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For my mom, and all the mothers who


place books in the hands of children


For my dad, who did his best


And for Regina, Queen of the North






Where stars that died gave out, gave up, gave in—


Where no one meant the promises they made.


Oh, and one more thing. I send my love


However long and far it takes—through light,


Through time, through all the faithlessness of men.


“DEAR MISS EMILY,” BY JAMES GALVIN


“Have faith, old heart. What is living, anyway, but dying.”


“KNOWN TO BE LEFT,” BY SHARON OLDS
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PART I


SUMMER, 1962


THE BUGLER
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The bugler needs no alarm. In the musty close canvas darkness, his smallish hands fumble for the matchbox, scratch the blue sulfurous tip against the box, the match catching and burning, and finally the golden kerosene glow of the lantern, the wick burning like a lung on fire. He yawns, rubs the sleep from his eyes. In this new light, he seeks and finds his glasses, and now can make out the familiar particularities of his tent, its shadows, his things. An owl hoots from the crown of a nearby maple as the boy flaps open the tent and shivers in the predawn cold. His bare feet move lightly over the well-trod camp soil. He tugs his white underwear down and, trembling, sends an arc of piss onto the big accepting fronds of the unseen ferns. It is a pleasant sound. Like rainwater bouncing off a canvas awning. Then back into the tent, now that much warmer for the flame of the Coleman. It is a race until dawn.


The youngest in his troop of some thirty boys, Nelson sleeps alone. His possessions are neatly organized into piles: socks, underwear, shorts, books. Shirts and trousers hang from a line that he has erected to follow the tent’s central pole. Mornings, he is glad of the tent’s solitude, but at nights, the campsite and forest are alive with the low murmuring and high giggling of boys and their nocturnal conversations. This reminds him of his loneliness. It is the fifth summer he has visited Camp Chippewa, and the second time he has had a tent to himself. Sometimes, he creeps out around midnight, to watch the Kabuki theater of the other boys’ flashlights, hear the pages of comic books turning and the plastic crinkling of candy wrappers, smell their contraband cigarettes. His father halfheartedly volunteered to bunk with him, but both parent and son recognized in this gesture something ultimately embarrassing. No, it was better for Nelson to be on his own. Perhaps at some point in the week, he might gain a roommate, some other young Scout badly homesick or alienated by his peers and in need of refuge. Some boy who’d accidentally wet his sleeping bag. Nelson would be ready. Ready to consolidate his belongings to one side of the tent as necessary, ready to assemble another cot, ready to be: helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, cheerful.


Now he carries a woven birch-bark basket out of his tent, toward the camp’s fire ring of black-scarred rocks. He walks past tents whose canvas walls seem to ripple with snores and dream-noises rattling out into the night. Up above, the Milky Way spills out over the forest canopy, in tiny pockets as purple and sparkling as amethyst or as pale blue as the heart of a glacier. He bends down beside the fire ring, holds his little hands over last night’s coals. Residual heat radiates against his palms, warms the soft pads of his fingertips. He lowers himself to his knees and leaning into the fire pit, begins blowing at the embers, his lungs well practiced from the bugle. After a minute or two of patient puffing, the fire begins to glow a drowsy red. From the basket he removes a ball of dried grass, some pinecones, and sets this tinder on the coals. And then he blows and blows again, until at last a fire licks up, small flames, like the petals of some primal night orchid. The tinder catches and now his hands go into the basket for more twigs, more pinecones. The fire leaps higher still.


He stands, so limber and awake, and begins making a teepee of fire, using larger sticks now, until the fire is crackling and pushing the darkness back, back toward the roof of the forest where the owl wings softly off, away from the roiling sparks and cone of fire reaching up toward the early morning sky. Nelson makes his way to the picnic table now, finds the grimy teakettle all covered in creosote and ash. He shakes the kettle, hears no sloshing. Walks all the way back to his tent and returns to the now-crackling fire with a heavy canteen. Fills the kettle and sets it on the fireside grill to boil. Finally allows himself to exhale. He has always been a good fire starter.


Nelson has no friends. Not just here, at Camp Chippewa, but also back home in Eau Claire, in his neighborhood, or at school. He understands that this is somehow linked to his sash full of merit badges—twenty-seven to date, allowing him the rank of Star. It isn’t that earning merit badges is uncool, but the speed and determination with which he has added weight to his sash seems to be enviable, perhaps even pitiable. Possibly, his unpopularity is linked as well to his eyeglasses, though it might just as easily be his inability to dribble a basketball or throw a spiral, or, worse yet, the nearly reflexive way his arm shoots into the classroom air to volunteer an answer. Nelson likes school, actually enjoys it, strives to win his teachers’ approval, the gratifying surprise in their faces when he delivers some bit of arcane historical trivia—the machinations of our legal system, say, or the rarer elements on the periodic table. He can’t pinpoint it, that one thing about his personality, his being that, if changed, might win him more friends. But he dearly wishes he could. Wishes his mornings and afternoons weren’t limited to hallway wanderings or endless games of solitaire at otherwise abandoned cafeteria tables. Then again, maybe this is just who he is, and sometimes, when he is feeling brave, he embraces this notion, imagines himself as a wolf without a pack, roaming, free as can be, a solitary forest creature.


At his thirteenth birthday party, he sat in the backyard on a sweltering Sunday afternoon in June, waiting for his fellow Scouts to arrive with their BB guns and coonskin caps, the wrapping paper of their presents dampened with summer perspiration and torn in places. The night before, against his better judgment, he’d allowed himself to imagine a stack of gifts: books and model airplanes, baseball cards and candy.


A giant glass jar of lemonade sweated profusely on a side serving table, as if under interrogation. The plate of frosted cupcakes had already moved back into the icebox, after sitting outside long enough to attract the unwanted attention of hornets and flies. He and his mother had sent invitations to each of the boys’ houses a full month in advance. Yet, as the afternoon wore on, not one boy arrived, and so he spent the hours sending arrows toward the primary colors of a target’s bull’s-eye affixed to the trunk of the yard’s noblest elm.


At supper that night, it was difficult restraining his tears, and when they came, they poured hot and wild down his sunburnt cheeks as his mother and father looked on from across the family picnic table, a red and white gingham cloth clinging to the redwood planks in the June humidity, two unmoving balloons framing him on either side in the close summer air, without so much as even twisting on their flat plastic ribbon strings. His mother moved around the table, sat with him, placing her arm around his shoulder.


