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1


When my mother married Mr. F. Hugo Malatesta the First, she sent me to stay with my father while she went on a honeymoon. To my mother he was always your father, the camel-keeper. My mother divorced him because of his camel.


“What kind of a life is it for a wife and child to drive around the country with a camel,” she had said. “What kind of a life is it to spend your time getting people to pay to ride his hump?”


My father’s camel has one hump; it is a dromedary. Bactrians have one more hump and more hair. My father’s camel also has a name. Ahmed. I don’t know if Ahmed means anything as a name. As a camel it means a lot to my father, the camel-keeper.


“We have lots of fresh air and sunshine,” my father had said.


“Half the time we go to shopping centers and half the time those are under a roof and air-conditioned.”


“Aw, Sally,” Father had pleaded, “in small towns we’re always in some pasture. We move around a lot.”


“That’s the point, Woodrow,” Mother had said. “What kind of a life is it for a child to move around a lot, living in a camper, driving an animal that doesn’t even look interested? I could understand a dog, Woodrow, I really could. A dog wags its tail at you. A dog comes when you call it. A dog shows interest.”


“You can’t ride a dog, Sally. What would I do with a dog, Sally? No one would pay money to ride a dog—not even a big one, an English sheepdog, say, or a St. Bernard.”


“That’s my point, Woodrow. I want a dog.”


“We can’t manage a dog and a camel, Sal.”


“That is also my point, Woodrow. I want a dog and a house. And meals from china plates instead of from Styrofoam containers. I don’t want a life that is tied to a camel.”


My father said, “Ahmed has been good to us, Sally.”


My mother said, “Ahmed has been no better to us than we’ve been to him. I’ve gone my last mile for that camel.”


“What do you want me to do?”


My mother said, “I want to stop roaming, Woodrow. I want to settle down. Bo here is going to start school in a few years, and I mean for him to have a regular routine when he does, and I mean for him to have kindergarten before that. I do not want Bo to be a nomad.”


Father thought. “Tell you what we can do, Sal. We can park the trailer in a regular trailer park. We can even take off the wheels and put it up on blocks. Then I’ll take Ahmed only as far as I can to be home on weekends. I’ll be a commuter.”


“You don’t seem to understand. I want regularity.”


“Commuting is regular, Sally.”


“But the money isn’t. I want a regular house and a regular income. I want to know that I’ll have the same amount of money coming in next week as this. You have to decide, Woody. Either me and Bo and a regular job or your camel.”


“But, Sally …”


“I’m not going to argue. You know that I don’t like arguing with you, Woody,” Mother had said.


In the United States it is difficult to get someone to take a full-sized camel off your hands, and my father had said that he didn’t want to give Ahmed to a zoo. Ahmed was, he said, not a wild animal. He was, he said, trained. He had a name.


So Mother left. She took me with her. I was four years old at the time.


First we went to the junior college at Morrisville, New York, where Mother got an associate degree in hotel management. Mother finished her degree when I was ready to start school. She then took the job of executive housekeeper at Fortnum School in Havemyer, Pennsylvania, outside of Philadelphia.


She chose that job because it came with a cottage on the school grounds and free tuition for me when I would get to seventh grade. In the meantime I went to the neighborhood school, and since Fortnum was in a nice neighborhood, my elementary education was quite satisfactory.


Mother’s job involved ordering light bulbs and bathroom supplies and keeping track of linen and food for the dorms. She didn’t actually clean the rooms or cook the food; she supervised the people who did. We developed quite a nice life for ourselves, even though we never got a dog. I did not mind not having a dog. I am not your basic animal lover.


We called ourselves Sarah J. (her) and Maximilian R. (me). Some people called me Max. I always told people that the R. was just an initial and didn’t stand for anything, but it wasn’t, and it did.


I was born after a rainstorm at 2:00 p.m. on May 15 in Taos, New Mexico. The rainstorm is important because my father had promised my mother that he would name me according to an old Indian custom. He had promised my mother that immediately following my birth, he would walk blindfolded outside the hospital. (A friend of mother’s would guide him.) Once outside, he was to take off the blindfold. The first thing he saw would become my name. The first thing my father saw was a rainbow. That was what the R stood for. My real name is Rainbow Maximilian Stubbs: the Maximilian because Mother thought it meant a lot. People began calling me Bo right away. We spelled it Bo instead of Bow so that no one would confuse my name with the first syllable of bow-wow. Both my parents always regarded it as a good omen that the first thing that Father saw after I was born was a rainbow. So do I. After all, there was a chance that I could have been called One Dog Squatting.


After we settled in Havemyer, no one called me Bo. Except Father. He would come to Havemyer about once a year, but he would not stay at our house on the Fortnum school grounds. He stayed at a campground outside town. Ahmed stayed with him. He drove to our place in his truck.


One year he asked me if I would like him to bring Ahmed to Fortnum to give the students rides. Free. I told him I didn’t think it was a very good idea. I didn’t tell him why. He didn’t ask.


