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A Note to the Reader




Some names and identifying features of individuals in this book have been changed, but the events depicted are true to the best of my memory.









For Amy


V







Thou shalt not be a victim. Thou shalt not be a perpetrator. Above all, thou shalt not be a bystander.


—AN INSCRIPTION AT THE HOLOCAUST MUSEUM


IN WASHINGTON, D.C.


Most of us would rather claim to have always been perfect than admit how much we’ve grown.


—FROMBLOOD DONE SIGN MY NAMEBY TIM TYSON







July 9, 2002


Two months ago I left my husband, and now, for the first time in years, I am neither scared nor angry. My heart is light. My career is blossoming. My child is happy. Life is full of possibility.


I am talking with a friend when my cell phone rings.


Janine? my sister Jane says. Have you heard from Amy?


No, I say, my skin already prickling from adrenaline. What’s up?


I got a call from Kimberly-Clark. Amy hasn’t been to work in three days.


My eyes dart to the man standing next to me.


What’s wrong? he asks.


He killed her, I say into the phone. That bastard killed her.


My friend looks shocked, then starts shaking his head.


I know, Jane says quietly. But we’re not thinking that.


I look around the room. My heart is pounding.


We can’t think that yet. I understand that. If we let it gel into a thought it might be true. That is beyond what I can stand.







Chapter 1
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AMY IS BORN a fighter, six weeks early and a wispy five pounds. Her blood is incompatible with Mom’s, so the doctors replace it, draining out the old while infusing the new. Her heart stops anyway. So they pump her tiny baby chest and blow air into her tiny baby lungs until she squalls, and then send her home to round out our family of seven.


The year is 1965, and it is my parents’ third go-round with babies and death. The first had come in 1960, when I woke my mother before dawn, crying for a bottle. At four months and four days old, I was a blue-eyed Gerber baby, the spitting image of my father. Across the room slept my exact replica, my twin sister, Janette. A few weeks earlier our picture had made the front page of the local paper when a smiling mayoral candidate held us up for the cameras. He later complained about the fuzz our blanket left on his black suit coat.


My mother put her hand on Janette’s back to feel her breathing. Then she yelled for Dad, who came running. He blew air into her mouth and pressed on her chest, but it was too late. Janette was dead. An errant air bubble or an electrical glitch stopped her heart. Crib death. Cause unknown.


Mom gave birth to Pat barely a year later. Pat was a month early and on the light side at five and a quarter pounds, but within days the local paper announced that mother and daughter were at home and doing fine. Ten days later, though, Mom was in the kitchen warming up a bottle when blood started pouring down her legs. It soaked through her clothes and puddled on the floor. An ambulance came, siren wailing, and rushed her to the hospital. Doctors elevated the foot of her bed and covered her head with an oxygen tent. Through the muffling of the plastic tent she could hear my father and the doctors and nurses, but she couldn’t respond. She heard, too, the eerie chant of the priest giving her last rites. “God, the father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of His Son has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins; through the ministry of the church may God give you pardon and peace.”


Still she bled, until she was drained, until her heart had nothing left to pump, until it stopped.


“I absolve you from your sins, in the name of the Father, and the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Through the holy mysteries of our redemption, may almighty God release you from all punishments in this life and in the life to come. May He open to you the gates of paradise and welcome you to everlasting joy.”


Long moments passed as doctors scrambled to get it to pump again. Then they rushed her, bed and all, into the operating room. They scraped out the inside of her uterus and gave her half a dozen blood transfusions. When she finally came home, she had to stay in bed for three months, her children pestering for attention.





As an adult I ask my father why he kept getting her pregnant if it was so hard on Mom.


Do you and your husband have sex? he asks.


I hesitate, trying to decide what and whether to answer.


Of course, I say finally.


Then you know, he answers. Men…have…needs.