“I don’t understand,” he cried, “we sent them the invitations! We sent them weeks ago! Where is everyone? Where are they?” Surely he did not want his voice to leak out as the whine it did, but there it was, higher pitched than the eight-year-old neighbor girl’s, just then skipping past the house, barefoot as could be, trailing her beloved jump rope. He might as well have inhaled all the helium in the less than festive balloons beside his head.


“Oh, dear,” his mother said, shushing him, “it’s summertime. I’m sure they’re all at their cabins or on vacation. And, why—well, you’ve had a wonderful day, haven’t you? Here with your father and me? Hasn’t it been a splendid day? And there are still presents to open, aren’t there, Father?”


Clete Doughty looked on, through his own thick, thick glasses, the lenses murky as quartz. He swatted at a vectoring hornet orbiting his head.


“Now, Nelson,” he said flatly, “this flubbering here—about this flubbering . . . Now, I’ll tell you something, and it may sound harsh, but it’s not. These boys, these so-called friends of yours? They won’t be around for the long haul, so to speak. I can assure you of this. They never are. Look at me, for instance. You see me off gallivanting with a bunch of chums? No. There comes a time when you have to be on your own, see, and maybe that time is now, sorry to say.” He harrumphed indignantly.


The boy, though, for all his efforts to stifle the hot, hot tears, the hiccups of embarrassment and loneliness and shame, wept that much harder.


“There’ll be no crying, now!” Clete snapped. “You’re thirteen years old, Nelson! Men don’t—there will be no more crying! Is that understood?”


“Let him be,” said Nelson’s mother, as sternly as Nelson could ever recall, for rarely did Dorothy Doughty dare challenge her husband. “Poor boy. You let him be.”


Nelson had noticed an air of tension in the house over the past year, an anxiety he could only manage to trace back to himself; something was awry. Doors slamming with greater frequency and volume. Father arriving home late for dinner and marching straight to the bedroom or plopping right down in his chair. Mother, weeping quietly over the dishes and then, when he asked her what was the matter, well, she would rush to the bathroom, close and lock the door, the only response the sound of the sink water spilling into the basin. In the backyard, the once-immaculate carpeting of fescue was steadily losing a battle with the dandelions and creeping charlie.


“But it’s true, Dorothy. And you know it! Name one friend of yours from high school that you still see. One.”


“Clete, this isn’t about me—or you, for that matter. This is Nelson’s day, and the poor boy—”


“I’ll tell you where you make friends. You make friends in the military, in the trenches, on the front lines. Men that will take a bullet for you, that will share their only Lucky Strike, the last drops in their canteen. It’s not about birthday cake and candles, Nelson. Being friends with someone is about loyalty. Lifelong loyalty. You’re almost of an age when that will become more and more apparent. Soon, there will be no toys and no cake, no parties or friends. It will just be days upon days, stacked up so that you can’t remember what you ate for breakfast that very same morning. Now, I’m sorry to have to say that to you on your birthday, but there it is. The truth.”


Nelson was silent a moment. “I thought they liked me,” he whined. “At least well enough. Well enough to come to a birthday party. And no one bothers to even show up? No one!” The volume of his voice was something he could not seem to control, like a yellow balloon untied and drifting up into the sky.


“Oh, darling.” His mother held him closer, their bodies both so hot, and he aware of their garments sticking together, of how his own body did not feel small enough to be held this way by her, and yet, how his heart was not big enough to manage the breaking he now felt, the rejection. “I love you so,” she whispered in his ear. “I love you so, so much.”


“I just want people to like me. Aren’t I a nice person? I mean, aren’t I?”


“Of course you are, Nelson; of course you are.”


“Aren’t I? Aren’t I a nice person, Mom?”


“Stop that flubbing now!” Clete ordered. “Stop it this instant!”


“Ignore that old grump, Nelson,” she cooed. “We can sit like this as long as you’d like. Happy birthday, my sweet little boy.”


“I’m sorry that I’m crying,” he managed. “I don’t want to cry. I don’t want to at all.”


“It’s okay, baby.”


“Stop it!” shouted his father. “Stop that crying!” His voice as sharp as the finger he extended toward his son’s face, like a pistol. Sweat made his glasses ski down the slope of his nose. And then he was on his feet, unhitching his belt and trying to whip it loose of his slacks, the cotton of the belt loops moist, and the leather tacky. He yanked violently, as if ripping the cord on a lawn mower, but the belt stuck tight to his waist, his sweat-slickened glasses falling off his face to land in the green faux turf of the plastic carpeting on their back porch.


“Clete, no!” his mother said. “Clete, not today, okay? No, Clete!”


Clete’s disciplining of Nelson had taken on a new intensity of late, causing Dorothy to absorb some of the violence intended for her son, a phenomenon that startled all three of them, even Clete, who on one occasion had stood over her body where she lay, near the kitchen sink, his hands trembling visibly, his bottom lip quivering.


But now the belt swung loose as a viper, its buckle a shining menace in the last of the afternoon light, its prong like a single fang, and Clete Doughty snapped the belt in the air to make it pop like a bullwhip. “Stop that crying, young man, you hear me? I won’t have any more of it!”


How Nelson shrank smaller and smaller into the lap of his mother, so painfully aware of his own size, of the precipice he stood on—close to growing, to becoming something like a man, and yet, just a boy, still just a boy, cowering, whimpering against his mother’s breast, waiting for the blow to come . . . But surely he won’t whip me here, in her arms, not here . . .


They had been more frequent of late, the whuppings. If not the belt, then a wooden spoon, or a carefully selected switch from the weeping willow in their neighbor’s yard. Nelson had never before hated a tree, a species of tree, until that willow; until he had been sent out there to select the very weapon that would make his bottom so sore that for the next two nights he could only sleep on his belly. Nor was choosing a weak switch a viable option, for his father would just have used that selection until it broke, and then demanded another.


“Excuse me,” came a hesitant voice just then, the sound originating from around the garage, on the driveway, as unexpected as the telephone ringing, or every bell in the city sounding out in unison.


The sun, so hot where it hung in the western sky, seemed to have cooled its own furnace a bit. A pair of cardinals landed on the backyard feeder and began singing, as if they had accompanied the driveway guest. Wiping his hair back from his forehead, Clete stooped to retrieve his glasses, while Dorothy, relaxing her arms, looked up, her chest slowing its heave.


And Nelson’s cries diminishing, but how? How could, how could this be?