One of Mother’s duties was to set up for tea and cakes when the Board of Trustees of Fortnum met. Mother would put on one of her good dresses and pour a second cup of coffee for anyone who wanted a second. She would stay in the background looking quiet and pretty, but listening. She knew that if the Board of Trustees started talking about cutting down on expenses, she would have to change the light bulb order from hundred watt to sixty and the toilet paper from two-ply to scratchy.


Mr. F. Hugo Malatesta the First was appointed to the Board of Trustees of Fortnum School in the fall, and he noticed mother at the first meeting he attended. Mr. Malatesta’s wife had died two years before. His children were all grown. Both of his sons had gone to Fortnum School. One of them was a lawyer. The other was a stockbroker. His daughter was married to a lawyer and played tennis and raised money for worthy causes that got her picture in the paper quite a lot. Mr. Malatesta was near the age of retirement and well into the age of grandchildren. He had five grandchildren. One of them, F. Hugo Malatesta III, was two years younger than I. The F. stood for Francesco, pronounced Fran-ches-ko, but never used.


F. Hugo called mother on the telephone the afternoon following the evening of that first meeting, and he asked her to marry him in the spring. Mother said that she would marry him in the summer. She said that she would be happy to. Mother explained her reasons to me: I would be starting Fortnum in the fall, and she wanted me to go as a regular day student and not as the child of a servant of the school. Mother had been around the school enough to know that the children of faculty—and Mother’s rank was lower than faculty—have a name. They are called UW’s, which is the abbreviation for United Way, which means charity. Mother said she didn’t want me to be a UW when I entered Fortnum.


I looked forward to Mother’s wedding, and I looked forward to moving into Mr. Malatesta’s house and having Mother drive me to Fortnum from there. The house had six bedrooms and four bathrooms, a gardener, a housekeeper, and I think they sent their laundry out.


Mother looked forward to her wedding, and she looked forward to her honeymoon. Even though this was her second marriage, she told me that it was her first honeymoon. Mr. Malatesta was taking her on a cruise, and that was why I was to stay with my father, the camel-keeper.


I was to meet him in Smilax, Texas.


I asked Mother to get my school blazer before she left for her honeymoon cruise. She reminded me that at my age I could easily outgrow a jacket in a period of a month. I told her that I didn’t think that I would. She got me the jacket.


She and Mr. Malatesta drove me to the airport. Before I boarded the plane, Mr. Malatesta gave me fifty dollars, five tens. He didn’t make any big fuss giving it to me. He just said, “Spend it foolishly,” and I told him that I would.


I got off the plane in Smilax wearing my navy blue school blazer with the Fortnum School crest on the breast pocket. It was the first Saturday in August, and when they wheeled the steps up to the plane and opened the door, I thought that someone—God—had made a mistake. There was no out-of-doors there. There was no air there. I felt that I was breathing mayonnaise. I was sweating down to my insteps and up to my eyelids. The heat made everything look wavy, but I still was able to spot my father from the top of the airplane stairs.


He was standing behind a chain link fence with a lot of other people waiting for the plane to arrive. I had not seen him in one month more than a year, but he was easy to pick out of a crowd. He wore the same red bandanna around his neck and the same black hat that looked like Pinocchio’s that he had worn on his last visit to Havemyer. My father is what adventure books call swarthy, and he adds a big black mustache to that. He is a hairy man. He has black hairs that grow like boogers out of his nose and his ears if he doesn’t cut them with a scissors.


Father spotted me and waved. I walked down the stairs and across the tarmac very slowly. I could not walk fast. The air seemed more solid than the asphalt I walked on. Actually, the asphalt was soft; I could feel my shoes sticking to it the way they do when you’re walking down the aisle in a really crummy movie. I could feel the navy blue wool of my blazer sop up sweat like a paper towel that was winning a contest in a television commercial.


I reached my father and extended my arm for a handshake, but Father reached over and—hot as it was—hugged me. “Hi, Bo,” he said, “it’s good to see you. Very good.”


“I’m called Maximilian now,” I answered.


“Well, Max, did you have a good flight?”


“The food was like a TV dinner.”


“So you’ve already had lunch?”


“That’s what they called it.”


Father studied me awhile longer, reached his arm around my shoulder and said, “Let’s go collect your luggage.”


The terminal was air-conditioned. Blasts of cold air were pushed through vents in the ceiling. The wind chill factor in the terminal building was minus fifteen degrees and felt good. As we waited for the luggage to come off the plane, I stood directly under one of the vents and allowed my sopping blue blazer to blow in the wind. Soon the conveyor belt began moving, and soon after that pieces of luggage came riding around on it.


“If you’ll point out what belongs to you,” Father said, “I’ll lift it off.”


I didn’t point it out, I lifted my two suitcases off the belt by myself and picked one up in each arm and said, “Shall we go?”