By the time Amy is a toddler we live in Kalamazoo, in a two-story box of a house on a double lot, the yard framed by a pair of the huge maple trees that give the street its name. There is a screened-in front porch and a fire escape to one of the girls’ bedrooms that scares us all, so we push our bunk beds against it to protect against the boogeyman.


Steve is the eldest and most responsible. He cemented his reputation in the family one Easter when he was about seven by saying, “If we don’t get organized, we won’t have any fun.” I worship him, usually from afar, but sometimes on Saturdays my sisters and I leap onto him as he’s stretched out on the floor watching sports, secure that he will be careful even then to throw us off onto cushions or soft rugs, avoiding as much as possible the hard edges of tables and bookcases.


There is Jane, brown-eyed and cherubic, who in high school will cling to the balance beam with her toes, refusing to fall off. She succeeds by sheer force of will. It is Jane’s hand-me-downs I wear and her bed I climb into during thunderstorms.


Then there is me. I take ballet lessons instead of piano, try out for plays instead of sports. I don’t realize until later that I am the classic middle child, doing what I can to get attention. I am not as good as my older siblings and not as cute as the younger, so I strive mostly to be different.


Next is Patty, and then Amy, the baby, lanky and blue-eyed, the only one with mounds of curls, chasing after all of us, forever trying to keep up.





My father is proud of his family in a Catholic, fill-the-pew sort of way. His children sit in descending order, Steve in an ironed shirt and clip-on tie, the girls in poof-sleeved dresses, veils of lace bobby-pinned to our hair. My mother is proud, too. Straight-backed and beautiful, she holds Amy, always the baby. There we sit, our patent leathers swinging and sometimes kicking, as the priest walks down the aisle in his embroidered brocade, swinging his censer, the rich incense stinging our eyes.


Dad sells insurance for Metropolitan Life. Mom, a registered nurse, stays home with us kids, washing and folding, and carrying in bag after bag of groceries. For a while my Uncle Sandy lives in our basement, his bed and tin clothes cabinet separated off by curtains and a rug. On Sunday mornings we thunder down the stairs and jump on him as he tries to sleep off his Saturday night. He is our favorite uncle, mostly because he lives with us, but also because he has a magical way with broken-spoked bikes and skates without keys. He fixes Amy’s favorite push toy without her even asking, though taking out the popping balls that make so much noise that his head hurts. When he is at work, up to his knuckles in the grease from someone’s car, we jump on his bed and try to peek at the covers of the Playboys he has hidden on the top of his clothes cabinet, always straightening his blankets and pillow afterward, and giggling with guilt.


In the summer we barely clear our dinner dishes before disappearing down the block for our nightly games of Kick the Can and Capture the Flag, the older kids forced by parents to let us little ones play. In the winter we switch to King of the Mountain on the hard-packed snowbanks, or build igloos out of the chunks the snowplows leave on the curb.


The year I am in kindergarten the whole family climbs into the station wagon for the drive to Borgess Hill. It is the steepest and iciest in town, and we pile as many as we can fit onto the sled, me in front, Pat behind me, Jane behind her, and Uncle Sandy in the back. Steve runs behind, pushing, his boots churning on the snow, and then jumps on as we fly, the wind ripping screams from our mouths. Halfway down we tip, and the metal runner of the sled slices over my boot and breaks my ankle. For weeks Steve, four years older, has to drag me to school on the same sled, my cast in a plastic bread bag to keep it from getting wet. One day he stops at the top of a hill and gives the sled a shove, and I hurtle down the sidewalk, lugelike, between the snowbanks.


The year I am seven the snow is so deep that drivers put orange Styrofoam balls on the tips of their car antennas so they can see each other at intersections. We kids dig a tunnel from our house to the neighbors’, then burrow back home for hot chocolate, our scarves and mittens dripping in the hall.


At Christmas we line up every year, oldest to youngest, Amy standing on tiptoe and still not reaching high enough to hang her stocking on the hooks that line the mantel. In the summers we pose again, draped on the sign of the year’s campground or national park, our beagle Penny out front.