“Golly, I’m sorry,” said Jonathan Quick, appearing from around the house now. “I’m just . . . so sorry to be late.”


“Oh, not at all, Jonathan!” Dorothy said. “Why you’re just in time for cake and ice cream!”


Nelson madly wiped his nose, wiped his eyes. Miracle of miracles! Jonathan Quick, Life-Class Scout, fifteen years old, and already six feet tall. Varsity swimmer, junior varsity starting tailback, junior varsity backup shortstop, member of the glee club and the model railroaders. Jonathan Quick, standing in Nelson’s driveway, holding a box wrapped all in newspaper funnies with a red bow sitting on top. He cast a furtive glance in Nelson’s direction, the present in his hands like a hot potato he would so very much like to pass elsewhere.


“Well now,” Clete said. “Jonathan. What a nice surprise.” The belt sneaking its way back around his waist as he circled the picnic table to extend a hand toward Jonathan. “Delighted you could join us.”


“I do apologize, sir,” said Jonathan, now seeming to inch just slightly backward, retreating down the driveway from where he first appeared, “I can’t stay too long, see. My granny had a tree limb come down in her backyard last night and I told her I’d be over to get that all cleaned up. I should’ve been here earlier, but my younger brother Frank was stung by bees today and we had to rush him off to the hospital. I didn’t even know a person could be allergic to bees? Did you, Nelson?”


Nelson was just so happy, to be acknowledged in this way by Jonathan Quick, all the tears of just moments before this suddenly so trivial. “Want to shoot some arrows?” he blurted out.


“Ah . . . sure,” Jonathan said. “Only—like I say, I can’t stay overly long. ’Cause of my granny and all.”


Nelson all but took Jonathan by the hand, leading him out into the backyard. Clete slumped down in a chair fuming, thrusting deviled egg after deviled egg into his furiously working jaws while Dorothy smoothed the tablecloth with her trembling hands. Smoothed it, again and again, as if her palms were two hot steaming irons.


Nelson’s birthday guest stayed on for about twenty-five minutes. Enough time to shoot a few moderately well-aimed arrows, and then to join Nelson and his parents in an all-too-earnest rendition of “Happy Birthday.” Enough time for a slice of cake and a scoop of melted vanilla ice cream. Time enough for Nelson to open the box and discover there a birch-bark basket.


“I made that, actually,” Jonathan said. “I, ah, made it for you.”


Nelson’s hands held the basket reverently. “You made this for me?” he stuttered.


“Yeah, sorry the weaving isn’t tighter, but . . . I’ve only made two. Yours was the first one.” He blushed in the gaffe of this honesty. “I gave my granny the other,” he added solemnly, though, in truth, his second attempt had been presented to Peggy Bartlett, a girl he hoped to ask to the Homecoming Dance that October.


“Oh, it’s beautiful!” Dorothy exclaimed, making one, two, three small claps with her hands. “Such a talented young man!”


“Well,” said Jonathan, extending the width of his hand to engulf Nelson’s, “happy birthday, old chum.”


“Thank you,” said Nelson, still marveling at the basket. “Thank you so, so much.”


And now the older boy fled back down the driveway while Nelson remained where he was, holding the basket, noting its lightness, the imperfection of its plait, wondering what he could fill it with that might be meaningful enough to complement his older friend’s extraordinary generosity.


He set it on the picnic table, beside the presents his parents had bought him: a new pair of trousers, a build-a-working-clock kit, and a chapter book about the Civil War. But it was the basket his eyes kept coming back to, this beautifully imperfect little crown.
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The kettle hisses and Nelson pulls it away from the flame before quickly bringing it into his tent, where he aims the kettle at his uniform, spitting hot water and sputtering steam out at the olive fabric. There are many ways to iron clothing without the aid of an actual iron, and Nelson is well practiced in a few different methods. His other preferred technique is to spritz vinegar on a wrinkly garment, though this lends both uniform and Scout a certain olfactory signature, and already he is struggling to gain friends.


Two times, he rushes with the kettle between bonfire and tent, applying steam to the shirt and shorts hanging from the line inside his tent. Satisfied at last that his uniform is impeccable, and aware that the eastern horizon has begun to faintly brighten, he walks the one-mile path to Camp Chippewa’s central parade ground. This gives him time to warm up his lips, to practice his horn without fear of waking his troop, his leaders, or his father, who has agreed to act as chaperone for the week’s stay at Camp Chippewa, though Nelson has seen little actual chaperoning from his father, who prefers to return to the campsite after each meal, where he sits at an aged picnic table reading a biography of the Chicago Cubs Hall of Famer Gabby Hartnett, of all people, or untangling the unruly knot of fishing line perennially dogging his reel. He does not even commiserate with the other fathers that much; the other fathers who follow behind their sons as the boys run from one camp activity to the other: perfecting their cooking skills, navigating an orientation course, fashioning a coin purse from a few ragged scraps of leather. For so many of these fathers, it seems to Nelson, camp may be a vacation from their jobs, their wives, the rest of their lives. Even the dads who go through the motions seem barely involved in the week’s activities, rarely offering any kind of guidance or wisdom, except perhaps to say, “We could use some more wood for the fire.” Or, “Careful, I heard a coyote last night.” Always with a jocular elbowing, a conspiratorial wink.


Nelson has set a goal of earning no less than five merit badges during this week. He would like to earn the rank of Eagle Scout before his sixteenth birthday. Clete was a lackluster Boy Scout; Nelson has seen his father’s moth-eaten uniform, its low-level badges of rank and honor. Deep into his cups, though, his father always reminds him of what counts: that he served with honor in the Second World War, moving north from Africa into Italy, and thence on to France, before being honorably discharged at the age of twenty-two with the rank of corporal. In his gut, though, Nelson feels that the skills accrued here at Camp Chippewa, and at his troop’s weekly meetings inside the narthex of St. Luke’s Lutheran Church, are already preparing him for a hallowed future in the United States military. He just needs his body to play catch-up with his brain. Maybe that would make his father proud of him, a life in the military, though Nelson has really no idea what such pride would even look like—let alone feel like. A hug, perhaps? More likely: a firm handshake and a grim smile to accompany it. Still, something to work toward.


The bugle in Nelson’s smallish hands comes from his grandfather, who served in the First World War, a full half century ago. For the first several years of Nelson’s life, the bugle sat on the fireplace’s dusty mantel, beside a folded American flag, framed all in oak, and encased in glass. It had taken Nelson months of pleading with his father before Clete would allow the boy to play the horn, in his bedroom, with the door closed. It’s been with him ever since, and he keeps its brass to a shine, a thing of beauty.


