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Harry Field


Only a couple of hours before the baby was kidnapped, the grandfather reached a reconciliation with death. It happened at some deep level of his mind while he was thinking about other things. He was a retired professor of the history of science and was writing a speech for the ladies of the Afternoon Club about fakes, charlatans, and pseudo-sciences. It was one of his favorite topics. The speech was to be delivered on Saturday.


His name was Harry Field. He was alone in the house with the baby, who slept while he worked. His work went slowly because of the distractions on his mind. There was a letter he had received recently from an old friend named Lena Fowler whom he had not heard from in fifty years. Three weeks had passed and he had not answered it. He looked out the window thinking back and forth between his speech and the letter. He did not notice that he was also thinking about death.


It was a pretty afternoon in early March, the sun shining on his dusty window. It glared on the arm of the leather chair and reflected on the screen obscuring the words. This morning Harry almost fainted after breakfast. It scared him, the blotted vision and pressure at the back of his skull. He hoped it wasn’t precursor to a stroke. This too distracted him while he worked



on the speech. He was obsessed with death. He had been thinking about it all his life and though he was often able to postpone the question temporarily he had never been able to reconcile himself. He was seventy years old and might last another twenty or twenty-five years. Or he might not. Either way did not make much difference to the horror, which was unimaginable, of the coming nonexistence of his consciousness, his mind, his eyes and ears, memories, thoughts, self.


The unexpected news of his reconciliation with death came up from his inside mind in the midst of these distractions. It came with a strong warm feeling and words: See, it’s all right. It amazed him and he wondered how he had reached that conclusion. It must have been by some unconscious process or sequence of ideas which arrived at the point full of ergo and voilà: here you are, Harry, it’s your answer after all these years. He looked forward to the evening when he could retrace what the reasoning actually was.


Then the baby was kidnapped and everything went into chaos. While he worked that afternoon she slept in the room across the hall. The responsibility for her made him uncomfortable, and he was waiting to be relieved. His wife Barbara was in San Diego. She flew there three weeks ago to help her extremely old and recently bereaved mother get used to living as a widow. His daughter Judy, the baby’s mother, was at work. The baby sitter Connie Rice would come at three-thirty. The baby’s name was Hazel and they called her Hazy. Concerned because she had been sleeping so long, he tiptoed across the hall to take a peek. He saw her padded rear end sticking up and he closed the door softly not to wake her.


If she cried he would pick her up. Then he would rest her thick padded bottom in the crook of his elbow and hold her against his shoulder not changing her diaper unless absolutely necessary.




Usually she could last unchanged until Connie Rice came back. He would take her downstairs and put her by the toy box next to the fireplace while he sat in the armchair and watched. There was the stuffed penguin and the mailbox and the inflatable alligator. If she was crabby he would carry her around thinking how old he was, over seventy, and how young she was, sixteen months, and how heavy she was and how fragile his back. He would talk language to her saying here we go around the living room and see the hall closet and those are overcoats and that’s the piano and now the dining room and this my friend is the kitchen and what do you think of that rack of spices? Don’t like it? In that case take a look at the china closet and the plates which are decorative and that’s an Indian relic and that picture a sample of modern art and wouldn’t you rather get down and walk around on your own feet? Are you hungry, what should I feed you, a piece of bread, a cracker, orange juice?


Sometimes his talk was good enough to make the baby relax against his old cheek and he would feel the little hard knob covered in silky hair full of trust while he soaked in sentimentality. He would think my daughter Judy to whom you belong and my wife Barbara to whom Judy belongs and all of us getting older on this cool sunny March day inside out to the yellow winter-killed lawn and the bare trees with peeling bark and the early spring birds at the feeder, titmice, house finches, chickadees, all precarious waiting for the better days to come. And Connie the baby sitter should be here by three-thirty.


The kidnapper was a man named Oliver Quinn. He was the baby’s father. He took the baby right out of Harry’s hands, which Harry allowed since he did not realize the extent of Oliver’s estrangement from Judy. This Oliver came and rang the door chimes around two-thirty. Harry interrupted his writing, went downstairs with mild alarm and opened the door. It took



him a moment to connect, this big man with the round fat face and glasses, scarf with tassel, plump purple jacket, smiling like a salesman. Hi Professor, Isn’t this a great spring day?


Judy’s at work, Harry said.


I forgot. She works. How’s she doing?


She’s fine.


And my child? Does she walk yet?


She toddles around.


Great. Does she talk?


Judy thinks so, I can’t tell.


Where is she now?


She’s asleep.


But I hear her, Oliver said. Can I see her?


I’ll have to get her up.


So old Harry, who didn’t much like this Oliver Quinn, let him sit in the living room while he tended to the baby. The baby quieted when Grandpa came into her room. The room was humid. He picked her up, heavy in his arms, in a little shirt and fat rubber pants full of diaper. She settled comfortably against his shoulder, hot and moist. He put her on the changing table, cleaned her up and dried her and put another diaper on while she watched sleepily. He put on her purple playsuit, and brought her down.


She looked at Oliver, no recognition. Hi kid. He came to take her and she tightened her arms around Harry’s neck. Sorry kid, too fast. Harry put her on the floor where she sat, looking around.


Cute kid.


She got up and toddled to the toy box. She pulled things out and threw them. She carried a rag doll to Oliver without looking at him. He reached for it and she pulled it back and threw it at the piano.




How’s Judy’s social life?


Harry’s dislike of Oliver Quinn had to do with how he had dropped out of Judy’s life when she got pregnant and came back when the baby was born and then left again. He didn’t like the things Judy said about him.


I heard she had a boyfriend. He said it pleasantly with point.


I can’t speak for her, Harry said.


Sure. I won’t interfere. Friend of mine saw her the other night at Clippers. She’s got progressive ideas.


What do you mean?


Nothing.


Harry was annoyed. If he’s talking about David Leo let him say it. Expose himself for the bigot he is.


The baby thrust the stuffed octopus at Oliver Quinn.


Look at this, an octopus. Thank you, lady.


