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And fashionable madmen raise
Their pedantic boring cry:

Every farthing of the cost,

All the dreaded cards foretell,
Shall be paid, but from this night
Not a whisper, not a thought,
Not a kiss nor look be lost.

W.H. Auden
From “Lullaby”
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Two Afternoons

I like swimming lessons. But I’ve got to poop. We are
sitting on the bench. I can see goose bumps on the tops of my legs.
That happens when I am cold and shivery. We are all naked. We're
all boys so that’s OK. If there was girls we’d be embarrassed. Girls
aren’t supposed to see boys naked.

I like being naked. I used to run around in the house naked
until mom said I couldn’t. When I did it anyhow after my bath one
day she took the yard stick to me. So I stopped doing it. Mr. Khan
is showing us how to move our arms when we swim. He’s from
India. But he never saw any snake charmers. I asked him that
once. He said there aren’t really a lot of them around. He has Ted
helping him. Ted is my best friend. I’'m going to ask Mom if I can
sleep over at his house tonight.

I don’t want to bother Mr. Kahn. Sometimes when you have
got to poop you can make it stop. Then after a while you don’t
have to poop any more. Sometimes I do that when I’m out playing
because I don’t want to come in. When you have to pee it doesn’t
go away like that. It just gets worse and worse every time. But you
don’t have to stop playing and come home to pee. You can just
hide behind a bush and do it. But if you pooped outside people
might see it. Then they would know what you did. They wouldn’t
like it.

skeskskskok

All those beautiful boys. I see them in my mind sitting
naked in a row at the edge of the pool. I hate myself for how I
treated Alex. What a lovely boy he is. Intelligent and gentle. And
those brown eyes — big and full of curiosity. It’s as though he'd
like to swallow the whole world through those eyes. I could fall in
love with such a boy. He’s only seven. So young. So much time
we could have known each other. At that age accidents can still
happen. I know that, and yet I was impatient with him, allowed
him to be humiliated. I could have made it up to him, and he
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would have forgiven me. But that turned out to be the last
swimming lesson I’ll ever teach. I’ll not be able to see him again
to make it okay. So my clumsiness will remain as a smudge on my
memories. [ will miss him. And all the others.

Why did Mr. Ray have to walk in on Michael and me? And
why did he have to report it Mr. Niles? I suppose that Mr. Ray —
obnoxious bastard that he is — never did anything wrong himself.
So now I’m finished at the Y. And somehow Mr. Niles felt honor-
bound to tell my boss here at the insurance agency who in turn felt
it necessary to tell the board. The whole board for Christ sake! It
will be all over town now. Mr. Nadir Khan — the child molester.
The monster from India. They all think people from India are
weird enough to start with. And a Muslim to boot, though I can’t
ever remember having been inside a mosque. I did try to pass as a
regular guy here in this country. God how I tried. Went to church
even. | found some company there — people I could be with — not
Community, spelled with a capital C, of course, but one must
make do. How could I ever face the people there not knowing for
sure who knows? So much for the little bit of acceptance I
managed to gain in this town.

Why are they taking so long in there? I hate the way Mrs.
Green keeps staring into my office at me. She looks like an owl in
those ugly bifocals she wears. I hate these big windows that let
anybody see in. It’s my own office. I ought to be able to have
some privacy here. She knows something is up. Nosy bitch. I'm
reading my newspaper, Mrs. Nosy-Bitch Green, and I don’t even
see you. GANDHI ASSASSINATED. God. How horrible. Every
gentle thing gets destroyed in this world. I’ve read this headline
about six times now and can’t get any further. I guess all hell will
break loose over there now. Muslims and Hindus killing each
other on account of religion. Imagine that. In the name ofreligion!
It makes me ashamed. What is keeping them? Those board
members are a bunch of pompous asses. It’s hard to care about
those people in India, even my relatives, when my own life is
coming apart. I hardly know them anyhow. How old was [ when
I was last there? Seven, I think. Where will I go if this thing gets
really nasty here. Not back to India—I wouldn’t be welcome there.
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And I’'m certainly not going to Pakistan. “The Pure Country.”
God, what a repressive place that’s going to be.
skekskoskok

Down by the diving board bigger boys are diving and
playing. Mostly they are sharks or whales. You begin as a
minnow, then you become a bass, and then a tuna. After that you
can be a shark. If you swim real good, almost as good as Mr.
Khan, you can be a whale. I’m still a minnow but if I can pass my
beginner's test next week I’ll be a bass. Michael is down there with
the big boys. He sees me and waves. I smile and wave back.
Michael is already a shark. He’s 13. He doesn’t ignore me like a
lot of the other big kids, or push me away. He plays with me —
throws me around in the water and stuff like that. Some day I’d
like to be a shark or even a whale. Some of the big boys have hair
around their things. It looks kind of funny. But they don’t have as
much hair as my father. He has lots of hair around his thing. I saw
it when we took a shower together. He has hair on his face and his
back too, and all over. Even on the backs of his fingers. When I sit
in his lap, sometimes I play with the hair on the backs of his
fingers. It’s black. Mr. Khan probably has hair too, like my dad,
but I can’t tell. He wears his swimming trunks. I don’t know why
he wears them. He’s the only one who does. It’s because he’s
grown up I guess. There are different rules for kids and grown ups.
I can see my thing. Sometimes it sticks up when I look at it or play
with it. Right now it’s small and all scrunched up. It gets that way
when I’m cold. When I’'m warm my balls hang down in my sack
more and my thing gets bigger. But it’s not as big as the big kids
who have hair. I have some hair on my body. You can’t tell right
away when you look at me. That’s because the hair on my body is
short and blond. You have to look real close. I can see it on the
backs of my arms. I only have long hair on my head. Dad cuts my
hair himself because it doesn’t cost so much that way. I like it
when he cuts my hair now because he has new electric clippers.
They don’t pull my hair like the old ones did.

skokeoskoskok

Being a claims adjuster isn’t necessarily what I would have
chosen for myself but [ had no special talent for music or poetry
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or any of the kinds of things that I really like. Its hard to make a
living at that sort of thing anyhow, so I'm just a dabbler and an
appreciator with the things I love. It is nice to have a pay check
that enables me to help my mother out. She has needed that ever
since Dad died. I don’t know how she would have managed if I
hadn’t been there. I still remember Mr. Van Dine telling me about
all the opportunities that are available in the insurance business for
smart and ambitious men. One could become a supervisor, and
then a department head in a branch office, and from there one
might have a chance at heading up a local office somewhere,
which is usually what they want before they move anyone into a
higher administrative position in the central offices. That was 12
years ago. God, how time gets away. And I’'m still a claims
adjuster. I think my foreign background works against me. On the
other hand maybe they sense my lack of enthusiasm. Climbing that
ladder of success doesn’t excite me that much. Not that it wouldn’t
be nice to have the extra money. They have been grooming me this
last year to take a step up. It would require moving but that’s not
abig issue. [ have no family to worry about except my mother, and
no deep attachments here, except maybe to Michael, and Timmy,
and some of the other boys at swimming lessons. I hadn’t been
aware until recently how intense my feelings were for Alex. He’s
the youngest boy I ever felt this strongly about. When I held him
to teach him how to coordinate his arm and leg motions I got so
aroused I was afraid it would be evident even though I was
wearing my trunks. [ hate having to wear trunks but if anyone ever
saw me getting an erection it would be all over. I guess it is
anyhow. And I don’t suppose they will keep on grooming me for
amove up the ladder of success in the insurance business now. I’1l
do well to keep the job that I have.
skeskskoskok

I really have to poop. You call that “number two.” That’s
the right way to say it to grown-ups. I have to do number two, you
say, and they know what you mean. I have to do number two now.
It’s not going away. I have to raise my hand even if Mr. Khan
doesn’t want me to bother him. I feel shivery. When you get wet
in the shower and then just sit around you get shivery. Mr. Khan
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is holding Timmy and telling Timmy to show how you move your
arms. Timmy is the best swimmer in the beginning class. But I can
do almost everything he can do. Except float on my back. I keep
getting water up my nose when I try to do that. It stings when you
get water up your nose. I wish he would call on me. My hand is
up. It gets tired if you have to hold your hand up too long.
Sometimes Mr. Khan holds me when he teaches me something
new. | like it when he holds me. I like it when he uses me to show
the other kids something new. But today he chose Timmy. He sees
my hand up.

“Just wait until I finish showing you this before you ask
questions.” he says.

My bottom is beginning to hurt. It does that when you have
to poop and you try to hold it in. I begin to wave my hand in the
air. My teacher told my that you should just hold you hand up
quietly. Waving it is not polite. [ want to be polite but my bottom
hurts too much. I think he saw me but he pretended not to. I almost
stand up and I wave my hand real much because I have to do
number two so bad. Mr. Khan calls on me finally.

“Yes, Alex?” he says.

His voice has that bad sound like he’s mad at me. He
doesn’t want me to interrupt him but I can’t help it.

“I’ve got to do number two,” I say.

“Just wait a couple of minutes,” he says. “It’s almost time
for free swim.”

I try to wait but I can’t pay attention to what he is showing
us. The poop is beginning to come out no matter how hard I try to
wait. | wave my hand real hard this time.

“What is it Alex?” he says.

“I can’t wait,” I say.

“Just five minutes,” he says.
“Not even one second,” I say.

“OK,” he says. “Only you should go before you take a
shower and come in for swimming.”
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I stand up. I’m afraid it will fall out on the floor. I look
back. A little bit of poop is on the bench. It’s not very much but

the other kids will see it.
skskskskk

Michael, my love, I saw you waving at little Alex. A nice
cozy friendship that is. Would we have been competitors in a year
or two? Or maybe we already were. Well, no more. It was my idea
that from time to time we stay for a while after lessons were done
so that I could help you with your diving, and your mother was
grateful to have someone drive you home. Of course [ wanted time
alone with you. You’re the one who got us into this, not that I am
complaining, but in spite of all my desires I would never have
dared, had you not come and put your arms around me while we
were showering and hugged me until we were both aroused and
looked at ourselves and each other, and we were a little
embarrassed but also proud, not just of our members standing
erect, but proud that we could arouse in each other such
excitement, and you made sure that I noticed that little bit of fuzz
that was just beginning to encircle the base of your penis, and we
laughed, and neither of us knew what to do with all this
preparation so we just dried off and put our clothes on and drove
home in happiness that I have never known before, nor will ever
know again, and little by little after that we fumbled our way into
new discoveries not being quite sure what we should do with all
this enormity of feeling, and we progressed with you as much the
teacher as the student until we relearned the ancient arts of
pedagogical love between men and boys, and I told you about the
literature that I had over the years found in libraries while leafing
furtively through books by Walt Whitman and Andre Gide and
Thomas Mann and the Greeks, as a young boy might sneak a look
at a Playboy magazine, and thus I could show you how we were
not alone, and how only recently in terms of world history has our
kind of love been so cruelly condemned, and on that final day
which [ mark on my calendar now as the end of my life we were,
as we had done many times before, showering and laughing
together, and we talked about Alex and how I was ashamed of how
I handled it when he shat on the bench, and how I now saw it as an
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almost endearing little carry-over from infancy into boyhood, and
how I wanted to make it up for him, and you did not confess your
attraction to him though by your intense interest and a slight
flushing as we talked about him I could tell you too had been taken
in by his brown eyes, but I was only a little jealous, and our
common interest in him served perhaps as another bond that
enhanced our love, and after washing each other all over I was just
bringing you to the moment of climax when the door was flung
open and Mr. Ray saw us.