Most nights at camp, Nelson sleeps with his instrument, fearing the other boys might try to steal his horn; not because they are jealous of the bugle, but because they know how precious it is to him. He sees them pointing at him during meals from the other side of their mess hall table. Just as he sees that his own father does little to dispel their pointing, no more than the other fathers, or troop leaders, who sometimes eat with the boys, but as often as not seem to congregate at their own table. Nelson cannot imagine their conversation, these grown men in little-boy uniforms, eating the same chow, mumbling the same prayers and campfire songs, oaths and incantations. The only voice Nelson ever hears rise in his defense, as it does every so often, is Jonathan Quick’s, and even he seems to react more out of irritation or boredom, revulsion even, or a desire to be contrarian, than any particular allegiance or compassion.


“Shut up, fellas,” he’ll say. “We’re a troop, all right? Let’s act like it.” Or, “The next person who wants to tease Bugler can tease me, see how they like what happens next.”


That is what the other boys call him, he now knows, Bugler. Not to honor the job for which he is known, but rather, just a nickname, spoken with derision. Another way to write him off.


THE PATH WENDS BETWEEN POTHOLE LAKES left by steamroller glaciers. From the safety of trees, deer spy on Nelson, fidget, and then bound off deeper into the woods. Once, a skunk scurried right past him, but thankfully left his tail lowered as he passed. The path opens up to the parade ground near the staff campsite, and already he hears activity coming from that direction: indistinct voices, cabin doors clapping shut, water splashing. Counselors and other staff live in small cabins, and there is talk that someday, even campers will move into such digs.


The fog is so thick he cannot see the flagpole some two hundred yards in the distance, the air heavy enough that he wonders if it was fruitless to iron his shirt. He marches forward, his leather boots slick with dew. At the flagpole, he consults his pocket watch, runs through a series of scales, and then, at precisely seven o’clock, slides his two feet together, stands perfectly erect, and raises his bugle to his lips to blow out reveille.


The horn sounds out over the parade ground, a plain of grass draped before the hillock where the flagpole stands atop a fieldstone base surrounded by a horseshoe of tall maples behind it. No matter what anyone else might think, Nelson revels in this responsibility. This sanctioned brass musical power he holds in his hands, blown deep from his belly and diaphragm, these bursts of notes that slice through the fog and into the forest, rip through those canvas tent walls, startle the forest creatures from their foraging, tingling even the dense white ear follicles of the camp’s Scoutmaster, Wilbur Whiteside, a man aged some eighty years, who at the joyful sound of Nelson’s blasts will practically leap from his narrow bed in the administrative lodge, towels jauntily wrapped around his neck and narrow waist, a giant pair of goggles making his eyes as oversize as a frog’s, and tiptoe lightly down to Bass Lake, where, parting the cattails, he will lunge naked into those serene waters, there to swim one down-and-back, his old-man arms slicing the water. Nelson has never seen Wilbur’s morning circuit, of course, but he’s heard about it; an older boy, perhaps, up early to fish, startled by the sight of pale old Wilbur, cutting his way through the lake.


BY NOW, Nelson sees a few of the camp’s counselors making their way toward the tent pole; stuffing shirt flaps into shorts, cinching belts, hiking olive-green socks high up on skinny-kneed legs. They come toward him talking hoarsely, laughing low. He can hear their boots squeaking over dewed grass, their pocket-change music, their hocks and loogies. If asked to label his admiration of these young men, he would call them heroes. But no one, of course, does ask him, and so his regard for them stays secret. A few of them consider him a brownnosing toady, but most of them are affable enough and kind in their interactions with him.


They are, of course, what he is striving to be: taller, stronger, more sun-browned, more capable, ready with a joke, bold, devout, kind. Some of them serve as acolytes, others altar boys. Some are mock senators or UN ambassadors. Others are team captains, class presidents, newspaper editors. These young men, they do not cut him from the herd for his weakness, and they do not mock his otherness. They just move beside him at picnic tables, or on the archery range, instructing him, sharing the complex maneuverings of handy knots, how to tune a ham radio, where to divine water when there is none. They point to constellations in the sky, name certain stars, identify various manner of cloud in their west-to-east comings and goings, and what these celestial migrations mean for the next day’s weather. They know the tracks of animals, the songs of birds, the husbandry of pigeons and rabbits. And, on most mornings, as they approach the flagpole, they acknowledge him with the kind indifference of an older brother. A few nods of the head, or perhaps a “Hey, Bugler” or a warm “Nelson.” He has always longed for a brother.


Now he plays reveille for a second time and shortly thereafter more and more boys appear through the fog with their disorganized laughter, pounding feet, and play-punches. They assemble themselves by troop into two long lines facing the flagpole. Some idly twirl lengths of rope, or practice their knot tying. From Nelson’s vantage they might be an army at the end of a long and desperate war when young boys and old men have become the only conscripts. Forming a separate line on the flagpole ridge, facing the downhill campers, are the counselors, cooks, and administrators, their posture noticeably stiffer, the hair on their kneecaps darker and coarser, their aftershave heavy on the air. Nelson notices his own troop take its position at the eastern edge of the parade ground and near the marshy shore of Bass Lake. His father is there among them, his morning beard not yet shaved, Scout kerchief askew, stretching his stiff arms in the air and offering the careless public yawn of a bored silverback gorilla with all the time in the world to forage.


Scoutmaster Wilbur is striding toward the line of counselors now, hands held at the small of his straightened back, and Nelson blows the final reveille. A few stragglers come bursting through the lifting fog as if fleeing some forest foe. They, too, stand at attention, now red-faced and out of breath. A color guard approaches the flagpole with utmost respect; Wilbur insists on this. And now, with the delicacy and deliberation of the nation’s finest hotel staff making a bed, the flag is unfolded and then clipped to a lanyard and smartly, evenly raised up into the sky. Wilbur tolerates no herky-jerky movements as the Stars and Stripes makes its ascent, and it is something to behold, the flag rising so smoothly and purposefully it seems impossible to imagine that the machinery behind its flight is nothing but a team of teenage boys.


As the color guard retreats, everyone in camp raises a hand to his heart and recites the nation’s pledge of allegiance. Then Wilbur delivers the morning messages. For many boys whose stomachs are grumbling quite loudly, these incessant messages are the most trying and mundane moments of the day. They simply cannot conclude fast enough for that mad dash to the mess hall, that great stampede of hunger.