He handed the octopus back to the child, took it back, handed it back, not paying attention.


Nice day, he said to the child. Like to go to the playground? He looked at Harry. How about it? he said. Let me take her off your hands a while.


Harry tightened, not prepared for this. That’s all right, he said, I can handle her. He wished Connie Rice were here.


I’ll bet you’re busy, Oliver said. I saw your article about science and religion. Judy showed it to me. Right interesting. I bet you’re writing all the time.


I’m busy, Harry admitted.


Keeping busy in retirement. What are you writing now?


Miscellaneous.


Right enough. So let me take Hazy to the playground, you write your miscellaneous.


That isn’t necessary, Harry said. I can take care of her.




No, Professor, you don’t understand. I want to take her to the playground. She’s my daughter. Sand box, slide, tunnel. Like that, kiddo?


The man’s looking at him as if his fears were unreasonable irritated Harry but embarrassed him too.


Judy won’t mind, Oliver said. I’m the father. I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.


I know you wouldn’t, Harry said. He was thinking how mean and suspicious he looked. The child climbed up on Oliver’s knee, putting a butterfly net over his face. The rich chuckling laugh of the child, while Oliver made faces and played her game.


So Harry gave in. Okay, he said, but please bring her back in an hour.


Sure thing, Professor.


The red jacket with white fur and a hood. While Hazy sat on Oliver’s lap, Harry put the jacket on her. He watched them out the door, Oliver carrying. Her face looked out from the hood over Oliver’s shoulder while she waved bye with two fingers down the steps. An old brown Toyota with a dented left fender. Somebody in the passenger seat. Already he wished he hadn’t done it, and there was still time to stop them if he ran out, but he told himself it was too late, and it was. He saw Oliver strapping the baby into a child seat in the back. The child seat reassured him, the sense of responsibility it implied.


It took a while for Harry to realize that he had delivered his daughter’s baby to a kidnapper. Connie Rice came at three-thirty. She was the baby sitter and housekeeper while his wife was in California. He heard her walking around downstairs. After a while she came up.


Her voice sang up the stairs, Where’s my lovey dove, still asleep this gorgeous afternoon?




Surprise in the baby’s room. Not here? Where did you go?


From the study Harry called. Her father took her to the playground.


What father?


What father? Oliver Quinn, Harry said.


Connie Rice stood in the study door thinking it over. Did he really? This Connie Rice was a healthy young woman with long sandy hair and a sandy outdoor face full of bones. Not only was she helping out in Barbara’s absence, she and Joe her husband were editing a Festschrift in Harry’s honor. He saw the thoughts working inside her face behind the bones. Well, she said, after a while. I’d better do something useful around the house.


He went back to work. The house was no longer silent. He heard the vacuum cleaner and smelled cooking. The presence of someone else in the house gave him only a specious relief, it did not help the anxiety, neurotic as it was. Then he got absorbed in his work and forgot the anxiety until he realized with a jolt that a lot of time had passed. What?


Five o’clock. The idea took shape, a shock. He hurried downstairs and saw Connie in the living room reading Time.


She said it: Weren’t they supposed to be back by now? Then suddenly she sat up. Which playground did they go to?


I don’t know.


I’ll go look, she said. She got her coat. This suggested emergency, so she softened it saying, They must have got carried away by the beautiful day. Adding, I’d better find them before Judy comes home. He watched her down the steps her unbuttoned coat flaring, her car turning around quickly, zipping away.


No chance of working now, he brought the afternoon paper in, looked at it, couldn’t read. Carried away by the beautiful day. He walked back and forth in the living room. Hazy’s toys were back in the toy box. Connie had replaced them while she waited.



The aroma from the kitchen promised good things ahead once the future was cleared.


But Connie didn’t come back. Twenty minutes passed, then more. He tried to imagine Connie at the playground with Oliver and the baby relieved to have found you enjoying the beautiful but now chilling early March afternoon, with a chat to get to know you while forgetting the worried old grandfather at home. It was time for Judy to come home. If she passed the playground on the way, she would have seen her child there with Oliver and Connie.


He saw Judy’s car coming up the street. He thought, she’ll have Hazy with her. She pulled into the garage but came out alone. He watched her in her office suit up the walk unaware.


I’ll have to tell her her child isn’t here, he thought.


She came in the back while he was in front watching for Connie’s car. He went to the kitchen. She dropped her coat on a kitchen chair.


Smells good, what is it? she said.


Lasagna.


How’s my baby?


She went to the playground, he said, as calm as he could manage. We’re waiting for her to come back.


That’s nice, she said. It’s such a nice day.


He realized she thought Hazy had gone to the playground with Connie. They’re late getting back, he said. Connie went to look for her.


Connie?


He told her quietly: Oliver took her.


Oliver?


He came by. He took her to the playground.


Oliver? You let Oliver take my baby?




Calmly as possible he said, He wanted to see her for a little while.


What?


His daughter Judy looked at him. He had never seen such a look on her face. She paused, then uttered a sound. Not really a scream, not loud, a little shriek but it was like lightning.


What did you do with my baby?


She put her hands to her face and took them off and stared at them. Daddy, Daddy how could you? She turned around and paced with gasps and moans. My baby, my baby.


Connie Rice came back. I drove to all the playgrounds, she said. I drove all around looking at the streets.


Judy sat on the sofa, her shoulders hunched, face twisted.


I’ll never see her again, Judy said.


No no Judy, Connie said. She’s all right.


She’s dead.


She looked despairingly at Harry. You gave my baby away. He had never been accused by his children before. It shocked him and filled him with fright like the unknown.


She sat up straight. Call the police, she said. She looked at Harry. You call them, she said, you’re the one who let her go.


He saw the rightness of that and went to the phone. He heard Connie say softly to Judy, Don’t be hard on him, Judy, he didn’t realize.


He should have realized, she said. A moment later, I’m sorry, Daddy.


He called the police putting the word kidnapping into his own voice at last, thereby confirming it an event. Once that happened everything else was displaced. He remembered the reconciliation with death that he had reached earlier in the day. He never did get a chance to track the forgotten reasoning that led to that conclusion. It seemed remote now. Everything did.