Damn him.
Damn his short, squat, hairy, dull-witted self.

He later claimed he was just late with his cleaning
responsibilities, but I am certain he suspected something and that
he ambushed us on purpose.

And of course he had to tell Mr. Niles.
Ah, Michael, how I will miss you.

I am always thinking about you and Timmy and Alex, and
Paul.

Paul was my first boy-friend, Michael, as you were my last.
I was about your age and he was perhaps a year or two older than
Alex. We met during summer camp in the craft building where the
older and younger boys were able to mingle, and each day we held
hands as we walked together from the craft building to the mess
hall. Nothing more than that ever happened or likely would have
happened that summer. I loved his red hair and the freckled face
that looked up at me with such rapture in his blue eyes while we
giggled about the dirty jokes he was just beginning to understand.
It was the boys from my cabin who ambushed us and called us
those names and pushed me down in the dust. From that I learned
that my way of loving is a matter of shame and must be hidden,
and indeed, I was never discovered again until Mr. Ray walked in
on us.

skeskskoskok

I walk as fast as I can to the dressing room. I walk sort of
funny because I am trying to hold it in. I get to a toilet and I poop
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just as I sit down. That feels good. But now I still have a problem.
The other boys will see the poop on the bench. They’ll think I’'m
a baby. Mr. Khan won’t like me any more. I think maybe I will
just clean myself real good and go get my clothes and go home. |
wipe myself real good and go to my locker. Mr. Khan comes into
the dressing room. “Did you have an accident, Alex?” he asks.

I try to look away so he won’t see my face. “Yes.” I say. “I
couldn’t wait.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you couldn’t wait?”” he asks.
“I did,” I tell him.

He looks at me and shakes his head. It’s just as I thought.
He doesn’t like me. “Why did you wait to the last minute?” he
asks.

“I raised my hand,” I said. “But you didn’t call on me.”

He sighs and kind of rolls his eyes. He tells me to go take
a shower and to wash my but real careful. “Then,” he says, get
some toilet paper and clean the bench off.”

I nod. He goes out to be with the rest of the class. He isn’t
being fair. I did try to get his attention. And he looked at me so
mean. [’ll bet he did worse things than this when he was a kid. I
hope he poops in his swimming trunks and everybody can tell.

skeskskoskok

Mrs. Green is still trying to get an eyeful. She stares so hard
that I almost imagine she can see what’s in my head. Maybe she
would enjoy it. My mind keeps going over all those events on my
last day in the Y. Maybe she would like to see that. Who knows.
Maybe she would find naked boys as exciting as [ do. Maybe she
would even like to see me naked in the shower. Who knows what
goes on in other people’s minds? They probably hide as much as
I do. Why don’t you type a letter Mrs. Green? Or dwell on your
own memories? Or if you don’t have any memories worth thinking
about, make up your own fantasy. You said you would call me
when Mr. Van Dine was ready for me. I guess the plan is for the
board to discuss my situation, and come to some sort of decision
regarding it, and then have me talk with Mr. Van Dine
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individually. I suppose that’s better than having to sit before the
whole board. Of course one should have an opportunity to defend
himself, but I don’t know what I would say to them. My coffee’s
cold. I should have drunk it when I first brought it in. I guess [ was
too anxious to eat anything then. That’s why my mouth was so
dry. It still is dry. But I think I’ll try eating one donut just for Mrs.
Green’s sake. I’ll eat with my mouth open and maybe that will
cause her to turn away in disgust. Oh God. They are beginning to
come out of the board room now.

This is worse than dealing with Mr. Nile’s at the Y. Niles
didn’t even ask me to sit down, that big blond musclebound shit
head. All those photos of the swim teams on the wall behind him,
and the individual shots of boys who won this or that competition
— I don’t suppose he ever noticed that any of those boys were
beautiful. The only love he ever feels is the approved Christian
kind. Like St, Peter judging my soul he sat there behind his desk
and said “Well Mr. Khan, I’m sure you can understand that after
this we will not be able to use your services here anymore.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I can see that.”

During the silence that followed his lip turned into a sneer.
I think he was trying to figure out whether I was a Negro. He
never was very clear about where somewhat dark people from
India fit into the scheme of things. God forbid that he might have
let a Negro swim in his pool, and even teach the children. Bad
enough that a white man might have touched one of the boys in a
loving way. Finally he said, “We have decided not to inform the
police.”

“Thank you sir, I said.” So long as he promised that, I
would kiss his ass as many times as he wished.

“But we have notified Mr. Van Dine at the insurance
office.”

“I see, sir,” I said, “And why did you do that?”

He smiled. What did that smile mean? An attempt to show
compassion? A sad smile perhaps? Or just a mask for the contempt
he feels. “We felt it was only fair to them,” he said.
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“I see,” I said. I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to argue about
anything if the police were not going to be notified.

“You can pick up your things in the locker room before
you leave.” he said. “We will send you the balance that we owe
you, so you need not come back in here.”

And that was it. The end of everything.

There’s the telephone. “Hello... hello? Oh, yes. Mrs.
Green.”

I can see her talking to me on her phone. Why the hell
didn’t she just come to the door.

“Yes, of course, Mrs. Green. I’ll be right out.”

He’ll see me now. That’s kind of him. Jesus I’ve spilled
powered sugar all down the front of me. My shirt, pants,
everything. I can’t get the smudge out of my black pants by just
brushing them. I'll just stop here in front of the door for a minute
and get my bearings. Try to get some of that powdered sugar out.
Shit. It’s just smudging in worse now. There are so many of them
out there and Mr. Van Dine’s office is clear across the reception
room and down the hall. So many people out there. [ don’t want to
talk to any of them. Don’t want them to see me. Maybe if I just
keep my head down as I walk past them.

skeskskoskok

I get the water just warm enough and take a shower like
Mr. Kahn told me to. I even use soap on my butt. Then I come out.
I go get my towel and dry off so [ won’t get so shivery. Then I get
some toilet paper and go to the door to the pool. Just before the
door there is the foot bath. Mr. Khan says never to try to jump over
it. We must always put both feet in the foot bath so we don’t track
bad things into the pool. I stand in the foot bath. It’s nice and
warm on my feet. [ look at the door. I don’t want to go out. All the
boys will laugh at me. I want to go back and get dressed and go
home. But I would be in trouble then. Mr. Khan would call my
mom. So I just stand there in the foot bath for a long time. Then
Mr. Khan comes and opens the door.

“What are you doing?” he asks.
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“I’m using the foot bath,” I say. He sees that I have the
toilet paper.
skeskoskoskok

I can’t bring myself to go through this door. A few of the
board members have left. But most are still in there milling
around. What will they see when they look at me? A foreigner. A
disgusting pervert. A creep. I wonder how much the others in the
office know. Clearly they know something is up. This isn’t the
board’s regular meeting time. And they know I’'m hiding out in my
office — not being my regular friendly self. I don’t know who has
said what to whom. Maybe they all know. “Now we know why he
is 38 years old and still not married,” they will think. They will
believe that they know who I am, but they will know nothing.
They will think I am one of those grotesque cartoon figures they
carry around in their heads. Maybe I’ll just make a dash for the
front door and leave. But where would I go? If I leave without
notice how will I ever get another job? Here comes Mrs. Green.
She is knocking. I don’t want to open it. She opens the door
herself, and sees me standing here just behind the door with
powered sugar still visible on my pants.

skeskskskok

“Come on out and clean up the mess,” he says. He holds the
door open for me. I don’t have any choice now. I go out. I see all
the boys lined up on the bench. They all stare at me. I was sitting
on the part of the bench farthest away from the door. That means
I have to walk past lots of boys. I don’t look at them as I go by.
When I get to my place I wipe up the poop that is on the bench.

Melvin, who was sitting next to me, says “eecew.”
“I couldn’t help it,” I say.
I start back and I hear Mark say, “gross.”

“Remember what I said about making fun of him,” Mr.
Khan says. And Mark doesn’t say anything more. I throw the toilet
paper in the toilet and go back out. I go to my place and sit down.
No one is laughing or making fun of me or going “eeeew.” But |
think they will later when Mr. Khan isn’t there. Mr. Khan is done
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with the demonstration.

“It’s free time, now,” he says. All the boys yell and go jump
in the water and start to play. But I don’t want to. I don’t think I
like swimming lessons so much. Maybe I won’t come back
anymore.
skeskskoskok

“Mr. Van Dine called again to say he is waiting for you,
Mr. Kahn.”

“Yes. Yes. Of course. [ was just coming. Tell him I need to
stop in the rest room for just a moment first if you will, please.”

I slip past her and with my head down stride across the
reception room and duck into the men’s room. The sugar comes
off with water but leaves a wet spot on the front of my pants. Still,
that isn’t quite as conspicuous as the powered sugar . Mrs. Green
will probably come and pry me out of this room too if I don’t
hurry. Her passion for control knows no bounds. I open the door
and without looking to either side go directly to Mr. Van Dine’s
door.

“Come in.” he says in response to my knock. He invites me
to sit down and swivels around in his big leather chair to face me.
His eyes, cold and gray, latch onto me. His hair and suit are also
gray. They are set off by a tasteful maroon striped tie. All at once
[ am aware that my tie and sports coat don’t match. And I think he
has noticed the wet spot on my pants. “I’ll come right to the point,
Mr. Kahn,” he says. “The board members were quite distressed at
the report we received from the Y.”

“Yes sir, I can imagine they were,” I say. I avoid his eyes
by staring at the glass paper weight on his shiny desk top — the one
with the picture of Mt. Rushmore embedded in it.

“On the other hand you have been a reliable employee here
for 12 years.” His fingers form themselves into the rafters of a
church and he peers at me over them.

“Yes, it has been a long time, hasn’t it,” I say.
He nods. “So in lieu of that we will be keeping you on.”
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He seems to be waiting for something from me. “Thank
you, sir,” I say. Finally I glance up at him. “And please say thank
you to the board.”

