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            Chapter 1

         

         There were no photographs of the boy’s father in the house upstate. He had been persona non grata since Christmas 1964, six months before the boy was born. There were plenty of pictures of his mom. There she was with short blond hair, her eyes so white against her tan. And that was her also, with black hair, not even a sister to the blonde girl, although maybe they shared a kind of bright attention.

         She was an actress like her grandma, it was said. She could change herself into anyone. The boy had no reason to disbelieve this, not having seen his mother since the age of two. She was the prodigal daughter, the damaged saint, like the icon that Grandpa once brought back from Athens—shining silver, musky incense—although no one had ever told the boy how his mother smelled.

         Then, when the boy was almost eight, a woman stepped out of the elevator into the apartment on East Sixty-second Street and he recognized her straightaway. No one had told him to expect it.

         That was pretty typical of growing up with Grandma Selkirk. You were some kind of lovely insect, expected to know things through your feelers, by the kaleidoscope patterns 4in the others’ eyes. No one would dream of saying, Here is your mother returned to you. Instead his grandma told him to put on his sweater. She collected her purse, found her keys and then all three of them walked down to Bloomingdale’s as if it were a deli. This was normal life. Across Park, down Lex. The boy stood close beside the splendid stranger with the lumpy khaki pack strapped onto her back. That was her blood, he could hear it now, pounding in his ears. He had imagined her a wound-up spring, light, bright, blonde, like Grandma in full whir. She was completely different; she was just the same. By the time they were in Bloomingdale’s she was arguing about his name.

         What did you just call Che? she asked the grandma.

         His name, replied Grandma Selkirk, ruffling the boy’s darkening summer hair. That’s what I called him. She gave the mother a bright white smile. The boy thought, Oh, oh!

         It sounded like Jay, the mother said.

         The grandma turned sharply to the shopgirl who was busy staring at the hippie mother.

         Let me try the Artemis.

         Grandma Selkirk was what they call an Upper East Side woman—cheekbones, tailored gray hair—but that was not what she called herself. I am the last bohemian, she liked to say, to the boy, particularly, meaning that no one told her what to do, at least not since Pa Selkirk had thrown the Buddha out the window and gone to live with the Poison Dwarf.

         Grandpa had done a whole heap of other things besides, like giving up his board seat, like going spiritual. When Grandpa moved out, Grandma moved out too. The Park Avenue apartment was hers, always had been, but now they used it maybe once a month. Instead they spent their time on Kenoza Lake near Jeffersonville, New York, a town of 400 where “no one” lived. Grandma made raku pots and rowed a heavy clinker boat. The boy hardly saw his grandpa after that, except sometimes there were postcards with very small handwriting. 5Buster Selkirk could fit a whole ball game on a single card.

         For these last five years it had been just Grandma and the boy together and she threaded the squirming live bait to hook the largemouth bass and, also, called him Jay instead of Che. There were no kids to play with. There were no pets because Grandma was allergic. But in fall there were Cox’s pippins, wild storms, bare feet, warm mud and the crushed-glass stars spilling across the cooling sky. You can’t learn these things anywhere, the grandma said. She said she planned to bring him up Victorian. It was better than “all this.”

         He was christened Che, right?

         Grandma’s wrist was pale and smooth as a flounder’s belly. The sunny side of her arm was brown but she had dabbed the perfume on the white side—blue blood, that’s what he thought, looking at the veins.

         Christened? His father is a Jew, the grandma said. This fragrance is too old for her, she told the Bloomingdale’s woman who raised a cautious eyebrow at the mother. The mother shrugged as if to say, What are you going to do? Too floral, Grandma Selkirk said without doubting she would know.

         So it’s Jay?

         Grandma spun around and the boy’s stomach gave a squishy sort of lurch. Why are you arguing with me? she whispered. Are you emotionally tone-deaf?

         The salesgirl pursed her lips in violent sympathy.

         Give me the Chanel, said Grandma Selkirk.

         While the salesgirl wrapped the perfume, Grandma Selkirk wrote a check. Then she took her pale kid gloves from the glass countertop. The boy watched as she drew them onto each finger, thick as eel skin. He could taste it in his mouth.

         You want me to call him Che in Bloomingdale’s, his grandma hissed, finally presenting the gift to the mother.

         Shush, the mother said.