The speech he had been writing, the campaign against the charlatans and fakers and pseudo-sciences he loved to demolish, as well as Lena the old girl friend and the letter he wanted to write. All were irrelevant and perverse in the light of the unnatural disappearance of his daughter’s child.
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Nick Foster


When we finished packing we got into the car and fastened our seat belts. It was changed from cloudy to sunny. I looked at the house when Oliver pulled the car into the street. It disappeared so did the street.


And now Nicky where do you think we are going Oliver said.


To Miller Church I said.


First a necessary stop or two he said. He pulled into a gas station. Why do you think we are stopping here.


To get gas I said.


Why do we need gas.


To make the car go I said.


Righto man. That’s the old understanding at work.


He made me pump the gas. He gave me money which I gave to the guy with the machine. We went on.


Now Nicky another stop. Do you know this neighborhood he said.


No I said.


This is a residential district. Resi-dential. This is where the university people live. Do you know what the university people do.


They go to the university I said.




Correct. Do you know any university people.


You are a university person I said.


Right and wrong he said. I was but I am not. Once upon a time but I have ceased to be.


The street had a circle at the end. It had big houses and didn’t go anywhere. He parked the car. I waited while he went into the house. He stayed a long time. Kids came by from school looked at me. Birds on the grass mud wet ground. Bare trees with branches shiny in the sun. Crows flying above the trees saying caw caw talking to each other in a crowd going somewhere caw cawing as they go. If I was them I’d caw too.


After a while Oliver came out of the house carrying a package in a red and white Santa Claus suit. It wasn’t a package it was a baby. Look what I got he said. Company for our trip.


He strapped the baby into the seat in back. Now you see why I got the child seat he said. Because the law which says you can’t take an infant in a car except a car seat so says the law.


So says the law I said.


It’s important to obey the law he said.


The baby looked at us not saying anything.


Meet my daughter.


Pleased to meet you I said.


The baby stared at me eyes brown. Oliver started the car. You didn’t know I had a daughter he said her name is Hazel. Ask her if she recognizes her name.


I turned to the back seat and said is your name Hazel. I told Oliver no answer.


That’s because you’re being too direct. It takes knowhow to handle a baby. You need to know how. Watch this. He pulled into a parking lot next to a row of stores. Wait here and don’t let my daughter go away he said. I waited in the car with the baby who looked out the window at the passing scene. This was



people going in and out of the store with shopping bags. After a while Oliver came back with a package wrapped in pink plastic that took both arms to carry. He put it in the back seat next to the baby.


Now what do you think is in the package he said.


Baby stuff I said.


What kind of baby stuff.


I don’t know.


Figure out. When you see a baby what do you think of.


Crying I said.


What else do you think of.


Mothers I said. Milk and juice.


Well shit take a look at that baby in the back seat what shape would you say she is.


Round I said.


What part is roundest most padded stuffed and swollen up.


Her behind I said.


Righto and what makes her behind so padded and swollen up.


Diapers I said.


You’re speaking truth man. So what’s in the pink package.


Diapers.


Good man. Do you know why a baby needs diapers.


Everybody knows that I said embarrassed.


That’s knowhow. You weren’t expecting a baby on this trip were you he said.


I should have expected it I said.


Why should you have expected it.


Because I should have known whatever you do that’s what you would do.


Very smart answer. You’re a genius Nicky.




We went on. We were out of the city now. The country was flat. Fields flatting out to the sky. It must be lonely to live in a shed in one of those fields next to the brook between the pastures and that one tree by itself.


Her name is Hazel but do you know what they should have named that kid he said.


What I said.


They should have named her George. I always wanted a kid named George it’s a patriotic name.


That’s a boy’s name I said.


That’s no reason he said. Girls can be George if they want to be. There’s a writer named George and a movie named Georgie Gal and a song named George On My Mind. It’s best to name a girl George or Sam or Paul because it makes people notice. It’s like spice on Indian food it says this ain’t no ordinary girl. Nick would be almost as good he said.


That’s my name I said. To show I understand I said it’s the same as naming a boy Mary or Dorothy. That would make people notice.


He said you’re not kidding they’ve been good men in the history of the world named Evelyn and Maria and Leslie though I can’t think of a good man named Dorothy off hand.


He said what do you think Judy the mother is doing now.


Cooking dinner.


What else do you think she is doing.


Going to the bathroom.


Maybe that. Do you think she’s wondering where her baby is.


She’s wondering where her baby is.


I told her father we’re taking her to the playground. Do you see any playgrounds along the road where we could stop.




Across the fields I saw wires and a road above the fields and trees around a farmhouse and a barn and silo. I didn’t see any playground.


Too bad he said. Do you think Judy’ll worry because we can’t find a playground.


She’ll worry.


Will she cry.


She’ll cry.


Do you think we should turn back.


I thought about it. The sky was getting mellow. I don’t usually see sky where I live. Fields either. I wonder what it would be like to be a farm animal.


Do you he said.


I don’t know.


The baby started to cry.


Well fuck it there is no question of turning back he said. We didn’t start this trip with the intention of turning back. Because where are we going.


To the Miller Church.


Righto man. Three days it will take us. What do you think of that.


The baby was twisting and screaming in her seat.


Tell her to shut up Oliver said.


I turned around. Shut up I said.


The baby was sobbing all over itself. She won’t shut up I said.


Jesus what will we do with the baby for three days.


I thought about it. We could get someone to take care of her I said.


What. Who. Who exactly did you have in mind Nicky.


There was a farmhouse across a field. Someone in a house I said.


What house. The house was gone. Do you see anyone.




We could leave her by the roadside and someone rescue her.


This is my daughter you’re talking about. Hell man why do you think I got the child seat and the diapers because I told you I’m taking her to Miller. Dummy.


I didn’t say anything.


Why am I taking her to Miller. It’s because who Miller is he said. Do you remember that at least.


It’s because who Miller is.


Who is Miller then.


Miller is God’s right hand man.