“I will,” he says. A thick folder sits on the table in front of
him. I think it is my personnel folder. He opens it and leafs
through some of the pages. “We will be setting aside the plans for
training you to become a supervisor for the moment,” he says.

“I understand, sir.”

He smiles, sadly. Just like Mr. Niles. Why do they all
smile?

“I trust we won’t ever hear about anything else like this
again,” he says. “

”No, sir, you won’t.” I say.

“Good,” he says. He closes a folder on his desk and pivots
slightly to one side. “Do you have any questions?”’

“Would you object if I were to take the rest of the day off?”
I ask.

He shakes his head, “No that would be fine.”

I shake the hand he offers me and back out of his office as
quickly as I am able. I slide past the remaining board members
milling around the office and hurry out the front door. Shoppers
and workers of various kinds are going about their business all
around me. It’s just another day for them. They will go into their
offices, or shops or houses and have ordinary conversations with
each other about the weather, or their jobs, or the kids, or the latest
news. Most of them will feel they belong in their little niches. I
never will. I wish I did not have to live here.
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Night Shift

A pink band about four feet off the floor transects the room.
Above the band the wall is yellow. Below, it is gray. That doesn’t
really tell you much about where I am. Can you tell me where you
are? Can we talk together? Obviously not. But listen. [ will try.

I am alone.

On three of the walls around me there are windows made
of glass bricks. One of the windows looks out into the TV room
(or the living room as it is sometimes called), one looks out into
the play room, and one into the hall —not “the” hall, but one of the
halls. There are several halls. And the windows don’t “look out”
of course. They are just there. Sometimes words pick up
hitchhikers and arrive at their destinations with all sorts of baggage
you never intended to send. I am trying to be careful, so that you
will understand.

Sometimes I look out — that is out of the window I just told
you about. (You see how difficult this is.) The glass in some of the
glass bricks is wavy. Through it everything looks distorted. Right
now there isn’t much to see out there. It’s one o’clock in the
morning and all the boys are in bed.

I lied. Already I lied. I tried not to but there are so many
things to tell that [ can’t help lying. Actually there are windows on
all four walls. On the wall I didn’t mention there is also a door.
That’s in case I not only want to look out but want to go out as
well. With there being both a door and a window on that wall and
with both of them leading out onto the hall, it seemed too
complicated to tell about. I lied because I didn’t want to confuse
you. | just want to tell you where I am.

Now I am out in the hall of Maple Cottage. Maybe I should
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say the long hall so that you won’t confuse it with the short halls.
But you don’t even know about the short halls so I suppose it
doesn’t make any difference. Perhaps I can at least make you
understand about the long hall. It is the backbone of the entire
double unit. At each end there are identical clusters of rooms
which operate as separate units during the day. At night, one
counselor must serve both cottages. This is why I moved out into
the hall. I can see down into the other end while I sit in this one.
Actually, of course, both ends are not the same. Even from here I
can see that the wall above the tiles at the other end (which is
called Oak Cottage) is pink. There are a lot of differences like that
but I told you that both cottages were identical, as if one mirrors
the other, to give you a general idea of how it is. It is very hard to
tell the truth.

As I look down the hall I can see lots of doorways coming
off the right side of the long hall. Also there is a doorway
separating the units. It’s open. That’s because it’s night. I[f [ ignore
the differences of the various sections of the hall, it is as though I
were looking into an image of my own hall reflected back in a
mirror at the central doorway, except I am not reflected in the
mirror. But never mind. That’s only the way it seems, not the way
it really is.

Perhaps you would understand better about this hall where
Iam if I told you about the pattern of broken tiles that I can see on
the corner which leads into the vestibule for the side door. But you
don’t know what that pattern is and it’s far too difficult to tell
about. There is no other pattern quite like it. Would it help then to
tell you that the doors are all gray? Not really. You may get a
picture of gray in your mind but that doesn’t help very much. The
fact is there is no way for you to reach through these words to see
and touch the things that [ am telling you about. The words bounce
back into you own head and gather their meanings there. Like that
mirror between the halls that isn’t really there, if you see what I
mean. How then are you ever to know where [ am?

I am in an institution for juvenile delinquents. The
institution is in the woods. It is 1:27 in the morning. I’m sitting in
the long hall acting as the night counselor. There are 22 boys in the
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dorm at this end of the cottage. Most of them are between eleven
and thirteen years old. Twenty of them are asleep and two are
masturbating. That’s as it should be. There are five boys on the
honor hall, which makes a total of 27 boys in the unit. On the
honor hall the boys have private rooms. One of them is locked up.
That’s not as it should be, but he gives his butt to all the other boys
and he wants to be a girl. So we put him there.

The other end of the cottage is very similar to this one.
There are a total of 28 boys down there, with five in private rooms.
Again one of those boys is locked up for giving too much butt.
Those are statistics.

The bed chart down in the office of Oak cottage is also of
statistical interest. It shows that they have nineteen Protestants
(indicated by “p”), 9 Catholics (indicated by “c”), and 7 enuretics
(indicated by “*”). By the “P*” after Leroy Hicky’s name, for
example, we can see that he is a Protestant enuretic. Down at this
end they don’t keep such accurate records. All that can be
discerned from the bed chart here is where the boys sleep.
Probably if we had more complete records here they would reveal
a very similar situation to what they have in Oak. Say 18
Protestants, 9 Catholics, and 10 enuretics. | am guessing that there
might be more enuretics in Grant because the boys here are
younger. [’'m just speculating of course. They might have a higher
or lower proportion of Catholics and that might, in turn, effect the
number of enuretics. There are so many variables in something
like this that it is hard to make an estimate with any real
confidence. At any rate those are the statistics. As for the boys,
individually, there are simply too many of them to tell about.
Besides, [ don’t know them very well — at least not the ones down
in Oak. In Maple Cottage where I work on the afternoon shift, I
know them better.

I can hear groaning noises coming out of the dorm here in
Maple cottage. I believe it’s Farnsworth. He has an asthma
condition. That may have something to do with it. Even though it’s
not on the bed chart, I also happen to know that he’s a Catholic
enuretic. That also may have something to do with it. It’s hard to
say. Someone has also been crying out down in the Oak dorm. I
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have been down there several times to investigate but I still don’t
know who it is. If I let my imagination run wild, I think of it as a
disembodied cry in the wilderness. That, of course, is silly. It’s
probably just another catholic enuretic.

One must be careful when working here at night. It is so
easy for the imagination to run wild. I was telling you about where
I am. I don’t want imagination to get in the way. I’m on the long
hall now, as I already said. I repeat it so that you won’t forget.
From here I can see a bulletin board on the wall to my left. Itis a
calendar of May. On a yellow background there are black numbers
cut out of paper. Mr. Rush fixed it up earlier this evening with the
help of some of the boys. It is already the 23rd of May at 2:26 in
the morning. Time has slipped by. Sometimes I stop writing a bit
and then start again. I might even doze. Even though the display
on the bulletin board is only a few hours old, it already shows over
22 useless days. Had he put up a calendar of June he would have
been ahead. But of course I didn’t say anything. It’s best not to
interfere too much with what other people do. Still, it does bother
me to see all those obsolete days — days that were marked off in a
block as though nobody had used them.

As a rule I work the afternoon shift — from 2:30 to 11:00 —
in Maple, as [ may already have said. But for the last two evenings
the regular night counselor didn’t come, so I’'m working his shift
for overtime. That’s why I’m here now.

During the afternoon it is very different than at night. There
is a lot of confusion. Take this afternoon for example. I was taking
the 28 boys from Maple cottage up to the dining hall for supper.
They were all walking in two lines. It’s true the lines were wobbly
and confused but still, they were lines. I don’t really believe in
lines and the boys know it. What I believe in doesn’t have much
to do with my job. I thought I was doing pretty well because
anybody could see that the boys were in two lines rather than just
a bunch, whether they believed in lines or not. Then all at once the
front of the line sort of exploded. Boys started running around and
ducking. “Get back in line,” I said. “What are you doing?”

“They’re throwing rocks at us,” said one of the boys. He
pointed to a group of boys from Elm Cottage in the doorway of the



26 This Too Is Love

dining hall. I didn’t know those boys because I have never worked
in Elm Cottage. Palmer came up to me to point out the boys who
did it. I went up to one of the boys that was pointed out and asked
him his name.

“T'ain’t got no name,” he said. Just then Mr. Springer came
out to see what was going on. He was working Elm Cottage. He is
very big and, as one of the other counselors put it, “always mean
as shit.”

“You wouldn’t talk to me that way if I asked you your
name,” Mr. Springer said. “Tell the man your name.”

“Mike Judkins,” said the boy.
“Were you throwing rocks at my boys?” I asked.

“I didn’t throw no rocks,” he said. Then to Palmer, he said,
“I’m going to beat your ass.”

When he was done threatening Palmer he cocked his head
to one side and looked at me with an insolent grin.

“So you’re cool,” I said.

“Yeah, I’'m cool,” he said, and he swung his shoulders a
couple of times and snapped his fingers to prove it. Then Mr.
Springer called them into the dining room.

While I was trying to eat supper I was furious. “I should
have beat the shit out of him,” I kept thinking. And my stomach
got all tied up knots.

Fortunately I had some Rolaids with me so that I was able
to get over my indigestion about an hour after finishing supper.
One of the boys in the cottage, however, did get sick. That was
Thurlow. He must have had his reasons but I don’t know what
they were. Maybe it was something he ate. I gave him two of my
Rolaids and sent him into the dormitory to sleep. About an hour
later he threw up all over the floor. [ had a boy I was mad at clean
it up, and I sent Thurlow to the Center Hospital. Then I thought
about how I’m not really fair.

I didn’t feel quite right all evening and that made it hard.
When two boys came in hollering and fighting about whose turn
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it was on the pool table I didn’t really care, so I put them both on
the hall for making too much noise. After they calmed down I let
them go. It’s always like that. Every day the boys fight with each
other, with teachers, and with counselors from the time they get up
to the time they go to bed. Pretty often it gets me down and I think
I can hear a boy inside of me screaming and wanting to stick a pen
in somebody’s eye. But I’'m an adult so [ don’t attack anyone with
my pen. Instead I write reports and passes with it. Actually I carry
out my adult counselor role pretty well most of the time. After all,
I have a certain reputation to keep up.

Earlier this evening McNally laid his head on my lap while
we were watching TV. He generally doesn’t respect authority and
is mean to the to the kids in the cottage. I’'m very fond of him and
I wanted to caress his forehead and cheeks and chest. But of
course I couldn’t. That would have been sodomy or something
akin to it, and I do have a reputation to keep up. He does too, so he
wouldn’t have allowed it anyhow. So I pretended that he was just
trying to be comfortable while watching TV and that it was a
matter of indifference to me. That’s the only way we could have
even that much. Then we had to go to a program at the school, and
the confusion began again. Stewart didn’t want to go and wouldn’t
put his shoes on.