Don’t you take the picture, Dad says to Mom. You always cut off everyone’s head.





By the time I am twelve we are living in Haslett, Michigan, where I spend the summer bored, experimenting with blue eye shadow and giving myself hickeys in the hollow of my elbow as I practice kissing.


Over Labor Day weekend Mom breaks out in a rash so fierce she has to be rushed to a doctor. Her body is covered in hives. It’s hard for her to breathe. Later we find out why. Without telling anyone, she has interviewed for a job in a doctor’s office. Dad isn’t making much money, the bills are piling up, we kids keep growing and needing clothes and shoes and ever more groceries, and besides, doesn’t she deserve validation? Doesn’t she deserve respect and a paycheck and recognition for her intelligence and training and skills?


Still, the anticipation of telling Dad has made her so anxious that she gets hives.


Dad harrumphs.


So I got the job, Mom says.


Wow, I say.


Cool, Steve says.


We all look to Dad.


Don’t forget you still have responsibilities around here, he says.





I babysit for the Johnstons, who live down the street. Easy-to-entertain kids, an early bedtime, color TV, and a selection of snacks. Like a lot of families in the neighborhood, the Johnstons called my house to see if any of the Latus girls could babysit, and my parents told them I’d be happy to. They don’t ask me first.


At ten ’til six I say good-bye to my mom and dad, who are in their room dressing for a party at the country club. Tomorrow I’m going to the mall with my girlfriends, where we will dip hot pretzels in mustard while we thumb through Partridge Family posters. I’m saving up for a glow-in-the-dark bead curtain that I saw last week in Spencer Gifts.


Bedtime is at eight, Mrs. Johnston says. They don’t need baths, but you do need to help them with their teeth.


More quietly she adds, It’s okay if you can’t get them down until 8:30, and once they’re asleep you can help yourself to anything in the fridge. And there are cookies in the breadbox. I got you some Coke, too.


I love these kids and want some just like them, plump and soft and adoring. They hold tight to my fingers as we walk around the yard looking at bugs and dandelions. We wave as their parents drive off, then go inside, where the kids tackle me and we fall to the floor, wrestling and laughing, playing Hide-and-Seek and Tag.


At eight o’clock I shepherd them into their bedroom and help them into their pajamas, then into the bathroom to brush their teeth.


Please, one more monster game, the younger one asks.


What? I say, rising up to my full five feet one. You want the monster?


And with that I stamp toward them, my hands high, my fingers clawed. They run away, screaming and laughing, and I chase them down the hall and into the living room. We are wrestling again when the door opens and Mr. Johnston walks in.


I am on the floor, flushed and disheveled.


I forgot something, he says, and walks past us to his bedroom.


The kids and I look at each other, and then they leap onto me again, and I flail and pretend to scream as they attack.


Mr. Johnston comes out of the bedroom and looks down at us.


I wonder if the babysitter is ticklish, he says.


He gets down on all fours and the children jump on their daddy’s back, squealing, joining in. I scoot to the side to give them space, but an instant later he is on top of me. Pressing his erection against my pelvis, grinding it into me. I can feel his gin breath on my face, in my ear. He moves against me as a man does a woman, except I am just a girl.


For a second I am paralyzed.


He wants me, I think.


I cannot breathe, cannot get free.


I am going to hell.


I push against him with my palms, try to plant my feet flat on the floor so I can get traction to squirm out from under him. It doesn’t work.


Knee him.


That’s right. That’s what the gym teacher said to do if you were attacked. Knee him where it counts, even though she never explained what was there for me to knee. But there’s no room. He is bigger and stronger, and I am pinned.


He is grinding into me, making animal sounds in my ear while I pummel his back with my flailing fists. I look for the children. Can they jump on his back and help me? But they are huddled against each other against the couch, their eyes wide, staring.


Think.


Then it comes to me, and I do what my father has done to me when he needs to get my attention. I grab the tiny hairs at the back of his neck and yank.