More than that man more than that.


Miller is God’s son.


Shit you’re being stupid again. You’ve got to remember.


It wasn’t that I remembered it was that I was scared to say. Miller is God I said.


Miller is what.


Miller is God.


God who.


Miller is God Himself.


You’re getting there. And what did God do to you.


He made me what I am today.


Say it again.


He made me what I am today.


I thought about that. I thought of something to say to Oliver that I had never said before. I didn’t know what would happen but I said it. I said you treat me like I was a idiot.


You is a idiot he said.


No I isn’t.


How do you know. What evidence have you got.


Good evidence I said.


Well well look at you. Good evidence you say.


The doctor psycho in school. He told me I wasn’t an idiot.




He told you did he. What did you do ask. Did you go up to him and say please tell me am I an idiot or is it only that I feel like one.


He didn’t tell me he told the class.


He told the class you’re an idiot.


He told the class no one in school was an idiot. He said if you were an idiot you wouldn’t be in school.


You think that got you off the hook.


I thought about it I said. I thought nobody in school is an idiot. I’m in school. I’m not an idiot.


Good thinking he said. Well if you’re so smart don’t forget this either. We’re going to see Miller. We’re taking my daughter to see Miller. I’m taking you too because who Miller is. Tell me who he is.


Miller is God Himself.


And what else.


He made me what I am today.


Right. Tell that damned brat to shut up and go to hell will you.


Shut up and go to hell I said to the brat.
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Judy Field


Oliver Quinn has my child, I can’t work. I wake in the morning without my baby, and it’s still true, it has been true now for fourteen hours, then sixteen, now eighteen. I have to do something, it does no good to claw the Oliver face in my mind. I think of the police with their tools, tracking equipment, networks, and I will give them no peace. Keep calling so they don’t forget, set them on fire with a mother’s flames.


Last night we considered a private detective. After calling the police, Connie and I went looking ourselves, tracking Oliver in his haunts. We went to Wexel, his last known address, a little white house crammed between others with an apartment on each floor. A light in his window, I knocked on the door. The occupants, women, students at the university, had never heard of Oliver Quinn. The McPhairs upstairs were glad to see me but knew nothing since he moved out a year ago. They advised me to get a lawyer, because he doesn’t have any rights if he doesn’t contribute child support. That’s not exactly the problem just now. Next we went to where Luke and Veronica used to live but the house was dark. We went to the Tabasco Bar and asked Mike, who said Oliver was in last Friday. Three days ago, not



close enough. After that we had no more ideas and we came home.


This morning I got dressed in my office clothes and went to the police myself in spite of having called them last night. I drove down the hill to District Five. I want to report a kidnapping, I said, which started the news up all over again. I interviewed a fat policeman in a laundry white shirt with a large yellow mustache of the bushy type. He had authority like a television comedian or children’s show host. His fatherliness was not a display, just an emission, wince and cluck like still not accustomed to evil in the world after all these years on the police force, like where have you been, man? I told him I called in this information last night. Oh, he said, and went looking for files. He looked at folders a long time while I wondered. Yes, he said, we have the report.


What can you do? I said.


Ask more questions, that’s what you can do. Or the same ones over again. Age and name of baby. Name and last known address of Oliver Quinn the alleged abductor. Job, I don’t know. Quit graduate school after one semester. Worked in a restaurant. Name of the restaurant. Car, license number, how should I know? Why did he kidnap the child? His twisted mind. Was there a dispute about custody or visitation? Did he visit the child frequently? Why didn’t he?


Well ma’am, the good policeman said. You hear anything, let us know, you hear?


So I came back home to my father at his computer, writing. I had lunch with him. With nothing else to think about but wait, I went to work in the afternoon. I drove to the office, parked, walked in the office door. I saw Henrietta at her desk, and blurted it: My baby has been kidnapped.


What?




People jumped up from their desks. I burst into tears like the sea was following me everywhere. Henrietta and everybody, comforting arms, hugs, questions, I told everything again while everybody cried. I got control and hung up my coat and sat at my desk.


Go home, Cynthia said. We’ll cover for you.


I came to get away from home, I said.


I did a little work, a report for Mr. Getz. Computer focus, tapping keys, clickety click. Mr. Getz came and said go home, do it tomorrow. I burst into tears again. I don’t want to go home, I said.


In the middle of the afternoon another policeman showed up. Like a scout master straight up and down covered with electronics, a human robot with controls. No news, more questions. I went into the coffee lounge with him and shut the door. He wrote my answers in a notebook. Actually they were the same questions as those of the fatherly policeman in the morning. I asked if they had made any progress and he said they couldn’t do anything without this information. They already had this information, I said. Well we did find one thing, he said. Mr. Quinn has moved out of his apartment. Is that so? I said.


Then that evening Oliver called. Himself on the telephone in the midst of kidnapping my baby. Connie and David Leo were at the table and my father answered the phone. Oliver? he said. Oliver? I grabbed the phone out of my father’s hand. We talked, his damned voice pretending to be calm and cool. He was in a motel, he said, and Hazy’s fine, you don’t need to worry, it’s for her good. He’s rescuing her for her religious well-being. Do you want to talk to her? Then he put her on the phone or said he did, though she didn’t speak and all I really heard was silence full of her face holding the phone to her ear listening to me. Oh my



child. I spoke to that face, crying, trying not to, saying This is Mommy, darling, can you hear me, baby, hoping she was really there and not just Oliver grinning at me. At the same time I was trying to think what Oliver meant by religious well-being and I remembered something but not enough, and then he was gone.


The name crashed over me too late. Stump Island, I said. He’s taking her to Stump Island.


What’s that?


I remembered Oliver’s last return, talking about a man who called himself God. No joke. The guru who claimed to be God Himself, which crazy Oliver wanted me to take seriously. Because he was going to live with him and wanted Hazy and me to go too. It was the final proof that Oliver was mad and cleared my conscience as far as he was concerned. Stump Island, that was the place.


Now we know something, Dave Leo said. Let’s go after them.