“Scouts,” Wilbur begins, “we have been blessed with beautiful weather this week and I certainly hope that you will all utilize your time effectively.” He paces the grass near the flagpole, Nelson stiffening at his approach. “Because, as Benjamin Franklin once asked us, ‘Dost thou value life? Then guard well thy time, for time’s the stuff life’s made of.’ Scouts, I know that the sunset of your lives feels like a distant, distant thing, but I am here to tell you, our lives are mere instants, and I would hate to think any Scout amongst you would be spending his precious time here at Camp Chippewa idling away.”


And now, a look of disquiet crosses old Wilbur’s wizened face.


“I have heard some troubling reports, Scouts. Reports, truth be told, that predate your arrival this week here at Camp Chippewa, but nonetheless have reached my ears once again even as recently as last night. I don’t have the full picture yet, but here and there have heard tell from upset and confused boys of clandestine meetings, vulgar happenings . . . It seems,” and here he pauses, pressing a neatly clipped and filed finger to his dry lips, the very tip brushing his white, handlebar mustache, “that some amongst you have been participating in some rather disturbingly uncouth behavior, behavior totally unrepresentative of the Scouting Way. Behavior I find troubling, and, frankly, deviant. Furthermore, I fear this behavior is not being brought into the camp by young men, by young Scouts, but may in fact be perpetrated by my very own counselors—dare I say, my staff.”


The parade ground is suddenly so, so, quiet. The sound of the flagpole’s rope and lanyard—even the snap of cloth as the flag flaps in the slight breeze—seems deafening. There is an edge of gathering fury to Wilbur’s voice behind a delivery that aches of crestfallen heartbreak. His small shoulders droop perceptibly inside his uniform.


“It may be,” he continues, “that I cannot correct the behavior of those who I fear are organizing these most unfortunate events. It may be that something inside them is so twisted, it cannot be untwisted. But it is my duty as this camp’s Scoutmaster to address those of you whose hearts remain devout, whose compasses remain true.


“It is a difficult thing, you see, to strive to be a good man. The whole world will try their level best to make you swerve, to bend your principles. I don’t need to provide you with specifics. But if you’ve read your handbooks, you’ll know what it is I’m talking about.


“Now, here is the thing: You are this nation’s knighthood. You are the ones with a code, with a sense of duty, of right and wrong. It is you who will be challenged, asked to cheat, tempted to corrupt. And for those of you out there before me now, those of you true of heart, I want you to know, there is a reward in being good, in being decent, in being kind. It is this: You need not lie about your behavior, you need not hide anything, or be ashamed. You need never to apologize. You will be the leaders and the defenders. Those in our society who are weak, who are downtrodden or hard on their luck, their faces will turn to you for help or guidance. Which is why you must persevere, why your spirit must endure.”


Now he turns his face toward the Boy Scouts of Camp Chippewa, and to his own counselors, to the secretaries of his office and to the cooks of the mess hall, some of whom have attended the morning flag ceremony in the stead of their peers, who even now are frantically scrambling eggs by the dozens and dozens, or frying pounds upon pounds of bacon and sausage.


“I am too old to even speak about the sort of behavior that has been reported to me. And too many of you young men out there, I fear, are too young, too innocent, too pure to be introduced to it all at this point in your impressionable lives. The truth is, I’m ashamed to stand up here amongst you, with this filthy cloud lingering over us all. It isn’t Scout-like. My hope, then, is that my words this morning will be enough to put a stop to it—to put a stop to this abhorrent behavior. To make those of you complicit in the crime so ashamed, so chagrinned, that it will all come to a full and decisive stop.”


He touches the waxed curls of his mustache.


“And now, to the wonderful volunteers working each evening after dinner on our network of paths, our canteen area, the Bass Lake lavatory facilities, and the old amphitheater, fixing its stage and seating,” Wilbur says in summation, “I give you my thanks. There is no greater glory than that of a volunteer whose back burns with the honest work of labor given without reward.


“One final announcement. Please make your ropes ready.”


At this, every boy in attendance holds his three-foot length of hempen rope in front of him, one hand on each end with the middle dangling below.


“Now,” Wilbur says, “tie a square knot.”


Hundreds of boy-hands begin tying. Nelson wishes with all his being that he could be included in this rite—who, after all, could tie one faster, or tighter?—but because he has been tasked with holding a horn each day, he is duly excused. Still, every part of his being recites, Over under through; over under through: Voilà!


By and by, boys begin holding their knots skyward, until every Scout has completed this most elementary task.


Giving a cursory survey across their ranks, Wilbur nods with satisfaction. “That is all, gentlemen.”


THE PROCESSION TO THE MESS HALL is more somber that morning. No boys racing ahead of the pack to queue up outside the mess, huffing in the greasy smoke of sizzling bacon and hissing sausages. No younger boys kicking at puddles or hunting through the tall grass for garter snakes or frogs.


Nelson sidles close to Jonathan Quick, “What happened, Jon? Do you even know what Wilbur was talking about?”


“Who cares?” Jonathan shrugs. “You mixed up in it or something?”


“What? No—I just asked—I wouldn’t dream—”


“Then forget about it, Bugler. All right? Anyway, everyone knows you’re too busy earning merit badges to do anything even slightly wrong. Probably never been in trouble in your whole life, have you?” Jonathan doesn’t even look at Nelson, doesn’t even break stride.


Nelson feels his cheeks redden. He has never felt so acutely embarrassed by his own earnestness before. How stupid to have thought Jonathan might be impressed with his determination to reach Eagle.


“I’m sorry,” Jonathan says, slowing his pace almost imperceptibly, “that was mean. You’re a good kid. No, I don’t know what Wilbur was talking about. I really can’t imagine. I mean, guys sneak in dirty playing cards, and I’ve heard of one counselor who has a stash of Playboys, but . . . I don’t know. Could be somebody’s smoking some mary jane or something.”


Nelson stares up at Jonathan.


“Marijuana, you dolt.”


“I’m sorry, Jon . . . What’s marijuana?”


“Never mind.”


The doors of the mess hall swing open and Scouts file inside to sit at their troops’ assigned tables. Predictably, Nelson sits on the very end of his own troop’s table until his father joins him, sliding his thick, pale legs over the table’s bench and sitting down.