You little bitch, he says. He spits the words onto my face. You little shit.


He rolls off me and rubs the back of his neck, and I scramble to my feet and behind a chair. He glares at me before getting up and slamming out the door.





When the Johnstons return hours later, Mr. Johnston stays in the car. Mrs. Johnston doles out three dollar bills and two quarters for the seven-hour job. I can’t even look at her.


I’m fine getting home.


Goodness no, she answers. My husband will take you.


Honestly, I’ll be okay, I say. I like to walk.


It’s no trouble, Mrs. Johnston says. Besides, your mom would kill me if I let you go alone this late.


I can’t figure out what to say, so I walk out to the car, my eyes on my feet as I open the door. The interior light flips on, but I don’t look at him. Instead I climb in, close the door, and press myself against it. His hand in the sudden darkness finds my knee, holds it.


We’ll never tell anyone what we did, Mr. Johnston says.


I pull my leg away, don’t answer, even though he’s a grown-up, and sit utterly silent and hard against my door during the drive. I jump out before the car’s fully stopped and scurry up the walk, thankful that the front door is unlocked.


My mother will be awake, I know, until each of her children is home and safe. My father will be snoring, his pale chest exposed above the covers. At least I hope so. My mom has told me that when I was little he paced the floor for nights that seemed endless, singing and crooning and patting my back. He changed my diapers, as he reminds me so often and so publicly. He taught me to ride a bike, to swim. Now, though, he disgusts me, still pulling me onto his lap, still squeezing my pimples, still insisting on kissing me on the lips. He tickles me until I cry, and pits the siblings against each other, egging us on to do the same. I dread my birthdays, when he lays me over his knees and paddles me once for every year of age and one more—much harder—to grow on, followed by a pinch to grow an inch. He does it in front of my aunts and uncles and cousins, who laugh nervously. Even his side of the family has stopped the birthday spankings, allowing their pubescent children some degree of dignity. So tonight I lean against the wall as I climb the stairs, hoping he’s not awake, wanting only my mommy.


Unfortunately, he’s sitting up in bed. My parents have just gotten back from the same party as the Johnstons, and they smell of cigarette smoke and gin. Mom’s hair is in its party beehive, her blue eye shadow all the way up to her plucked eyebrows. Dad is bleary-eyed and in a hurry to fall asleep. I sit on the edge of their bed and tell my story, how Mr. Johnston had come home, pinned me down, ground his, his thing into me, and how I had triumphed and gotten away. I wait for their pride and sympathy.


There is a long pause as my mom and I look to my dad.


If you tell anyone what happened, Dad says, you’ll be known as a slut.


Mom strokes my hair and doesn’t say anything. Neither do I.


It is two decades before I learn that she wrote Mr. Johnston a letter.


Stay away from my daughter, it said. And tell your wife what you’ve done.









Chapter 2
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AFEW WEEKS later I start eighth grade. I stand in the back of the band room playing the drums, which gives me the camaraderie of membership without the effort of learning to read music.


Jane and Steve are off in high school half a mile away, and Pat and Amy are still in elementary. Every day I enter a world of clanging lockers, Kotex machines, and a tinsel-toothed best friend who says that if my parents really loved me, they’d get me braces. It is my first time in a school with no other Latus children. Their ghosts are there, though, in the teachers who expect me to be able to master algebra like Steve or sit still and pay attention like Jane. There are shuffled dances to “Stairway to Heaven” in the cafeteria and formaldehyde-soaked frogs in the science labs, mine so full of eggs that I leave the room gagging. The year cannot pass quickly enough.


The next summer we pack into the family station wagon, me at a disadvantage in the rear-facing backseat, as we race to see who can find each letter of the alphabet on signs and passing license plates. Q is the hardest, followed by J. Amy sleeps with her head in my lap, nauseated by my father’s cigar smoke and the ever-receding landscape. We sing “Deep in the Woods” and “Three Little Fishies.”