         The grandma raised her eyebrows violently. 6

         Go with the flow, said the mother. The boy petted her on the hip and found her soft, uncorseted.

         The flow? The grandma had a bright, fright smile and angry light blue eyes. Go with the flow!

         Thank you, the girl said, for shopping at Bloomingdale’s.

         The grandma’s attention was all on the mother. Is that what Communists believe? Che, she cried, waving her gloved hand as in charades.

         I’m not a Communist. OK?

         The boy wanted only peace. He followed up behind, his stomach churning.

         Che, Che! Go with the flow! Look at you! Do you think you could make yourself a tiny bit more ridiculous?

         The boy considered his illegal mother. He knew who she was although no one would say it outright. He knew her the way he was used to knowing everything important, from hints and whispers, by hearing someone talking on the phone, although this particular event was so much clearer, had been since the minute she blew into the apartment, the way she held him in her arms and squeezed the air from him and kissed his neck. He had thought of her so many nights and here she was, exactly the same, completely different—honey-colored skin and tangled hair in fifteen shades. She had Hindu necklaces, little silver bells around her ankles, an angel sent by God.

         Grandma Selkirk plucked at the Hindu beads. What is this? This is what the working class is wearing now?

         I am the working class, she said. By definition.

         The boy squeezed the grandma’s hand but she snatched it free. Where’s his father? They keep showing his face on television. Is he going with the flow as well?

         The boy burped quietly in his hand. No one could have heard him but Grandma brushed at the air, as if grabbing at a fly. I called him Jay because I was worried for you, she said at last. Maybe it should have been John Doe. God help me, she 7cried, and the crowds parted before her. Now I understand I was an idiot to worry.

         The mother raised her eyebrows at the boy and, finally, reached to take his hand. He was pleased by how it folded around his, soothing, comfortable. She tickled his palm in secret. He smiled up. She smiled down. All around them Grandma raged.

         For this, we paid for Harvard. She sighed. Some Rosenbergs.

         The boy was deaf, in love.

         By now they were out on Lexington Avenue and his grandma was looking for a taxi. The first cab would be theirs, always was. Except that now his hand was inside his true mother’s hand and they were marsupials running down into the subway, laughing.

         In Bloomingdale’s everything had been so white and bright with glistening brass. Now they raced down the steps. He could have flown.

         At the turnstiles she released his hand and pushed him under. She slipped off her pack. He was giddy, giggling. She was laughing too. They had entered another planet, and as they pushed down to the platform the ceiling was slimed with alien rust and the floor was flecked and speckled with black gum—so this was the real world that had been crying to him from beneath the grating up on Lex.

         They ran together to the local, and his heart was pounding and his stomach was filled with bubbles like an ice-cream float. She took his hand once more and kissed it, stumbling.

         The 6 train carried him through the dark, wire skeins unraveling, his entire life changing all at once. He burped again. The cars swayed and screeched, thick teams of brutal cables showing in the windowed dark. And then he was in Grand Central first time ever and they set off underground again, hand in hand, slippery together as newborn goats.

         Men lived in cardboard boxes. A blind boy rattled dimes 8and quarters in a tin. The S train waited, painted like a warrior, and they jumped together and the doors closed as cruel as traps, chop, chop, chop, and his face was pushed against his mother’s jasmine dress. Her hand held the back of his head. He was underground, as Cameron in 5D had predicted. They will come for you, man. They’ll break you out of here.

         In the tunnels between Times Square and Port Authority a passing freak raised his fist. Right On! he called.

         He knew you, right?

         She made a face.

         He’s SDS?

         She could not have expected that—he had been studying politics with Cameron.

         PL? he asked.

         She sort of laughed. Listen to you, she said. Do you know what SDS stands for?

         Students for a Democratic Society, he said. PL is Progressive Labor. They’re the Maoist fraction. See, you’re famous. I know all about you.

         I don’t think so.

         You’re sort of like the Weathermen.

         I’m what?

         I’m pretty sure.

         Wrong fraction, baby.

         She was teasing him. She shouldn’t. He had thought about her every day, forever, lying on the dock beside the lake, where she was burnished, angel sunlight. He knew his daddy was famous too, his face on television, a soldier in the fight. David has changed history.

         They waited in line. There was a man with a suitcase tied with bright green rope. He had never been anyplace like this before.