Dave Leo is a serious young man, a junior professor in the English Department. He admires my father and wants to be my boyfriend though I am white. He has a smooth brown face, African-American, with large eyes, a careful voice, a thoughtful and competent manner, a sad look. His presence these last two nights has been comforting. When we chatter about what to do, Dave Leo makes a steeple of the pointed fingers of his hands and mulls it over. I know he has an opinion about Oliver Quinn but he is tactful and keeps it to himself.


Where is Stump Island? he asked. Maine, I said. If that’s the right name. We got the atlas, where Dave Leo and my father looked it up. No listing in the atlas index. How sure are you, they asked, that it’s Stump Island and not Bump Island or Stone Island or Broken Leg Island? Not very sure. We need a larger



scale map, Father said. He went to the computer and brought up a listing of place names. Stump Island, state of Maine, Penobscot County. He called Professor Henrich in Geography. I’ll get back to you, Henrich said.


I called the police to tell them about this call. A man named Jenks. I gave him the same information I had already given three times before. Now I added the guru and Stump Island. Thanks for the information, Jenks said.


Professor Henrich called back. Stump Island is a small island in the Penobscot area. It’s privately owned. Mail goes through Black Harbor, itself not big.


Let’s call them ourselves, Dave Leo said now.


Call who?


Somebody. The Maine police.


I don’t know about these small New England towns, Father said. I don’t know. Well go ahead. Let’s see if you can find police in Black Harbor at this time of the night.


This was Dave’s project. He called Directory Information for Maine. Somehow the operator located Black Harbor. So who do you want to talk to in Black Harbor at nine-thirty on Friday night? There’s McMahon’s Garage, the operator said. Post office is closed. Board of Selectmen no answering machine. I told you these small New England towns, Father said.


The operator was interested. How about the State Police? she said. The office in Augusta. Why are you calling us, the State Police in Maine wanted to know. It took a lot of explanation, Dave doing it now. Because we think they’re heading to Stump Island. Where’s that? the Maine policeman said. It’s near Black Harbor, Dave said. Where’s that? In Maine, Dave said. Well, son, the man said, this is across state lines, shouldn’t you call your FBI?




FBI, Father said. Of course. Call them, I said. So Father looked it up and called the 800 number in the telephone book. Another interview, more questions. Meanwhile Dave was thinking.


The FBI will send a man around tomorrow morning, Father said. Fine, Dave said. And I think I’ll take a little trip to Stump Island.


What are you talking about? It’s hundreds of miles.


I’ll take my car, I’ll drive. I mean it. I’m serious.


What about your classes?


I can cover them.


If you go, I should go too, I said.


You? he said. I saw the quickly dashed flare of hope, the glance at my father, the thought of traveling across the country with me. What more could a would-be lover want? But he didn’t dare, not quite, not yet.


Just me, he said. You’re needed here. It’s something I can check out while you deal with the FBI.


He wanted to be a hero. All right. Father said it would be more sensible for Dave to fly and rent a car in Bangor. I’ll pay, he said. You might even get to Black Harbor before they do.


If that’s where they’re going, Connie said, to keep our hopes down.





I went to bed. This was the second night I went to bed without my baby, and it was worse than the first. Worse because I had let myself be distracted during the day. I had spewed language, nouns, verbs, adjectives, syntax and grammar, all that human jabber all day long.


There was a pale light from the street lamp on the wall like every night. Lacy tree branches through the upper pane against the sky. Sound of night traffic on the highway in the industrial valley. No siren at this moment, though there would be another



soon for there were always sirens. The baby crib at the foot of the bed, that’s what was empty. Its emptiness opened into the underworld. I had not thought about the empty crib all day. Now it was back, still empty.


For twenty-six years of my life there was no baby, and I never missed her. I was accustomed to sleeping alone in my room with no sounds except my own sounds and what was outside the window. Then the baby came. Though I sometimes missed my privacy, I welcomed the change. This new little life which came out of me would cry and I would hold her on my breast and she would stop and belong to me. I put her delicately in the crib and as I lay in bed I would hear her snuffling and turning, and if she whimpered I would pick her up again and she would stop. Henceforth there would always be tension in my life, alert to the dangers of relaxation. My sleep was never as deep as it used to be because my ears were still listening, and I was permanently watchful for every possible mishap that could threaten this bud growing in my room so close to me.


But now I was alone in my room again as if my old life had never been interrupted. No snuffling from the crib, as if the last year and a half had not existed. She’s not dead, I said to myself. Now. Think about now. I put my baby into now, which meant finding her in a motel somewhere between here and Stump Island. Crazy Oliver taking care of her, if he could. She cries looking for something familiar in a world mostly still chaos in which the one clear certainty, Mommy, is absent, replaced by some crude thing she doesn’t know what it is. I spoke aloud in my private room. Hold on, baby, I said, we’ll find you. I promise.











4


Oliver Quinn


Everything depends on preparation. That’s why I bought the car seat. If you want to do something, you must think the future step by step. Likewise the time spent training Nick. How many times I had to explain because it takes him a while. Next was set a date, which was hard because of the unpredictable element. There’s always an unpredictable element, you could fall dead of a heart attack while eating your cereal on the morning of a day of no importance. The fine weather solved that. With foresight I stopped for diapers, it being common knowledge that babies require them.


Drive three days, two stopovers in motels before our destination. Two rooms, one for the baby, the other for me and Nick. I planned to eat in restaurants and counted on the waitresses to tell us what babies eat, many of them being mothers themselves.


I did not anticipate the crying. It got worse through the afternoon. Across the barbaric country of farms, it was hard for a person like me to bear. The message was full of rage and insult and nothing I could do but ignore.


We needed supplies. All societies have babies, therefore baby supplies like others should be available in areas of commerce.




We exited by a cluster of buildings with illuminated signs up high. The sky was fading. If you have a poetic temperament you’ll notice the twilight approaching across the terrible flat Republican land of middle Ohio, the deepening color behind the silhouette of a farm house and silo turning pink and gold. In this setting the commercial signs by the exits riot like devils of orange and green against the departing sun. That’s what we saw, while inside the car the noise produced by the child who couldn’t describe her needs reached storm dimensions.