It’s very quiet now, about three-ten in the morning. [ am in
the long hall, listening. I can hear the motor to the water fountain,
boys snoring in the dorm, and faint creaks and snaps here and
there throughout the cottage. In the quiet, it seems clear to me
now. I can never touch McNally. But that’s because he isn’t the
one I want to touch — the one that I love, and fear and who shames
me. That boy is inside of me — in my darkness — in my past.
Sometimes I see him in a field running free and happy. Then I see
him on a beach exploding out of the water, grinning, ghstemng
and salty. I want to caress all his parts with my eyes, my hands. I
love his shoulder blades and knees and belly and buttocks. I want
to hold him, to take his penis in my mouth and let him explode and
be happy. I want to be him. That’s what I want — sometimes.

It is easy to let your imagination run wild here at night.
Really it is. I’'m not sure if that’s what [ want or not. I mean what
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I was just talking about. Maybe I do just want to touch McNally.
I thought it was clear there for a minute but, as I tell about it, it
doesn’t turn out that way. Its hard to tell the truth. It’s like that
mirror in the hallway — the one I told you about that really isn’t
there. Only this time I don’t know whether I’'m looking into a
mirror or not. It seems that if it were only me I wanted to touch,
and not McNally, that would be lonely. At any rate I can’t touch
McNally. That much is clear.

I’'m sitting at this chair at a table in the hall — the main hall.
Yes, now [ remember. | was trying to tell you where I am. This is
Maple Cottage. It’s about 3:45 in the morning. The dorm is pretty
quiet now but it isn’t always that way. I try to get the boys to leave
the noise outside when they go in the dorm to sleep, but sometimes
it doesn’t work that way. It seems terrible to me when the noise is
where the quiet should be. Take last night. After everybody should
have been asleep [ went in and found the dorm in chaos. I had the
boys who were causing all this noise and confusion write about it
today as a punishment. So I’1l let them tell you about it. I wasn’t
there:

It all started when we all were in bed talking about
things we did on the street. Then all of a sudden someone
leaped over the wall laughing very loud, with a spread
wrapped around him, and ran over to my bed looking at
me. Someone said, “get the fuck on your own side.” Then
a voice said, “Fuck you man,” and then he threw the
pillow and hit McNally with it. McNally said “Ima kick
your ass. Just keep that shit up.” So he went back over
the wall. A sponge came and hit Preble, and Kingston
said, “I think I know who it was. It was Ezzy.” So
everybody got excited and started talking loud and Ezzy
said “wanna have a pillow-fight?” So Lovett said “Ya.”
So McNally said “You better not get out of bed.”
Everybody got up and started playing and the one who
said don’t get up got up too. So we Saw Mr. Foster In the
locker room and I said “Che-che.” Engston came and hit
me with a pillow and I said “Che-che, man. Stop
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playing.” So Mr. Foster left and Linscott said “you guys
almost got busted.” So I said “che-che for us, Linscott”
By that time everybody except Hicks got up and started
playing again. Well, after a little while Mr. Foster walked
in and said “someone is busted bad.” Then he asked
Markus who it was. So Markus told who it was and Mr.
Foster left and before he left he said “I hope you start it
again.” So after a while we made a little too much noise
and Mr. Foster returned and said “all right, who was it.”
The people who got busted said it was Engston. Mr.
Foster said who else was it besides Engston. McNally
said “it was Dagle.” So Mr. Foster called us in the office
and beat our butts with his belt. Nothing else happened
so we all went to sleep. That is my version of the pillow
fight.

Conrad Dagle

So that’s how Dagle saw it. He writes a lot better than most
of the kids in the cottage, so I am sharing his version with you. I
did sort of beat their butts, but not very hard. [ had to do
something to calm it all down.

McNally also saw it but he didn’t feel like writing so much.

I was laying in the bed and Kingsbury snatched a
pillow. Lovett started throwing pillows. They started
making noise. I looked up and someone knocked the hell
out of me. Someone started shooting spit balls. Pillows
started flying in the air. Boys started jumping up. I’'m
lying about all this.

James McNally

So that’s how it is sometimes. But tonight it’s quiet. When
it’s like this my imagination can get carried away. But right now
I’'m trying to tell you about where I am and how it is here.

One sees a lot of cockroaches when working here at night.
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They are obviously breeding very fast because I can make out at
least three generations. The standing joke around here is that if you
want to get around the cottage easily and quietly you just put your
feet on the cockroaches and they carry you where you want to go.
I have had to laugh at that several times. But [ don’t mind. [ even
found myself saying it once.

The exterminator should come soon because... because
why? Oh yes, the cockroaches. The cockroaches are dirty.
Something funny is happening in my head. Should I let it? It is
very quiet here. Cockroaches. No, I should stop it. I am in Maple
cottage. Cockroaches are with me. I mean in the hall here. In the
long hall. In other places too. McNally came out because a
cockroach crawled on his face. I remember that. That happened
one time. Not tonight, but one time in Maple cottage. McNally is
black and brown. In the dorm with the cockroaches. But that was
then. Black and brown and golden boy on the beach is or isn’t he
McNally? On the beach running. Drowning. Dying. Dying into
nothing. No. How shall I say about no? Words — so many words.
Hand won’t write. Why? Allow it. Let it. Quiet now and snoring
in black and brown in the dorm. Cockroach. Cock. Roach. Roach,
no, in the sand. Falling apart. Into the lake. It goes. Sand. Words.
Apart. Falling apart. Into words. Testicle. Sand. Roach. Cock. Shit.
Words. What? Words. Loving. Sex. Possessed. Words. The flow.
Where to? To touch. Hold. To where? The McNally Christ Child,
black and brown and running and is he the Christ Child? Could we
ever touch? Touch. Hold. Run. McNally my Doom. But where is
the Christ child? Who? The Lice Child. No, my Death. How shall
we touch? How should I, could I, can I, will I? Allow. A roach on
your face. Something more to allow in my sickness? The Christ
child, yes. Him. Lying in the vomit and vermin, lice in his hair.
Sickness, yes, but there is the Christ with testicles and with his
cock... there he is coming, emerging, destroying, falling apart in
the vomit, the sickness, the bile, the lice the roaches creeping him
all over and Christ the Child lying in vomit, golden. Wash him
Pick him up. Clean him with yes. Wash him. All over his golden
smelly body reeking in vomit. The knees and the belly and his
small private places, and his golden, and his eyes brown and black
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in the vomit. Wash him. Words. So many words. Beer. Drink. Eat.
Piss. Shit. Smell. Words. How shall I say? How shall? How shall
they judge my McNally Christ Child with their words? And how
shall they burn with words? Words letting, allowing and words
killing. How is the darkness less by words? And the Burning? Yes
my black and Golden Christ Child lying...

[ was interrupted. Yes, confused. I don’t know where I was
exactly. How shall I tell you? Imagination runs wild you know. I
think I told you that. Interrupted, yes. I was interrupted. I am in
Maple Cottage. It is 4:15 in the morning. Almost light. Linscott
just now came in. That’s how I was interrupted. Linscott came to
tell me that Lovett was playing around his butt. I went to Lovett’s
bed and told him that he knew better and that I might write him up
for sex play.

I’m back in my office now. The one with the glass bricks.
The band going around the room isn’t really pink, exactly. It’s
hard to say what color it is. I have a pen in my hand and I’'m
looking at a form. Naturally I won’t actually write Lovett up for
what he did, unless Linscott raises a stink, but I had to say
something firm. [ am, after all, a counselor.
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Wild Dogs

Charlie Montecheli was running down the tracks in my
direction. He glanced over his shoulder at the boys behind him.
“You’ll be sorry!” he hollered. Taking his eyes off the railroad
ties cost him his balance, and he fell into the cinders. His
tormentors jeered and laughed. I remembered the warning from his
cottage counselor when I agreed to take Charlie on the camping
trip: “He’ll be nothing but trouble — can’t get along with the
others.”

Charlie picked himself up and walked the rest of the way
to me. His curly brown hair was matted with sweat and dust. Tears
streaked his face. Through a rip in his blue jeans, I could see that
he had skinned his knee.

“What happened?” I asked.

“They threw rocks at me,” he said.
“They hit you?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Here and here.” He pointed to one place on his head and
another on his back.

I examined his head and then pulled up his T-shirt to look
at his back.

“I can’t see anything.”

“They weren’t big rocks, but they hurt.”

“Looks like you scraped your knee when you fell,” I said.
He looked down. “Its bleeding,” he said.

“I don’t think it’s cut deep,” I said.
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“Look at my hands.” He held them out to me. They were
imprinted with the cinders but were not bleeding.

I nodded. “You caught yourself when you fell.”
“Hurts,” he said.
“Who was throwing the rocks?” I asked.

“Rufus and Scar, and the twins and Pisser, and...
everybody. They all did. But Rufus was the boss of them.”

“Rufus Olsen!" I shouted. "Hold it up. And tell the others
to wait also.” I have a bellowing voice which is an asset when
working with a group of boys.

“We didn’t do nufin,” Rufus hollered back.
“Never mind. Just wait.”

I heard the expected grumbling but was confident they
would follow my instructions.

“I wanna go back,” Charlie said.
I frowned. “Maybe everybody will go back,” I said.

“You mean we ain't going?” Saturn asked. He and Barbie
had been lagging behind and had just now caught up.

“We’ll have to see,” I said.

Barbie lowered himself to his knees in front of Charlie.
“Lemme see your scrape,” he said.

“Careful!” Charlie pulled his leg back.
“I won't hurt you.”

"OK," said Charlie. He let Barbie pull open the torn place
in the knee of his jeans to examine the injury.

"Ain't too bad," said Barbie.

Barbie earned his nick-name when he chose to bring a
Barbie doll to Forest Glen. The boys in his cottage, who were
between eleven and thirteen years of age, would have accepted a
teddy bear as sufficiently manly, but lugging around a Barbie Doll
was another matter. Barbie was unabashed in his desire to be a
girl, and he was not entirely unhappy with being named after his
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idol.

“I’ll let you doctor him in a little bit,” I told Barbie. “But
let's go talk to the others first.”

We walked down the tracks in silence. Charlie was limping,
somewhat theatrically. Barbie had offered himself as a crutch.

The boys waited for us, most of them sitting on the tracks,
sweating in the hot sun.

