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    Even now, at night when I close my eyes, I can sometimes still hear her. Footsteps crunching on the gravel path, growing louder as she nears the cabin. There’s a pause as she inhales and exhales one last drag on her Salem before crushing it out in the dirt. The screen door whines as she teases it open. Then she tiptoes across the rough wood floor to my bed, and on clear nights her body casts a shadow over mine in the moonlight.



    

    


    It was the summer before the Beatles, before Kennedy got assassinated, before sex. I mean, other people had had it obviously, just nobody I knew.


    I was 14. She was 28.


    I’d never heard the L-word before. None of us had--well, except maybe Ls, but they kept it pretty much to themselves in those days, for obvious reasons.


    I’d never heard any of the other words either: Sexual abuse. Molested. Incest. Pedophile.


    I’d heard of rape, but I had no idea the term applied to me. Actually, it took me about thirty years to figure out the rape part--and that it never had a thing to do with whether or not I was a lesbian, or the fact that she was.


    I knew what we were doing must be somehow wrong, but I never blamed it on her. The problem was the crushing small-mindedness of “society,” which is how she explained it. And I couldn’t afford to see it any other way without having a breakdown. That would come later.


    Nobody else called it rape or sexual abuse, either. How could they, since it took place in the dead of night when everyone else in the cabin was soundly sleeping?


    It happened at an all-girls camp high up in the Adirondack mountains on a freezing lake we shared with fish. For eight weeks every summer I escaped the anger and disappointment that shrouded my family home like a permanent fog.


    Camp Paradox felt like my true home. Before my first summer there at age twelve, I never dreamed that a quirky, possibly crazy, individual such as myself could find a place among the rich alpha girls from Manhattan, Westchester, and the snooty Five Towns of Long Island. But, miraculously, at camp everyone was, if not equal, then accepted. All for one and one for all--even the dorks, and every cabin had at least one. Ours was Francie. She was awkward, sweet, and impressively lacking in any athletic or artistic gifts. The minute you met her, you just knew she was roadkill at school. But we loved Francie. Ditto Margie, the spoiled brat from Hempstead; Robin, our perfect fairy-tale princess, who at twelve was prettier, richer, and more poised than we would ever be; and Arlene, the shy, self-effacing daughter of a cosmetics magnate. We even loved the jockette Janies and Susans who outcanoed, outswam, and outserved us on the tennis court. That’s because as soon as the bus pulled through the camp gate, our checkered histories were forgotten. Everyone was granted a clean slate. We could become someone new, someone freed from the labels our families and friends slapped on us back home: in or out, overly sensitive or mean, fast, plump, skinny, smart, retarded, or, worst of all, average and, therefore, invisible.


    Then there were the counselors, the bronzed muscular goddesses we worshipped and adored. We all had our crushes. Like the war between the Blue and the Gray teams or frenching the sheets of the new girl, falling in love with the counselors was a camp custom. They were so cool, so smooth and knowing, the way they laughed and smoked and teased us--not like any women we’d ever known, especially our mothers.


    Carrie, the head of Waterfront, was the queen, with her short-cropped blond hair and blue eyes, her perfect body and pretty face--usually topped by a man’s straw hat cocked at a rakish angle. We just about swooned whenever she sauntered by. She seemed so sure of herself. We loved her. We wanted to be her. There’s a photograph of me down by the water, sitting on a bench in my Bermuda shorts with Carrie’s straw hat on my head, set at the same jaunty angle, trying to look cool, just like her. Though no one ever admitted it, competition for the part of counselor’s pet was more brutal than anything that ever took place on the tennis courts or in the freezing waters of the lake.


    We were mad, hungry, juicy, flirtatious girls who could barely contain the energy coursing around in our bodies. It felt as natural to fall in love with Carrie or the other counselors as it did to lust after Rob, the heartthrob stablemeister. Or, in my case, Paul Newman, whose Manhattan apartment building I’d spent the previous winter staking out, on the theory that if he ever laid eyes on me, he would immediately recognize that I was his soul mate and dump Joanne.


    The thing was, it felt safe to practically die of love for Paul or Rob or Carrie because we knew nothing would ever come of it. As desperate as we may have felt at times, our heartsickness had a built-in cure: unbreachable boundaries between Them and Us. Except, as it turned out, for me.


    In civilian life most of the counselors taught gym--only they got mad when you called it that, you had to say physical education--at colleges and universities. At least half were lifers, who came back summer after summer. They were older and, supposedly, more mature and more responsible than your average college co-ed. Some were in their late twenties and thirties, and a few were even in their forties. Most were Irish, Italian, or some variety of WASP, even though the camp’s owners--“Aunt” Baby and “Uncle” Dick--were Jewish. All the campers were Jewish, too. But at Paradox, nobody cared what religion you were because the camp itself was our sanctuary, our Jerusalem. Sexual orientation didn’t seem to matter, either. As I learned that summer, playing the Is-She-or-Isn’t-She? game with the pedophile I took to be my lover, quite a few counselors were just like us.


    Well, not exactly like us, since the rest were all adults.



    

    


    How it started.