Next to the gas stations, we found one of the great discount stores, a big red sign across its front, K-MART. We left the baby in the car and went in. Baby food, stacks of small glass jars, a baby face on each. I got an assortment for balance, yellow, green, shades of brown. Nick took the babyfood out to the car while I looked for baby clothes. A woman asked if I needed help. I said I wanted baby clothes. She asked what kind. All kinds, I said. I got a little of everything, guessing the sizes. The woman laughed like I was joking. She said if my wife didn’t like it I could bring them back, but I didn’t have a wife. I also got toys, selecting on the basis of what I would like if I were a baby. A bulldozer, a machine gun, a rattle. I got the rattle because this baby is still young and might prefer young toys. Enough variety in the toys would shut her up.


Back at the car I found Nick shuffling the sidewalk holding the baby. He told about three women around the car when he brought the baby food. They weren’t very nice. They asked what kind of father would leave his child alone in a parking lot and they mentioned the police. He tried to say it ain’t no baby of his, but when he opened the door the crying activated his instinct, which saved him. It caused him to pick the baby up, and she shut up like he was her savior, because of exhaustion probably. This took the rhetorical steam out of the ladies. The



strangest thing when I tried to take the child to put back in the car, he swung away not letting me, and when he turned back he started to cry. A grown man, don’t ask me. I humored him, let him put the baby back himself, so that we could go on our way.


Back to the Interstate in the dark. We ate in McDonald’s. The baby was stinky but not too bad, just don’t get too close. She sat in a high chair, with a jar of baby spinach. I gave her a spoon which she banged and threw on the floor. Nick wanted to feed her so I let him, and she got spinach on her face and the tray but we did the best we could. Nick got her a glass of Coca-Cola with a straw, but she lacked the conception of the straw. An idiot woman at a nearby table kept making cute-type noises intended to evoke a display of cuteness in the baby. After a while the baby cried again. It made Nick edgy, or else some softening of his mind from walking the baby in the parking lot turned him into a mother. He picked her up without permission and walked her around, and she stopped. As for instinct, it’s well known that as mankind developed intellect, so his instincts died away. In comparison with migratory birds, for example, we are stupid when it comes to instinct. We have only a few, an instinct to eat, flee from danger, sex. We make up for it by brain. It follows that Nick, who’s not so bright, would have more instinct than I. Note also his instinct is feminine, maternal, across the lines of sex, which I attribute to his primitive development, it taking a higher development to bring out sexual differentiation in animals.


We put the baby back in the car and drove on, looking for a motel like Red Roof or Cheap Couples. The baby was quiet like she thought the stuff she had spit out was dinner and she had actually been fed, and it would have been fine driving in the peaceful dark with the other cars humming along only that Nick Foster who seems to think his newly roused maternal



instinct means something kept murmuring baby all the time, I love babies oh do I love babies.


I told him to shut up. We found a Day’s Inn and stopped. Two rooms, one for me and Nick, the other for the baby, with the baby on the second floor and us on the first. We put the baby to bed. I let Nick carry her because of his instinct. The question was whether to change her diaper since she was getting pretty foul. I tried Nick. I said, let’s test your smarts. What should we do about the baby’s diaper?


We should change the baby’s diaper.


I asked why.


Because the baby will be happier, he said.


That’s anthropomorphic, I said. The question is not the baby’s happiness but the baby’s health. It’s healthier to change the baby’s diaper. Have you ever changed a diaper?


No. I spread a newspaper on the bed. The baby was a mess. It took a lot of toilet paper, more than for an ordinary person, because the baby was smeared all over its behind. When we were done I’ll admit I would not have been satisfied with the cleanup if it had been me, but we did the best we could.


We put on the new diaper and the pajamas I bought at the store. Nick dumped the dead diaper and toilet paper in the toilet. I don’t know what’s to prevent it plugging up. The stuff didn’t go down when I flushed, so I left it for the maid to figure out. We left the baby in the middle of its bed, locked the door for its protection, then back to our own room on the ground floor.


We watched television before sleep. I don’t know if the baby cried, because we couldn’t hear her where we were. She was crying when we left, but not loud, and I figured she either fell asleep or didn’t. In the morning I thought she had been kidnapped but we found her on the floor by the window. She was



asleep. She seemed chastened. That’s the word I’d use, chastened or less arrogant than before.


I explained to Nick. What you’ve got to understand, I told him, is the incompetence of this child’s mother. She’s a mother not by nature but by accident, making the best of a bad situation. Ann Landers will tell you love based on the best of a bad thing is not to be trusted. That’s the first count against her. Second is the environment in which she’s raising this child. Not only does she work nine to five, leaving the care of the baby to others, a new man has entered her life. Apparently she has not noticed his black face, which implies colorblindness not merely physical but moral. Worse still if she has noticed, she being the daughter of a professor who thinks he is wiser and more intelligent than anybody else. I know better. Never forget the moment of creation of this child. In the dark of a motel in sound of the pounding surf of Cape Hatteras. How she lusted then, laughing, giggling, no sense of significance at all, it was embarrassing. Yet so vindictive later. Now this alliance with a man not merely black but trying to rise above who by nature he is. It’s my daughter she wants to raise like a black man’s child, soaking her in black culture like cornbread and molasses, not to speak of moral relativity nor the revolution ahead when children rise up against their fathers. That’s why. She has no right to scorn me and look down on me. She has no right to deny me my part in the baby, my claim. To ignore me, pay no attention to my warnings. To care so much about that baby to the exclusion of everything else.


I am taking her to Miller. I told her on the telephone the second night. She thinks I’m crazy. She doesn’t understand, nobody does. I tried to tell her once, she didn’t hear, she wasn’t interested. Don’t say she don’t deserve what she gets.


*




They called me preacher’s kid, which was my father’s fault. He stood up front in his gothic church talking to the ladies. Snobbish sermons interpreting the Bible. He kept God’s distance, telling the ladies what God meant, like his job was to protect God from people instead of bringing people to God. If I wanted to speak to God, I had to go through channels, through my father. Pray my prayers in his words like the people praying in church.