Tall and very dark, Rufus was the undisputed leader of
Maple Cottage. He sat at the end of the row nearest to us. Next to
him was his first lieutenant. “Scar,” as he was known in honor of
a large scar on his nose, was the strongest boy in the cottage, but
he deferred to Rufus because Rufus was smarter, wilier. On the
rails opposite Rufus and Scar, Paul and Roy Houston leaned
against each other. Their red kinky hair disclosed their mixed
racial background. They were twins, but were by no means
identical. Paul was slightly overweight. From behind the thick
lenses of his glasses, his soft eyes studied the world with
unwavering attention. Roy was thin, dreamy and taciturn. James
Jefferson, grossly obese and known as “Fats,” had stripped off his
shirt and was sprawled on his back between the tracks, his head
propped up on his pack. He was sweating profusely. The rest of
the boys were lined up on the tracks down the line.

“Wha'd little Mama’s boy tell you?”” Rufus asked, squinting
and shielding his eyes from the sun as he looked up at me.

"Charlie told me you threw rocks at him,” I said

Scar shook his head and groaned. “Aw, they was just little
pebbles, man,” he said.

“So why were you throwing any rocks at all?” I asked.

“Cause he such a baby,” Rufus said. “We don’t want 'im
hangin with us.”

“It’s ‘cause I'm white,” Charlie said. “They call me
‘Honky.””

I was in an awkward situation. Being white myself, I didn’t
want the problem defined as a racial one. Charlie and Saturn were
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the only two white boys in the group.

"Ain’t cause he’s white,” said Paul. “Saturn’s white. He’s
okay.”

“Charlie cries too much.” Roy said.
“And tattles," Paul added. "Nobody likes him.”
“You’d cry too if everybody picked on you,” Charlie said.

“We’ve got a problem here,” I said. I scratched my head
and looked around at the boys.

“That's the problem,” Rufus said, jabbing his finger toward
Charlie's face.

Charlie backed off a step.
“He's not my problem,” I said.
“What’s your problem?” Paul asked.

“Well, my problem is how am I going to take a group of
boys on a trip if they can’t go by the rules.”

“So we’ll stop messing up,” Rufus said. “Can we go now?”
“You want to continue the trip? "’T asked.

“’Course,” Rufus said. The other boys nodded and said they
did too.

“Well, I’'m going to let the group decide,” I said.

Rufus sat up. “Cool,” he said. “We all wanna go, right,
guys?”

There was almost unanimous consent. With a sigh of relief
the boys started gathering up their things.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “I didn’t finish with the
conditions.”

“Conditions?”’ Rufus said.
“Yeah, I got some conditions.”
“What’s the conditions?” Paul asked.

“First condition is that you got to cut this shit with the rock
throwing.”
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“Right,” said Paul. “No more rock throwing.”

“Second condition is that you don’t have to like Charlie, but
you got to stop tormenting him.”

Scar looked up and frowned. “He deserve the shit he gets,”
he said.

Rufus elbowed him in his side. “Shut-up,” he said.
“No tormenting Charlie,” Paul said.

“Everybody hear that?”” Rufus said. He looked around the
group. Several boys nodded.

“The third condition...” I began.

“Jeez, man, how many conditions you got?” Rufus asked.
“This is the last one,” I said.

“I hope so,” said Rufus.

“Everybody’s got to agree that they want to go on this
hike.”

Rufus glanced at Charlie. "Everybody?" he asked.
"Everybody," I said.
Rufus scratched the back of his neck and frowned.

Charlie sat down. All the eyes in the group fixed on the
scrawny, dirty child sitting cross-legged in the gravel between the
rails. "I wanna to go back to the cottage," he said.

The group sat baking in the sun, like a becalmed vessel.
The cawing of a crow could be heard, and a locust chirping.

Finally Rufus Spoke. “Shit,” he said.

“I’'m a kick some ass, when we get back,” Scar said. He
glared at Charlie.

Several boys said “right on,” and “Yeah.”
“Shut up,” Rufus said. “Threats is no good.”
“You got that right,” I said.

“Look here,” Paul said, “It’s no big problem. Just let
Charlie go back. That’s what he wants. Everybody else wants to
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go camping.”
I shook my head.

“Roy and I’ll take him back, and catch up with you later,”
Paul added, trying to make an offer I couldn’t refuse.

Roy nodded.

“Nope,” I said. “We’re a group. It’s all or none.”
“He ain’t no group wif me,” Scar said.

“You're not helping, man,” Paul said.

“You ask him,” Roy said, looking at Rufus.
“Ask him what?”

“To come. He’ll listen to you.”

“I ain’t goin to beg him,” Rufus said. He picked up a rock
and threw it at a tree.

Barbie walked over to Charlie and sat down beside him.
“Come wif us,” he said. “Everybody want you to.”

“Nobody wants me,” Charlie said.

“I do,” Barbie said. He put his arm around Charlie’s
shoulder.

“You’re the only one,” Charlie said.

“I want you to go,” Saturn said.

“I’ll be your nurse,” Barbie said.

“My nurse?”

“You’re hurt.” Barbie pointed to his knee.

“Maybe I’'m too bad hurt to go.” Charlie studied the
skinned knee, and searched his body for other injuries. “I think one
of those rocks sprained my arm.” He rubbed it in an exploratory
manner.

“Look, man, I ain't beggin you,” Rufus said.

Charlie smiled at him. The missing two teeth — the left
front one and the incisor beside it— gave his face a lopsided look.
He understood that Rufus was about to beg him.
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“I ain't beggin you,” Rufus said. “But I’1l see the boys don’t
pick on you no more.”

“Well, now, there’s a deal worth thinking about,” I said.

Charlie frowned. He looked up at the sky and squinted. “I
don’t like being picked on,” he said.

“Won’t happen no more,” Rufus said.
b

“You’re sure?” Charlie asked.

“Sure I’m sure.”

Charlie studied the gravel in front of him as he
contemplated this offer.

“All right,” he said finally.

“We go now, Mr.Foster?”” Rufus asked. He jumped to his
feet before I could answer.

“Just don’t get so far ahead I can’t see you.”

“How come he gotta be wif us?” Scar asked. He stood up
and took a step in Charlie's direction.

“Shut-up,” said Rufus. He put his arm around Scar's
shoulder.

“No tormentin, remember?” Paul said.

“Ain’t tormentin him. Just talkin,” said Scar.

“Don’t need to do nothin' with him,” Paul explained.
“Don’t be sayin' things.”

“Talkin' ain’t nufin',” said Scar.

“Paul’s right,” Rufus said. “Just act like he ain’t here.”

Scar allowed Rufus to steer him away from Charlie. He
and Rufus started down the tracks.

When Saturn stood up and started to follow the other boys,
his toothbrush, toothpaste and socks fell out of his torn gym
bag. It was this kind of thing that led to his being called
Saturn. It was as though he lived on another planet. Barbie
pointed out to him that he was losing everything and helped
him re-pack so that his belongings would stay together for
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the rest of the hike.

I went over to Charlie, who was still sitting in the cinders.
“We better not fall too far behind,” I said.

“They still don’t like me,” he said.

“Give it some time,” I suggested. "You're still new here."
"Been here more 'n a month."

"That's not so long."

“I don’t think I wanna go.”

“You agreed to,” I said.

“I can change my mind,” he said.

After zipping Saturn’s bag, Barbie joined us. “Come-on,”
he said to Charlie. “You, me 'n Saturn’ll be our own club.” Charlie
allowed himself to be helped to his feet. We continued on down
the tracks with Barbie and Saturn walking on either side of Charlie
to support him, like soldiers helping a wounded comrade.

The other nine boys were a fair distance ahead of us,
competing to see how long they could walk on one of the rails
without falling off.

“Hey, you guys. Wait up,” Saturn called.
“Let's try to catch up,” I said, and I increased my pace.

Jerome LeChance, a dark and gentle twelve year old boy,
dropped back and fell into step beside me. I felt his hand slip into
mine.

“Paul and Roy say they saw dog tracks in the mud,” he said.
“That worry you?” I asked.

He glanced up at me and wiped some sweat off his forehead
with his free hand. “A little.”

There was much talk among the boys at Forest Glen
Correctional Facility about the wild dogs that inhabited the
surrounding woods. A pack of eight or ten dogs, in fact, had been
seen roaming the grounds the previous winter. During a spell of
unusually cold weather they raided the garbage cans behind the
mess hall. [t was speculated that people abandoned their unwanted
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pets in the wooded area around Forest Glen, and that these dogs
had formed a pack and survived by hunting and scavenging.

“The dogs won’t bother us,” I said.
“I heard they killed a hobo last spring,” Jerome said.
“Really?”

“Yeah. Chewed his head clean off.” I felt his hand grip
more tightly.

“I think such a thing would have been in the newspaper had
it really happened,” I said.

“They cover it up.”

“Who covers it up?”

“You know. The authorities.”

“Why would they want to do that?”
“Cause they don't want people to know."
"Know what?"

"That Forest Glen ain’t safe.”
skskskskk

Our “camp” was a clearing at the edge of a stream, with a
circular fireplace in the middle and a “fort” at one end. The fort,
nailed up between a beech and a pine, was about twelve feet wide
and eight deep. It was the pride of our camping group. We had
constructed it during previous trips from materials we floated
downstream from the dump about a quarter of a mile away. On
this trip we had come by way of the railroad tracks rather than the
more direct route through the woods so we could check out the
dump for materials for a roof. The current roof was constructed
from a large piece of canvas scavenged from the dump earlier in
the summer. The rotten canvass shielded us well enough from the
sun, but it was full of holes, and we needed something more
substantial for rain. On the way in we spotted some doors and a
discarded piece of linoleum that looked perfect, and we made
plans to retrieve them the next day.

When we arrived at the camp Barbie told Charlie to take off
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his blue jeans, and took him down to the stream. Barbie washed
his knee meticulously with soap, a process that Charlie tolerated
bravely. Finally Barbie painted it with Mercurochrome and
carefully bandaged it with materials I supplied him from the first
aid kit.

It was already late in the afternoon, and we had time only
to set up camp and fix ourselves some supper before it began
getting dark. After the sun went down we huddled in the fort. A
half moon, low on the horizon, provided some light, but neither it
nor the fire dispelled the darkness that lay beyond the edge of the
clearing. Jerome told the boys about seeing the dog tracks and
about the hobo having his head chewed off.

A smaller boy they called Louie-Louie shook his head
violently. “No,” he said. “No.”

“No, what?”” asked Jerome.

“No, it ain’t true.”

“What's not true?” Jerome asked.

“That thing about his head being chewed off.”
“Louie-Louie scared,” said Rufus.

“I ain’t,” said Louis-Louie.

“You a sissy,” said Scar.

“Ain’t no dog what chewed a man’s head off, is there, Mr.
Foster?”