    One night about a week into my third summer, the year between junior high and high school, I was reading by flashlight the way I did every night. The other girls in my bunk were already asleep. Most nights I could hear Maggie coming, footsteps crunching on the gravel path. Sometimes she was with Chickie, the counselor in charge of the cabin next door, and there would be voices. But other times Maggie was alone. There would be just the sound of the crunching, the last drag on her cigarette and the sighing--Maggie sighed a lot. Usually my flashlight was turned off, and I pretended to be asleep by the time she slipped in through the squeaky screen door. But on this particular night I was so gripped by my Holocaust novel that I didn’t register her approach. (In those days I careered wildly from Capote and Salinger to anything about the Nazis; it was as if the books represented different aspects of my still-forming identity. Sometimes I was Holly Golightly, at other times I was fickle and shifted personas between Holden Caulfield and Franny Glass. But Anne Frank was my default go-to girl.)


    “Oops,” I said, when I looked up and noticed Maggie standing over me, frowning. “Sorry.” I didn’t really know her yet and wondered if she would exact punishment for my blatant disregard of lights-out, the way they had at Girl Scout Camp, where I’d gone the year before I started Paradox. The counselor there, who was more like a drill sergeant than a nice big-sister substitute, had condemned me to clean out the latrines at six o’clock in the morning for several days running.


    “So, what are you reading?” she whispered.


    “The Last of the Just. It’s incredible.”


    “Never heard of it.”


    “It’s about how at any one time there are thirty-six just men on earth picked by God to help people, but only they know who they are. And now they’re all being murdered by the Nazis. There’s just one left, Ernie--except it’s not looking so great for him, either. It’s a fantastic story, even though I don’t believe in God. I’m a pantheist.” (I had been deeply moved by Gandhi’s autobiography the previous winter and now revered all sentient beings equally, except mice.) “What about you? Do you take Jesus Christ as your savior?”


    “You’re a funny kid, you know that?” She sat down on the edge of my bed. “Scoot over.”


    “My mother thinks I’m disturbed,” I said, relieved. Apparently, she wasn’t going to punish me for staying up late.


    “Really? Why?”


    “She made me go to a psychiatrist when I was seven, but I refused to tell him one thing. I never tell my mother anything either,” I said. “I think she’s the one who’s disturbed.”


    Maggie made a sound that was half snort, half chortle, then quickly put her hand over her mouth. “Shhh…” She motioned to Jan, my camp best friend who slept in the bed next to mine. “Keep it down, okay?”


    Magdalena Lucia Sarducci, aka Maggie, was compact, athletic-looking, and as Italian as her name. She had short, black curly hair that lacked all pretense of style. Her tough demeanor reminded me of the hoods at my school--until you started talking to her and noticed the wounded-animal look in her eyes, which were the color of melted chocolate. Though she was too mannish to be pretty, she had nice enough features, and when she smiled she exuded a soft, dimpled charm. She was quiet and, in a crowd of more attractive, charismatic women, you could see how she might simply fade away. I’d been disappointed to learn that she would be our counselor that summer--we’d all been praying for Carrie--but everyone who had Maggie before us loved her and swore we would, too.


    “So, why did your mother send you to a psychiatrist?”


    “I can’t believe I told you that,” I said. “I’ve never actually told anyone before.” At the time I’d felt mortally shamed when once a week Irene picked me up at Linden School in Pittsburgh, where we lived then, and drove me to the dread shrink’s office. Each time I’d lie to the friends I played with after school. I told them I was going “shopping” or to “the dentist” or to “visit my nana.” I never let on that I was being dragged against my will to some creepy guy’s office where I sat on the floor, surrounded by a bunch of stupid toys, while the guy, who had breath that smelled like sauerkraut, kept trying all these little tricks to make me say something. Which never worked. I knew my mother was sitting on the other side of the door in the waiting room, pretending to read a book, but really straining her ears to hear what was going on inside. I knew this because at the end of each session she’d look annoyed, then ask why was I so stubborn? Why did I refuse to talk to the nice Dr. Rabinowitz? Because I was only seven it didn’t occur to me to ask why she and my father didn’t spend some quality time with the nice Dr. Rabinowitz, since they were the ones yelling and screaming all the time.


    “It feels weird to talk about it now,” I said to Maggie. “Like you probably think I’m crazy.”


    “Are you kidding?” She patted my arm. “It’s my personal theory that everyone has a horrible childhood, one way or another.”


    “Really? Did your parents make you go to a headshrinker, too?”


    “No. But there were plenty of times when I wished I had someone to talk to.”


    She looked at me with such kindness that I blurted out the reason why Irene had made me go to Dr. R. in the first place. “I used to get scared a lot. Like I couldn’t sleep at night, because I was afraid our house would burn down or there would be an atom bomb or I had a brain tumor or something. Stupid, huh?”


    “Absolutely not,” she said, shaking her head. “Everybody worries about stuff like that, but most people aren’t brave enough to admit it.”


    “Really? Even you?”


    “Of course, me.” She smiled and said in her soft, soothing voice, “I told you, it’s tough being a kid,” like she really knew what I was talking about. And then: “Sometimes it’s hard being a grown-up too.”


    “I’m not a kid,” I said.


    “Of course not,” she said. “I meant when you were seven.” She ran her fingers through her curls with one hand, then pressed her tongue against her lower lip--gestures that would soon become almost as familiar to me as my own.
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