughed loudly at that, as he came around to the van. Then he got serious and began to quietly explain to the others just what the hell had been going on and the latest turn of events. It turned out that his third phone call had been to a “lady friend” of his, and she had agreed to give us a safe haven, at least for the night. In a very short time we had formed a convoy. I rode with Maury leading the way. David followed behind and Joey brought up the rear. Fifteen minutes later we were pulling into the driveway of another secluded cottage very similar to Maury’s but even more private and his friend Janet was coming out to greet us. I’ll be damned, I thought, if she isn’t exactly as I pictured her from the phone call I had overheard earlier: a little shorter and stockier perhaps, but the iron gray short hair and the lined tanned face were what I had imagined. 

 This compact little woman reminded me of my uncle, with that same air of self-assurance and resourcefulness. It would take more than a winter storm to keep her down. Like Maury, there was a quiet strength about her and a ruggedness that reflected the rugged Maine coast. Together, I thought, the two of them would make a formidable couple. Janet’s warm hospitality was as instant and as genuine as Maury’s was also. Within moments we were completely at home and she was treating us like long-lost relatives. I liked her right away and, it was weird, but I felt: wouldn’t it be nice to call this place home. 

While Maury went directly to the phone when we arrived, Janet fussed over us, making sure that we felt welcome and our needs were met. But it was different from the way Mom fussed over guests, or even Mrs. Fowler. You always were somehow left with the impression that their “fussing” had more to do with making sure that people were impressed with their hospitality skills. I hadn’t actually thought about it before, but compared to the effortless skill of Janet, it suddenly dawned on me how hard it always was for mine and Joey’s mom to genuinely welcome strangers into their homes. They always referred to it as “entertaining” guests, and now it was obvious to me that that was exactly what they did: they were playing a role, a performance. And as entertainers, their main concern was always with their own performance. They didn’t really give a shit about the needs or the comforts of their guests, only that the pate was acceptable and the house was presentable. Hell, most of the time it was transparent that they couldn’t wait for their company to leave, so they could kick off their shoes, get out of the girdles and just be themselves once again. Usually that meant they would have a chance to talk about and badmouth the guests they had fawned over so graciously only moments before. 

I got an entirely different impression from Janet. I couldn’t imagine that she would give a shit about the appearance of her house or about proper etiquette, so long as her guests felt welcome and comfortable. It was also just as obvious that she cared about Maury. When he got off the phone and announced that he had to take care of a few things, that he’d be gone for three or four hours, I watched as a shadow crossed her face. “Are you sure it can’t wait ‘til morning, Mo? It’s already late and you look pretty tired.” Maury shook his head, and she continued. “Alright then, but I’m making you a sandwich to take along and a thermos of coffee… don’t argue. You’ll appreciate it later on.” He smiled at this and hugged her. I had the sense that any argument on his part would be futile anyway.


He was soon on his way, the high beams of his Volvo piercing the night. As he started up the driveway he called back to us, “Don’t wait up for me!”

We had no way of knowing it then, but that would be the last time we would see Uncle Maury alive.

Chapter4

David


As soon as Uncle Maury had pulled out of the driveway and left us with Janet, I noticed Joey motion for Andy to follow him outside. It wasn’t long before we heard the two of them shouting at each other, and when we went out to see what the hell was going on, we found them going at each other like sworn enemies. Andy had Joey by the neck of his shirt, pinned against the big Dodge wagon. One arm was raised in a fist like he was about to punch him, and they were both cursing and shouting. Andy was shouting, “Take it back, man!” and Joey responded with, “Fuck you, and your whole fucking family!” 


I pulled my brother off his friend and I really had trouble restraining him. They continued to shout obscenities at each other as I held onto him and Joey jumped into the driver’s seat of the car. The car roared to life and before we knew it, Joey was driving away. The last thing I heard him shout over his shoulder was, “I’ll see you in hell, asshole!” I assumed he was yelling at Andy.


“What the hell was that all about!” I managed to ask as I let go of Andy.


Andy took a moment to catch his breath before he answered. “He’s stoned out of his tree, and paranoid as hell. How much did he smoke tonight anyway?”


I just shrugged. “I don’t really know,” I answered truthfully. “While you and Maury were gone he invited us to smoke with him three or four times, but we didn’t really feel like it. That sounded like pretty heavy shit you two were going through just now.”


“You don’t know the half of it,” he replied.


“So, fill me in then.”


“I should,” he said, mostly to himself it seemed. Then all of a sudden Andy’s whole demeanor changed. One moment he was like a tightly wound spring, the next he simply relaxed.

It seemed to be a relief for him to tell us all about what he knew of Joey and the film, and how he had perceived such a change in the friend he thought he had known so well, and how awful it was to have found Mona like that, and how Joey didn’t seem to care. At that point, Andy broke down and started to cry. It was so foreign to me I really was at a loss. I didn’t know how to react. It was Charity who wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly. Andy never cries, I thought, but his sobs continued so loudly and so wretchedly that I thought my heart was going to break along with his. It was like a floodgate had been opened in a dam and the valve had broken, with no way of closing it again. Just then I noticed the worried look in Janet’s eyes, and the next thing I knew we were holding each other, two strangers brought together by extraordinary circumstances, and I was crying also, and she was saying. “What kind of dark night is this? What kind of world makes such things possible?”


Eventually the tears subsided and things returned to “normal”. We drifted inside and arranged ourselves in Janet’s living room around the fireplace, which she lit. By some kind of silent but mutual consensus she seemed to understand that, although the night was still warm, we all felt rather chilled. The warm fire was very welcome and as we sat around it, Andy proceeded to “fill us in” about Joey and the film and his anxiousness to get away, and his anger at discovering that Uncle Maury was in possession of the film and about to reveal its secrets. I couldn’t help but notice that Janet looked more worried than ever about this news. Finally, due to exhaustion more than anything else, we all drifted off into restless sleep. 


That night I dreamed that I was an astronaut and I was walking on the surface of the bright August moon. At first it was great fun, taking great bounding strides and half floating in the light gravity. I could see the earth in the distance and I thought what a great view from up here. It occurred to me that the earth looked just like the moon looks from the earth, and that confused me because for a moment I wasn’t sure about my whereabouts, and I thought that I must be dreaming about being on the moon. But the incredible lightness I felt convinced me that this must be the lunar surface. For a better view of the old home planet I began to bounce higher and higher with every step until I sprang off from the surface so high into the air that I began to fear that I would break free of the moon’s gravity altogether (since it had so little to start with, I reasoned).


Before long I was bounding out of control and each time I would touch down onto the surface the springboard action would increase. I started to call for help but I had trouble getting out the words and I was having trouble breathing. When I finally managed to shout my voice sounded like a loud kind of muffled ringing, filling my own ears, but not projected outwards, like I was in a soundproof room. My heart sank when I realized that I could yell my fool head off and no one could hear me. Then it dawned on me: it was because of the helmet, of course! No wonder nobody could hear me. I would just have to take the goddam thing off my head, which I proceeded to do only to find that it didn’t come off too easily. I was fiddling with what felt like an oversized key like the kind that comes with certain cans of corned beef. The key had a slot that was made to grab the end of the neckband that held the helmet to the rest of the spacesuit. My hands were so clumsy though and the key just wouldn’t line up. And I was floating dangerously close to the point of no return.


Finally I had them lined up ready to peel back the connecting strip, when I heard someone shout, “No!” It startled me and I dropped the key and I watched it float back down to the moon’s surface ever so slowly. In shock I realized that I had just been saved from committing certain suicide if I had removed the helmet. I felt like I wanted to throw up, at the same time aware that I had better not, again because of the helmet. Once again I heard the voice and this time I recognized it as belonging to Ellis, except it was softer. He was telling me to relax and “let go”.


“Oh, Ellis,” I answered and my heart leapt with joy, “So this is where you went to! I’m afraid, man,” I continued, “I think I’m just gonna float away and disappear. It was fun but now it’s kinda out of control, know what I mean? I don’t know what to do.”


Then he asked, “What does any astronaut with half a brain take with him when he goes on a space walk?”


“A lifeline,” I answered without hesitation, and as if by magic, there it was in my hand, a long white chord, glistening and hovering below, connecting me to the moon’s surface and attached to a fellow astronaut. I felt the greatest sense of relief when my feet finally touched the ground and I stood next to my rescuer. “Ellis?” I asked. The helmeted figure didn’t respond. I couldn’t make out his face through the dark visor, so I bounced over to him. “Maury!” I exclaimed. I was sure it was him: of course it must be! Who else but Uncle Maury could provide such a lifeline in my time of greatest need, and pull me to safety so effortlessly?


I was just about to embrace him when he turned to face me and he lifted up the dark outer visor that covered the front of his helmet. It reminded me of someone flipping a car windshield visor back into place once the sun’s glare had disappeared. Through the clear glass of his helmet I could now easily make out the face of my rescuer. It was Maury all right but not like I had ever seen him in real life. His eyes were turned upward in their sockets so that only the whites showed, and they were bleeding from the outside corners. His nose was flattened against his cheekbones and blood was pouring out of both nostrils. His mouth was opened wide, exposing a mess of broken teeth. His lips were swollen and split and a bloody mess. All the blood was collecting and caking in his beard, turning the white sections crimson. Craziest of all, through all the blood and the horror of his broken face, he began to laugh in his big booming voice. The sound of his laughter sent shivers up and down my spine. The vibrations suddenly cracked the glass of my own helmet and I began to scream.


I woke up to the sound of the screaming, not recognizing my own voice at first. But there was another sound as well, which I finally recognized as the sound of someone else wailing and crying. It was coming from a small tough-looking gray-haired woman who was cradling a telephone receiver against her chest and rocking back and forth as she sat on the floor in front of a fireplace, the embers long ago turned cold. As my head cleared and I came back down to earth, I realized that this woman was Janet, our hostess of the night before and our newest friend. Between her sobs I could only make out the words “No” and “Not Maury!”.


I noticed Charity next, looking very confused and worried. Her eyes were wide and she seemed to be striking a pose, sort of frozen in mid-motion. She was halfway between Janet on the floor and me on the couch like she couldn’t decide whom to move towards (or run away from, I thought later on). It occurred to me that right now she must really be wondering what the hell she’s doing here, to even have hooked up with such a raving lunatic like me in the first place. At that moment Andy came bounding out of the spare bedroom, still in his t-shirt and underwear, demanding to know what all the noise was about. He was still not quite awake, his hair was a wild bird's nest, and of course he fit right into the general atmosphere of bedlam. 


In the next instant we all came fully awake and focused on Janet as she stopped her sobbing suddenly and replaced the phone in its cradle. In a rather distant voice she calmly announced, “There’s been an accident. It’s Maury… he’s been killed.” Then she just started crying softly and Charity went over to her, squatted on the floor beside her and held her in her arms. They gently rocked back and forth together, the two of them softly crying. They remained that way for what seemed like a long time. Andy and I watched helplessly for awhile, sharing a sense of wanting to help but not having a clue about what we should do. After awhile, as if on cue, we both left the two women alone together, somehow knowing that it was the right response, and stumbled outside together in a daze.


For much of the remainder of that day we continued to walk around in a daze, and in a state of utter disbelief. It wasn’t like we had been close to our uncle, but the short time we had just spent with him had been good. And even in such a short time it had felt like we had found a long lost friend. It may have had as much to do with the bizarre circumstances of our reunion, the intensity of events bringing out our emotions more than usual. Our dad would have probably described it as “bringing out the woos in us”. But it was more than that. It was Maury himself and the way he responded to the two of us in need. Sure we were his sister’s sons, but we hadn’t seen the man in ten years. I am sure that we would have taken it in stride if he had simply given us a handshake followed by directions back to the Interstate.


Instead, he made our concerns his concerns, our problems his problems. He took care of us. And more than that, he accepted us: no “bad boy” lectures, no useless rants about how could we ever end up in such a mess, or what Andy and I always called the “if only stuck record” that Mom was famous for. It made no difference how we ended up where he found us. We were in trouble with problems that needed fixing in the here and now, and Uncle Maury took control and set about taking care of things. It was through his decisiveness and his actions that we were probably still safe… and still free. It occurred to me that it was a damn shame that my uncle had never got married or had a family. He would have made such a good father. 


A kind of gray pall had descended over the Island by the middle of the afternoon, a heavy oppressive cloud cover that threatened rain but never really delivered except for a few drops now and then. Temperatures remained high and the humidity was almost unbearable. Everyone agreed that a good thunderstorm was needed. Andy and I had to content ourselves with hanging around Janet’s cabin or exploring the surrounding area. Actually the nearby cliffs and the rugged ocean shoreline were quite amazing, but we felt so out of it most of the time. As fugitives, we didn’t dare to involve ourselves in anything that had to do with Maury.


Taking care of all the funeral arrangements was left to Janet. She wasn’t exactly next of kin, but she was the closest thing to it. The bad news call that morning had come from Henry Hancock, Maury’s friend and fellow ranger. He had picked up the accident on his scanner. The police officer who happened upon the scene had known Maury and had recognized the Volvo. The park rangers and the police all knew each other and had a kind of ongoing working relationship. Henry told Janet that he later gave the guy hell for announcing the details of the accident over his radio, especially broadcasting the identity of the victim as one “Oh, sweet Jesus, it’s Maury from the Park!”