As a kid I was too sensitive. I got over it by making other people cry. Jump out from the bushes at the swaggering kids going home with their school bags, beat them up. My father wanted to make me a copy of himself only inferior. I was to be a man of God like him, by his permission. He would introduce me to God but keep an eye on us to make sure we didn’t get too chummy. I refused. Silently, for everything was unspoken between us, my father and me. His rules were unspoken, like the curfew when I was a teenager, likewise his punishment when I violated it. His punishment was silence for me to figure out like remorse. Since he wouldn’t punish me in a conventional way I violated every rule I could identify. I violated the curfew. I refused to do well in school until I realized my bad grades pleased him. After that I studied to learn how ignorant he was.


I read about what it was like in a world without God. It hadn’t occurred to me there might be such a world. I learned about Raskolnikov from Cliff’s Notes. He believed a strong man can do anything he likes, and to prove it he murdered an old pawnbroker and her daughter. I wondered if I could do that. From Twombly’s Study Guide on Sartre and Existentialism I learned that in a world without God you have an obligation to do what you can get away with because otherwise your life’s a waste.


My mother had been dead a good many years. My father expected me to eat dinner with him, cooked by his housekeeper,



Melissa Drew. Sometimes I did, sometimes I didn’t. I practiced friendliness like how are you this morning Pop, what kind of a day did you have. I practiced doing what I could get away with. Speeding in the car without getting caught. I was an excellent shoplifter. Women’s sweaters, cameras, stuffed animals. I put them in the living room. What’s this? my father would say. What do you want with a woman’s sweater? You already have a camera.


I wasn’t satisfied, something was missing. I moved out, left town, came to Cincinnati, a room of my own. Didn’t tell my father so there were no letters. Later I heard that my father had died alone in the house. They found him when he didn’t show up for church. He left me some money but not enough.


I had another reason for leaving town, Priscilla Mantel. We had a fine thing going. She was a clerk in a record store, never mind what I was doing. She liked sex, and we made a lot of it on weekends. She liked to take risks. We would lock ourselves in her apartment and take off our clothes on Friday night and not put them on again until Monday. Sometimes she would stand naked in her window that looked down from the third floor to the busy neighborhood street where the kids jumping rope could look up and see her and she would wave to them. Sometimes we went to a hotel and pretended we were man and wife and sometimes we went out to the park at night and found a place behind bushes off a path while watching the people strolling who didn’t know what they were missing if they would only look. We had a great time until she got pregnant. That spoiled everything. She had no right to get pregnant. She expected me to take an interest. She was wrong. Her pregnancy took all the fun away. I dropped her, that made her mad, and the next thing I knew she tried to sock me for child support. I had



to leave town. Shook her off finally, she never knew where I went. Never again, I warned myself.


I met Nick Foster at the United Dairy Farms where I was working the night shift. He was pumping gas next door. He would take a break to sit in a booth and drink a milkshake and I talked to him. Nick Foster had inferiority feelings and sometimes when he found it hard to talk he cried. I thought he’d be good to practice on. I made him realize he was not bright. He already knew but I made it clearer, after which he became my faithful and doggy follower. He was living with Billie Hambrell. She encouraged his dependency, so I made him get rid of her and live with me. She made a fuss. I helped him write her a letter which he signed. That was the last we heard from Billie Hambrell. Nick cried but he became my loyal friend. He learned to do what I asked, which made me feel better about myself.


Judy Field was not so nice. I met her at an AA meeting, thinking she was better than the rest of us. Because her father was a professor who wrote books. She acted smart so I went after her. I talked about Raskolnikov and the existential act and she said I was an intellectual in disguise. I told her my father was a minister, and she said I was in rebellion, how exciting. Her father believed in science not God and she thought we should get together. I had no interest in her father. She thought I was a good guy and I offered to take her home, but she was tied up. The next week we went to McDonald’s and drove around the country and ended up at her apartment. She was good but not the best (not as good as Priscilla) because she was too self-conscious but it was better than nothing and I wasn’t ready to quit yet. Only the next time she made me drop by her parents’ house and meet her father and forced me into a discussion with him about religious beliefs. This was a mess because she told him I had been reading Raskolnikov and Sartre and the professor smiled like he



knew all about me and he talked about science and the big bang and consciousness as if that’s what I wanted to know. He told me science and religion can be reconciled, just don’t expect God to intervene in every little personal thing, and I thought what the hell. He irritated me. He said every thought I ever had somebody else had thought before. He thought I was grateful for his wisdom since he was a scientist and only a scientist could know the truth about God. I made up for it with Judy at my place. She pushed under me while the juice rose and I thought of the professor looking at us and not knowing what to do.


I warned her not to get pregnant, if she got pregnant I wouldn’t be responsible. I thought she understood that, she never said she didn’t. At Cape Hatteras where we screwed inside all weekend ignoring the surfers sporting outside on the flying fringes of the sea, by the end of the weekend there was nothing left, and I thought that was the end of it. But a few weeks later she called to say she was pregnant, doing exactly what I had warned her against. I couldn’t believe it. It made me laugh for the professor who couldn’t control his daughter but mainly I was disgusted. She did it on purpose, just like Priscilla Mantel. How treacherous they all are, luring you with siren songs of naked flippery, and then sock it to you with results. To happen to me twice was more than I could bear. I needed to do something, to punish her some way but what could I do? I stopped seeing her. I bought an answering machine and did not return her calls. I figured the best way was to cut her like a cold turkey and hoped that would satisfy me. At the AA meeting I looked away. It worked. She moved back into the parents’ house which served them right too. She had it coming for thinking she could screw me without consequences, for by God, there are consequences, which is something they all need to learn. You do things and you face the results. Nothing is free.