You sound like a dog in heat, Dad says to Mom.


We are on our way to another state park, where my mother for a week will heat up SpaghettiOs and wieners and beans and Dinty Moore beef stew. My father will slyly mix gin and tonics in a Thermos, the quartered limes littering the fire pit in the morning.


I have brought a stack of Harlequin romances, and the next morning I hide behind one, trying to block out my father walking around the campsite in his baggy underwear. The summer before, I had asked him why, knowing he would have a reason, and a damn good one at that.


This is no worse than you girls walking around with your cheeks hanging out of those little bathing suits, he’d said, snapping the elastic in my bikini bottoms before I could jump away.


This year I am pretending he doesn’t exist.





I am not the prettiest girl here. That position is already taken by Cathy, in her pale blue two-piece that doesn’t quite conceal her new breasts. Cathy has been here since Tuesday and has chosen Tim, the most desirable of the brothers from lot 98, down by the rope swing. It is rumored that she holds hands with him at the camp amphitheater while the projector whirrs and ticks and the ranger lectures brightly about bats and fish and poison ivy.


I am not the ugliest. On our drive in—slouched into the vinyl seat, forehead against the window, eyes just above the sill—I saw a lumpy girl picking at a zit in lot 18. Her suit is half caught in her crack, revealing a doughy butt and a scabbed-over mosquito bite. Her license plates say Nebraska. At least I am not her.


Even so, I am not a girl who makes boys nervous. They don’t hold their towels in front of their swimsuits or abruptly jump into the water when they look at me. They don’t get into shoving matches or do dangerous stunts off the rope swing to impress me. Nor do they spill pop down my back or accidentally splash my T-shirt with cold water down at the spigot where we all go to fill our families’ water jugs.


I am too much like them. I can carry a full jug all the way back to lot 24, while the other girls drag theirs down the dirt road, leaving a trail like a tortoise. I am a tomboy, short and sturdy, my sparrow-brown hair parted in the middle and hanging straight to my shoulders, my teeth gapped and my feet too big. I go headlong into all things physical and have already had two casts and uncountable stitches. My mother calls it an awkward phase, but I believe it’s going to last forever.


I am not cool in school, either, but I make up for it by being something of a suck-up, a brainiac, the kind who doesn’t need a hall pass because she can’t possibly be misbehaving. It wouldn’t occur to the adults in the school that a Latus kid might be getting in trouble. It doesn’t really occur to me, either. Not yet.


But here at the campground, my school persona doesn’t help. Here the only contest is in the category of “cute.”


Tonight I wait until my father is on his third Thermos before I ask permission to wander up to the Teen Pavilion, an over-lit, tin-roofed cinderblock building that houses two pinball machines and a beat-up foosball table. I have promised to meet Cathy there, and Tim, who asked me earlier in the afternoon. I had been in the water, holding onto the raft, and he’d swum up behind me and held on next to me. Then he had reached around me and held onto the raft on the other side, his body cradling mine in the water, so that I had to quit treading water and grab the slick wood in order not to kick him.


Come to the teen shed tonight, he’d said, into my wet hair.


I had nodded, confused by the attention, and he had put one big hand on my head and pushed me under the green water.


My father says I can go, but not before lecturing me about how he shouldn’t let me out of the camper dressed as I am, in my paisley halter top and cutoff shorts.


You look like a floozy, he says. You girls need to realize that when you dress that way, you’re asking for it.


Then he looks me up and down.


You better lay off the chips, too, he says.


Then he goes back to laying out another hand of humidity-warped solitaire cards on the sticky vinyl tablecloth. The Coleman lamp hisses overhead and he cusses at the bugs it attracts. I fade into the shadows and start walking up the dirt road.