         Where are we going?

         There was a man whose face was cut by lines like string through Grandma’s beeswax. He said, This bus going to Philly, little man. 9

         The boy did not know what Philly was.

         Stay here, the mother said, and walked away. He was by himself. He did not like that. The mother was across the hallway talking to a tall thin woman with an unhappy face. He went to see what was happening and she grabbed his arm and squeezed it hard. He cried out. He did not know what he had done.

         You hurt me.

         Shut up, Jay. She might as well have slapped his legs. She was a stranger, with big dark eyebrows twisted across her face.

         You called me Jay, he cried.

         Shut up. Just don’t talk.

         You’re not allowed to say shut up.

         Her eyes got big as saucers. She dragged him from the ticket line and when she released her hold he was still mad at her. He could have run away but he followed her through a beat-up swing door and into a long passage with white cinder blocks and the smell of pee everywhere and when she came to a doorway marked facility, she turned and squatted in front of him.

         You’ve got to be a big boy, she said.

         I’m only seven.

         I won’t call you Che. Don’t you call me anything.

         Don’t you say shut up.

         OK.

         Can I call you Mom?

         She paused, her mouth open, searching in his eyes for something.

         You can call me Dial, she said at last, her color gone all high.

         Dial?

         Yes.

         What sort of name is that?

         It’s a nickname, baby. Now come along. She held him tight against her and he once more smelled her lovely smell. He was exhausted, a little sick feeling. 10

         What is a nickname?

         A secret name people use because they like you.

         I like you, Dial. Call me by my nickname too.

         I like you, Jay, she said.

         They bought the tickets and found the bus and soon they were crawling through the Lincoln Tunnel and out into the terrible misery of the New Jersey Turnpike. It was the first time he actually remembered being with his mother. He carried the Bloomingdale’s bag cuddled on his lap, not thinking, just startled and unsettled to be given what he had wanted most of all.

      

   


   
      11
         
            Chapter 2

         

         He forgot so much, but he remembered this, years later—it was a good seat, an armrest between them which the mother lifted so the boy could rest his face against her upper arm. When she had crammed her big pack between her legs she spelled out a tickly secret word onto his palm, her fingernails a natural seashell pink, her fingers brown.

         I know what you wrote, he said.

         I don’t think so.

         He got the stuff from the back pocket of his shorts and found his chewed-up yellow pencil. He rested Cameron’s father’s business card on his knee and carefully wrote DILE on the back of it. When she had read it he returned everything to its place.

         Wow. That’s a lot of stuff you carry.

         My papers, he said.

         I didn’t know boys had papers.

         The boy could not think what he could say. They sat awhile. He looked up the aisle. He had never been on a Greyhound before and was pretty happy to see the toilet at the back.

         You’re very tall, Dial, he said at last. 12

         Tall for a girl. Not everybody’s cup of tea.

         You’re my cup of tea, Dial.

         She laughed suddenly loudly, putting her lovely hand across her mouth. He wished he could call her Mom.

         You have lots of colors, Dial. The boy’s ears were burning. He did not know where all these words were coming from. Grandma would have been amazed to hear him talk so much.

         The mother took a hank of her hair and pulled it over one eye like a mask, squinting through it, a field of wheat, every seed and stalk a slightly different color. She had a big nose and wide lips. She was very beautiful, everyone had always said so, but this was bigger than they said, better.

         I’m a bitzer, she said.

         What’s a bitzer, Dial?

         Suddenly she kissed his cheek.

         Bits of this and bits of that.

         He was shy again, looked up the aisle. The windshield glass was starred with sunlight.

         Dial was searching in the big hiking pack between her legs. She had lots of books down there, he saw them, candy too, some yellow socks.

         How will Grandma find me?

         The book she now removed had two dogs fighting on its cover, blood was everywhere, she was giving him a Hershey bar. The chocolate was soft and bendy. Thank you, he said. How will she find me, Dial?

         She opened her strange book at the beginning. He noted with disapproval that she cracked its spine.

         Grandma knew we were going to run away?

         Uh-huh, she said, and turned a page.

         He tasted the melted chocolate, considering this.

         Is the chocolate nice? she asked at last.

         Yes, Dial. Thank you. It’s my favorite.