“Sleep well last night?” his father asks, scratching at the mosquito bites on his hairy arms.


“Yes.”


“Wish I could say the same. Listened to an owl until damn near three in the morning. I would have shot it if I’d had a gun.”


“I don’t think you’re allowed to shoot owls,” the boy mumbles.


“What?”


“Nothing.”


Nelson stares at the tabletop, mutters, “Scoutmaster Wilbur was sure angry this morning.”


“Well, bear in mind, Nelson, Mr. Whiteside is of a generation that doesn’t believe in smoking cigarettes or whatnot—sipping a little brandy, a whole laundry list of other so-called sins. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Probably some counselors gambling their paychecks away.” Nelson’s father peers at him strangely, through slightly squinted eyes. “See, it’s his job to put that fear in you.”


The food platters are nearly bare by the time they reach Nelson’s end of the table.


“Mind if I join the other fathers?” Clete asks at last.


Nelson pauses as he bites into a blackened tongue of bacon. He does mind, does not want to be abandoned. “Okay,” he manages.


“All right, then—I’m going to get more coffee, Nelson,” Clete says, rising. “Could I bring you a glass of orange juice?”


“Yes, please,” Nelson says softly. And now he is alone, a space between him and the next boy large enough to accommodate three Scouts.


All around the mess hall, boys are leaning into their tables, hunching over their plates, talking about Wilbur’s speech. There is a conspiratorial buzz to this great room, with its pennants hanging from the trusses, its taxidermied busts of deer, moose, and bear staring down at the Scouts from the upper reaches of every wall. With its rustic but grandly vaulted ceilings, the building has the dark atmosphere of a Norse longhouse. Time creeps achingly slow for Nelson as, yet again, making silent lonely work of his cold eggs, he feels his neck and face grow red with shame. Then, just as the weight of his own alienation is about to overcome him, a hand settles on his shoulder, warm and firm. He flinches.


“We haven’t had a bugler with your tone in years, son. Keep up the good work.”


Nelson looks up to see Wilbur’s pale blue eyes looking sadly down at him from above a mouth pursed into a woebegone smile.


“Thank you, sir.”


“May I sit down?”


“Uh, sure.” Nelson makes a small motion to indicate his father’s vacant position. Beyond Wilbur, the boys of his troop seem to have collectively contracted, moving even farther away.


“Nelson, right?”


The boy nods.


“Where did that horn come from?” Wilbur asks. “Not likely purchased from any old downtown music store, I should think.”


“Um, my grandfather.”


“Get rid of these um’s and uh’s, my boy. It doesn’t become you. Now, I know you’re a young man—what—twelve, thirteen, but the thing is, you must answer a man of authority with force and confidence. If you need to hesitate, to gather your thoughts, that’s understandable. But hide your pause behind a steady gaze, and then speak when you’re ready and able. To me, these um’s and uh’s, they’re like a rifle misfiring. And what good is a rifle if it can’t shoot, I ask you?” The old man is grinning behind his mustache.


“Yes, sir.”


“Was he in the First World War, your grandfather?”


“Yes.”


“Is he still alive?”


“No, sir.” Nelson looks at his plate of scrambled eggs.


Wilbur draws in a breath. “The world is a funny place. You would think a man must be invincible, immortal to survive a world war. But of course, that is ridiculous. We all die, in our time. If I may be so bold, Nelson, how did your grandfather die?”


Nelson hesitates, then looks at Wilbur with doleful eyes, “I don’t know, sir. He just got sick. I went to visit him before he died, but—he wasn’t talking then. He could only communicate by squeezing your hand. I was very young. Five, I think.” Nelson remembers that hand, its coldness, the veins, his fingernails grown past their normal lengths, the cotton sheet drawn up to his grandfather’s chin, and then, later, over his face.


His own father had never uttered a kind word about his grandfather, who, Nelson pieced together over the years, had been a bad drunk, and a failure at farming. Nelson’s father, suffering the indignities of his father’s flops, had apparently been forced to handle most of the farm’s most tasking and onerous chores. The farm was eventually foreclosed and bought by neighbors for a song. It had been a beautiful piece of land, too, from what Nelson understood: four hundred acres of rolling fields and ridges, clear cold-water trout streams, and sandstone bluffs. There was said to have been an Indian burial mound even, a bear, and in the spring furrows each year arrowheads rose out of the loam and were collected by Nelson’s father to be sold to a university professor for a nickel apiece. Rather than toil in the fields behind a team of horses, or even a tractor, Nelson’s grandfather had seen fit to drink away his family’s money at the taverns in Eleva and Strum.


“Well,” says Wilbur now, his tone softening somewhat, perhaps as he observed Nelson’s downcast eyes and sunken shoulders, “I’m sure that if he could see you now, he would be proud of how beautifully you play that horn. People forget it, but the bugler in a cavalry unit was almost as important as the general. Without the bugler, there was disarray, chaos. Communication is essential on a battlefield.”


Nelson sits trying not to fidget, too nervous to touch his food, hyperaware of the eyes of his troop mates, the absence of his father, whom he can still see, standing at the coffee urn, casually stirring sugar and cream into a white mug. My grandfather was a drunk, he wants to say. Dead far too young from drink. He stole this bugle from a dead German. He was a thief and a coward and a bad, bad man.


“The other boys don’t like you much, do they, Nelson?”


This time, something rises in the boy, and without the briefest hesitation, turning to look directly at Wilbur, he says, “No, they don’t.”


“Do you understand why, Nelson?”


“No, sir.”


“It is because they see in you a challenge. You don’t belong in the rabble, that mob. Which is precisely why you will be a leader. Your troopmaster, believe it or not, has communicated as much to me. As have some of the counselors here, who are impressed with your acumen.” Whiteside scans the mess hall, exhaling deeply. “But, the truth is, not all of these boys will become good men, Nelson, good human beings. We do our best, try our damnedest to guide them, and instruct them. But in the end . . . Some boy in this room will become a murderer; another, a bank robber. Some of the boys in this room will cheat on their taxes, others, their wives. I wish it weren’t that way. But when I hear you play that horn, I hear more than just a boy blowing air. I hear something echoing through time. Something that is good. Don’t let them discourage you, Nelson.”


The boy tries to process all of this, knows not what exactly to say, except, “Thank you, sir.”


“When they are ugly to you, what they want most of all is to take that beauty from you, the beauty of that horn. They want to steal it, kill it. Don’t let them. Be stronger than they are.”