Although the two of us were fugitives, Charity wasn’t on the wanted list, at least not that I knew of. It made me feel good to watch her jump right into the thick of things and to be there for Janet. She went with her to the city morgue in Bangor where Janet was called upon to identify the body. She told me later how creeped out she was to even be there, and how glad that she didn’t actually have to go in with Janet to make the identification. She also told me how grateful Janet had been to have someone there for her after such a godawful experience, and how good that made her feel. She even helped her to pick out a coffin for Maury, the “grossest thing she had ever done in her entire life!” But it was really nice, she assured us, all natural wood and beautiful, actually. She was sure that Maury would have liked it. I couldn’t imagine liking my own coffin! 


The accident had happened on the road between Orono and Bangor. Maury had been heading south, presumably on his way home. It was late but with the full moon it wasn’t terribly dark. Anyone who knew the man also knew that he had a “heavy foot”, so speed was probably a factor, and it was one of those snakelike sections of road that Maine is famous for. As near as they could determine the best guess was that he met something in his own lane as he came around the last bend in the road. It could have been another car, or more likely a deer or even a moose. Trying to avoid a collision, Maury ended up crossing the highway, sailing down a steep embankment where the car rolled over a couple of times before it finally was stopped by a large spruce tree. We got the gory details from Janet as they had been told to her, and it was obvious how it pained her to relate the story. We tried to stop her a couple of times but she said it was good for her, that it was always better to face everything head on and to deal with it. As she finished, her voice was barely audible when she said, “He was in pretty bad shape, boys, I won’t lie, but the coroner was kind to assure me that it was all over very quickly.”


On their way back from Bangor the two women stopped by Maury’s place to take care of a few things. Janet grabbed his suit, the one and only, reserved for weddings and funerals. He probably had never thought about wearing it to his own funeral. Charity described how when they first got there, Janet walked right up to the two goons who were still sitting in their car watching the place. Whoever the hell you are and whatever the hell you are doing here, she told them, you’re gonna be here one helluva long time if you’re looking for Maury… he’s dead. She said the look on their faces was priceless. Their mouths hung open and they began to stammer out questions, but Janet just looked them in the eye and said, “Find out yourselves, I have a funeral to arrange.” With that she just turned on her heel and walked away.


“She’s one cool lady,” Charity told us when Janet had gone out to get something from her car. “I’ve never met anyone like her before. She’s very direct, very up-front, like Maury I guess, but without the rough edges. And she’s strong… on the inside, I mean. I don’t know how she managed to get through this day. She kept telling me how grateful she was for my company, but she was the one who had to keep holding me up, especially at the morgue and then the funeral home. I still feel creeped out. Then there was the guy who was showing us the coffins. I swear to god he could have been Vincent Price only older, and as sleazy as they come. Every time Janet’s back was turned I would catch him giving me the once-over. I think I even caught him drooling once.”


We laughed and she continued, “Really, not a word of lie… he was rubbing, stroking really, this one coffin, giving Janet the line about how smooth and shiny it was. At the same time he was leering at me over her shoulder with the most obvious depraved look in his eyes. I thought I was either going to puke or laugh out loud. Instead I did this.” Charity lowered her sunglasses so we could see her eyes which she then “batted”. Then she opened her mouth a little and slowly ran her tongue over her pouting lips. It was quite sexy actually.


“When the old bastard caught sight of that, he was no good. He began rubbing the coffin rather vigorously and asked Janet if she would like to feel for herself the smoothness of the ‘hard-on, ahem! I mean hardwood, Ma’am’” 


Andy and I roared with laughter at her story and her imitation of the undertaker. Just then Janet returned from outside.


“I was just telling them about that horny old undertaker at the funeral home today, and his fondness for hardwood coffins,” Charity said.


Janet had to laugh too, probably for the first time today, I was thinking. “Poor old ‘Hard-on Harry’,” she said. “He’s notorious for his disgusting leering, and his fondness for young girls. And the older he gets it seems the worse he gets. I think his real name is Lester or something like that, but a long time ago someone dubbed him with that nickname and it stuck.”


“He gave me the creeps.” Charity told her. “Like, I had the feeling that he wouldn’t mind ‘doing’ me, whether I was alive or dead, know what I mean?” She shivered at the thought.


“Oh yeah,” Janet replied, “I had always insisted with Maury that if I were to go first, he had to promise not to let ‘Hard-on Harry’ within fifty miles of my body. The only reason I have Maury there now, instead of at the competition’s, is that he and the owner were good fishing buddies, and I think Lester probably behaves himself around his male clients.”


Just then she remembered what she had gone out to get from her car. “Andy, this has your name on it. It was given to me as part of Maury’s personal effects from the morgue today. It was in his car.” She handed him a large brown envelope. Scrawled on the outside, presumably in Maury’s handwriting, were the words: “For Andy – Do Not Bend”.


Andy took the envelope from her, holding it gingerly as if he had been handed a poisonous snake. “Thanks,” he said, but it was obvious that he dreaded the idea of opening it up and viewing its contents.

Chapter 5

Andy


I knew right away of course what was in the envelope. Maury had followed up on his earlier phone call to his friend at the University of Maine at Orono. He went there to use his darkroom to develop Joey’s film. I felt like shouting as I held the envelope: “Fucking Joey’s fucking film!” I couldn’t help but think, accident or not, my uncle would be alive right now if not for that. I was desperate to see the pictures yet at the same time dreading what they might reveal. I excused myself and went into the spare room, closing the door behind me. 


With a feeling of great self-control I carefully unsealed the envelope and began to remove the pictures, one at a time. There were about two dozen in all, eight by ten black and white glossies. The first nine or ten were like looking at a series of amateur pornography. The lighting wasn’t quite right, mostly too dark or an odd one with almost no contrast and taken at such close range that you weren’t sure what you were looking at. Not quite a Playboy layout, but attention-grabbing just the same. 



The model in the photos was definitely Mona, and some of her poses went definitely beyond what was allowed in Playboy, for sure.  Under other circumstances these pictures would have really made my day. As it was, I couldn’t help but feel a rising reaction to them. I felt disgusted with myself but it was like I had no control whatsoever over my body… until I pulled out the next picture. 


It was a close up of her face and it was still obviously Mona, but something was wrong with the picture. Her usually bright eyes looked strange, kind of glazed over. They seemed to be staring at me but unfocused; I guess “vacant” would be the right word for it. She looked like she was… dead. I quickly removed the next picture, then the next and a third one. Each one showed the body from the waist up and the focus seemed to be on her breasts and neck area. Taken from different angles, it was almost as if the photographer was trying to capture some part of his “work” in detail. The word “trophy” sprang into my mind, and in Uncle Maury’s voice. I suddenly felt like tearing the photos in front of me into tiny little shreds. At the same time a bizarre and compelling fascination made me reach once more into the envelope and withdraw the rest of the photos.


The remaining pictures could only be described as bizarre or perhaps “sick”.  With each new “pose” I couldn’t stop thinking: “But she’s dead, Joey, you bastard, the girl is fucking dead!” What actually became most noticeable were the darkening marks on Mona’s neck as the pictures progressed. The last one was the worst. Some time must have elapsed because the dark marks could be seen clearly as bruises and the flesh was quite swollen. The little shit must have strangled her. Not only that, her bottom lip was swollen as well and split, and her nose seemed to be out of place, slightly flattened and skewed to one side of her face. What looked like dried blood had collected and crusted at one corner of her mouth and under both nostrils. It didn’t even look like Mona anymore, this poor dead girl, but of course I knew it was.


At that moment something inside of me just snapped. Joey had always been the one person in the world I could always count on to keep me from hating everything around me sometimes. Even David couldn’t do that, because I found myself hating him as well at times. But Joey was always there for me. I had never realized how much I had depended upon him to keep some kind of sanity in my life. For as long as I could remember, when every good thing went sour and every right thing turned out all wrong, I would find myself at Joey’s. Before long I would start to feel better. Not that he was someone I could talk to, like about feelings or what was going on inside. Who the hell would want to do that, anyway?


Most of the time Joey and I didn’t talk at all, except to “shoot the shit” about stuff like who was the sexiest cheerleader for the high school football team, or did only fags chew “Juicy Fruit” gum. Joey was just there and that was enough. It didn’t matter if we spent the evening just watching re-runs on TV or if we tossed a ball around, or went exploring along the ravine. And we shared everything, including our secrets, like what really happened to his Aunt Martha’s Siamese cat the summer they came to visit for three weeks at the Fowler’s. 

#

Joey couldn’t stand his mother’s sister, who was loud and complaining and seemed to spend her every waking moment whining at anyone within earshot about how uncivilized we all were here in the “Connecticut backwoods”; and how life in Boston was so much better. Joey’s mom just let everything roll off her back, pretending to enjoy her company. “We hardly ever see her and before you know it, she’ll be gone again, dear.” While Martha was there the tension in the Fowler household was downright scary, and only Mrs. Fowler seemed oblivious. By the middle of the second week, Joey couldn’t take it anymore. He whispered to me about his mother: “She’s either a fucking saint, or she’s on some kind of drugs. Either way, that old bitch in the guestroom has got to go.”

If the aunt weren’t bad enough, her Siamese cat was unbearable. Like its owner, it seemed to spend most of its waking moments either whining or screeching, or turning up its nose at everything around it. Worse still was the fact that since she napped throughout most of the daytime, she was up all night crying and disturbing everyone’s sleep. Everyone except Martha, who would smile each morning after sleeping soundly through the racket, and declare, “Oh yes, Dahling just loves to sing!”


Once a day Martha fed her “Dahling” its favorite treat, fresh calf’s liver, which it devoured greedily like something starved. It probably had as much to do with her turning her nose up at any other food offered to it and going hungry all day. At any rate, the cat would growl and yank the liver out of her owner’s hand, then push open the back screen door, make a dash to a spot just behind the cherry tree where, beyond watchful eyes, it would swallow the meat without even chewing it first. One fateful night after such a meal, poor Dahling got very sick. She cried throughout the night and her crying was ignored since the household had more or less got used to it and it sounded much like every other night. By morning however the cat was dead.


Aunt Martha became absolutely hysterical of course, accusing everyone of killing her poor Dahling. Mrs. Fowler just shrugged and said, “Maybe all that raw liver didn’t agree with it, or maybe it just got stuck in her throat, dear. You know she never chewed her food.” Poor Martha just couldn’t be consoled. She was in shock and grief, her heart was no longer in the vacationing mood, and she just might as well pack up and go back home to Boston, where poor innocent creatures like her poor Dahling didn’t just up and die in the middle of the night!


And that’s just what she did, taking her Dahling, wrapped in one of the Fowler’s good towels and laid in her portable cage, back to Boston, “where people are still civilized”, for a proper burial. The Fowlers, and I of course, all lined up at the curb to wave goodbye to Aunt Martha as the cab sped her away to the airport. As soon as she disappeared around the corner, there was a collective sigh that was audible enough to be heard at least a block away.


The next moment everyone started talking at once, each with his or her own comment. “Imagine… a funeral for a fucking cat,” Mr. Fowler was the first to speak.


“Dad!” his wife scolded him, “Such language!”


“Sorry,” he said smiling, and walked back into the house and his sports pages to enjoy in peace for the first time since his sister-in-law had arrived. That was the first time I had ever heard Joey’s dad swear… and never since then, come to think of it.


“I know she’s your sister, Mom, and our aunt,” was Joni’s comment, “But how the hell can you stand that woman?”


“Joni, just because your father chooses to use bad language, doesn’t mean that you have to do the same!”


Joni just rolled her eyes and walked away with a disgusted look on her face.


Rita chimed in, “Mom, this is not a debate about good or bad language. You’re missing the point. We’re trying to figure out why you tolerate your sister like you do… why you let her… walk all over you and act like some mucky-muck with blue blood in her veins… that’s all.” Rita was always such a sensible girl.


But of course, her mother responded with, “Martha is my only sister, just like you and Joni are only sisters. Someday you’ll understand.”


“No, Mom, I’ll never understand. If Joni turned out anything like Aunt Martha, I’d never even let the bitch inside my door!” 

Then Rita stormed off. Joey’s mom didn’t even try to respond to that one. She just looked at the two of us still standing at the curbside with her and said, “Well, boys, do you have anything to add, to help make my day a little more miserable than it already is?”

I just shook my head, but Joey looked like he was thinking about it. Finally he said, in a great imitation of “Tweety Bird”, “I tought I taw a puddytat… I did, I did taw a puddytat… a dead puddytat. Poor Dawwing.” We both cracked up laughing then ran like hell towards the back yard. Looking back, I was sure I caught a glimpse of a smile on Mrs. Fowler’s face.

Later that evening Joey told me all about the way he had hidden out behind the cherry tree, waiting for the stupid cat, and how it was such a simple matter to snatch the liver from its mouth and coat it with a healthy douse of rat poison. Joey had it all figured out and he had a plan: getting rid of Dahling meant getting rid of Aunt Martha. And it worked. No problem, no remorse. He was very cool about the whole thing. And no one ever found out what really happened.

#

I was suddenly jolted back to reality by a knock on the door and David’s voice shouting, “Andy, you all right in there?” I shouted back that I was fine, then shook my head to try and regain my train of thought. As I wondered why in the world was I thinking about Aunt Martha and her annoying cat, two things occurred to me: first, that Joey didn’t share all of his secrets with me; and second, Joey really could be a killer. As the reality of things finally sank in, I felt tired out and depressed. I got up, leaving the scattered pictures on the bed, opened the door and entered the livingroom. I was in a daze, and everyone was looking at me rather strangely, and I really didn’t feel like I could cope with questions, or anything really. So before anyone could speak, I simply said, “Don’t want to talk right now… going out for a walk.” With that I went outside and headed for the shoreline.