Father reached down to take one suitcase from me, but I held on. I started walking, holding one suitcase in each hand. Before I reached the door, I thought my hands would break off at the wrists, but I carried both pieces to the door without his help.


Father held the door open for me, and I walked through, my suitcases banging my knees, my shins, my thighs. Once outside, the hot air wrapped around me again. Once again I began perspiring like a lower species of animal. Sweat locked into the weave of my blazer and vaporized. I knew that there was a cloud of steam lifting from where I stood. And it was only one-thirty in Smilax.


“You wait here,” Father said. “I’ll get the truck and pull around.”


I waited there on the sidewalk watching the sun flick off the windshields of the cars as they pulled up to pick up their passengers. I thought that I would (a) go blind, (b) rot like a piece of fruit, (c) faint. Father arrived before I did any of the above. He asked me if I would like to take off my jacket, and I told him no, not at all. He shrugged and drove us to his trailer camp out on Highway Six.


He gave me some cold Coke and asked me if I would like to see Ahmed. I told him no thanks and asked him where I was to put my things because I had some letters I wanted to write.


“I do my writing at the kitchen table,” he said. “And you’ll sleep in the bottom bunk unless you prefer the top.”


“The bottom will do quite nicely,” I said.


Father said that he had to go to Pickwick Mall because he had advertized that Ahmed would be there between three and six. He invited me to go along, but I told him no thanks, that I thought I had mentioned that I had some correspondence to take care of, and he said that yes, I had mentioned it, but he thought that maybe I would like to go with him and postpone writing my letters, and I told him that postponing things was not something I was in the habit of. He told me to help myself to anything in the refrigerator or the pantry and that he would be back about seven-thirty. He mentioned our going out for our first supper.


The minute he walked out the door, I took off my blazer. I turned the air-conditioner to COLDEST and turned the vents so that they blew right over me as I threw myself across the lower bunk and fell asleep.


I woke up because I sensed a strange light coming into the trailer. It was only the afternoon slant of the southern summer sun. It didn’t look like ordinary light. It looked as though if you touched it, it would punch back. I felt trapped by the blaze of light falling in slats through the windows of the camper.


I walked outside. My father’s camper was a runt among the others in the park. A one-room aluminum job with a slope on the back. It looked more like a giant turtle than a trailer. There were almost no people outside. I walked around and saw through the windows the pale blue flickering light that told me that television was on. I couldn’t hear anything, for all the trailers had air-conditioners thundering away at one window or another.


I went back inside my father’s trailer feeling the chill blast of his air-conditioner. I started to shiver and decided that I should probably get something to eat. The refrigerator was a little half job with a tiny yellowish light like a single bulb on a Christmas tree. I found some bread and some beer. The bread was stale; I didn’t know if the beer was, for it was the first I had ever tasted. I sat at the kitchen table tearing off pieces of bread between my teeth and swigging beer and wondering how many afternoons I would have to spend this way. I knew that I would not be going to shopping centers helping Father sell camel rides.


I opened my suitcase and took out my paper and my ballpoint pen. I intended to write my mother a beautiful letter full of descriptive phrases and no split infinitives. I intended to write her every day, so that at the end of the month she would have a chapter of letters that would tell her what I thought of the meaning of life. I would give her permission to publish them when she asked.


I felt chilled again. I poured the rest of the beer down the drain and thought some hot tea would taste good, but it seemed like a lot of work to make it I turned the air-conditioner to OFF and still could not warm up. I climbed under the covers of the lower bunk and fell asleep on and off, half-waking only long enough to notice that the brazen light had softened and moved to the other side of the trailer, and then to notice that the trailer was dark. Finally, I was awakened by a sound. Father had returned. I sat up.


“Hi,” Father said. “Did you get your letters written?”


“My letters?”


“Your correspondence.”


“My correspondence. Oh.”


“That’s all right. You were probably tired from your trip. I’ve got Ahmed fed and settled. Now, how about us, Max? Ready for dinner?”


I said all right.


So I got my blazer, and we went. Father drove around Smilax, and we didn’t speak very much. Smilax is mostly highways with quick-food chains, gas stations and motels and no houses more than one-story high. And the evening air, although not cool, at least moved. Or we moved, and it seemed to. Father pulled up at a cafeteria named Sweetbriar’s. We went through the line, and the things did look good. I took three more items than I could eat. I didn’t seem to have much appetite once I smelled the food up close. Father asked, “Don’t you like it, Max?”


“It’s all right,” I said. “Mr. Malatesta took Mother and me to a restaurant on the top of the First Guaranty Bank Building in Philadelphia. If you walked around to look through each of the windows, you got a view of the whole city below. They had candles on every table and white tablecloths and napkins. Cloth, not paper. And the waiters wore tuxedos.” Father said nothing, but he looked interested, so I continued. “It’s a private club, and you have to wait on a waiting list and have people recommend you before you’re allowed to join. And even then you have to pay money, a thousand to join and some every month. That’s besides paying for the food.”
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