Wilbur cups his hand again on Nelson’s shoulder, and this time the boy is aware of the hand’s small size, no bigger than his mother’s really, and in that instant, he longs for her. Longs for the one person who is always kind to him, always offering him something to eat or a book to read, always fluttering around their house, singing “Que Sera, Sera” or there again, sitting on their front stoop with the newspaper spread across her lap like a blanket, smoking her daily Pall Mall, hardly even drawing on the cigarette, but holding it just so, the smoke drifting over her face like a veil, and her beautiful fingers, peeling a small speck of cigarette paper off her lower lip. Closing his eyes for the briefest of moments, he feels Wilbur’s hand on his shoulder and smells his mother’s afternoon cigarette and the paper and ink smell of her newspaper and would give anything to be back home with her just now, even to be drying dishes or vacuuming the living room floor.


Then the hand is gone and Nelson opens his eyes.


“What did Mr. Wilbur want?” his father asks, standing over him, holding out the glass of orange juice he promised before.


Nelson accepts the juice, and drinks it down. Ordinarily, his first reaction to his father’s voice is to glance down at his own feet, or the back of his own hands, but this time, he decides to employ Wilbur’s advice. He looks directly at his father’s face. Only, his dad is looking into his cup of coffee, then out the window, around the mess hall, anywhere but at his son. Nelson says nothing, almost as a kind of experiment, to see if his father really sought an answer at all. He stares up at his dad until finally the older man’s eyes glance down and meet his. “What?” Clete asks.


I miss Mom, Nelson wants to say. “He was keeping me company.”


“Who was?”


“Scoutmaster Wilbur.”


“Oh, yes, of course.”


“Dad?”


“What, Nelson?”


The boy wants to ask, Do you love me? “Thanks for the orange juice.”


“Think I’ll get myself another plate of eggs,” his father says, before moving off again, striding toward the kitchen, plate held before him like a man begging alms.
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That night, Nelson lies in bed reading his Handbook for Boys by the light of his lantern. A moth bangs against the lantern’s glass globe. Nelson rests the book down against his pale chest. Outside his tent are the sounds of laughter and of campfire flames sizzling and popping, of zippers yapping and outhouse doors clapping shut, the sounds slowly diminishing until the silence is punctuated only rarely by a cough, perhaps, or the long, low, wet note from a recently purchased dime-store whoopee cushion. The moth bounces again and again and again off the globe until reaching out a hand, and careful not to harm the creature, Nelson captures it in his fist. He feels the tiny thing, the hair of its legs, the tickle of desperation in its wings, the curiosity of its antennae. Opening his fingers he examines the moth resting in the palm of his hand.


For all his knowledge of knots, the constellations, poisonous mushrooms, rocks, minerals, and the trout streams of northern Wisconsin, Nelson knows next to nothing about moths. He blows a jet of air at the little creature and it alights from his hand, only to return to its fascination with the lantern. What instinct is this? he wonders. Does it think it has touched the moon? The sun?


Then: the sound of boots moving fast through the forest. Nelson’s heart quickens. More footfalls, branches breaking, leaves tossed aside. Shrugging into a shirt, wrestling into trousers, and slipping on his boots, he readies himself. Then, calmly closing his eyes, he blows out the lantern, and counts to five. Slides his eyeglasses onto his face. When he leaves the tent, his pupils are wide, wide open, drinking in the light spilled by the moon and the stars. He holds his breath and listens. Far off he hears them, other Scouts, he supposes, crashing through the forest. He follows, moving low to the ground.


Thrilling it is, this night chase, and, Where are their flashlights? Their lanterns, even some crude torch? Why the cloak and dagger? Then he realizes, These must be the deviants, the ne’er-do-wells Wilbur is in search of. He moves all the faster for it.


How he navigates the wind-fallen sentinels, fuzzy with their thick green carpets of moss. Through groves of ferns, patches of raspberry canes sharp as concertina wire, and through aspen slash so young and tight it might as well be bamboo. And every few minutes, just to be sure, Nelson sinks to one knee, cups his hands around his ears, wills his own heart to slow, and focuses on the night sounds all around him. Only the flow of his own blood is nearly deafening: in the smallest veins of his ears, in his swollen hands and feet, but most of all his forehead and chest, where he feels his own circuitry sizzle with excitement.


But no sounds come to his ears. Not so much as a hoot from an owl, a tree frog chirping, not a single cicada rasping and rattling against the night. Nothing. And now, Nelson realizes, he is very far from his tent in a very dark forest, no path beneath his boots, no flashlight against the cold sweat of his hand.


His heartbeat seems to double in time now. With no idea even of what time it is, his first thought is the next morning’s reveille. He cannot disappoint Scoutmaster Wilbur. And so, ever so silently he turns, hoping to retrace his steps, picking his way back the way he came.


Then: a sound—the snap of a branch.


It is not far off. Nelson ducks down, his head even with the fronds of the bracken. More sounds, breaking twigs, plants pushed aside. He lowers himself flat to the forest floor, where the salamanders and snakes and snails squirm, he knows, against the cool rot of the soil.


Whoever else is in the forest at this moment will not be his friend. Only now he cannot cry for help. Cannot expect his troop’s leaders to protect him, or Jonathan Quick, or even his father.


Whispering. Two boys, perhaps three. Then, “Buuu-gler. Oh, Buuug-ler. We know you’re out there. Should’ve stayed in your tent, Bugler . . .”


He holds his breath, dares not move so much as a centimeter.


“Tell us, Bugler. Do you know the way back to your tent?”


The beats in Nelson’s chest intensify, even as his heart sinks. It is the strangest, saddest feeling. He imagines it is what a gambler must feel when the cards he has bet on don’t stack up. When he realizes they’ve failed him.


“Because, Bugler. We do know the way. And, well, wouldn’t it be a tragedy if poor Bugler’s bugle were buggered before daybreak. Boo-hoo.”


And now the woods erupt with snide laughter and sudden movement. For they are flying away from him. He can see their vanishing shoulders glowing white-blue with the moonlight filtered down through the leaves above, like epaulettes.


He rises to take chase.


This time, though, the woods seem to conspire against him. Every tree reaches out a sharp set of branches to scratch at his face. Each half-rotten log seems to roll toward his shins and knees and toes. The forest floor is now littered with dozens of glacial erratics: boulders and rocks, some as big as automobiles, looming up and out of the dark forest floor to impede his progress.


They would destroy his horn! His grandfather’s horn! The only redeeming memento of the man!