Chapter 6

David


 I was quite sure that Andy was not even aware of the noises he was making while he was in the bedroom with the envelope from Maury. We were all aware of the envelope’s contents, since he had more or less let us know about the pictures the previous night. Muffled by the closed door, it was hard to know for sure, but at times the sounds of crying or cursing were quite obvious. He looked really awful when he finally came out of the room and left the cottage. When I saw the pictures I understood his need to be alone, and a need for fresh air as well.


My first impulse was to tear up the photos and throw them into the fireplace, but Janet insisted on seeing them for herself. "I am an adult, David,” she said, just a hint of annoyance in her voice. “In a way, those pictures had something to do with Maury’s death. Now I just want to see what all the fuss was about, okay?”


When she was finished—and  she took her time examining each picture—she  didn’t say a word. The look on her face wasn’t of shock, or even disgust, just a kind of deep sadness. Silently she offered them to Charity, but she just shook her head. Charity either had no desire or morbid curiosity to be a witness to such horror, or else she was afraid of what she might see. Either way I found myself feeling relieved that she refused the offer. Janet, repeating herself from the night before, whispered, “What kind of world makes such things possible?” Then she tore up the pictures, envelope and all, into small pieces and threw them into the fireplace, where they curled up, smoldered and burned with the most vivid colors. “I need some air,” she said. “Don’t wait up for me,” she called back, as the screen door slammed and she was taking great long strides along her driveway and into the misty night.


Charity and I were left alone together. Neither one of us seemed to have any energy left for even words. It had been a very long, very weird day. Instinctively, we both moved about the small cabin, dimming the lights and gathering pillows and blankets to spread out in front of the fireplace in the livingroom. The place was in darkness except for the porch light, left on for Andy and Janet when they returned. The two of us settled down in front of the fire and just held each other. The gentle flames were lulling us to sleep along with the pitter-patter of the rain that had just begun. In the distance we could hear the dull roar of rolling thunder, signaling an approaching storm. That’s good, I thought dreamily, as I drifted off to sleep, maybe it will clear the air.


The next morning I woke up early. The air in the cabin was chill and damp, the embers in the fireplace mostly cold. The sky outside was a dark gray and a heavy rain was falling. I managed to get a fire going again from the few coals that still had some life and some good dry kindling. Charity turned over and grunted something unintelligible, then snuggled deeper under the blankets in front of the hearth. As I wandered out to the kitchen to get the coffee brewing, I had a nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Although it was early and I didn’t expect to find anyone else up and about, everything was just too quiet. I somehow knew that Charity and I were the only occupants of the small cabin, and it suddenly struck me as I turned up the gas under the percolator: where the hell were Andy and Janet? 


I remembered the thunderstorm just beginning as we drifted off to sleep last night, and it was probably a nasty storm, since it was still raining cats and dogs outside. I checked both bedrooms but there was no sign of them. There was also no wet clothing or footwear anywhere in sight. I began to worry a bit, thinking that something must have happened for the two of them to spend the night outdoors in such miserable weather. I found an old raincoat that had probably been Maury’s since it was four sizes too big for Janet, and stepped out into the rain. The first thing I noticed was that Janet’s car was gone, which I took as a good sign, since my imagination was starting to get the best of me.


I had begun to picture her or Andy, or both of them for that matter, lying twisted and bleeding at the bottom of a nearby cliff. I could easily imagine them losing their footing in the dark and the rain along some rough and rocky path leading down to the rugged shoreline. I figured that if she could drive, then at least Janet wasn’t lying somewhere alone, waiting for the tide to carry her mangled body out to sea. Next I found my little brother curled up like a baby in my bedroll in the van. He was even sucking his thumb! That’s one I’ll have to tease him about sometime, I thought, feeling relieved. Then I chided myself for the needless worry, recognizing at the same time the trait that used to make me nuts about Mom. Ohmygod, I’m turning into Lois, I thought, then laughed out loud at myself. It was good to laugh, even at myself. There hadn’t been too much of it in the past few days.


Feeling much better, almost cheerful I had to admit, I returned to the cabin. The fire was starting to take the chill out of the place, and its warmth was most welcome. Charity was still asleep, snoring lightly (something to tease her about, I thought). The smell of the coffee was wonderful and reminded me that I was famished. I couldn’t remember eating anything at all yesterday, although I must have. I just remembered Andy and me wandering around the shore at loose ends, waiting for the women to return, it was such a strange day. I remembered an apple and a handful of granola, but I knew we didn’t cook anything. I rummaged through Janet’s larder and before long the irresistible smell of sizzling bacon filled the cabin, and I was having a great time preparing my favorite breakfast of bacon and eggs, homefries and toast… for four. I was singing along to the radio, California Dreaming with the Mamas & the Papas, when I looked up to find Charity standing in the doorway, all sleepy-eyed and smiling at me.


“Did I wake you?” I asked, flipping the bacon and doing a pirouette towards her across the kitchen in time to the music, then kissed her on the nose. She just shook her head, grinning broadly.


“And did you sleep well?” I continued, twirling back to the stove to make sure that the scrambled eggs weren’t sticking to the pan. She nodded.


“Ah,” I said, “a woman of few words… my favorite kind!” And I danced once more back towards her, this time wrapping my arms around her and squeezing.


“David,” she gasped, “I have to…”


“Make mad, passionate love to me right here, right now?” I offered.


“Uh-uh,” she shook her head and tried to extricate herself from my embrace. “I have to…”


I finished her sentence for her. “Yeah, I know… pee, right?”


“Right!” she said.


“Then you better go pee.” And I squeezed her a little tighter. Then I let her go, and continued, “By the way…”


“What?” she asked in her sleepy voice.


“If you fall asleep while you are peeing… try not to snore, okay?”


“You are a brat!” she laughed, then padded off to the bathroom. 


I continued making breakfast and singing, “California dreamin’… on such a winter’s day…”


Sitting in front of the fireplace together, Charity and I ate a mammoth breakfast. I thought I had been making breakfast for four, but we were like a couple of starving castaways, and it was a good thing that our other two companions weren’t around. Not only would they have gone hungry, they would also have had to witness our gluttony. When we had finished it all, down to the last crumb of toast and the last bacon bit, we both groaned because our stomachs hurt. I don’t know who started it first, but our food orgy quickly turned into a belching contest, which helped to ease our painful stomachs but also threw us into fits of laughter, which made things all the more painful. We were behaving like two little kids with bad manners, and I loved every minute of it.


“I know that girls snore,” I managed to tease between laughing bouts, “but I never knew that they could burp so well!” I followed up with a loud belch.


“Ohhhhhh, that’s so uncivilized!” she countered, matching mine with one louder still, then laughing and rolling over, holding onto her stomach. "Oh, my poor stomach. Why did you make me eat so much?” she whined.



“Uncouth pig!” I said, laughing.


At that she snorted, then laughed until the tears came.


“That’s right,” I continued, “cry, little piggy.”


With her index finger she pushed the end of her nose up and puffed out her cheeks at the same time, and it really was a good pig imitation. I roared with laughter and fell down beside her on the floor. Before I could stop myself, the words escaped my lips and I whispered, “I love you, little piggy.”


Silence.


Then Charity snorted once more and we were both rolling on the floor and laughing out loud. And that’s how Andy found us when he came into the cabin from his night’s sleep in the van. He had the strangest look on his face, like he had just stumbled upon a couple of aliens or retarded people who dared to show themselves in public. We stopped our cavorting for a moment when we noticed him in the doorway. But when we saw the look on his face, we both burst into laughter once again at the same time.


Andy just shook his head and, with a disgusted look, he said, “Some people’s kids!” Then he added, “Is there any food? I’m starved.”


Charity and I gave him a serious look, then we looked at each other and laughed even louder than before. 


Finally, I said, “Andy, I think there might be a little coffee left, but Charity ate everything else!” 


That got me a punch on the arm from her and another disgusted look from Andy as he made his way towards the kitchen, past the two lunatics in front of the fireplace.


Shortly after noon Janet returned and apologized for causing us any worry. She said that she should probably have left a note, but she was just so used to living alone and hadn’t really thought of it until after she had gone. She said that she had been taking care of a few things, like Maury’s funeral arrangements, but I had the distinct impression that there was something else that she wasn’t telling us about. It didn’t surprise me to learn that Mom wouldn’t be coming to the funeral. Janet told us that she had called her from Maury’s and caught her as she was leaving the house for some meeting. Andy and I both rolled our eyes at that information. With the funeral scheduled for tomorrow, the notice was just too short, and she also didn’t dare to travel too far from home, “what with worrying about Andy and all”.


I was surprised actually that Janet hadn’t said anything to her about Andy being here, but I had the impression that she felt that it was up to him to inform his own mother about his whereabouts, and she respected that. I found myself agreeing with Charity that Janet was one cool lady. Her other news had to do with Aunt Mary, Maury’s only other living relative. Janet just couldn’t get in touch with her at all. She had even talked to a secretary at Acadia University in Nova Scotia, only to be informed that “Professor Silver would be away until Monday, but they would try their very best to reach her with the message.” Monday of course was the day of the funeral, and Maury would be in the ground long before Mary could make the twelve-hour journey, even if she should get the message. 


“Oh well,” Janet sighed, “I really don’t think Maury would care one way or the other.” I felt sure that she was absolutely right. 


I had a sudden sense of unreality when I realized that it had only been one week ago that I had awakened on my 19th birthday, learned of my best friend’s death, had my girlfriend dump me, and left home, only to discover Charity, all in the same day. And in the short space of that one week, it seemed like the world had turned upside-down more than a couple of times. I also couldn’t help but feel that the “wheel’s still in spin”, as Bob Dylan might say.


My thoughts were interrupted when Janet came out of the kitchen carrying a tray of fresh coffee and a box of glazed donuts she had brought back with her from town. More coffee was a fine idea, but Charity and I groaned when the donuts were passed our way. Andy could have our share, thank you very much, and that was no problem with him.


“I have an announcement to make,” Janet said, “and since there is no easy way to share bad news, you might as well get it straight and get it over with.”


She was standing facing us, one arm leaning on the fireplace mantle. I noticed her hand holding the coffee cup tremble ever so slightly, and the words of Dylan’s song sprang back into my head, “…for the wheel’s still in spin, and there’s no telling who that it’s naming…”


Then she said simply, “They’ve picked up Joey.”


The statement meant something different for all of us, and each would have had a different question to ask, or a different concern to voice, but we remained silent. It was as if we had to let the news sink in and our silence allowed Janet to continue and answer most of our questions anyway.


“It was just a short blurb on the local noon-hour radio show. They are now calling it the ‘Connecticut cheerleader killing’, and the latest news was the apprehension of the chief suspect in the case, after a nation-wide manhunt. They didn’t actually name Joey, but they provided a pretty good description of the old Dodge wagon he was driving. According to the report, he was arrested while trying to cross the border into Canada from Madawaska, sometime this morning. Why he drove that far north, I’m not sure. He might have spent yesterday checking out the border crossings from Calais on up, and decided that Madawaska might be his best chance, I don’t know.”


Janet had stopped speaking directly to us by then and appeared to be just thinking out loud. I glanced at Andy and noticed a look of anger on his face. “Are you mad at Joey?” I asked.


He shook his head. “Joey was bound to get caught sooner or later,” he said. “He was really becoming…” He seemed to be groping for the right word. “These last few days, man, Joey had become an asshole. But that’s not what I’m mad at. The news guys… more assholes… so when did Mona become a fucking cheerleader? Excuse my language.” The last remark was directed to Janet, who just nodded and gave a little wave of her hand to indicate it was no big deal.


It was Charity who pointed out that, since they had Joey in custody and were probably right now giving him “the third degree for a murder rap”, how long would it be before he points them in our direction?


Andy was shaking his head. “Joey won’t do that,” he said. When Charity started to protest, he held up his hand, then continued, “He won’t lead them here for two reasons. In the first place, even though he has been acting like an asshole, he’s really not like that… like, he’s not really been himself lately, but the Joey I grew up with, the one I’ve known my whole life, no matter what’s been going on lately, he just wouldn’t turn us in. He’d make up some great lie and maybe lead the cops on some wild goose chase. Now, that he is really good at.”


Charity wasn’t convinced. “And the second reason?”


Andy smiled. “The pictures. Even if my old buddy has become a complete asshole, he knows that we have the pictures. He knows what was on that film. Do you think he wants those photos to end up in the hands of the cops? Me giving the film to Maury the other night is what made him panic and storm off.”


Charity tried one more time to unravel his logic. “But we burned the pictures, remember? And Maury’s…” She glanced at Janet, then lowered her eyes before completing her sentence, “dead.”


“Yeah,” I jumped in, seeing the beauty in Andy’s argument, “but Joey doesn’t know about any of that. As far as he’s concerned, we have the only real evidence that could send him away for a very long time.”


“Andy’s right,” Janet agreed. She was actually smiling. “In a way,” she went on, “Joey’s capture might turn out to be the best turn of events yet. Andy’s logic is sound about Joey leading anybody back this way, so I think you should all sleep well tonight. Not only that, even though the focus of their manhunt has been for two murder suspects, the capture of at least one is going to ease the pressure, at least for a day or two. They’ll either spend their time and resources on chasing down Joey’s false leads, or trying to get a confession out of him. Either way, you guys may never have a better chance to get away. I think we should book passage for the three of you right now on the ferry to Nova Scotia. It leaves tomorrow morning at eight.”