“Well, I don’t know,” I said. “Doesn't seem likely.”
“See!” Louie-Louie said.

“He didn’t say it didn’t happen,” Rufus said. “He said,
‘don’t seem likely.””

“Unlikely things do happen,” Paul said.

“They do,” I said. “In fact I know something pretty creepy
that has to with dogs and ... this place.”

I allowed a silence to descend over the group.
“What’s that?” Rufus asked finally.
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“What’s what?” I asked.
“What you said. The creepy thing.”

“Oh that” 1 paused, staring out into the darkness
surrounding our clearing. “Tonight’s probably not a good time to
talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too scary. I’m afraid nobody could get to sleep.”
“We ain’t babies,” said Scar.

“Well, I know. But it really is creepy.”

When the boys continued to protest my reluctance to tell
them the creepy thing I raised my hands for attention. "All right,"
I'said. "Only don't blame me if you can't sleep tonight." I frowned.
The group became silent. “It concerns a murder,” I said. I stared
for a long time into the fire without speaking. “A murder that
occurred right here in this clearing.”

“A murder,” Pisser said. “Cool.” He pushed past the other
boys, and settled himself in my lap. I put my arms around his wiry
body and helped him settle into a comfortable position.

“Better not let 'im sit there,” Fats said. “He ain’t called
Pisser for nufin.”

“It ain’t cause I piss the bed,” the boy in my lap retorted.
“Why then?” asked Fats.

“Cause [ won a pissin' contest last summer.”

Several of the boys laughed at this. “Sure,” Scar said.
“You weren’t there,” Pisser, said. “Tell 'em Rufus.”

“It true,” said Rufus. “He pissed further 'n anybody, even
me." He turned toward me. "So get on with the story.”

“Seems like there was this guy named Harry
Hunckleburger...” I said.

Saturn guffawed.

“What you laughing about?”” Scar asked. He threw a bit of
bark at Saturn.
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“It’s a dumb name,” Saturn said.

“What about Pooolinanskiski," Scar said. “What kinda
name is that?”

“Poulanski,” Saturn corrected.

“Hunckleburger is a dumb name,” Paul said. He looked
accusingly at me.

“Can I help that?” I asked.
“Just call him Harry,” Roy suggested.

"Good idea," Paul said. He patted his brother on his back.
"Just call him Harry. Then we can get on with this.”

“OK. I'll call him Harry.”

“And everybody shut up,” Rufus said. “I want to hear ‘bout
this murder.”

When I could hear the frogs croaking and the fire popping
and crackling a bit as it settled, I continued.

Sometimes he might go out west and be a cowhand.
Or he might work on a ship for a while. He might travel
with some other drifter for a spell now and then but his
only true friend was his dog, Buck. Buck was part
German shepherd and part wolf. He was huge and gray.
He was a killing machine — but he never threatened
anybody so long as they left his master alone.

“Now as he was coming through this area Harry
was traveling with a man, name of Marvin Brockten.
Marvin was a big bear of a man. He was wanted in lots of
different states for all kinds of crimes, but Harry never
read the newspapers, so he didn’t know this.

“One evening they went into town to live it up, and
Harry got to gambling. He was in a lucky streak that
night and made a bundle of money. He drank more than
he should have, and when they got back to the camp here,
Harry passed out almost at once. Marvin stayed awake
thinking about all that money. Gradually greed got the
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best of him. So he found a big rock and crashed it down
on Harry’s skull, crushing it.

“He had forgotten about Buck, but heard him
growl just in time to turn around and swing his rock a
second time. He was lucky. It caught Buck right in the
side of his head as he was midair.

“Marvin took all of Harry’s money, and buried
him at the edge of the clearing to keep any evidence out of
sight. He didn’t bother with Buck, as he figured nobody
would pay any mind to a dead dog, and he took off.

“Where, exactly he bury this guy?” Paul asked.
“I don’t know for sure,” I said.
“Where you think?”

“Well, it might have been just about where we built that
fort.”

“You mean we be sleeping on top of this dead guy?” Scar
asked.

“How come you never told us before we built the fort?”
Paul asked.

“Well, I don’t know for sure exactly where he's buried. It's
just that one time I came out here and found a little rectangular
place where the grass and weeds were growing real good, and I
thought maybe Harry Hunckleburger was serving as fertilizer for
all those green things."

“I seen that grass patch 'fore we built this fort,” Louie Louie
said.

“You makin' that up,” Scar said.

“Am not,” Louie Louie said. “I seen a patch, right under
where this floor is.” He slapped the floor of the fort for emphasis.

“But that little place where the grass grew real good doesn’t
prove anything,” I said.

“Jeez,” said Fats. I don’t wanna to sleep on top a no dead

29

man.
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“See,” I said. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you guys about

“You all shut up,” said Rufus. “I wanna hear the story.”
“So what happened then?”” asked Paul.

“Marvin decided he’d better clear out of this area
before people came looking for Harry and got suspicious.
So he gathered up his stuff and took off-

“Several hours later Buck woke up. Marvin had only
knocked him unconscious. His head was bloody, and his
left eye was missing. For two days he sat on his master's
grave, whimpering. Then he started out after Marvin.

""He tracked him to a train station and then followed
those train tracks more than a thousand miles out west
until he found the place where Marvin got off. It took him
two weeks.

""From there it was nothing for Buck to track him on
out into the wilderness. He found Marvin sitting by
himself at his campfire, poking the embers with a stick.
Marvin heard a little growl behind him. When he turned
his head to look, he was face to face with a one-eyed dog.
Where the other eye should have been there was only a
red smear. Marvin reached for his gun, but he wasn’t fast
enough. Buck was on him.”

I stopped talking at this point and began scanning the edge

of the clearing. Several of the boys followed my example.

“That the end?” Scar asked.
Probably it’s all I should say tonight,” I said.
Paul sat up. “Come on, Mr. Foster,” he said. “What

happened then.”

“Sure you want to know?”
“We’re sure,” Rufus said.
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“All right.” I continued.

Buck didn’t kill Marvin outright. Instead he
chewed both his eyes out, and left him to fend for himself.
Marvin was discovered by some local people a few days
later. They took him into town where someone recognized
him from a wanted poster, so they hung him for some
murders he had committed.

Buck himself retraced all those thousand and
some miles to return to this little clearing to be at the
grave of his master. Every once in a while you still hear
reports of a camper seeing a dog in the woods at night
with a blood-red smear where one of his eyes should be —
a smear that glows like a hot ember. Whether that is Buck
himself, or his ghost, nobody can say. But some folks say
he’s still around guarding his master’s grave.

“Cool,” Pisser said.
“You made that up, didn’t you, Mr. Foster?”” Louie-Louie

I didn’t answer.

“It just a story,” said Paul. “Ain’t it, Mr. Foster.”

I shrugged my shoulders.

Maybe it's a story, 'n maybe not," Fats said. He looked

from one member of the group to another, and nodded his head,
knowingly. "But wild dogs will kill you if they gets the chance."

“Well, time to get to bed,” I said.
We had brought only two tents along. One was mine, and

Barbie brought the other. They were old and didn’t have floors,
but I hoped they would give us some protection against the
mosquitoes. Barbie invited Saturn and Charlie to share his tent
with him. Jerome and Louie-Louie wanted to sleep with me. The
rest of the boys discussed whether Harry Hunckleburger really was
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buried underneath the fort, but finally convinced themselves they
wanted to sleep there, whether or no.

After everyone was in his place, I gave back scratches to all
the boys in the fort to help them settle down. Then I did the same
for the boys in Barbie’s tent. When I returned to my tent, Jerome
and Louie-Louie were still awake, talking. Louie-Louie pulled his
shirt off and spread out on his stomach. As I rubbed out some of
the tension I said, “I’1l tell you guys a secret if you promise to not
tell the others.”

“What?” Louie-Louie asked.
“I made that story up,” I said.

I continued with the massage. I felt his whole body relax
beneath my hands. “Good,” he said. “Now I can sleep.”

“Also,” I said, “You don’t need to call me Mr. Foster.”

“They tell us to at Forest Glen,” Jerome said. “It’s
respectful.”

“That’s all right for Forest Glen,” I said. “But on this trip
I’'m just Alex, OK?”

“OK... Alex.”

By the time I had finished giving Jerome his back scratch,
Louie-Louie was almost asleep. I settled in between the two boys,
and lay on my back. I could hear the murmur of a conversation
over in the fort, but the voices were low and calm so I didn’t worry
about it. The fire popped occasionally. Louie-Louie snuggled in
closer to me. The frogs were loud that night. I listened to them
with a deep feeling of peace. Soon everybody was asleep.

I was wakened by someone calling. “Mr .Foster! Mr.
Foster!”

“Yes?”

“I need you.”

I looked up and saw Charlie crouched in the doorway.
“What is it?”

“I got to talk to you.”
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I dragged myself out of my sleeping bag and crawled
through the door. Charlie, wearing only his underpants and a T-
shirt, was shivering.

“Come closer to the fire,” he said.

The last logs had finished burning, and the embers from the fire
barely glowed. But they still gave off some warmth. The moon
was low on the horizon.

“What is it?”’ I asked.
“It’s Sniff.”

“Sniff” was a big thirteen year old boy with dull eyes. His
nickname came from his history of sniffing gasoline.

“What about Sniff?”

“He asked me for my butt.”

“What do you mean?”

Charlie’s mouth tightened in exasperation. “You know.”
“Well, what exactly did he say?”

“He said "T’ll give you a peanut butter and jelly sandwich
for your butt.””

“When did this happen?”
“Just now. He come to my tent.”

I looked around but saw no sign of Sniff. “Where is he
now?”

“I think he went back to the fort.”

“What did you say when he asked you that?”
“I said no way. I said I’d tell.”

Charlie held his hands out to the fire.

“So where’d he get a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?” I
asked.

“Said he’d give me his next Saturday when we get them for
lunch.”

“OK,” I said. I saw that he was shivering. “Go back to your
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tent.”
“Will he hurt me?”
“No. I'll talk to him.”

Charlie returned to his tent, and I went over to the fort. I
had noted where all the boys were sleeping when I was giving
them back scratches. I went to the heap that was Sniff's sleeping
bag and whispered his name. There was no answer. | reached
down and shook him.

“What?” he said, pretending to be startled.

“Can it,” I said. “You’re not asleep.”

“Was too.”

“What were you doing over at Charlie’s tent?”
“Nufin. ”

“Don’t lie to me,” I said.

“I didn’t do nufin,” he said.

“Look, you like going on these trips, don’t you?”
“Yeah .

“Well sit up and tell me the truth if you hope to go on
another one.”

He pulled himself up. For some time he sat, rocking gently
back and forth.

“Well?” I said.

“I asked him somethin.”