         She lowered the dog book to her lap. You’ll talk to her real soon, she said. We’ll phone her. 13

         Where will we go?

         You heard—Philly.

         Apart from that.

         It’s a surprise, sweetie. Don’t look so worried. It’s the best surprise you could ever have.

         She went back to her book. He thought, If my grandma had known I was leaving she would have kissed me good-bye. Also—she would have made him take his own suitcase and promise to brush his teeth. So his grandma was against all this. A good sign, so he figured.

         What sort of surprise? he asked. He could think of only one surprise he wanted. His heart was going fast again.

         A really, really good one, she said, not looking up.

         He asked was it a motel but he didn’t think it was, not for a second.

         Better than that, she said. And turned a page.

         He asked was it the beach but he didn’t think it was that either. The beach made her lower the book once more. Do you like to swim at Kenoza Lake?

         You know about the lake?

         Baby, you and I were there together.

         No, he said, confused.

         At Kenoza Lake.

         But at Kenoza Lake he never had a mother. That was the biggest thing about it. It would always be summer, in his memory, the roadsides dense with goldenrod and the women from the village coming to steal the white hydrangeas just like their mothers stole before them. The geese would be heading up to Canada and the Boeings spinning their white contrails across the cold blue sky—loneliness and hope, expanding like paper flowers in water.

         It was always summer, always chilled by fall, the mother’s absence everywhere in the air, in the maple leaves, for instance, lifting their silver undersides in the breeze which corrugated the surface of Kenoza Lake as his grandmother 14swam to and fro between the dock and a point in the middle of the lake where she could line up the middle chimney with the blinking amber light up on 52. Later he would wonder more about his missing grandfather and the Poison Dwarf who had once been Grandma’s friend, but that would be a different person who would ask those questions, all the old cells having died, been sloughed off, become dust in the New York City air.

         He could swim too. He had the shoulders even then, but the lake water was slimy and viscous and it left a clammy feeling on his skin which the sun would not burn off. He never did ask but he was certain it was millions of little dead things and he thought of the wailing signals on the radio and lay on his stomach on the dock and his back became black and his stomach was pale and ghostly as a fish.

         Small black ants were almost everywhere. Some he killed for no good reason.

         He looked up at Dial. She had huge dark eyes, like an actress on a billboard in Times Square. He would have swum with her any day he could.

         Would you like to go to a beach? she asked him now.

         But this wasn’t what he wanted.

         Will we stay in a motel?

         She looked at him with wonder. You outrageous little creature, she said. We’re just going to a sort of scuzzy house. We’ll probably be sleeping on the floor.

         Maybe there’s TV, he said. None of this was what he really meant. It was his upbringing, to “not say.”

         A lot better than TV, she said.

         That’s where the surprise is, Dial? In the scuzzy house?

         Yes, Jay.

         He was so happy he thought he might be sick. He snuggled into her then, his head resting against her generous breasts, and she stroked his head, the part low on the neck where all the short hairs are. 15

         Maybe I can guess what the surprise is, he said after a while. In the scuzzy house.

         You know I won’t tell you if you do.

         He did not need to say. He knew what it was exactly. Just as Cameron had foretold. His real life was just starting. He was going to see his dad.
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            Chapter 3

         

         Except for one single photograph, the boy had never seen his dad, not even on TV. There had been no television permitted in Grandma’s house on Kenoza Lake, so after he had helped light the fires in fall the boy picked among the high musty shelves of paperbacks—some words as plain as pebbles, many more that held their secrets like the crunchy bodies of wasps or grasshoppers. He could read some, as he liked to say. Upstairs there was a proper library with a sliding ladder and heavy books containing engravings of fish and elk and small flowers with German names which made him sad. On the big torn sofas where he peered into these treasures, there was likely to be an abandoned Kipling or Rider Haggard or Robert Louis Stevenson which his grandma would continue with at dusk. In this silky water-stained room with its slatted squinting views across the lake, there was a big glowing valve radio which played only static and a wailing oscillating electric cry, some deep and secret sadness he imagined coming from beneath the choppy water slapping at the dock below.

         Down in the city, at the Belvedere, there was a pink GE portable TV which always sat on the marble kitchen countertop; once, when he thought his grandma was napping, he 17plugged it in. This was the only time she hurt him, twisting his arm and holding his chin so he could not escape her eyes. She spit, she was so crazy—he must not watch TV.