Walking in the dark like this, between confusions, is comforting. I pass an Airstream, its air conditioner buzzing in the night. Through the window I see the blue flicker of a television. My family thinks Airstreams with televisions are a crime against camping. We think tents flat on the bare ground are barbaric. We have what is called a pop-up camper, although it doesn’t pop up. The new ones do, but old ones like ours have to be wrestled up, all five kids and both parents grabbing a pole and hoisting on the count of three, and harsh words to the one who doesn’t quite get hers up on time.


We camp for a week each year, my parents sleeping in one bed and Pat and Amy in another. Steve, who has all the luck, is in his own pup tent outside, and Jane and I sleep in the camper’s zip-on Add-a-Room on aluminum and canvas bunk beds, across a hip-wide aisle from the tin fold-up table lined with boxes of cereal, sleeves of Chips Ahoy and bags of Jay’s potato chips, all of which will be soggy by the first night. The games are on end in another box, and the extra toilet paper and calamine lotion are closed up in a homemade cabinet. The whole thing smells like canvas and dust and perhaps a bit like urine, because of when Amy used to wet the bed. There is an enameled pot for peeing in during the night. I prefer to grope for the flashlight I keep in my sleeping bag, struggle down from my bunk, unzip the heavy-duty door flap and walk to the outhouse if we’re roughing it or to the eyeball-searing bathrooms if we’re in a campground with electricity.





The air here between the extremes of Airstreams and pup tents is clean, and I am torn between wanting to rush to the teen shed and wanting to lag back. Inevitably, though, I arrive, and it is loud inside with the clang of pinball and the frantic energy of adolescents. The light is wholesomely bright, and the kids cluster. He is there, of course. Tim, with the unruly curls he constantly flips from his face and the gray eyes he locks on mine. I try not to notice that while he is looking at me his hand is groping in the back pocket of Cathy’s plaid shorts.


I look away, fish a quarter out of my pocket, and walk over to a machine. Its frenzied music and panicked pace feel right. I pound the knobs, shake the machine, jerk it half off its legs, using my hips, my arms, my whole body. I advance to the bonus level. I am winning, or at least surviving long enough to stay in the game. But no, suddenly the buttons flail uselessly, the last silver ball rolls away. Game over.


I am sweating, and Tim, I find, is standing next to me.


I have someone for you to meet, he says. You’ll like him.


He leads me to the foosball table, where a stocky, black-haired boy I have never seen is spinning the poles and jerking the table off the floor as he battles an older, smoother player.


This is Gary, Tim says. I look to the younger boy, but it is the older one who glances up, nods.


Hi, I say, but he has turned back to his game, his hands selecting and working the rods like a church organist I once saw in a cathedral. I stand still and watch. He is wearing cutoffs and a blue T-shirt. From the back he’s cuter than Tim, who now shoves me slightly so I bump up against the older boy’s back.


Sorry, I mumble, then scowl at Tim, who laughs as he saunters back to Cathy. I want to crawl under the table, but Gary doesn’t seem to notice. He doesn’t even know I’m here, I think, but then he spins one last rod and drives the ball into the other guy’s goal.


Game, he says, but calmly. He turns and looks straight at me then.


Hi, he says. His eyes are blue.


His shirt pocket bulges with a pack of Salems, his shorts pocket with a wallet, so perhaps he’s old enough to drive. He is half a head taller than I, his sandy blond hair hanging to his shoulders.


Hi, I say. You’re good at that.


Thanks, he says. Then, It’s not exactly rocket science. Just four years after the moon landing this is still a fresh and witty thing to say.


He is from Paw Paw, a town in Michigan’s fruit belt famous for its football team and the enormous Christmas tree its Kiwanis Club decorates each year on the town square, where he plays all three sports and picks cherries and peaches in the summer for a local grower. In a state where everyone uses their hand for a map, he lives between the wrist and the lake and I live closer to the palm. We are now halfway up the pinkie, within a few miles of famous sand dunes. We are camping on Clear Lake, one of nine so-named lakes in the state. The second most common name is Deep Lake. Not original, perhaps, but accurate.