“Are you okay about that?” I asked Charity. She nodded her ascent. 


“Andy?” He nodded as well. “Okay, then, it sounds like a plan.”


“Okay, then,” Janet repeated, “and I’m also going to make reservations at my favorite Bar Harbor restaurant, and treat you guys to the best farewell lobster supper you’ll ever have! I think that it would be exactly what Maury would want,” she said wistfully, then headed for the phone.

#


Janet was right about the lobster supper, and about sleeping well that night. It also turned out that both she and Andy were right about the cops and Joey. The next morning we joked about him sending them on a useless excursion to California or perhaps Quebec, Canada. A little apprehensive as we waited in line to drive onto the ferry, when our turn finally came and we were proceeding just like regular tourists, we finally began to relax.


There was only one hitch in our plans and it was something I just didn’t see coming at all. We were parked at the end of row five and the traffic was loading fairly steady, so that when row number four started moving, we knew we were down to about the last few minutes of waiting time. It was at that point that Andy informed us that he was staying behind. I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to scream at him at the top of my lungs, “What the hell are you doing,” but I caught myself when I saw the serious look in his eyes. I knew instinctively that it would be the wrong thing to do. The look was tempered with a kind of sadness as well. In an instant, I was able to read in those eyes so many things that I knew he just couldn’t put into words. At the same time I recognized the hard set of his jaw, so familiar to me.


“You’re going back home, aren’t you?” I said.


“Maybe.”


“What do you hope to accomplish?” I pleaded with him. “You can’t save Joey, you know.”


“I know.”


“You just can’t stand running away, can you?”


“It’s not that,” he answered.


“Sometimes it’s the only thing to do, you know. It doesn’t mean you’re like Dad. Sometimes it just means that you have to save yourself.” I was desperate, grasping at anything to convince him to come with us.


“It’s okay, David. I’ll be alright, really.”


I wasn’t convinced. “What if Joey tries to pin Mona’s murder on you?”


“It’s okay. I have the negatives… a gift from Janet, and the film canister, hopefully with Joey’s prints still on it. I’ll be all right, trust me. Going to Canada is the right thing to do for you,” he continued, “It’s just not the right thing to do for me.” 


I couldn’t believe how cool he was acting, or how strong he was. But I realized that his mind was made up and there wasn’t a damn thing I could say to change it. Finally, giving up the attempt to change his mind, I said, “Good luck, little brother. Take care of yourself.”


“I’ll be fine,” he said bravely. “You two take care of each other. And by the way, big brother, always remember: you’re one lucky son of a bitch to have found this girl.” With that, he kissed Charity on the forehead, squeezed my hand and jumped out of the van, just as it was our turn to move forward. He called, “Good-bye!” over his shoulder as he slammed the sliding door closed and walked away. 


“Good-bye, Bastard!” I called back, under my breath, as I jammed the van into gear and jerked it forward towards the side loading-door and the belly of the ship. I wasn’t even aware of the tears that were blurring my vision, until Charity reached over and swabbed my eyes with a Kleenex.


As soon as we were parked, I grabbed her hand and pulled her along, rushing upwards to the promenade deck where I jostled fellow passengers to get a place against the portside rail. From there I was able to just catch a glimpse of Andy and Janet, standing together at the edge of the parking lot, waving. We waved back just as the last lines were let go from the wharf, fore and aft, and the MV Marine Bluenose slowly eased itself away from Bar Harbor, Mt. Desert Island, Maine and America. It then set course for its own homeport and a whole new life for Charity and me… in Canada.

Part III

Chapter 1

Charity

Growing up in Little Brook, Maryland, was probably not much different from growing up in any Small-town, USA. A Main Street that had seen better days, with two gas stations, one department store and two groceries. Nine different churches seemed like a lot for a population of only two thousand, give or take. Actually only eight remained since the Pentecostal Tabernacle had been sold and turned into a movie theatre. There used to be three car dealerships, until Bill Tedford who owned the Ford lot was caught embezzling funds to support his mistress in Baltimore. I remember how his son Ernie broke into tears at school when his father’s name was broadcast over the local radio station one noon hour. That was in Grade Ten and Ernie was no sissy. He was a head taller than most of the other boys and had just made the high school football team. Most guys were lucky to get on the squad by the time they reached Grade Eleven. But Ernie was tough and big for his age. He was cute too and I remember feeling sorry for him during that particular lunchtime. No one felt sorry for his old man though and the general consensus was that he got what he deserved, bringing his family to ruin over a “Baltimore whore”. The Tedfords went bankrupt, the Ford dealership pulled out, and Ernie moved away before the football season even got underway. 

After that I saw him only one more time. It was two years later and he was in uniform. He had just stopped by the school to say goodbye to a few of his old buddies, because the next day he was shipping out to Vietnam.

It struck me how good Ernie looked, in his crisp uniform. But it was more than that. There was a kind of “shine” about him that went beyond the uniform. He seemed to glow with enthusiasm and … I wasn’t sure exactly what, but the word “confidence” came to mind. Like, “Hey, look at me everyone, I’m Ernie Tedford, football star and soldier in Uncle Sam’s Army, ready to take on the world, just itching to kick ass.” He seemed to have left behind the dark cloud of his father and his family’s ruin. It made me sick the way all the girls literally “twittered” around him as if they were still in junior high, acting like the brainless twits they really were, I guess. Even Hilary Hudson, Miss High and Mighty herself, was gushing over him. She wouldn’t have given him the time of day two years ago. If only her asshole father, the “Boss” himself, could see her now, I thought, making time with Bill Tedford’s son.

 It’s funny how pleased I was to see Ernie again and at the same time how I chose to snub him. After all, he was my first conquest. It would have been nice to think of him as my “first love”, but love had no part in what we shared for those two hot and wild weeks that September, just after his dad got caught and just before he moved away. I can never think about Ernie without a kind of wistfulness, and a little sadness. I was feeling sorry for him and sorry for myself at the same time. I was also trying to deal with a smoldering rage inside myself, which he mistook as passion, and no wonder since I threw myself at him like some desperate sex maniac. He must have thought that I was the biggest slut in the school, I was so enthusiastic. If he had only known.

It would have been hard to convince him that he was only the second guy that I had ever gone all the way with. How could I have explained that by rights he should really have been the first? That I just happened to have lost my virginity the night before and it just happened to have been with my own goddam father? That those two wild and crazy weeks before he moved away meant nothing at all to me, because I was no longer able to feel anything—except a slow-burning anger? I only used Ernie, and that wild abandon that he mistook for passion had nothing to do with loving him, poor boy. It had everything to do with hating that bastard who stole my dreams of any kind of normal life. 

Alice had been gone for six months by then.

The day that Ernie and his family left for parts unknown I didn’t shed a tear. I didn’t even say good-bye, made myself scarce the whole day. That night I ended up with his best friend Mitchell and did him in the back seat of his father’s car. When we were finished, I insisted that he take me home, called him a scum-sucking bottom feeder for screwing his best friend’s girl the same day that he left. The very next day I started on the rest of the football team. By the end of October I had slept with every one of them, and I hated them all. They were the sorriest bunch of jerks and assholes I was ever likely to encounter. They possessed the collective mentality of a slow chimpanzee and the morals of a dog in heat. Their girlfriends all hated me, but I couldn’t have cared less.

#

Up until the time that Alice split, my father hadn’t noticed me in years. I was certain that if Mom and I were to quietly slip away he wouldn’t mind in the least, as long as he still had Alice. His Alice, who was always prettier, always smarter, always better than her sister. I probably should have hated her but in fact, Alice was the only person in the entire world that I ever really loved. In a way, I guess I was like him, because I also considered Alice to be the sweetest and smartest and dearest creature I knew, and I adored her. For one thing, she always seemed to be aware of my feelings, and aware as well about the way our dear father would flaunt his favoritism towards her or try to play the two of us off against each other. I remember the expression of pain on her face and her embarrassment, as she would apologize for him and assure me that he didn’t mean a word of what he said. Of course I knew that he meant every word, but I felt sorrier for Alice than I did for myself. I started to think of her in my mind as “Alice in the middle”. 


Around the time that Alice turned twelve and I was almost ten, Dad came home from work earlier than usual. Hudson’s Sawmill was the only real industry in the town, and had been for about a hundred years. But it too had seen better days. My father worked there. He came home everyday smelling of sawdust, and complaining about his job, his bosses and the poor state of the economy in general. I hated his complaints, but I loved the smell of sawdust. On that particular day, he smelled a little more of booze than sawdust and he was in a foul mood. Due to a lack of orders, work at the mill was being cut back to a skeleton crew “until further notice, whatever the hell that means,” he informed us. He was laid off. That night he crept quietly into the room that Alice and I shared, woke her up from a sound sleep and told her that he was sad and “needed her company” to watch the late movie with him. Mom of course was on the night shift, and I didn’t think much about the incident except “poor Alice”, then rolled over and went back to sleep.


After that it became kind of a routine, although not all that often at first. Poor Alice would be reluctantly dragged from her sleep late at night, to help poor Dad through a bad spell by watching a movie with him or a basketball game. Or sometimes it seemed like only the test pattern and end-of -the-night signal from the local station, from what I could discern in my own half-awake and groggy state. Each time this happened, the smell of booze seemed to permeate the air of our small bedroom. Also, Mom would always be away at work.


By the time Alice was sixteen, Dad seemed to be in need of consoling on a fairly regular basis. Even though the mill was booming once again and he was working full-time, he seemed to be sadder than ever. Not only that, but in the daytime as well he seemed to need to spend time with his Alice more and more. Sometimes it was for after-supper driving lessons, sometimes any excuse would do. Whenever she could, Alice always insisted on including me in their excursions, whether it was just down the road to buy cigarettes, or into Baltimore for shopping or an Orioles’ night game. 

Mom would comment about how nice it was for Dad to be spending time with his girls, while Dad would scowl and give me a black look whenever I agreed to tag along. Even then I couldn’t have cared less about what either one of my parents thought. Nor could I explain what was behind the desperate look in my sister’s eyes as she nearly begged me to come along on these outings, but that is what I responded to. I loved every minute of the time I got to share with Alice, and as far as I was concerned, he could go straight to hell, with his scowling face and his hatefulness. I was just happy to be spending time with her. I wasn’t ever aware that I was the one that she needed to be in the middle.


The day after her eighteenth birthday, Alice went away. The next day I became “Daddy’s girl”. Over the next few months I came to know why Alice ran away. 

At first I even liked the attention. I was basking in the glow of being “the favored one” for the first time in my life. For awhile, just before Alice split, I even felt sorry for Dad, because even though he obviously needed her more than ever and wanted to spend almost all of his free time with her and her alone, she had been acting like such a bitch towards him. I had never seen her so cranky before. If he touched her she cringed. If he asked her the simplest question, she would scowl at him and answer with such sarcasm or rudeness; it would amaze me that he never walloped her. Instead he would just sulk or storm off angrily, or sometimes just open another beer and sit in front of the TV, pretending to be interested in whatever was on.


It wasn’t long however before I began to feel truly sorry for my sister, my Alice, whom I would soon miss so much. I came to understand certain things about family relations that no one should ever have to understand, let alone experience. I came to recognize that trapped look in her eyes—each time I looked in my own mirror. And her need for me to come along with them on the long drives or even the short trips to the store, took on a new meaning; especially when those excursions for cigarettes somehow ended up at Montgomery Point, a “parking” site normally reserved for young lovers.


At first I couldn’t understand why she could never talk to me. As time went on and things started going from bad to worse, I identified with her silence. It was just too awful to talk about with anyone, ever. I could forgive her for leaving me with him, but I couldn’t forgive her for leaving me with no warning about him. And to have lived with it for six long years: his pawing, the booze breath, the whining and pathetic sniveling about his “needs” and about Mom’s neglect of those needs – I couldn’t imagine how she put up with it for so long. But then I had to remember that she was only twelve when her nightmare began. 


During the two years when I became Alice’s replacement, I thought I was going to lose my mind. The transition from Daddy’s little girl to Daddy’s little whore didn’t happen overnight. It was more of a gradual affair, and he was a master of manipulation and control, at least for the first little while. And I remember feeling totally confused trying to figure out all the new mixed messages coming my way. I went from being ignored to being lavished with daily compliments about how pretty I was becoming these days (meaning, now that Alice was gone, I would have to do). He would remind me about how I was really starting to “blossom”, meaning my breasts were getting bigger, and that pretty soon I would have all the boys trying to “get into my pants, and no wonder”. However, at the slightest mention of a boy that I might be interested in, like Tommy Banks, the shy guy in my biology class, whom I really had a thing for at the time, the old man would fly into a rage. 


He would call me every name in the book and some that I was sure were his own invention, but the favorite was “fucking little slut”. Invariably I would run to my room in tears and he would head for Macgilvarry’s Pub around the corner, or Bailey’s card room, slamming the door behind him. The next day he would act as if nothing had happened until Mom went off to work in the evening. Then he would bring out the “little something” he had bought for me on his way home from work, to make up for his “little outburst” of the night before.


His gifts were usually clothing and, once I forgave him, which I always did, he would insist that I try the new outfit on for him. I’ll never know how, but the bastard always managed to buy just the thing that I would have picked out myself, and even in the right size. The bellbottom jeans that were the latest rage, and even in the right shade of faded blue. The tie-dyed tank top with the fringes that went with those jeans so perfectly. Before long, his gifts included tank tops that were skimpier and tighter than I would ever dare to wear in public, then miniskirts, and next the sexy lingerie. 