         Not ever.

         Her given reason was as tangled as old nylon line, snagged with hooks and spinners and white oxidized lead weights, but the true reason he was not allowed to watch was straight and short and he learned it from Gladys the Haitian maid—you don’t be getting yourself upset seeing your mommy and daddy in the hands of the po-lees. You never do forget a thing like that.

         Cameron Fox was the son of the art dealers in 5D. He had been expelled from Groton on account of the hair he would not cut, maybe something else as well. Grandma paid Cameron to be a babysitter. She had no idea.

         It was in Cameron’s room the boy saw the poster of Che Guevara and learned who he was and why he had no mother and father. Not even Gladys was going to tell him this stuff. After his mother and the Dobbs Street Cell had robbed the bank in Bronxville, a judge had given Che to the permanent care of his grandma. That’s what Cameron said. You got a right to know, man. Cameron was sixteen. He said, Your grandpa threw a Buddha out the D line window. A fucking Buddha, man. He’s a cool old guy. I smelled him smoking weed out on the stairs. Do you get to hang out with him?

         No chance. No way. The one time they found Grandpa and the Poison Dwarf at Sixty-second Street, the boy and his grandma went to the Carlyle.

         Cameron told the boy he was a political prisoner locked up at Kenoza Lake. His grandma made him play ludo which was a game from, like, a century before. Cameron gave him a full-page picture of his father from Life. Cameron read him the caption. Beyond your command. His dad was cool looking, with wild fair hair. He held his fingers in a V.

         He looks like you, said Cameron Fox. You should get this framed, he said. Your father is a great American. 18

         But the boy left 5D by the Clorox stairs and before he entered his grandma’s kitchen he folded up his father very carefully and kept him in his pocket. That was the beginning of his papers more or less.

         In the boy’s pocket there were clear bits and mysteries. Cameron would sometimes try to explain but then he would stop and say, That’s too theoretical right now. Or: You would have to know more words. Cameron was six feet tall with a long straight nose and a long chin and an eye which was just a little to one side. He read to Che from Steppenwolf until they both got bored with it, but he would not let him watch TV either. He said television was the devil. They played poker for pennies. Cameron put on Country Joe and the Fish and he sat in ski socks before the electric radiator, spreading the skin condition that he hoped would save him from Vietnam.

         The boy looked out for TV but never saw too much. Once or twice they were in a diner with TV but Grandma made them turn it off. She was a force. She said so.

         So when Dial and Jay came into the Philadelphia Greyhound station, it was a big deal to see the black-and-white TV, high up in the corner of the waiting room. The 76ers were losing to Chicago. Old men were watching. They groaned. They spit. Goddamn. The boy stared also, waiting for the show to change to maybe Rowan and Martin, some other thing he’d heard of, Say good night, Dick. He was excited when the mother went out to find a telephone.

         Don’t talk to anyone, she said, OK?

         OK, he said. He stared at the blue devil, knowing something wonderful would happen next.

         The Bulls fouled three times before the mother came back.

         What next? he asked, noticing she had gotten sad. She crouched in front of him.

         We’ll stay in a hotel, she said. How about that?

         You said we were going to a scuzzy house, he said. 19

         Plans have changed, she said, getting all busy with a cigarette.

         With room service? He was acting excited, but he was very frightened now, by her smell, by the way she did that thing—kind of hiding her emotions in the smoke.

         I can’t afford room service, she said, and wasted her cigarette beneath her heel.

         In the corner of his eye he could see cartoons. That was nothing to him now.

         Are you listening to me, Jay?

         There’s no one else, he said. He meant, Who else could he listen to, but she understood something else and hugged him to her tightly.

         What’s wrong?

         I like you, Jay. Her eyes had gone all watery.

         I like you, Dial, he said, but he did not want to follow her outside into the dark and shadow, beside tall buses pouring their waste into the pizza parlors. When they were walking upstairs he imagined they were going somewhere bad.

         What is this?

         A hotel, baby.

         Not like the motel in Middletown, New York, where they stayed in the snowstorm, not the Carlyle, that’s for sure. He was gutted as a large mouth bass. Something had gone wrong.