He pulls two quarters from his pocket. Want to play pinball?


Sure, I say. I’m not very good.


It is a lie, but it will cover me if I play poorly and get me praise if I play well. I step up for my turn, and he stands half behind me, half to my side. I can see him on the periphery, feel his proximity. I know if I play as I usually do, thrusting and jerking and flinging my body, I will brush against him, and I almost hope I do, but then I feel guilty. It is hard to concentrate, and I quickly lose my turn.


He, on the other hand, plays gracefully, tapping the buttons rather than pounding them, his hips moving in smaller circles, and he makes it to the sixth level.


My subsequent turns go better, as I surreptitiously try his technique. It works. I rack up the points and relax into it. The game goes on and on, until he flusters me by leaning in until his shirt front brushes my bare shoulders and his breath touches my neck. My ball slides past the flippers. Gary has won.


We walk outside into the spilled-out light, where we sit on top of a picnic table and listen to the night noise of crickets, peepers, and bullfrogs, and voices skittering over the lake. The people over there are arguing, in fact, calling each other selfish bitch and lazy asshole, which is embarrassing.


Must be my parents, he says, and smiles.


Or mine, I answer.


We smile at each other. We talk until eleven, when the lights in the teen shed automatically snap off, leaving us wide-eyed in the dark.


Tim and Cathy come around the corner of the building.


We better get going, Tim says. He and Gary are cousins, staying on adjoining lots, their parents sitting around the fire pit and murmuring as they have every summer since the boys were little and the only things they were hunting after dark were tadpoles and fireflies.


Tim and Cathy walk away, holding hands. They stop, still within sight, and face each other. Cathy goes up on her tiptoes for a small kiss. I have to look away, and even Gary coughs. He puts his hand on my warm arm and turns me toward him, but I won’t look up, focusing instead on my dirty toes, on the ground, on the cigarette butts around my feet.


See you, he says. Tomorrow, maybe? At the rope swing?


If I can, I say.


I still won’t look up, so he squeezes my arm, lets go, and I walk away into the cooling night. I feel guilty for wanting more.





The next morning I roll out of my bunk bed and grab the Kellogg’s Variety Pack before anyone else can get the Frosted Flakes.


I can see my breath, so I pull on a sweatshirt and shoes before quietly unzipping the door. I cherish this time alone, without siblings or parents, when I can eat my cereal and read my book and drink the sugary milk from the bottom of the bowl without having my manners corrected.


I want to sneak in and get the Froot Loops before my sisters wake up, but I don’t want to risk trading in my solitude, and I definitely don’t want to hear from Dad again that I’m getting fat. Instead I read.


Not more than ten pages later, though, the tent is unzipped from the inside and my father steps out, scratching his hairy white belly, his swimming trunks clinging high up on his butt in back and sagging low beneath his gut in front. Suits on, Polar Bears! he bellows into the camper. It’s a beautiful morning for a swim.


I duck behind the milk, hoping he’ll not notice that I’m missing, not make me take that early-morning plunge into the icy water.


You, too, Janine, he said. Since you’re up, you can take them their suits.


I grumble about the idiocy of swimming in weather like this as I shuffle around the campsite gathering the cold, damp swimsuits off the tent ropes and take them in to my reluctant sisters, who give me shoot-the-messenger looks.


Mom raises her head and rolls her eyes before flopping face-first back into the pillow and gathering it around her ears. She hates the morning ritual of her kids being forced out into the cold, but she can’t stop it. All she can do is put her foot down just enough to keep herself from having to go, too. Early in their marriage she had done it, to prove to him that she could, that she loved him, that she was a good sport. Now she refuses, but we kids don’t have that option, so now we are tugging dew-chilled polyester over our thighs and rear ends while our father whistles impatiently outside.


Your mother’s a wimp, Dad says.


Amy is riding on his broad back, her toes pointed skyward to keep her flip-flops from falling off.