Now he is out of breath, bleeding, sweating, and desperately afraid of his bugle being stolen or vandalized. Ahead of him, the boys seem to be opening a distance. Tears begin to craze down his face, but when he wipes at his cheeks, the backs of his hands brush no eyeglasses, no metal frames, nothing but the wet, raw skin of his hot, hot face. Stopping short now, he blinks out at the indistinct world, terrified, and sadder even than he’d been a moment before. His eyeglasses are lost then, too.


I want to go home, is all he can think; and: I want my mom.


He stops and sits down. There is no urgency now. They will beat him to camp, slink into his tent, find the bugle, and by the time he arrives, he will be lucky to ever touch the instrument again. He imagines them throwing it into the lake, or worse yet, taunting him with it, hanging it from a tree so that he’s publicly humiliated into retrieving it. His grandfather’s bugle, stolen off some dead soldier on a bloody battlefield and taken all the way home from Europe aboard a steamship in 1917. All the horrific nightmares it has already survived—mustard gas, trench warfare, cavalry versus machine guns—before being brought back across the ocean, and clear across America, all the way to Wisconsin and somehow not destroyed by Nelson’s father or his aunts or uncles. Only to be presented to Nelson, who has now managed to lose it in this disgraceful fashion, stupidly leaving his tent in the dead of night to chase rule breakers through the forest. What was it he even hoped to achieve—or, more shamefully yet, to observe?


He sits there, swatting the hundreds of mosquitos that have by now descended upon him, and thinks of Wilbur, the old Scoutmaster who all but predicted this evening’s happenings, told Nelson what to expect and why. I have to be smarter, I have to be smarter than them. I can’t fight all of them at once. Finally, resigned to whatever it is he’s going to find, he stands, and begins walking slowly in the direction he believes the camp might be.
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It is after midnight and the house is ablaze with light—every lamp, every bulb, every sconce—burning against the loneliness. The radio is on, loud. Having tuned the dial to some big-band music and at the kitchen sink, Dorothy whistles along to “In the Mood,” makes a cacophonous clatter of washing and drying the few dishes she has dirtied. Her mother and father liked to dance to big-band music back in their day, and she has always felt a nostalgic pull toward Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey, Count Basie. She can see them—her parents—dancing in a crowded town hall, impossibly wide smiles on their faces as they swung and lurched, bopped and kicked.


This little house, in this cozy blue-collar East Hill neighborhood, the steady sound of the tire factory, even the noise of the train across the river—none of it is a comfort to her. She has locked every door and window of the house and even placed a dining room chair against the front door’s knob. Sometimes, moving around the house, she laughs to herself, or sings—wants her voice to ward off any burglars or Peeping Toms.


Dorothy is, foolishly, she thinks, afraid.


“Don’t be dumb,” she mutters to herself. “More dangerous with him around, probably.” Clete, she means. It is as if he has become another man, someone very different from the young soldier she fell in love with, honeymooned in St. Paul with, once shared a bed with. He is so frustrated, so bottled up with anger, such a bully. A few months ago, after church, he went into a gas station for a Coca-Cola, leaving her and Nelson in the car, and there was an instant when she considered crawling behind the wheel and leaving him altogether, driving away, anywhere, but then she was stymied by a ridiculous sense of hope. The hope that Clete would rise up out of this malaise, perhaps into a new job, or even enroll in a college—take advantage of the GI Bill, anything to escape sales and the frustrations that followed him home. Hope had held her hostage.


She vacuums the house for the third time since Clete and Nelson have left. Takes her time with the Hoover, making lines in the living room shag as deep and linear as furrows.


At two o’clock in the morning, the radio station signs off and she falls into Clete’s chair, exhausted, and closes her eyes.


SHE WAKES TO THE SOUND OF RAIN hammering the roof and thunder shaking the china in her cupboards. Morning has come, darkly. All of the lights are still on, the radio back to its warbling. Dorothy is wearing yesterday’s clothes. She teeters into the kitchen and percolates some coffee. Rubs at her shoulders. Her back is sore.


She sponges off her face, and brushes her hair, changes clothing. Taking a cup of coffee, she moves the chair away from the front door and finds the morning paper on the stoop. So she sits in the entryway, reading the paper, smoking a cigarette, and occasionally peering out at the street’s gutters, where the rainwater gushes in torrents toward the city’s two rivers. Daytime isn’t so bad—she can see everything, for one thing, and, were it not for the rain, some of her neighbors would be about: hanging their laundry out to dry or weeding a garden, say, pushing a stroller, perhaps trimming a hedge. She thought that this week would be restful, time to sleep in, perhaps sit in the backyard and read a novel, or walk downtown and window-shop. She was unprepared for this loneliness. Perhaps it doesn’t help that Clete and Nelson have their car, that she can’t just drive around.


This is what it would be like. You would need a job, she thinks. That’s right. If you left him, you would need a job. Money for bills, groceries, an automobile . . .


When she thinks about all the stumbling blocks, all the challenges involved in leaving Clete, her first impulse is simply to stay put, to absorb this man’s frustration, to shield Nelson. She knows many other such women in just this position, and not a few of her aunts and cousins. Women biding their time . . . She wishes, for the boy’s sake, that there was another answer, a surrogate for him. But her parents have passed on and she has no siblings. In six years he’ll be off to college anyway, and then, she supposes, things will be quieter. Perhaps she can simply avoid Clete—why, they haven’t slept in the same bed since before Nelson was born. Clete only seems interested in her to the extent that she can be counted on to provide meals and mix a strong drink.


Before the lunch hour, Dorothy spies the mailman, tiptoeing around puddles and dashing through the rain, water sluicing off his hat and poncho. She’s always secretly admired Gordon, the mailman. Perhaps, she is even attracted to him; his face is square and soft, but deep dimples mark his cheeks and his eyes are bright and sincere. A man of seemingly infinite positivity, he wears a smile no matter the season or weather or the weight of his mailbag. A daily reminder to her that the world is not populated exclusively by men like Clete, but by optimists, too, happy men who whistle and sing as their shoes pound the sidewalks. Men who spontaneously throw the pigskin to neighborhood boys, or give golden butterscotch disks to the neighborhood girls. Rising from where she sits, Dorothy pushes the front door open, stands out on the porch, extends a hand beyond the eaves, feels the rain on her palm.


Rushing up the front walk, the mailman tips the brim of his hat. “A wet one out there!”
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