My little shows were for his eyes only of course, but I began to feel really fucked up when I first realized that I was starting to enjoy our little charades. I was also starting to do speed at the time and I was copping it from this horny little creep at school who had the hots for me. Usually a hand job between the dumpsters behind the cafeteria would get me a week’s supply of the tiny red pills. The first time I felt disgusted with myself. As my need for more supply increased, so did his demand for payment, but by then it was getting a lot easier to meet his demands.

For most of the summer, Dad had been playing his little games with me, the gifts, the long drives, the late night snuggling in front of the TV. His attempts at fondling and touching, clumsy pawing at first, had become more demanding and a lot less clumsy. My attempts at putting him off or avoidance were becoming ineffective. It probably had as much to do with my increasing use of drugs. I had held him off for six months. Then one hot stifling September night, he finally got what he wanted. Flying high on my uppers and shooting tequilas he kept plying me with, I was more fucked up than ever. Wearing the latest and skimpiest little thing he had brought home for me to model, I already felt like a slut. And I just had no more fight left in me. For a long time to come I would blame myself for that—giving up and giving in.

When it was over and my father pulled away, we were both aware that somehow everything would be different now. In that moment, through that one act the world had slid just slightly sideways on its axis, and its smooth and orderly spin would be forever altered. Not a word was spoken between us. In the dim light, provided only by the streetlight shining through my bedroom window, I was able to get a glimpse of his face as he stood up and hurried from the room. Even through the pain and the blurring tear-filled vision, my foggy brain registered a look of such disgust as he looked down upon me lying there naked, it frightened me. Goddam you I thought as I turned over and covered myself… goddam you.

He left the room and I cried softly into my pillow for what seemed like a very long time. I finally fell asleep only to awaken with a start from a dream about Alice. She was drowning and I was helpless to save her. As she was going under the water for the last time, unable to struggle any longer, I realized that my helplessness was caused by some great and terrible weight that was pinning me to the ground. I was lying naked at the river’s edge and I could barely breathe, due to the heaviness upon my chest. When I finally identified its source, I felt my insides turn to water and I thought that my mind would break. Thrashing and thrusting wildly above me was a creature that was half man, half beast, with a face like a grinning skull.

I sat bolt upright in my bed, then made a dash for the bathroom where I promptly heaved up the contents of my stomach until there was nothing left. I continued anyway into what I later learned was called the “dry heaves”. I thought I was going to die. Before I was through I was wishing that I had died. When it finally subsided I felt chilled to the bone and I couldn’t stop shaking, despite the warm night. I crawled back to my bed and wrapped myself tightly in my blankets, shivering and teeth chattering. Afraid to go back to sleep, I stayed that way until I noticed the first light of dawn come creeping in through my window. Then once more I cried myself to sleep, but this time the tears were scalding, the sobs uncontrollable, and they weren’t for me. As I finally drifted off I realized that I was crying my heart out for Alice.

I don’t know how I managed to drag myself out of bed later that morning and go off to face the day and school. I remember waking from another vague nightmare involving Alice and some kind of flying creatures. The Bastard, as I would refer to him in my mind from then on, had already gone to work. I could hear my mother snoring softly in their bedroom, home from another night shift of nursing at the Baltimore General. I took a very long, very hot shower, still felt like shit, then donned the sluttiest outfit I could find in my closet from my collection of recent “gifts” and trudged off to school.

By lunchtime my anger and hurt had barely subsided and the rawness of my emotions made it natural for me to notice and sympathize with Ernie Tedford. As soon as classes were out I met with my little creep friend at our usual rendezvous for the speed I needed to ease my jangling nerves. It was the quickest but most savage hand job I had ever performed, and I left him smiling with his eyes crossed. A short phone call to the Tedford’s, a supper date at the local pizzeria and by that night I had Ernie believing that he was in love. 

#

For the next few months things went from bad to worse. I hardly noticed the changing of the seasons, seemed to miss fall entirely, which had always been my favorite time of year. Christmas was a nightmare. I began to drink almost every day, and the nights when I just couldn’t face going home, they were the worst. That one more drink, the one I needed just to get me “over the top”, or to make me forget the night before, it was always too much and before I knew it I’d be blasted. And in the morning I would wake up next to another creep, sometimes with no memory at all about how I ended up there. Even in the beginning I was aware that the sex didn’t mean anything. The only pleasure I got was from the feeling of being the one in control, the one who was always in charge of the situation, the Bitch who could make them crawl or beg, cry even. It was enough to know that they wanted me no matter what. And as soon as they had me, I let them know in no uncertain terms that they were the ones who had been had. The Ice Queen might put out, but never more than once with the same guy – unless she was in the mood to give another lesson in humility perhaps.

I started to realize that I no longer thought of the guys as conquests anymore. Somewhere along the line things just sort of got out of control. Whether it was the booze or the drugs or the way things had gotten worse at home, perhaps a combination of them all, but something inside of me had changed. I found that I just didn’t give a shit about anything at all anymore, school, not friends, music, myself.

Shortly before I made my escape, I remember Mom commenting one day in passing (she always seemed to be “in passing”, on her way to or from somewhere, like work mostly, or Weight Watchers) that I never played my guitar anymore. It just sat in a corner of my room collecting dust. I just shrugged and thought who cares?

I felt like screaming was that the only change she noticed around here? Had she noticed that her older daughter, whose name was never mentioned anymore, had been gone for almost two years now, without a word from her? She who was so obsessed with food and her own fluctuating weight, had she noticed how her remaining daughter had been wasting away in the past few months, to the point that would have alarmed any parent with half a brain? How about her sleeping pills that she needed to get through the days after coming home from her night shifts? You’d think she would have clued in when they went missing by the handfuls. It never seemed odd to her that she hadn’t seen a school report since 1967, or that I never came home on weekends anymore, or that my sunglasses remained in place day and night and she hadn’t actually seen my eyes since godknowswhen? I wondered if she even remembered their color.


Something about her comment must have struck a chord within me that day, because I picked up that old guitar then, shut myself in my room and began to fumble awkwardly with the strings. It was soothing, like chatting quietly with an old, old friend. The strings were old and neglected and sounded kind of flat and lifeless. But the sound suited me just fine, since I was feeling flat and lifeless myself. If I had thought about it I would have realized that I hadn’t held this instrument for over two years. I would also have realized that there were other things in my life that I had abandoned during the same time – things that once gave meaning to my life, things I used to care about. These thoughts would occur to me later on, but for the next few hours I didn’t think about anything at all. I didn’t bother to count the number of pills in my hand.


For the next few hours I went to a place I had never been before. It was a place of great stillness and very quiet. I had to travel upwards to find it. I was aware of the sensation of height because I could look down from there and I could see myself below, sitting on my bedroom floor, cradling an old guitar, coaxing from it long forgotten melodies. Sometimes the instrument screeched loudly like the sound of fingernails on blackboards, and I would watch myself shudder and shake. Sometimes it wept and I watched myself weep with it, great drops of hot wet tears splashing the strings and making the fingers slip. Sometimes a note so melancholy and so pure would rise slowly up towards me and cross over the barrier that separated the two worlds of sound and sight. I would gape in amazement as I literally saw the music materialize into the shape of a step, eventually forming stairs ascending towards me. 


As I watched myself laugh or cry, I felt neither joy nor sorrow. When the music became wild and discordant with the sound of jangling nerves, I watched my body below in the throes of pain. The back arched, the muscles of the neck bulging, the pulse there visibly throbbing, the head thrown back, the jawbone tight and the teeth bared… like a trapped and savage animal, a growl erupted from deep at the back of the throat. Then a howl of anguish was followed by a whimper barely audible yet so forlorn. Like a watch spring wound too tightly that suddenly snaps, the muscles lost all their tension and the body suddenly slumped forward. Throughout it all the guitar was grasped tightly, the knuckles of the hand holding the neck were white, a trace of blood was evident along the fret board from two raw fingers, but the music never ceased. And I, from my rarified height, felt no pain.


At some point I noticed that darkness had descended and the streetlight from outside was casting a rectangle of light in the shape of the bedroom window onto the middle of the floor. There I sat, framed by this light, very still and barely breathing, totally naked, my clothes strewn all about the room. For a brief moment I thought that I must be dead, or at least dying. Then I heard the guitar, ever so softly, just the one note from the top string, repeated over and over, strummed by the thumb ever so gently, the movement of the hand barely perceptible. When I recognized its rhythm I knew that the time had come to descend those stairs below me, made of music and connecting us.


Halfway down from my vantagepoint I could see the flicker of a pulse where the veins stood out at the temple. The repeated note was matching its rhythm. But the strumming was getting softer with each beat, and the time between beats was becoming longer and longer. At one point I was sure that they had ceased altogether, but there it was again—barely audible now and the rhythm had changed, becoming ragged. She is dying, I thought quite calmly. But I was not afraid. Maybe it’s just as well, I continued, maybe she’s had enough. Then I thought if she is dying then I am dying too, but I’m not ready yet—I  have had enough of living this way, but I haven’t had enough of Life. So I hurried down the remaining stairs and leapt back inside my body just as the guitar was slipping from my grasp. The sound of it hitting the floor was followed by the sound of a sharp intake of breath, the air filling my lungs, the lungs expanding almost painfully. I could feel the oxygen being pushed to my brain in a head rush, reminding me that I was still alive. And then, exhaustion. 


I don’t know how long I lay there, curled up on the middle of my bedroom floor. I remember no dreams. When I awoke the first time, bright sunlight was streaming into the room, its August strength bathing my nakedness. But its heat couldn’t seem to penetrate my skin and I felt chilled to the bone on the inside. Dragging myself off the floor I threw my tired body onto the bed and burrowed under the blankets. When I awoke next, the room was dark once more. I found myself barely able to move, I was so entangled in the twisted blankets, a sheet wound around one leg so tightly it was throbbing. My body was slick with sweat, my hair limp and tangled. I must have been thrashing around like something wild, which would explain why I still felt exhausted. With what seemed like an enormous effort, I managed to disentangle my limbs from the bedding and tried to sit up.


The sudden stabbing pain between my eyes sent my head right back down to the pillows. It felt like my head was in a vice and would explode at any moment. My entire body tightened and I lay there holding my breath, with mini fireworks going off in the dark behind my closed eyes. I didn’t dare to move, then deep breaths, muscles relaxing slowly, more deep breaths, slow and rhythmic – the pain receding, my head still in one piece, then ahhhh – drifting down once again into calm and dreamless sleep.


When I finally returned to the land of the living, my mother was standing above my bed, a worried expression on her face. She was in her crisp white nursing uniform, and I thought for a moment that I might be in the hospital. Also it was still light outside and far too early for her to be heading off for the night shift. I tried to speak but my throat was so dry and my lips were so cracked and split, no words would come. Just then Mom stuck a thermometer in my mouth and told me to hush. I never thought of her as a great mother, but I was certain that she was a very efficient nurse.


“Ninety-nine point one. The fever’s just about gone. I think that you’ll be okay.”


I was sure that she had used the same words a thousand times before, and her manner never varied. The word “efficient” came to mind once more, and I was just as sure that I could have been any one of those thousand other patients. In my raw state of mind and heightened sensitivity, I felt the tears welling up. I suddenly felt desperate for her touch, for a tender word, anything that would assure me that I was not just another patient. I am Charity! I am your daughter! I wanted to scream. I need a mother, not a nurse! Instead, all I managed was a hoarse whisper, “What… what day is this? How long have I…”


“What day, child? Why it’s Wednesday evening. The sun will be setting soon, and as near as I can tell, you have been out of it for more than 48 hours. I know one thing, whatever kind of flu bug got into you, I haven’t seen anything like it before except when I was in training, and I had to do my two weeks in a detox unit. Anyway, the fever’s broke and the best thing for you now is to get yourself up and get some nourishment into that body of yours. You are probably dehydrated by now. There are lots of canned soups in the cupboard. Right now I’m off to work – got called in early. I’ll be dead tomorrow morning, but I can’t say no to the money. Oh, and by the way…” She stopped momentarily, as if she had lost her train of thought.


 Please shut up! I screamed, but the words just echoed inside my head, and a dull throb was threatening to erupt into something worse at the base of my skull, but she still continued.


“Oh yeah, by the way, your father took off, I mean he’s gone… left us two days ago… flew out of here in a rage because I wouldn’t let him come in here and bother you, half drunk like he was…”


I perked up at this news, managing to raise myself up on my elbows and croak, “He’s gone… for real?”


“I just told you that, girl. I mean what kind of nurse would I be if I were to let him disturb such a sick child?”


You’d be the same kind of nurse as you are a goddam mother, I thought, then eased myself back down to the pillows again. But I was smiling now, thinking about him gone.


“I really have to run now,” she said, “or else I’ll be late.” Then turning in the doorway, she said in a little softer tone, “Charity…”


Ah, finally a kind word, I thought. Of course I should have known better.


“Charity,” she repeated. “You really need a bath, child. You’re a mess. You look like something the cat dragged home. And you smell like something awful.” Then she was gone.


For some reason this struck me as the funniest thing I had ever heard and I just lay there laughing out loud… well, as loud as my voice would allow, until my throat hurt worse than before. She was right of course. I lifted an arm and sniffed, then laughed some more. “That’s right. Nurse,” I called to no one there. “I’m stinky, but I’m still here!”