“What?”

“Can’t say.”

“Did it have to do with his butt?”

Sniff hung his head and said nothing. Finally he nodded.

“OK,” I'said. “You got a choice. You go apologize to him,
or I take you home first thing in the morning.”

[ didn't rush him. When he was ready, he slowly got up and
came with me over to Charlie’s tent. I opened the flap.
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“Sniff’s got something to tell you,” I said.

Sniff looked in. When he saw Charlie’s face he said, “I’'m
sorry for what I done.”

“You mad 'cause I told on you?” Charlie asked.
“NO.,’

“Charlie wants to know whether you are going to try to get
even with him for telling,” I said.

“I won’t hurt you,” Sniff said. He shook his head.
“You’re... its...’cause..." He looked at the ground, paused, and
frowned. “Cause you’re nice,” he said. Then he turned and
trudged back to his sleeping bag.

“Sniff won’t bother you,” I said.

When I followed Sniff back to the fort, someone else called
my name

“Who's that?”

“It's me.” I saw Scar sit up.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Listen,” he said.

I leaned my head out of the fort. “It’s just a bull frog,” I

said.
“Not that. Listen.”
Then I heard the howling. It was faint, but clear.
“It's the dogs,” he said.
“It might be a dog,” I said.
“Can I sleep in there wif you?” he asked.
X I shrugged. “I guess there’s room. Bring your sleeping
ag..”

Soon there were four of us scrunched into the tent. He
insisted on sleeping next to me and pushed Louie-Louie over to
the side of the tent to make this possible. Louie-Louie woke
briefly, said something incoherent, and fell back asleep.

The sun was rising before I woke again.
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After the breakfast dishes were washed, I told them we
couldn't leave the fire burning unattended, and asked the twins to
get some water from the stream to put it out.

“Why don’t you get Pisser to pee on it?” Paul suggested.
“That would do it.”

Several of the boys laughed, and Pisser came over to offer
his services.

“Hold it a second,” I said. “I think its going to take more
than one boy to do this, even if you are the famous Pisser.”

“It’s a lot of hot coals,” Paul said.
“Might take everybody,” Roy said.

The idea caught on, and soon all the boys were gathered
around the fire.

“Cool idea,” said Louie-Louie, and he unzipped his pants
and prepared for action.

“All right. Everybody gotta go at once,” Rufus shouted.
“Get ready.”

Following Louie-Louie’s example, they all prepared
themselves.

“Ready, aim, fire,” Rufus continued, and under his able
leadership thirteen golden arches of liquid descended in unison on
the fire.

“Look at me, Alex!” said Pisser. “ Scar, look at me!”
Pisser’s urine arched higher and went further than any other boy’s.
"Was I lying?” he said.

“You got it,” Scar said, with real admiration.

Each jubilant parabola of urine joined in the common
worship, and collectively we were a hymn to the newly risen sun.

This was joy.
For the moment, the dogs were forgotten.

We went to the dump where we gathered the doors, the
linoleum, and miscellaneous other materials, and floated them
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down the stream to the campsite. After lunch and one more trip to
the dump, we decided we had worked enough for one day. We
would wait for tomorrow before actually constructing the roof.

I set some boundaries upstream and downstream to keep
them from wandering, and told them they could skinny dip within
the marked off area. Seven of the boys organized a game of team
keep-away with a slightly deflated ball they had found at the
dump. Barbie was washing Fats’ hair. Sniff had decided not to go
swimming because he wasn't feeling well, and was the only one in
the group who remained dressed. He sat on the bank and watched
Charlie and Saturn construct boats using bark and leaves.

“Hey, Saturn. Come and play keep-away,” Paul called to
him.
“I’m makin' a boat,” he answered.

9
you.

“Sides ain’t even,” Rufus said.

“OK.” Saturn waded toward them.

Charlie jumped up. “Can I play?” he asked.
“We only need one,” Rufus said.

“Tomake the sides even,” Paul explained. “Its three against
four.”

Charlie called after Saturn. “Don’t go,” he said.

Saturn hesitated briefly, and then continued wading toward
the boys. “Just for a little,” he said.

“I got no one to play with,” Charlie said.

After Jerome left, Charlie sat down in the shallow water
near the shore and started piling mud and sand on his head. He
watched Barbie and Fats for a brief period while he did this, and
then climbed out of the stream and sat down in the dust on the

bank. Sniff came over and sat down beside him. “What you doin?”
he asked.

“Le'me alone,” Charlie said.
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“I wasn't 'bout to ask you for nufin,” Sniff said.

Ignoring him, Charlie went back down to the stream where
he washed off all the mud. Then he got dressed and disappeared
into the tent he shared with Barbie and Jerome. I didn’t see Charlie
again until supper time. He roasted hot dogs with the others, but
didn’t talk with anyone.

After supper Sniff complained of a headache. When I went
to look for aspirin, I realized that I had left the first aid kit at the
dump that morning. I selected Jerome, Charlie and Rufus to
retrieve it for me. They were pleased. This would be an adventure.

I gave them careful instructions about where I had left the
first aid kit, supplied each one with a flashlight, and told them to
follow the path on the other side of the stream. I calculated that
dusk would be upon us by the time they returned, but was
confident that if they followed my instructions there was no way
for them to get lost. After they left, I sat against a tree and had
Snifflean back against me. I massaged his head, especially around
his temples and his brow, and asked him about his life in the city.

When the boys had not yet returned by sunset [ began to get
nervous. | had almost decided to go look for them when I heard
something splashing up the stream, and saw the beam from a
flashlight searching the darkness. Everybody gathered at the bank
to look.

“It’s Rufus,” Roy said.
“What happened to you?” Paul asked.
“Where’s the others?” Louie-Louie asked.

Rufus looked up at the boys on the bank. “A wild dog!” he
exclaimed.

His eyes were wide with alarm, and he gestured in the
general direction of the dump. "He come after us."

Gasping for breath, Rufus clambered out of the stream and
into the clearing.

“Jerome 'n Charlie ain't with you?”” Roy asked.
Several boys began asking Rufus questions at once.
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Rufus flopped down on the ground. “Wait,” he said. "Got
to get my bref.”

“Just say what happen,” Pisser said.

“It was huge,” Rufus said. He patted his chest, still gasping
for air.

“Where's Charlie?” Sniff asked.

Rufus shrugged. “We run different ways," he said. He
breathed deeply a couple of times. "Don’t know if it got the
others.”

“Must have,” said Louie-Louie.

“Probably had a whole pack wif him,” Pisser said.
“They's dead for sure,” Fats said.

“You don’t know that,” Paul said.

The boys all started talking at once, arguing and pressing
Rufus for more information. "Everybody shut-up." Rufus hollered.
This created a lull. "Can't answer no questions if everybody talk at
once," he said.

“How many dogs you see?”” Saturn asked.
“Just one,” Rufus said. "But I heard more."
“Was one eye red?” Pisser asked.
“Couldn’t tell. I think so.”

“We need weapons,” Pisser shouted.

Arguing and speculating about the fate of the two lost
members of the group, each boy found something to use for a
weapon and they retreated to the fort. They began debating
whether to go try to find the boys and kill the dogs, or remain in
the safety of the clearing. No one listened to the opinions of the
others, or waited for them to stop talking before giving his own
opinion.

“Hold it,” I said. “Everybody quiet!”

“Everybody Shut up,” Rufus said. “Listen to Mr. Foster.”

“Only one person can give orders here, and that's got to be
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me,” I said.
“So what do we do?” asked Paul.

“You guys need to stay here,” I said, "while I go see if I can
find Charlie and Jerome."

Nobody argued.

I gave them instructions that they were not to leave the
camp site, and said that I’d be back soon. I went to my tent to find
my hatchet and a flashlight. When I pulled my head out of the tent,
I noticed that Sniff had followed me. “I go with you,” he said. He
held a heavy stick in his hand. I thought about his offer for a
moment, and then said, “OK”

It was then I noticed that something was wading across the
stream toward us. The boys heard it too, and raised their weapons
in readiness.

A dark figure could be seen across the stream. We waited
in complete silence.

“Ain't no dog,” Fats said, finally.
“It's a boy,” Paul said.

“Who there?”” Rufus called out.
“It's me, Jerome.”

“You alive!” Pisser exclaimed.

“’Course.” I noticed a little swagger in Jerome's step as he
climbed the bank and came into the clearing.

“Dogs didn’t get you,” Louie-Louie said.

“Didn’t touch me.”

“Where’s Charlie?”

“He comin'.”

“What happen?” asked Scar

“Well, we found the first aid kit just where Mr. Foster said
to look."

“Then what?” asked Pisser.
“Then, we was coming down the path not far from the
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dump, and this big dog jump out at us on the path. And barks.”

“Jeezum,” Louie Louie said.

“Rufus jump in the stream,” Jerome said. " I run back
toward the dump. But Charlie he just stand there.”

Jerome paused.

“Wow,” said Pisser.

“Go on, man.” Scar said.

“At the dump I find a big stick, and I hide behind some
junk. Then I wait... I don’t hear nothin'... I creep out and sneak
down the path. I’'m thinking Charlie might be dead. I hope they
haven’t chewed his head off. I hold my club up...'ready. Every
little noise jump me. Well I go on down the path, and there's
Charlie. He scratching that dog behind its ears like they been
friends for life.”

“Cool,” said Pisser.

At that moment we were all startled by a deep barking not
twenty yards away. Then we heard splashing. Again the boys

raised their weapons. Out of the darkness two figures emerged —
a huge mongrel, and Charlie.

“Easy, Dog,” Charlie was saying. “Ain’t nobody here goin'
to hurt you.” He ran his fingers through the brown shaggy fur
around the dog's shoulders.

“I think the dog's a little afraid of us,” I said. "Maybe if we
would just sit down and get quiet it would be better."

“Yeah,” said Charlie as he came to the fort. “Don't move
too quick. You scare him.”

As the boys settled, Charlie managed to get the dog to sit
down.

“Can I pet it?” asked Paul.”

"Sure," said Charlie.

Slowly and with great caution Paul approached the dog.
“He won’t hurt you,” Charlie said.

With this encouragement Paul petted the dog. “He's nice,”
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he said.
“I call him Dog,” Charlie said.
“How’d you tame him?” Paul asked.
Charlie looked at me. “With hot dogs,” he said.
“I wondered where those extra hot dogs went to,” I said.
“I borrowed a couple. Put 'em in my pocket.” He smiled.

He knew [ wouldn’t get after him for stealing the hot dogs —not in
his moment of glory.

“So you fed 'em to Dog?” Paul asked.
“Yeah.”

“That took guts,” Scar said.

“No,” Charlie said. “Its jus' [ wasn’t afraid.”