I went to work as a cook at Basil’s Russian Parlor. Fancy restaurant near the university. When Estelle Gaines told me Judy was due, I got another idea. You never know in advance what feelings you’re going to have. I thought, it’s not often you can greet a baby fresh out of the abyss. It occurred to me that pregnancy is the natural outcome of sex, and maybe the proper response for me would be to take over the fatherly role. Instead of leaving it all to the woman, take charge as the man is supposed to do. Judy wouldn’t like it, but that’s her problem. So when a few days later Estelle called and told me Judy was in the hospital I went over and found the room and went in. I’m the father, I said, so they let me in.


Small room with people around the bed, Harry Field and Mrs. Field and a couple of Judy’s irritating friends named Joe and Connie Rice and a nurse. The nurse said: You the father? Come on in. I heard Judy moan, Who? then saw her on her back with a mountain on top of her. Face ugly without makeup, corpse-colored, she winced when she saw me like a dog had bitten her. Saying, What are you doing here?


Come to see my baby born.


Go to hell, she said. In front of her father and mother and friends and nurse, to the father of her child.


I came to see my wife, and my baby born.


Wife?


There there, the nurse said, this is a time for joy, not family problems.


I stayed. The monitor showed the baby’s heartbeat, the nurse went in and out, the doctor in green with not much talk while the mother grunted and yelled. When the baby was about to come they kicked out the parents but let me stay because I was the father.




Afterwards they let me sit alone with Judy in her room. The baby wasn’t much, too small to be human, wrinkled and ugly, hard to look at on Judy’s breast. Judy grumbling she would never forgive me. I said this was my baby and I wanted to play a normal role in her life. She asked where I had been the last nine months and I said it was none of her business. I had been minding my life and now I wanted to reenter hers in the role nature created for me. The baby, which looked more like an aardvark than a child, or maybe a gargoyle in the zoo, started to cry. The cry was inside a tunnel or a paper cup, enclosed and tiny. I remembered making this child, I remembered it coming out of my cock. With Judy whose capacity to be a mother was unproven and in doubt. The poor little thing. The cry inside the cup was so tiny and helpless the child could die from not being touched in a half hour or overnight with an incompetent mother. It seemed like I had been neglected all my life. Like walking in a cocoon of anesthesia, a blindfold mask. My father dying by himself and Judy hateful and resenting my absence and me acceding to being put down by going down before they began. How this was my baby but I’d never be allowed as father, and the baby would be raised like an absentee donor.


She said I could visit a little. Short visits to the baby in her home. She wouldn’t let me take the baby out. Her distrust was insulting. We walked with the baby in the stroller discussing how to raise a child. Arguments. I wanted a hand in her raising and education, I wanted her to recognize and respect her father. I wanted veto rights over other men Judy might bring into the baby’s life, as the true father I deserved some control.


She was vindictive and spiteful, I was surprised how much so. All because I had not stayed with her during those nine months while she was getting fat and ugly. Damned if I would put myself in that servile position for someone who no longer attracted



me. I told her that. I pointed out what a favor I was doing her by sticking around now, and that made her mad and she told me to get out. She’d rather score points, kick me out, break with me, raise the child as a single mother. Which only proved what I knew all along, she never cared about love or sex in the first place, it was all a trick to get herself a child. Well, if she wants a child that much I say that’s her problem. Only don’t expect me to sit by quietly and do nothing.


That’s when I got the idea of taking the baby. The child was a couple of weeks old then and the mother was turning me out of my life. I thought, If she won’t let me be father, then don’t let her be mother. I thought if I could take it and give it to somebody else who really needs a child. Some couple wanting to adopt, maybe even make a little money on the deal. If that wasn’t feasible, I could put it in a basket on the door of the Catholic church. You could say I was saving the child’s soul. It was too hard though, I wasn’t ready for drastic action yet.


About this time Miller entered my life. A guy Jake Loomer showed up at AA, where I went one evening after an argument with Judy. He gave a speech about a guru who turned his life around. He also wanted guys to play basketball with him in the gym the next night. I signed up for the basketball. Eight guys pretty well matched. Afterwards on the bench Loomer talked to a couple of us. He was just visiting on his way home from around the country, going back to where he came from, the Miller Church. Would you like to know about it? An orange leaflet.





THE MILLER CHURCH


Stump Island, Maine


Get to know God in person


He said, What’s your problem? and I said I didn’t have any problems, and he said that’s your problem, I should come out



to Stump Island and see for myself. You should meet Miller, he said, the greatest man in the world, see what he can do for you.


I said what can he do, and he said he can change you and make you new, he can innovate you and make you opposite to what you was. I told Loomer I was sick of God. I told him about my father who was God’s only friend and God could fuck himself because I believed in Raskolnikov and Sartre. So Loomer got excited in a hush and said, You’re serious, and he said, Then Miller is the man for you. Are you willing to talk to me about why Miller is the man for you?


I said Okay and we got rid of the other guys and went to Alex’s Tavern where we could talk in quiet over a beer with no AA colleagues butting in. Loomer talked. First I gotta tell you something you may not understand. You see that “Get to know God in person” on the flyer? That’s because the people in Miller Church will tell you Miller is not just some prophet or preacher, he’s God Himself. That don’t mean you got to believe it, so don’t worry about it. All you got to do is think.


I was disappointed if this meant Loomer was crazy after all, only he kept talking and I changed my mind. Miller is God because he can make you new, he said. He can take you into his fold and if you live and practice in his fold you’ll be different like he made you a different man with his own hands without even trying. Do you want to be a different man?


I never thought about being different before, it never occurred to me. I didn’t know if it would be worth while. Loomer kept on. He said, Forget about Miller and think about God. You don’t like God because your father has a monopoly on him, did it occur to you you misconstrued the nature of God, you and him? Think. Who is this God actually? This God who displays himself to you every day in every act of nature in



the world around you. The dead birds, the shootings, highway accidents, obituary pages. Lived all your life and never realized what a murderer God is? Mass murderer, war criminal, terrorist. Never thought of that? You want to kill somebody and you think God disapproves? Wise up, half of God’s work is killing. It’s not God who punishes murderers, it’s people. Nature is half birth and growth, half murder and death. You think God is less murderous than nature?
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