When I finally managed to get out of bed and planted my feet on the floor, I felt like a small infant just learning to walk. Once the initial dizziness passed, I hobbled towards the bathroom, holding onto furniture and doorframes for support. I felt empty inside, but I recognized it as a physical sensation. I remembered that I had had nothing to eat for at least two days. My sense of weakness was physical as well. I also recognized the familiar twinges of the jangling nerves and a certain craving, and it momentarily paralyzed me with a kind of irrational fear. But on the inside I felt stronger than I had in years, and my brain kept focusing on that one bit of news: the bastard was gone. It was like a shiny coin you keep turning over in your hand, a lucky talisman. It gave me a feeling of hope and that added top my new sense of strength.


Then there was the bath. In my entire 18 years on this earth, everything paled in comparison to those two hours spent soaking in that hot fragrant water. Pathetic yes, but true nonetheless. The rest of the world could have their religious experiences. This would do very nicely for me. If heaven didn’t include long hot baths, then I would just as soon forego the trip.


For the next two days I took the advice of my nurse. I ate like a pig and nourished my body, regaining my strength. The rest of the time I continued the long soaks in the tub and played my guitar, nourishing my soul. My nerves still jangled, and I knew that I wasn’t completely over my “flu”, but I also knew that I could handle it, and no matter what, my life was going to change for the better. I hardly saw Mom, except “in passing” as usual. And the house was so peaceful with the bastard gone, it was healing. Until late Friday night, when I was jolted out of a sound sleep.


I knew right away that it was him. The slamming fridge door, the pop of the beer cap, the TV blaring suddenly, shattering the silence of the night. I came awake with a start, then lay there shivering, waiting, cowering really, knowing that it was just a matter of time before he found his way into my room, my bed, into me. His stumbling and his booze breath would announce his presence. The sounds of his shoes kicked off, the unbuckling of his belt, the dreaded unzipping sound, would announce his intent. Then it would start all over again, and I would have to accept that the past two days of relative peace and the beginning of healing were a mere fantasy. After having experienced even such a small taste of freedom from it, I knew instinctively that the nightmare would become worse than ever. And this time I would not survive.


Even as my bedroom door creaked open and I heard his labored breathing, even as the smell of his breath permeated the room and each familiar and predictable sound followed, I continued to lay there helpless, almost paralyzed. Even as my mind screamed inside my skull that I could never, never allow this to happen again, even as every nerve in my body cried out for action, I could not move. Even my intense loathing and hatred weren’t enough to mobilize my limbs. Some kind of inscrutable power held me in place, held me waiting, holding my breath. Like some dumb stupid lamb waiting for the butcher’s knife to descend, I just lay there.


The sound of my beating heart was so loud that it filled my ears, drowning out every other sound. The familiar feeling of my stomach tightening into painful knots as he slid under the covers next to me made me want to scream. My voice was as impotent as usual. The groping, prying rough hands once again found their mark, opening me up like a bruised flower. His harsh breathing as he rhythmically moved against me was all too familiar. Even as he forced my head down lower and lower to meet his rising passion, and my stomach was on the verge of turning inside-out, I realized that any hope for a better future was quickly receding.


As I began to retreat to that place inside myself as I always did, for my own protection and sanity, denying this particular reality, blocking out the sounds of his guttural animal-like groans, something stopped me. At first I couldn’t believe my own ears, but soon there was no denying it. The bastard was moaning: “Alice, oh, Alice!” over and over again. Something inside of me snapped, and before I knew it my teeth were clamping shut. I bit down hard. I tasted blood, and recoiled from my own savageness, scrambling away from him as quickly as I could.


He was howling and cursing so loudly I really thought that I had inflicted a fatal wound. It was like a scene out of a horror movie. I found myself slowly backing up into a corner of my room, knocking over my guitar that was propped up against the wall behind me. The noise startled me and at the same time the screaming coming from the bed was replaced by a soft moaning sound. He hissed at me, “I’m bleeding, you fucking little slut, you drew blood!”


Distractedly, I bent down to pick up my guitar. From the corner of my eye, I saw him lurch from the bed and stumble towards me, arms flailing. “Slut!” he roared, catching me with a backhand right between the eyes, sending me sideways across the room. The momentum of his swinging arms carried him forward and he lost his balance, landing on one knee. His breathing was labored, and he stayed in that position for a moment, gathering his strength. He gave me a menacing look, then in a hoarse whisper, he commanded, “Get over here, Bitch!”


I had seen stars when he hit me and there was a trickle of blood coming from my nose, but my head was starting to clear. I gathered myself together and sat up on the floor, taking deep breaths. As I looked at him I realized that he was probably drunker than usual. He was actually quite pathetic there in his half crouch, one hand on the floor for balance, the other hand cradling his damaged flesh. A feeling of disgust washed over me, but only for a moment. As my pounding heart slowed down with each deep breath, I began to realize something else. For the first time in over two years, I was not afraid. I had no idea why, really, and the why didn’t matter. 


It wasn’t the first time he had hit me, but I knew inside myself that it would be the last time. Something had changed and it was like the scales had been tipped in my favor for once. A thought flashed in my head, a snippet of a story I remembered from a grade school reader actually, and it was like a revelation: my father is a bully, plain and simple. He always had been and probably always would be. Putting me through hell for the past two years (six years for poor Alice) had nothing at all to do with sex and his “needs”. His only need was to wield power over us. What had changed was the fact that for the first time in my life I had stood up to him. Somewhere in the very center of my being this knowledge gave me a kind of power.


Very calmly I stood up, picked up a nightie from the floor, through it over my head, and said, “Fuck you!” With my guitar in hand, I switched on the overhead light, opened my bedroom door and said, “Now get out.” He looked stunned. But he wasn’t willing to relinquish his power over me that easily, and heaving himself off the floor, with a murderous look in his eyes, he lunged at me. Instinctively without thinking about it, I planted my feet firmly apart and, like a baseball batter, I swung the guitar at him. With a homerun swing I broke the instrument over his head, knocking him to the floor, where he lay unconscious. 


Assuring myself that he wasn’t dead, I went into the bathroom and cleaned myself up. For the first time in years I felt good about myself. I actually hummed a tune as I stepped over his body, returning to my bedroom. I took my time getting dressed, brushing my hair, then picking out the clothes I wanted to pack in my oversized macramé shoulder bag. I was leaving and it felt right. My only regret was the loss of my guitar, which I had only recently become reacquainted with. Oh well, there would be other guitars.   


I noticed that it was daybreak outside and the light grew stronger as I went about the apartment making my preparations for flight. The sky was rosy in the east, promising sunshine and a good day for travelling. Definitely a good omen I thought. Making one last trip into my bedroom, I gingerly stepped over the body once more, then picked up his pants from the floor. His wallet contained about three hundred dollars, mostly in twenties and fifties. He must have had a lucky night at the card room I thought. I took it all and tossed the wallet into my wastebasket. Just a quick look around my old room, a whispered farewell or two to my favorite stuffed friends who had been with me since before I could remember. Now I was ready to go.


I debated about leaving a note for Mom, sat down at the kitchen table with pen and paper, but I wasn’t sure about what to write. 

“Dear Mom, just in case you don’t notice, the half-naked man lying unconscious on my bedroom floor is your perverted husband. It just so happens that he has been screwing around on you for quite some time now—and guess who he has been sleeping with?” Naw, that wouldn’t do. I scratched it out, crumpled the paper and started again. 

“Dear Mom, while you have been away nursing the rest of the world, I am sorry to inform you that your dearly beloved husband had a little accident. Once you have bandaged up the poor man’s head, make sure that he shows you the injuries to his ‘little head’ as well. I am sure he will have a very good explanation.” That wouldn’t do either I thought. More scratching, more crumpled paper. Oh hell, I just didn’t care.

As I was writing, “Dear Mom, I just don’t give a fuck. I have had enough and I’m leaving…” she entered the room, home from the night shift. Crumpling this last piece of paper, I looked up at her and simply said, “I’m leaving.”

If the words registered at all with her, she gave no indication of it. Instead she gave me a quizzical, kind of professional look, and said in return, “What happened to your face, child?”

My face, I thought, oh yeah, I had almost forgotten about it, especially since the handful of Aspirins I had swallowed earlier had started to take affect. “Ask my father, your husband, about my face, Mother. He’s lying on my bedroom floor right now half-naked… and half dead as well, I hope.”

Rushing past me to the bedroom, she was back in a flash, shrieking at the top of her lungs, “What have you done! You ungrateful little wretch, you could have killed him!”

I slowly rose from the table and faced her, interrupting her tirade. “What have I done?” I asked quietly, my anger just starting to build. “Shouldn’t you be asking what has he done? Wouldn’t you like to hear about all the things that he has been doing for the past couple of years, while you are away at work all those long nights…” My voice was rising now, “… with his own goddam daughter!” I screamed the last few words at her. 

I couldn’t believe it when she clasped her hands over both ears, closing her eyes at the same time. I had a vision of monkeys flash across my brain, and thought: hear no evil, see no evil. I guess that meant that there was no evil. I almost laughed, until she opened her eyes and gave me a look that would surely have turned lesser souls immediately to stone. “Lies!” she hissed, eyes flashing, “Nothing but lies! You are a lying little bitch, just like your sister!” 


My heart did a little flip at those words, and I envisioned my dear Alice living through this same torturous scene two years earlier. If I had ever doubted her reason for fleeing, or resented her apparent lack of concern for me, all doubts vanished in that moment. With venom in my voice and ice in my veins, I said calmly, “What kind of person are you? What kind of mother could ignore the cries of her daughters like that?” Still not convinced that anything I had said had hit home with her, I pressed on. “What kind of fucking nurse are you that you could choose to ignore our pain!” I think my words found their mark, as the hardened look of her face suddenly softened somewhat and gave way to a look of confusion and then what could almost be called remorse, but not quite.

“Charity,” she began, as if trying to explain Newton’s Law of Gravity, “You have to understand. He’s… sick. He can’t really…” She seemed to be groping for the right words. “He can’t control himself… he has these urges, his ‘needs’…”

“Mother,” I interrupted her. “He has been fucking his own goddam daughters!” At my words, she started once more to cover her ears, but I reached out and grabbed her hands in mine and held them tightly. She was shaking her head, moaning softly, “No, no, no… it can’t be true.”

Finally, exasperated, I let go of her hands, looked her straight in the eyes, and said, “Fuck you, too. I’m leaving. You two deserve each other.” As an afterthought, I said, turning at the threshold of the front door, “You just didn’t deserve Alice or me!” Then I was gone.

I didn’t really have any kind of plan. Just to get away from that house and those people was enough. I must have walked for a couple of hours in the dawn’s early light. I found myself softly singing “Mr. Tambourine Man”, and I thought I might know now what he meant by a jingle-jangle morning. By the time the sun was fully up I found myself on the highway with my thumb out, pointed in a northerly direction. Directly behind me and low on the horizon, it made my shadow extend right across the roadway, and I couldn’t help but notice how thin and lonely my shadow seemed. 

By nightfall I found myself sitting in Molly’s Diner. I would be hard-pressed to recount how I ended up there at the end of that particular day. As soon as I left the house, it was as if I had stumbled into a thick fog. Probably motivated by some kind of self-preservation, my brain and my emotions seemed to shut down. Whether it was the god of littlegirlslost, or fate or just the kindness of a stranger like Molly, it makes no difference. Finding David was about the best thing to happen to me in a long, long time.

#

I wasn’t sure how much to tell David … how much about my past … what had brought me there… what I was feeling. I didn’t really know how to begin. I was very much aware of his desire to know, although he wouldn’t ask. His respect for my privacy was one of the things that I liked about him, but I still felt the weight of all his unasked questions. The afternoon we were sharing the joke about our neighbors, Harold and Sylvia, it got kind of serious. He is right about the walking wounded.  I don’t really dare to let him know how deep some of my wounds go. They cut beyond the bone, right into my very soul. And it had been such a short time since I made my escape, such a short time since I stumbled upon this knight in shining armor, and I still felt so raw. All I could think of was that if he knew the truth, there would be no way he would want to stay with me. I was so used to telling lies that it was almost automatic, but with David it was different somehow. 


Standing next to him on the deck of the ship that would take us away to another country and another life, waving goodbye to people I hardly knew but who meant something to me, I couldn’t stop the tears. I was never very good at figuring out the wherefore and why of things. I just accepted that shit happens. It’s easier that way. Like when my boyfriend, Danny Wilson, began avoiding me and I became desperate to know why, and I wanted to scratch his eyes out. When I caught him holding hands with Loretta Parks, the answer was obvious and I wanted to scratch her eyes out. 

When Alice left home and no one would answer my questions, I just gave up asking. Soon after, when the bastard started coming into my room late at night, my questions no longer needed answers. That was the beginning of some shit way too heavy for me to handle.

That all seemed like a lifetime ago, and so much had happened in the space of only a week. I found myself beginning to believe in the possibility of starting a new life. As the ship’s engines throbbed and we headed for open water, leaving the land behind, I felt exhilarated. Just maybe, I breathed, I can leave the old life behind. With David there might be hope for me yet – as long as the “old me” stays on this side of the ocean long enough to give us a chance.

Chapter 2

David

Looking down at Charity beside me at the ship’s rail, I saw that she was crying. My eyes were still wet as well. “We’re a good pair,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Are you afraid?” I asked.



“Uh-uh,” she shook her head. “Just a little sad, I guess—but excited too. I was just thinking that, whatever lies ahead, for the first time in a long time I am facing the future with hope. That’s a good thing. Maybe we can find a place we can call our own across this ocean. Do you think it’s possible, David?”