         They had to climb the stairs to find the foyer. The desk was quilted with red leather. Behind it sat a woman hooked up to a tank of gas. She took fifteen dollars in her fat ringed hand—no bath, no playing instruments of any kind. Then they walked along green corridors with long tubes of light above, and the sounds of TVs applauding from the rooms. Dial’s face was green in the hallway, then dark and shrunken inside the room. There were lace curtains, a red neon checks cashed. A single bed with a TV near the ceiling.

         Not yet, she said, seeing where his attention was.

         You promised. 20

         I promised, yes. We can lie in bed and watch TV, but you must wait until I come back.

         Where are you going now?

         I have to do some more stuff, about the secret.

         Is the secret OK?

         Yes, it’s OK.

         Then can I come?

         Baby, if you come it won’t be a secret. I won’t be long.

         She was kneeling. Looking at him. Pale. Way too close.

         Just stay here, she said. Don’t let anyone inside.

         And she kissed and hugged him way too hard.

         After the key turned in the lock he stood beneath the television. The screen was dusty, spotted. Someone had run a finger down it.

         He sat on the bed and watched the door awhile. The bedspread was pale blue and kind of crinkly, nasty. Once someone walked past. Then they came back the other way. He stayed away from the window but he could see the red wash of the checks cashed sign.

         Dial had left her backpack on a chair. Its mouth was tied up with a piece of cord but you could still see some stuff inside—her book and a box of something small and bright like candy. That was what he went for, naturally, fishing it out with just two fingers. UNO is one of the world’s most popular family card games—he read this—with rules easy enough for kids, but challenges and excitement for all ages. He dropped the Uno back inside the pack, thinking she did not know her son.

         The TV was beyond his reach.

         He dragged across a chair and sat on it, still looking up. He could see the small red button. power.

         A woman in high heels clattered down the hallways, laughing, crying maybe. He climbed up on the chair and pushed the button.

         He was real close as the picture got called up from the 21tube, gathering itself and puffing out until it almost tore his eyes.

         He saw the picture, did not understand who was sending it—there he was, him, Che Selkirk, at Kenoza Lake, New York, holding up a largemouth bass and squinting. The sound was roaring. Everything was gold and bleeding orange at the edges. He turned it off, and heard it suck back in the tube.

         Something very bad had happened. He did not know what it could be.
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            Chapter 4

         

         What had gone wrong was not explained to him. Did the TV cause this or not? All Dial said was—We’ve got to go.

         Tomorrow?

         Right now.

         When they fled Philly he had still not gotten his surprise or called his grandma. He had never been in an airplane and then he was bouncing around the sky above the earth, living in black air belonging to no place. He had flown to Oakland to a motel which turned out pretty good. He did not know exactly where he was. They did not watch TV but she read him all her book, out loud, the one with the fighting dogs. He thought The Call of the Wild must be the best book ever written. Dial never said anything but she had lived at Kenoza Lake and knew he came from a house almost identical to Buck the dog’s. The judge’s place stood back from the road, half hidden among the trees, through which glimpses could be caught of the wide cool veranda that ran around all four sides. So Jack London wrote.

         They ran across the highway to the pizza place and back. They ate so much pizza the whole room smelled of it, and they played Uno together which turned out much better than 23you would think. He did not mention poker yet, but they played Uno for Days Inn matches.

         Dial tried to call Grandma but she did not answer. The boy listened to the phone himself. It rang and rang.

         When they were nearly out of cash they went to Seattle and Dial got a heap of money and after that they flew to Sydney, Australia. She told him it was a long way. He asked was the secret still OK. She said it was. He did not mind then. He beat her at poker. Then she taught him solitaire. Plus she had so many little tricks and puzzles in that pack of hers, rings you had to learn to pull apart, another book by Jack London, and all the way to Australia he was happy. He had been busted free by parents, just as Cameron had predicted.

         Sydney turned out to be a big city so they got a bus to Brisbane. He got bored with that, they both did. Brisbane was really hot. Dial went looking for a head shop and he assumed it related to his dad but all that happened was they met a fat freak girl and learned that if they went north they would find places not even on a map.

         Turn on, tune in, drop out, the fat girl said.

         Later Dial said, I never want to hear that hippie shit again. He did not tell her Cameron said that all the time.