Scar looked at Charlie, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Why
not?”

“Dog’s the same as me,” Charlie said.
“How?” asked Paul.

“He’s just somebody what got dumped out here,” Charlie
explained.
skeskoskoskok

At about two in the morning I was wakened by thunder.
Soon a wind whipped up, causing the ill-made tents and the roof
of the fort to flap wildly. I opened a peephole in the door of the
tent and peered out. In the bright lightning flashes I could see the
trees bending in the wind, and sheets of water flinging themselves
against the flimsy structures we had erected against the elements.
The electrical display let up after a bit, and the wind subsided. I
hoped that the storm would soon be over, but it settled into a
drenching rain that continued relentlessly. I prayed that the tents
and the fort would prove more waterproof than I thought them to
be, and I fell into an uneasy sleep. When I woke again my feet
were wet. | pulled them further up in the sleeping bag and
wondered how the others were doing.

Paul was the first to arrive with unwelcome news.
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“Everybody in the fort’s wet,” he said.
“I see,” I said.

Huddled in his poncho, he waited patiently for instructions.
I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Well?” he said.
“How bad is 1t?”
“Some’s worse than others.”

While I lay in my sleeping bag, trying to formulate a plan
of action, Louie-Louie woke. “I’m wet,” he said.

“What’s hap'min?” Jerome asked. He propped himself on
one elbow and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes with his free hand.

“Wait just a second, Paul,” I said. I crawled out of my
sleeping bag, pulled on my pants and shirt, and located my
poncho. I still didn’t have much of a plan, but thought I would
walk around and assess the damage.

Just then Barbie appeared at the door of the tent. “Charlie’s
cryin,” he said.

“What’s the matter?”

“He say he need you.”

“I'll go back with you,” I said.

“OK," said Barbie.

I turned to Paul. “Look,” I said, "This rain isn’t going to let
up. Everybody’s wet. We got to go back.”

“I think so,” he said.

“Go and tell the boys in the fort to get up, try to find
something dry to wear, put on a Poncho, and get their stuff
together.”

“OK.,” he said.

“That’s three things,” I said. “Put on dry clothes, get a
poncho, and get their things together.”

“I got it,” he said.
I followed Barbie back to his tent. When I opened the flaps
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and shined my flashlight in, I saw Charlie sitting in the middle of
the tent, crying. Saturn was still huddled in his bag. It was
hopelessly wet. “Get up, Saturn,” I said. And try to get into
something dry.”

“OK.,” he said.

I crawled into the tent, and Barbie followed me.

“What the matter, Charlie?” I asked.

He was shivering. “I’m cold,” he said. “I’'m too cold.”

“Do you have anything that’s dry?” I asked.

“I’m too cold,” he repeated.

“You got to get into something dry,” I said.

“His things is all wet,” said Barbie.

“I’'m too cold, " Charlie said. He hugged himself and
rocked forward and back. His lips were blue.

“He needs something dry,” I said.
“My things is dry,” Barbie said. “I keep 'em in a garbage

bag.”
“Do you have a dry towel?” I asked.

Surprisingly he produced one. I pulled Charlie the rest of
the way out of his drenched sleeping bag. Then I pulled his wet T-
shirt and underpants off, and dried him, toweling his body
vigorously to try to generate a bit of heat. He stopped crying. Like
a dutiful nurse, Barbie supplied from his own things a dry pair of
underpants which [ helped Charlie get into. Then he gave me a dry
T-shirt, a ragged, but dry flannel shirt, and a mostly dry pair of
pants.

“You’re a wonder, Barbie,” I said.
He smiled, and handed me a pair of socks.

We found a poncho for Charlie and sent him over to wait in
the fort, which provided some protection if you avoided the leaky
places. After Saturn got himself into the driest things he could
find, I helped him and Barbie dismantle their tent and get their
things together. By the time I finished with this task, and made my
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way to the fort, Jerome had seen to it that the other tent was taken
down and ready to go.

For a few minutes the thirteen of us stood in silence in
tattered rain coats and ponchos under the leaking roof of the fort.
Charlie clung to one of my hands. Jerome was at my other side.

“It’s been a good trip,” I said. “But I guess we got to go
home.”

Nobody argued.

“Rufus, you know the way back. You take the front. Scar,
you go with him. I don’t want anybody in front of Rufus or Scar.
Jerome and I will bring up the rear.”

“Dog’s gone,” Charlie said.

“Probably went to find someplace dry,” I said. “But you
couldn’t take him back anyhow.”

“Sniff helped me find him food,” Charlie said. He pointed
to a little mound of leftover lunch meat and some other odds and
ends, and smiled at Sniff.

Sniff smiled back and nodded. Then he turned to me.
“Didn't steal nufin,” he said. “Got it from the garbage.”

“That’s cool,” I said.

“What about the other dogs?”” Scar said.

“You worried about them still?”” I asked.

He nodded. “Charlie, he got a way with dogs.”

I looked at Charlie. “I think they need you up in front in
case we run into more dogs,” I said.

“I want to be with you,” he said, squeezing my hand more
tightly.
“They need you,” I said.

He looked at Rufus and Scar, and then at me. “OK,” he
said. “I know 'bout dogs.” He went to the pile of food left for Dog,
selected a couple of pieces of lunch meat, and put them in his
pocket.

With Charlie between them, Rufus and Scar led the way out



This Too Is Love

of the clearing and started down the path back to Forest Glen.
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Dipshit

In the fall of 1973, on a little ranch, just outside the grounds
of Rivera State Hospital, God appeared to me in the form of a boy
pissing in the dust. At least that's how it seemed to me. Something
like that once happened to Meister Eckhart so I suppose it's
possible. But you can judge for yourself.

As a second year student working toward my Masters of
Social Work, T had been assigned to the hospital as my field
placement. In order to gain some experience in group work |
formed a little club with a group of boys who resided at the
hospital. They were an energetic bunch whose ages ranged from
ten to thirteen. I frequently took them on hikes or “picnics” to
provide them some relief from the depressing institutional
atmosphere in which they lived.

A small horse ranch was nestled in the rolling hills that
surrounded the hospital. My vision of God happened while I was
visiting this ranch on an outing with my boy's club. This ranch was
within easy walking distance from the hospital, and was one of our
favorite destinations for a hike.

My five charges were lined up on the fence of the corral.
They were watching two men as they tried to capture a couple of
skittish horses. One stalked a sorrel. Tall and muscular, he faced
the horse squarely, with his feet slightly apart and his arms spread
a little, as though preparing to attack the beast with some sort of
wrestling hold. He held a halter in one of his hands. I remember
thinking how afraid I would have felt had I been that horse.
Whenever the man got too close, the horse backed off or trotted
away to one side or the other. The man was trying to maneuver the
horse into a corner. When the horse trotted by close to the fence
where the boys were lined up, Tyler and Craig jumped down and
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backed away. Tyler stood at what he considered a safe distance
and stared at the animal. Craig started flapping his hands. “Too
many people,” he said. “Too many people. Go home.” Sean put his
arm protectively around Randy, the smallest boy in our group, and
the two of them remained on the fence.

The second man courted a brown and white pinto. His
approach was oblique. His manner seemed to suggest that he just
happened to be out here where the pinto also just happened to be,
and if he made a little eye contact now and then with the horse, it
was nothing more that a bit of friendliness — a flirtation almost.

“Can we ride em?” Oscar shouted. He stood on the fence
next to me. My hand rested on his shoulder. He addressed the man
who was courting the pinto.

“I’m not sure we can ride ‘em,” the man answered. He
smiled at Oscar. The pinto backed off and trotted over to the other
side of the corral.

Maybe he scared of your beard,” Oscar said.
“Aaaah, probably just my bad breath,” the man said.
Oscar laughed. “What’s your name?”

“Ted. What yours.”

“Oscar.”

“Well, Oscar, that’s Dipshit there, making hisself hard to
get. Dipshit, meet Oscar. Oscar meet Dipshit.”

“Hello, Dipshit,” Oscar said. He glanced at me to see
whether I might chastise him for using the “bad” word. I smiled to
reassure him that I didn’t care.

I felt somewhat relieved at Ted’s friendliness. He, at least,
didn’t mind our being there. The other one I couldn’t tell about as
he didn’t seem to notice anything in his world except the horse he
was intent on capturing.

“That his real name?” Oscar asked me.

I shrugged. “Ask Ted.”

“Hey Ted,” he called out. “That his real name?”
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“It’s what I call him,” Ted answered.

At that moment a shirtless boy of about nine emerged from
the stable and wandered toward us. He was wearing dirty tennis
shoes with no socks, and ragged blue jeans that hung low on his
hips. Brushing his sorrel hair out of his eyes, he stared at Randy’s
round and amiable face. “Hi,” Randy said. The boy ignored
Randy’s greeting.

Tyler, who had returned to the fence, stared at the
newcomer. When their eyes met briefly, Tyler waved in his girlish
manner, but was no more successful than Randy in eliciting a
response. Only Craig, bouncing on his toes several feet from the
fence and mumbling to himself, showed no interest in this boy.

“What’s your name?”” Oscar asked. The boy gave no sign
of having heard.

“Ain’t you got a name?” Oscar asked.

“Don’t seem to hear you,” Sean said.

Oscar spat in the dust. “Ain’t got no sense,” he said.
“Maybe he deaf,” Sean said.

“Hey boy, you deaf?”

Still ignoring him, the boy turned his attention to me. I
smiled and waved at him, wiggling my fingers slightly. He smiled
back. I felt oddly thrilled by this ordinary response. Whether this
child was retarded, or autistic or deaf I couldn’t tell. Clearly there
was something different about him, but if his face revealed his
character, he was neither dull nor crude. His mouth was delicate
and his eyes wide set and clear. [ discerned a faint little wrinkle of
worry between his brows.

He half turned slightly to one side, unzipped his pants, and
urinated in the dust.

Perhaps it was his smile. Or maybe it was the bright, hot
sun beating down on my head, or the sound of the crickets.
Perhaps it was something about the way the urine splattered in the
dust. Whatever the cause, all at once time seemed to stop. The boy
became a mythical being — a luminous epiphany — an entity from
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another world that had, for some obscure reason, crowded its way
into the ordinary little events of my life. All the other events and
people in my life, both those that came before and those that were
to follow, receded into an gray and only vaguely differentiated
ground.

The boy in the corral rezipped his pants, turned back to me,
and smiled again. Then he turned and sauntered across the corral
and finally disappeared behind the stable.

I became aware that Oscar had been pulling at my sleeve
for some time.

“What is it?”’ I asked..

“That boy got no manners,” Oscar said. He turned up his
nose in disgust.

“Pee pee,” Randy said.

“Shut up,” Oscar said. “Don’t talk