 “I hope so,” I replied, putting my arm around her shoulder and holding her close. “If someone had told me a week ago that I would be standing here next to you, and feeling what I feel at this moment, I would have called them crazy. If they had told me about Andy and Joey or about Mona or Maury, I wouldn’t have believed a word they said. But now—now I’m starting to believe that anything is possible.” I gently turned her around to face me and lifted her sunglasses up onto her head so that I could look into her eyes. They were still wet and definitely betrayed her sadness. “I know that you don’t want to hear this,” I began hesitantly, trying to work up my courage, “and I don’t think it makes one bit of difference that we have only known each other for such a short time. Charity, I think…”


Putting a finger to my lips, she stopped me from saying it. “Shh,” she whispered. “Hold that thought… not forever, just for now.” My sentimental impulse was crushed for the moment. 

Then she continued, “Maybe someday, after you really get to know me, if you still feel the same way, then you can say it.” 

She lowered her sunglasses again and put her head against my chest. I took a deep breath and held her tightly, stroking her hair. Oh, Charity, I thought, how could I not love you? Someday, I am sure, you will delight in the words. In the meantime, I would just have to be patient. 

“What I was going to say,” I continued, quickly recovering, “ was that I think we should get some breakfast, knowing you the way I do and what a pig you really are!”


She smiled and kissed me. “I love your sense of humor,” she said.


“I love your sense of humor,” I mimicked her, pretending sarcasm. Then we headed off to the cafeteria, which was easy to find by following our noses and the smell of bacon. The ship had just passed the lighthouse at the end of the last piece of the Maine coastline, and making its turn into open water, it started to pick up speed. I wasn’t sure if bacon was going to be a good idea, as I felt the water get a little rougher. Maybe corn flakes would be a better idea. Maybe nothing at all, I thought, as the ship suddenly lurched, then went into a long slow roll from side to side. 


As we made our way through the forward passenger lounge towards the cafeteria at the stern, I was surprised at the number of people aboard. The place was bustling with activity. There seemed to be a lot of young families with lots of little kids bouncing around excitedly. This was probably their first experience on the water, just as it was mine. The bright colors of the summer clothing, the unhurried pace of the vacationer, the immediate friendliness of total strangers created an atmosphere of gaiety and relaxation. I felt a sense of shared adventure. Whatever forces of the universe—or coincidence for the skeptic—brought us all together, the fates of all six hundred or more were bound together for the next six hours, come what may. 


Around the middle of the ship, just off the central square and close to the duty-free shop, we discovered a small casino. A ship’s steward had just unlocked the folding gate and we wandered in. Three walls were taken up by “one-armed bandits”. We recognized them for what they were, but neither one of us had ever played one before. We must have looked like country bumpkins as we stared at the machines. Smiling knowingly, the steward took a coin from his pocket and dropped it into the nearest one then pulled the lever. With a whir and a clatter, the three wheels spun with a blur of colorful pictures, each one stopping with a “ching” and perfectly lined up: bar, bar, lemons. 


“One more bar and it would have been the jackpot,” the steward informed us. “These ones take dimes, the ones on the other wall take quarters. The quarters pay better, but the dimes pay out more often. If you need change, I’ll fetch you some. But if you want to try your luck, you better grab a machine now, ‘cause this place will be crowded in about five minutes, as soon as I make the announcement.” He gave us a wide toothy grin. 

There was something about the man that I really liked. I stood a head taller than him, and he had a slight build, but there was a kind of wiry toughness about him. He was probably in his late thirties, close-cut red hair, just starting to thin a bit and with a touch of gray. His ruddy complexion was a sign of either hard living or long exposure to the elements, or both. But what struck me most about him was his genuine friendliness. He was not just doing his job, he was being himself. And he was enjoying what he was doing. The phrase, “salt of the earth”, came to mind.

Charity handed him a ten-dollar bill and asked if she could have two rolls of dimes, please. He and I both noticed the way she was looking at the slot machine with a kind of glazed look in her eyes. Our eyes connected for a moment and we both laughed at the same time. Then he said, “Yes, Ma’am, right away. I’d know that look anywhere.” He crossed the square to get the coins, walking like he was born to the slow roll and the lurch of the deck.

Charity looked up at me quizzically, as if coming out of a fog and asked, “Huh—what look? What did he mean?” I just shook my head and smiled, started to say something then changed my mind as I saw her digging around the bottom of her shoulder bag, where she found a dime. She didn’t wait for my answer anyway, had probably already forgotten her question. The machine swallowed her dime; she pulled its arm, the wheels whirred and spun then stopped at bar, bar, cherries. “Oh, almost!” she squealed with delight. She was hooked.

The next instant the steward handed her the rolled dimes. Without taking her eyes off the machine, she mumbled something that sounded like “Tanks”, then got right down to business. Oh yeah, it was woman against machine, and she was going to pull its arm until it cried uncle, broke off or paid up. “You’re gonna need more dimes, son,” the steward winked. “By the way, if you need anything at all, just ask for Red.” He left for other duties and within minutes the place was packed with other travelers looking to try their luck.

At the rate she was going, about five dimes per minute, I figured my own hardcore gambler would be finished her career in about twenty minutes. The machines held no appeal for me, but it was really fun to watch Charity. I hadn’t seen her show such delight in anything since our day at the zoo. And the past couple of days had certainly been grim for both of us. It suddenly occurred to me how the events of my life had also become the events of her life. We had become involved in a process of making a history together, something we would always have to share with each other. Maybe even stories to tell our grandchildren someday. I was getting sentimental again, I chided myself.

It turned out that Red knew what he was talking about and before too long, she was looking for more dimes. “I know I shouldn’t, David… “ she began, a pleading look in her eyes.

“But… “ I offered.

“But, I know I can beat this thing. I can feel it.”


“You can feel it, huh?” I asked skeptically.

“Yeah,” she nodded, looking up at me with a childlike expression. I could picture her as a little girl assuring her mother that she was ready for the big Ferris Wheel now.

Just then the woman next to her hit the jackpot, with bells ringing and hands clapping, and what seemed like thousands of dimes spewing out of the machine. Not that I had planned to dampen her fun, but if I had considered it, any argument now would be totally hopeless. Her eyes were starting to glaze over once more. Revelation had descended upon her and the message was clear: machines can be beat; woman can win!

Very close to the end of her fourth roll of dimes, Charity was still going strong, still riding her “feeling”, still close but not close enough. There had been a few payouts from some of the other machines, but no real jackpots. Once or twice a particular configuration of symbols had coughed up what amounted to two dollars into the trough in front of her. Even those “winnings” she took great delight in. Of course she just fed them back into the machine. She was just using her last dime when Red reappeared, tapping the two of us on the shoulder. “Not much luck yet, huh?” he said. “It’s a funny thing, Lady Luck. Sometimes you have to fool her. Oh, I’ve seen it happen. I’ve seen it all in my time. Sometimes it comes down to the way you hold your cards, sometimes even the way you hold your mouth, you never know.”

There was a glint in his eyes and he really held us spellbound as he continued. “Sometimes a person can pull on this handle all day long, walk away empty-handed. The next person can come behind her, pick up a dime from the floor, drop it in and hit the jackpot, even though the machine has been nothing but stubborn and mean up ‘til then.”

We were both shaking our heads as if in disbelief. “No, really, I’ve seen it. Some people just have the touch, that’s all. How many dimes you got left, little girl?”

Charity held up her one remaining coin. Red nodded towards the machine. Charity dropped it into the slot and reached for the handle but he stopped her. Gently removing her hand, he then nodded to me. In a kind of slow motion movement, I reached up and grasped the lever, then pulled it down but not quite to the bottom of its arc. The wheels spun just the same although not as rapidly as when Charity pulled. They made their whirring sound then stopped: bar, bar, and slowly, bar. The bells rang loud and clear and the money came gushing out of the machine. Charity was jumping up and down, hugging Red, kissing me, kissing Red, whose face turned quite red at that, matching his hair. Her joy was contagious.

“Can I cash these in now?” she asked, running her small hands through the great pile of dimes in front of her.

Red nodded and said that he would be right back with a bucket.

“For quarters?” she continued.

We all laughed. Soon she had eight rolls of quarters and she was happily engaged in feeding them into the slot of a machine on the other side of the room. I left her there and went in search of coffee. I found Red again first and he led me to the cafeteria. He sat me down at a small table and beckoned one of the waiters over. “Gerry, this boy is in need of a coffee and apple pie a la mode. His girl has left him for a slot machine.” 


As if this were a common occurrence, Gerry smiled and said, “Say no more,” returning almost immediately with the order. “It’s on the house,” he said as he deposited the tray in front of me. I started to protest, but he just waved it away. “Enjoy,” he insisted. Then he and Red were both gone. If these guys are typical of Canadian hospitality, I thought, then I might never want to go back home.

For much of the rest of the voyage I sat outside in the fresh air enjoying the magnificent sunshine sparkling on the water. The sky was so blue and the ocean so vast and timeless that it made me think about the insignificance of our own pathetic little lives in comparison. I think that mariners and astronauts must have a far better perspective on life than most of us land creatures. It also made me feel lonely, but not in the sense of missing other people or wanting to be with someone. I was simply reminded of a simple fact of life, namely that we are always and forever alone—on the inside. Maybe that is what makes each one of us unique. Sure, we all share certain experiences and circumstances, but how they affect us or mold us all happens on the inside.

I thought about Andy and me growing up in the same house, both affected in different ways by our father leaving and Mom forgetting that we existed half the time. The two of us were so different and could barely connect with each other sometimes. Then there are the Fowlers. Who could be more different than Joey and Ellis? Or for that matter, Mom and Uncle Maury? Presumably, they grew up together within the same circumstances, yet they turned out as different as day and night. 

We are all alone, each of us unique, and yet the one thing we all yearn for, sometimes spending most of our lives to attain, is that connection with another human being. And what is it anyway that draws people together, that makes them special to each other, that connects them? From what I’ve seen, any real connection between people is a very rare thing. My parents, Ellis’ parents, my mother and her siblings, and who knows how many Harold and Sylvias are out there? I think that could easily have been Susan and me. Maury and Janet seemed to have it, but I couldn’t say for certain, we were together such a short time. Then there is Charity. 

Maybe it takes a small miracle. Maybe it really is a one in a million chance of finding just one other person to share your life with, to make the aloneness bearable. And what happens if the god of hopeless romantics like myself favors you with that chance in a lifetime and you are too dumb to realize it? How do you know when you are in the middle of a miracle? And if you ask for a sign, how will you recognize it? My head was starting to spin with questions that seemed to have no answers.

Just then beyond the ship’s bow, the graceful form of a dolphin or a porpoise broke the surface of the water, I wasn’t sure of the difference between the two. Following close behind was a second animal, its mate I assumed. They seemed to be having a great time frolicking and easily keeping up with the speed of the ship. Something in the back of my mind reminded me that dolphins mate for life. I wondered if the same thing was possible for humans.

Sometime later Charity found me still sitting in the same place. She woke me up actually. I had no idea when I had fallen asleep, but she laughed at me and especially at my red nose from the sunburn. I was disoriented and groggy at first, but happy to see her. She informed me that they had just kicked her out of the casino, because we were approaching the twelve-mile territorial limit and gambling was only legal in international waters. 

“You’re telling me that I’ve been sleeping out here for over two hours?” I asked.

She nodded and laughed, then showed me her “winnings”: two rolls of quarters. I didn’t have the heart to point out that her loot was equivalent to the four rolls of dimes she had originally started with. Oh well, I guess breaking even is as good as winning in the gambling world. In the distance we glimpsed the first sign of land and we knew it wouldn’t be long before we disembarked. At the same time we both realized that we were starving. We raced each other to the cafeteria. Charity won the race, only because I headed off in the wrong direction at the start. I blamed it on my sleepiness. She ended up buying lunch however. She paid for it in quarters. 

#

The tide was low as we made our approach to the inner harbor. After rounding the rugged spit of land where a lighthouse stood guard at the edge of a rocky bluff, the ship made its way through a narrow channel that looked all but impossible to navigate. On our left we passed a small cove with a horseshoe crescent of gleaming white sand where swimmers and sunbathers took advantage of the hot August sun. On the right the rocky shoreline rose up in a sweep of low hills, dotted with brightly painted houses, and on one hill a series of oil storage tanks five or six stories high. At one point the flashing beacon of a channel marker appeared so close it seemed almost possible to reach out and touch it, but the ship sailed smoothly past. Beyond the oil tanks the channel widened somewhat and we were soon passing a small fleet of fishing boats on their way out to the open sea. Some of the men on board acknowledged us with a friendly wave. Flocks of noisy seagulls followed the boats, swooping down to the surface now and then to do a bit of their own fishing.

If Bar Harbor, Maine, could be best described as a tourist town, then Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, made its impression as a working port. There was no sign of Rockefeller money, no marinas filled with pleasure crafts or celebrities’ yachts nor mansion-sized cottages dotting the coast. The harbor was certainly bustling and there was no shortage of boats. But regardless of their various sizes, types and condition it was obvious that they all had one thing in common—they were geared up for work. Some of them were brightly painted but most showed signs of wear and tear. The crews who manned them appeared as hardy and robust as the weathered decks beneath their feet. The sailor’s whites and deck shoes of the Bar Harbor yachtsmen would have been as out of place here as my long hair onboard a navy ship. The uniform of choice in this harbor consisted of oil pants and rubber boots, stained and grimy with fish blood and scales. Colorful plaid shirts or dirty white t-shirts completed the outfits of these barrel-chested busy seafarers.