         But Cameron could not imagine the boy hitchhiking in this world beyond the Clorox stairs—the foreign sky, bruised like cheekbones, heavy rain streaming in a distant fringe. A spooky yellow light shone on the highway and there was a fine hot clay dust, dry on the boy’s toes, mud on his now homeless tongue, powder on the needles of Pinus radiata plantations.

         It was one hundred degrees Fahrenheit more or less. They kept on walking.

         Two black lanes north, two lanes south, some foreign grass in the middle. To the east and west were neatly mown verges about thirty feet wide and then there were the dull green walls of the Pinus radiata plantations, sliced by yellow fire roads but deathly quiet—not a possum or a snake, not even a hopping carrion crow, could ever live there. 24

         The boy had no idea where on earth he stood. He understood the names of hardly anything, himself included.

         In this entire continent he knew only the big-faced, big-boned mother with her bag full of entertainments. She was two long strides ahead—long, long hippie skirt, T-shirt, rubber flip-flops, walking way too fast. What he really knew about her, he could have written on a candy wrapper. She was a radical, but that was as obvious as the exit sign ahead.

         The boy spelled out the sign. Caboolture?

         A town, she said, it’s nothing. She would not slow.

         What sort of town?

         His strong hair was now disguised, dyed black, cut like a hedge, revealing a band of pale untanned skin around his neck. He rubbed at the crown and squinted up at the sign—caboolture—dumb black letters on a dumb white board, an ugly redneck sort of thing, he thought.

         What sort of town, Dial?

         Come on, she said. An Australian town.

         He should have asked other stuff, Where is my father, where is Grandma, but sometimes it seemed she was sick of him already.

         Morons, she shouted at the passing car. I hope you drown. She was so tall, so pretty with a big farm boy’s stride. His cup of tea, his flesh and blood, forever.

         No one is going to pick us up here, Dial. They’re all going the other way.

         Thanks, she said. I hadn’t noticed. She was not used to little kids.

         The cars on the southbound road were bumper to bumper, their yellow headlights glowing the color of the Pan Am Building at dusk. It was sometime around noon. He wished she could find a place to curl up with jet lag.

         We could go to that town, he said, or words like that. Maybe there’s a motel. That was what he loved the most, just to be with her cuddling while she read to him, her hair tickling his face. 25

         There’s no motel, the mother said.

         I bet there is, he said.

         She stopped and turned.

         What? he demanded. What!

         Her hair had so many shifting tones you could never say exactly what it was, but her eyebrows were plain black, and when they pressed down on her eyes, like now, she was a scary witch.

         OK, she said, that’s enough.

         She had done this once in Port Authority. She had scared him then as well.

         Around this time, a beat-up 1964 Ford station wagon, its paintwork gone powdery with sun and age, paused at the exit of the Golden Fleece service station on the Brisbane side of Caboolture. The driver revved the engine once and a flood of oil-blue smoke spread slowly across the pump island and dispersed into the scrubby field where two itchy-looking horses stood, their bony haunches directed at the fleeing cars.

         Look at the bloody lemmings, said Trevor.

         The boy did not know Trevor but he would be familiar soon enough, and for a damn long time after that as well, and he would always connect the name to that particular body—a strong man, sleek as a porpoise, sheathed in a good half-inch-thick coat of fat which seemed to feed his brown taut skin, giving it a healthy fish-oil kind of shine. He had a mashed-up ear, a short haircut, as short as a soldier’s, reddish brown, smelling of marijuana, papaya and mango. When Trevor was not naked, and he was naked every chance he got, he wore baggy Indian pajama pants, and when he smiled, like now, at the fleeing tourists, he revealed a jagged tooth.

         They reckon destructive winds off Caloundra of two hundred K’s, said the driver. This was called John the Rabbitoh but was really Jean Rabiteau, of so-called French extraction. No one knew where he came from but he was a drop-dead handsome man of maybe twenty-five. He had high cheekbones, long black hair, brown eyes and a whippy wide-shouldered 26narrow-waisted body. He had a broad nasal accent and he smelled of cut grass and radiator hose and two-stroke fuel.

         Bang! Trevor made a pistol with his hands which were as broad and stubby as his strong barrel of a body. Bang! Bang! He showed his chipped tooth and shot the drivers one by one.

         Turning up the road toward the storm, the Rabbitoh stayed quiet about Trevor’s murders. He had his own thoughts involving the damned souls and the wrath of God. He hunched over the steering wheel peering up into the lowering sky and the nasty yellow light around its smudgy skirts.