Instead of stately summer homes with manicured lawns rolling gently down to the water’s edge, along the edge of this harbor were fish plants and old wharves, in varying stages of disrepair. Many of the wharves were wooden and a few looked like they were ready to fall into the sea, their ancient pylons jutting out of the water at crazy angles, with little or no planking left to hold them together on top. Next to a series of low faded red buildings was one such wharf and cradled among its rotting pylons was the rotting hull of a rather large wooden boat. It must have lain there for years, and at first glance it would have been easy to mistake it for the carcass of a beached whale. 

A sign on one of the buildings in peeling letters advertised itself as “Sweeney’s Fish Plant”. The whole place looked like it had seen better days. Next to the plant was a slip where a boat had been pulled up beyond the reach of the tides, and men were busy working around it. A stone's throw from there lay a great rusting hulk of a massive steel ship. It lay on its side looking very forlorn, barnacles and seaweed all over the hull, and the name “Sweeney” once again was visible on its stern in faded peeling letters. More rotting timbers were followed by a couple of modern cement wharves, the second one turning out to be our destination and docking point.

The smell of the salt air, fish and mud flats was replaced by the smell of diesel and exhaust fumes as we found ourselves once again in the belly of the ship, waiting to disembark. When our turn finally came and the van lurched forward into the sunshine and the slow lineups through gates that were guarded, my heart suddenly sank. I had forgotten about guarded gates. It had completely slipped my mind about customs. After all, this was another country we were entering, with its own set of rules, police and laws—laws regarding marijuana, for instance.

“Shit!” I whispered to Charity as we slowly made our way towards gatekeeper number three.


“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Did you forget something?”

“Yeah, I sure did. I forgot all about the half-ounce of grass stashed under your seat!”

She just gave me this incredulous look that could only be interpreted as, “How dumb can you be!”  Then she said, “It’s under my seat? Right under here?”

I nodded as she reached under and brought up the plastic bag. “You mean this marijuana?” she asked, holding the bag and starting to hand it to me. I thought that she was going to just drop it in my lap. I wouldn’t have blamed her actually. I just stared at her with a vacant look, proving once and for all that I must be the biggest dolt she had ever met. By now we were only two cars away from the customs checkpoint and what I could only imagine as imminent handcuffs and hard labor in a Canadian jail.

“David,” she said, still holding the bag for all the world to see, “Remind me later to tell you about what a dumbass you are, okay?”

I just nodded, then she smiled and in one quick motion she had shoved the contraband down the front of her jeans. The next moment she was smiling like Miss Congeniality at a very somber looking Canada Customs Officer, who was asking if we had anything “to declare”. 

“Why, no Sa,” Charity answered, then continued in the most perfect imitation of a Southern drawl,  “ Except that ah do declare that it is terribly hot out heah today, Sa, don’t you thank?” Then, “Oh, our trip is for pleasure, Sa. Well, not really pleasure. Ah’d be lyin’ if ah said that. We are heah to visit David’s poor sick aunt in—what’s the name of that place, Hon—Woodpile, Woolmills?” she asked, turning her head towards me with a wicked grin.

I couldn’t believe my ears, but I quickly replied, “Wolfville. Aunt Mary is a professor at the university there.”

This seemed to impress our questioner, but he still needed a few more details, like what exactly was she a professor of? "Sociology,” I volunteered, which was true.

Charity once more “took the ball and ran with it”, making it up as she went along. “Yes, poor Aunt Mary, specializes in the sociology of the family, poor deah, especially since she can’t have any children of her own… not since that terrible incident in her own childhood… the one that nobody ever talks about to this very day. But it ruined her for life. Know what Ah mean?” she asked the man, lifting her sunglasses and searching his eyes for understanding. He looked quite bewildered, and before he could comment, Charity continued to ramble on. “My Mama, god rest her soul, always said that any man do such a thang to a l’il chile should have his own thang… well, you can imagine what my Mama would have said, she was always so strongly opinionated, and she had such colorful language. Well, did you know that my Daddy, before he ran off an’ left my Mama all alone with her eight young’uns, he used to tell my Mama that her mouth was fouler than a Louisiana swamp. Ah don’t rightly remember, but they tell me that the last words that my Mama ever spoke, just before she passed away, were, ‘ If that Louisiana bastard ever comes back ‘round here, Ah’d like to get a hold o’ his thang and cut…”

Mr. Customs Man interrupted my little uncouth Southern belle at that point. His eyes were starting to cross, and I am sure that he was starting to believe that she might never shut up. “Miss,” he was saying, “Miss, welcome to Canada.” Then, to me, “Sir, please drive through, and have a safe and pleasant visit.” 

He waved us on, Charity waved back and called, “Bye! Nice talking to y’all,” and we were on our way. Grinning from ear to ear, she looked at me and asked, “Well, do you think he was convinced?”

“Woodpile? Woolmills?” I replied skeptically. “And just who was that masked woman back there, anyway? Did I unknowingly pick up Scarlet O’Hara running away from the burning city of Atlanta?” I asked, half jokingly but half serious as well.

Lowering her sunglasses and fluttering her eyelashes she responded in her Southern drawl, “Why, David Honey, Ah’m just Miss Charity Brown, a simple Southern girl from the simple Southern town of Magnolia Grove, Tennessee. It weren’t our fault that our daddy run off and reduced ma mama and me to poverty, forcing us to move and live off the kindness of strangers until we ended up in the godless North, becomin’ trailer trash in Mudsville, Maryland.”

I had to laugh then. “Mudsville?” I asked. “Where the Mighty Casey struck out?”

“The very same,” she replied in a serious tone.


“And the accent?”

“The accent,” she said, once again in her normal voice, “actually belongs to Miss La-de-da of Mississippi, my recent gambling companion and annoying woman extraordinaire, who just would not shut up for two solid hours in the casino.”


I laughed then, but not for long, as she pulled the bag of grass from inside her pants and said, “Now, should we talk about my dumbass boyfriend?”

“Is that true?” I asked in a serious tone.

“What, that you are a dumbass?”

“No, I already admit to that one. Is it true that you think of me as your ‘boyfriend’?” I grinned. She opened her mouth as if to reply, closed it again and actually looked a little embarrassed. “What’s this,” I pressed on, “Miss Charity Brown formerly of Magnolia Grove, Tennessee, with nothing to say? Well… la-de-da.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay,” she said, “I give up. I concede that I think of you as my dumbass boyfriend… for now.”

“For now,” I mimicked her. “I guess ‘for now’ will have to do…for now anyway.”

“Okay,” she nodded solemnly. I felt like we had somehow moved forward yet at the same time it was almost as if we had just undergone some kind of formality like one of my mother’s real estate deals. “I think we should celebrate,” I said finally.

“Okay,” she agreed, still showing no sign of enthusiasm.

“In the glove compartment you’ll find cigarette papers.” She reached in among the mess and brought them out. “I think you should roll us a nice fat joint, girlfriend.” I smiled.

She just shook her head. “I can’t,” she said.


“Can’t what… celebrate… smoke?” 

She kept shaking her head. “I’ve never actually rolled one before,” she said, pouting. 

“Ah… I guess it’s time that you learned then, isn’t it, Miss Brown? I mean, what if you were ever in an emergency situation, like at a party with a bunch of people and you were the only one there with two arms, and they were all just dying for a toke and you were the one they had to count on, huh? What would you do then, Miss Brown?”

“Okay, okay,” she laughed. “I’ll try.”

Before long we had passed through the harbor town and Main Street had become Route 1. We passed under an archway sign that said “Bon Voyage, Come Again” and the road skirted a lake that was dotted with sailboats and canoes. The sun reflected brightly off the water. According to the map, the remainder of our journey would be pretty straightforward… just stay on Route 1 for the next 150 miles or so and we would eventually bump into Wolfville and Aunt Mary. No Interstate highways, no turnpikes, rotaries or cloverleafs, just one simple road taking us onward. I was sure that I was going to like Nova Scotia.

The road meandered through rolling countryside, farmland and small villages. Every few miles there seemed to be another sign pointing down a side road to a beach. For long stretches the ocean remained visible on our left. I was beginning to believe that the entire province could be just one long beach. As the miles fell behind us Charity and I began to relax, the cares and the craziness of the previous week or so losing their hold upon us. I don’t think we had even been aware of the effect of the stress during those last few eventful days. With each passing mile our hearts seemed to lighten and Charity’s smile got brighter. Our little “celebrations” might have helped as well, once she finally mastered the fine art of rolling a joint, which she was very proud of, by the way.

By the time we were driving through the area collectively known as the “French Shore”, we were in high spirits. We were also becoming quite giddy and everything struck us as funny. We couldn’t stop laughing at each other as we took turns trying to pronounce the names of some of the French Acadian villages we passed through, names like: Meteghan, Saulnierville, and especially Grosses Coques. Again it may have been the influence of the grass, but we were both dumbstruck by the incredible majesty of a towering granite church we passed. Charity made me turn the van around so we could stop and just gaze at it. We discovered it was the church of Saint Bernard and it had taken the local congregation over forty years to build it, stone by solid stone. 

We both whispered, “Far out!” at the same time, then laughed, then hugged and kissed. At that moment I wanted her so badly I couldn’t help myself, but she pushed me away, saying, “David, we are in a churchyard, forgodsakes, be good!” It struck me so funny that I laughed until the tears came, and she joined right in.


Finally recovering, I managed to blurt out, “I think you’ve had too much to smoke.”

“Me!” she cried, still laughing. “What about you! Wanting to do it right here in front of Saint Bernard… a fucking saint…  imagine!” She gave me a stern look, but she couldn’t keep a straight face for long and we both laughed once more.

Beyond the French Shore we came to a village that had a Main Street about half a mile long, which boasted two car dealerships, a couple of grocery stores, one variety store and at least six churches. As we crossed the river there, on one side of the bridge there was a dock where logs were being loaded onto barges, presumably headed towards a sawmill or perhaps a pulp mill. Charity made me pull over once more, just beyond the bridge and in sight of the barges. This time however her eyes were filled with tears as she stared at the scene before us.

“What is it?” I asked, concerned. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, really,” she answered, brushing away the tears. “Just a deja-vu, that’s all.” 

Not wanting to press the matter, I decided to be content with that for the time being at least. It would be a long time later before she would tell me how that little town could have been the little town where she had grown up. But the tears weren’t about nostalgia for her hometown, but rather about something much darker.

Just beyond the town of Digby the terrain changes dramatically and the coastal road gradually turns inland, becoming a series of very long steep hills. The crests of these hills offer vistas that include the sparkling waters of the ocean that stretches in the distance to a low mountain range that has a "V” notched at its center. With a little imagination it is easy to picture the blue-green water flowing through that gap and descending as a mighty waterfall over the edge of a flat earth. In the foreground long wooded islands, uninhabited and ringed by golden sand beaches make it just as easy to imagine unspoiled island paradises.

Other vistas offer what appears to be a hundred miles of blue-green forest that gives the impression of “never-ending”, and you are reminded of “The Black Forest” or “The Forbidden Wood” of childhood nursery rhymes. Crossing the wide sweeping arc of the Moose River, with the current rushing below you at high tide, your attention is inevitably drawn to the wood and steel trestle bridge that spans the same space, with its single narrow iron track. You don’t even dare to imagine what it must be like to look down at the swirling water below from the window of a swaying passenger train, suspended a hundred feet or more in the air above. 

As the road winds its way along, literally hugging the sheer cliff face in places, it actually seems to narrow, and you find yourself gearing down to second gear and playing with the brake on the downhill stretches, hoping like hell that you won’t meet a Mack truck coming around the next hairpin turn. The air itself changes, at least ten degrees warmer and much more oppressive, lacking the moderating influence of the salt water. At that point you know you have arrived in the Annapolis Valley. And the next crest reveals the mountains of the Valley rising in the distance, and the sun is still glinting off the water behind you, and although your old van has been working overtime and your nerves are on edge, the view is breathtaking. And you think this is where I want to be. And then you descend into Cornwallis.

In such a beautiful landscape what kind of mind could conceive of building such a complex, such a monument to the drab and ugly? The place gave me the creeps, with its acres and acres of faded military green and dull yellow buildings housing acres and acres of young army recruits, there for their basic training. On one side of the road stretched row after row and street after street of the same nondescript bungalows, painted in pastel hues of green, gray and yellow. A sign indicated that these were the “P.M.Q.’s”—Private Married Quarters of the army regulars. Surrounding everything were miles of chain link fences.

I decided that whoever designed this base or had it planted in this particular location either had a keen sense of irony, or he was completely soulless. Either way it made no difference. It also reminded me that I had made the right decision about turning my back on my own invitation from Uncle Sam to spend even a minute of my life in such a place. Even Charity shuddered at the thought of what such a place represented and couldn’t wait to get beyond it. She was nearly freaked out by the sight of the guards with their rifles as we passed by the main gates. Beyond the gates, at the crest of the next hill we left Cornwallis behind. 

It was there that we came upon Martin and Emily, and with them also began the next phase of our journey together.

Chapter 3

Andy

I couldn’t have explained my decision about going back home to David if I wanted to. I couldn’t really explain it to myself. There wasn’t anything inside that said it was the right thing to do. I just knew somehow that running away was definitely the wrong way to go. I think that talking with Janet in the wee hours of the morning the day before had helped to make up my mind. She found me sitting alone on a bluff behind her