         We’ll be back in the valley by the time it hits.

         This was a good guess, but it would turn out to be incorrect because, as the Ford passed the Caboolture exit, they saw the mother and the boy trudging north.

         It was Trevor who called stop, Trevor who lived in a stockade at the top of a very steep unfriendly road, whose most common expression was “your alarm clock is your key to freedom,” who woke every morning at 5 a.m. and hid out in the bush until it was clear the police would not raid him, Trevor, who saw spies and traitors everywhere, said, Pick her up.

         By now they were two hundred yards down the road, but John stopped.

         Back up.

         No need.

         Trevor turned and saw Dial running at him, her yellow hair rising in snaky waves, her titties like puppies fighting inside her shirt.
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            Chapter 5

         

         Inside the Ford were smells which the boy could not have named or untangled—long wisps of WD-40 and marijuana, floating threads of stuff associated with freaks who made their own repairs, dandelion chains of dust and molecules of automotive plastics which rose up in the moldy heat, 1961, 1964, 1967.

         At Kenoza Lake he had gotten accustomed to moldy paper, books with yellow pages, the rotting leaves in late November, the smell of dairy cows across the lane. As he scrambled across the busted sunken boneless backseat of John the Rabbitoh’s wagon, he tried to like where he had come. His dad would maybe smell like this exactly, underground.

         You OK, baby?

         I’m cool, he said.

         As the first fat raindrops splatted like jelly against the windshield, the mother pulled him close against her generous breast. She was all he had for now.

         Trevor, said the snaggle-toothed passenger, not looking at the boy. His skin was smooth and taut but his edges were all raw and poor, like he had crawled along a drainpipe to arrive here. 28

         Dial, said the mother.

         Trevor was now offering drugs and the boy was certain that he was through the doorway which had been waiting for him all his life. His grandma had always fretted about it, being stolen back by revolutionaries. She never spoke directly to the subject, so he had to listen through the wall—his history in whispers, brushing, scratching on the windowpane.

         The edge of the storm took the car like a kitten in its mouth. The driver stared into the rearview mirror. Where you heading? he asked the mother who was already dealing from the pack.

         She answered, North, which made the boy certain it could not be true. He had three wild cards which were very good. He drew his finger across his throat to tell her he would win.

         The lemmings are going south, said Trevor.

         What’s with that? She matched the discard pile, red on red.

         Cyclone, said Trevor. Going to wash Noosa Sound back into the sea. Bang! Bang! Those houses are going to be walking round the sand like crabs.

         Beach, he thought. He was down to three cards already. The mother’s hand was getting all weighed down.

         You’re American? Trevor asked her. What we call a cyclone, you call a hurricane.

         Uno, cried the boy. Triumphant.

         I can’t read or write, Trevor announced, frowning at the card. He asked the mother, How far north?

         The mother hugged the boy to her and he hid from Trevor’s inquiring stare. I don’t like to plan, she said.

         She did not deal another hand. Instead she held the boy as they traveled through the storm, whispering that she loved him, stroking his head.

         When he woke the car had stopped. It was raining on his legs and the mother was not there. Three doors were open shaking violently in the wind. Outside was dark, and the storm came inside the car and lifted the Uno cards and slapped them around the windows. 29

         Dial!

         He was alone, illegal, “on the lamb.” The rain hurt his legs like needles.

         Dial!

         He pulled himself into the seat, his bare legs retracted, his back straight, his hands balled into fists. He was way too scared to cry but when the mother finally returned he shouted at her.

         Where were you?

         Shush, she said, reaching out for him, but he drew away from her bony cold hands. Behind her the bushes slashed and squabbled in the dark.

         You left me!

         The road is flooded.

         Where is the driver? He was scared to hear himself, so loud, like someone else.

         Dial was not scared. She paused and narrowed her eyes and pushed back her sodden hair which dripped across his face.

         He’s coming back, she said evenly. We’re all coming back, OK?

         OK, he said.

         He watched silently as she dug down into her big lumpy khaki bag, deciding that he would not take candy, not even chocolate.

         What will happen now, he asked, but he could already see she did not know, had nothing to offer, not even candy, only a big blue sweater which she wrapped around his legs.
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