There’s frost on the ground, Dad, Jane says. I swear.


It’s dew, he says. Quit being a wienie.


Mist is rising off the lake. Steve dives in first, then my sisters and I drop our towels, run to the end of the dock and dive. We all dive and swim effortlessly, a gift we owe our father, who had passed the genes and done the teaching. Today the water is green and clear, like an old 7-Up bottle, and I slip like an otter under the dock. Underwater I feel graceful.


By the time we return, Mom will have pulled on pedal pushers and a sweatshirt and started bacon and eggs on the stove. The smell will be her compensation for our swim.


I can’t slip away to the rope swing until well after lunch, and I worry that Gary will have gotten tired of waiting. If, that is, he was serious. He might not be. He might have just been bored, so he flirted with me, even though he wasn’t really interested.


Maybe I should take Amy. Colt-legged and giggly, she’d be good camouflage. She’s only eight, so I could pretend I’m babysitting instead of looking like I am going to meet a boy. I can’t ask Jane, because she’d disapprove. But Amy would have gone anywhere I asked. I think about going back, but I convince myself to keep going. I am going to meet a boy. No point in making a big deal about it. Other girls make big deals about such things, but I am sensible, emotionally sturdy, too, in spite of the hair I now chew as I make my way under the pines and birches that ring the lake.


As I get closer, I can hear squeals and splashes and threats, although I can’t differentiate the voices. The path comes out on the shore far enough away that I can watch the other kids as I approach. Cathy is there, on a pink air mattress, just past the reach of the rope, and Tim is yodeling like Tarzan as he hurtles toward her.


Don’t you dare! Cathy squeals just before Tim lets go and lands, his tsunami-like wave threatening to capsize her raft. When he surfaces and sees she hasn’t been dumped, he swims underwater and comes up underneath her, lifting one side of the mattress so she flops over the other. They come up kissing.


All this I see as I walk, self-consciously, hoping everyone else is watching the antics in the water and not my slow approach.


It is Gary who catches the rope after Tim’s performance. He stands with one leg on the foot-traffic-smooth trunk of the sycamore that serves as the launchpad. The tree has grown or tipped or been knocked out over the water, as if it is reaching toward the center of the lake. Its trunk runs parallel to the surface for about six feet, and then, drawn by the sun and survival, curves back upward, so its branches stretch out over the water and shade the pool below. Someone years ago had scrambled up the tree and tied a thick, knotted rope onto just the right branch, and now the rope rests in Gary’s hand.


He passes it off to a tow-headed, gap-toothed boy, then lifts the boy by the hips, as if he is starting him on a playground swing. The boy lifts his feet and soars out over the water.


Now! Gary yells, and the boy lets go and falls, his arms wheeling, into the water.


He comes up beaming. That was a good one! he calls, shaking the water out of his face.


Gary again catches the rope, hands it off to a little girl, and then holds her as she plants her muddy feet on the big knot at the bottom.


Ready? he asks, then lets her go.


I am smiling as I watch from the shore. Gary is nice, I think. Nice.


Hi, he says, and smiles.


Hi, I answer, then toss my towel onto a nearby picnic table and strip out of my shorts and T-shirt, worrying and hoping he is looking. It is all too confusing. What I need is a boylike banshee yell launch off the rope swing. What I get instead is the sight of Gary taking his own turn, swinging high out over the water, feet to the sky, then flipping over backward to drop feet first into the water. The little kids scramble to give him a hand out of the water, but they are all too light. He can pull any of them over his head into the water in a move Tim, for one, will think is funny. But he doesn’t.


You want to try this, Janine? he asks.


Sure, I say. I am embarrassed when I get next to him, though, because I’m not tall enough to get a good grip on the best hand knot without jumping or having someone help. Gary is holding the rope. If I reach for the good knot, I might fall forward, off the bank, and die of humiliation. If Gary helps, I might die anyway. He smiles at me, then looks startled as a pair of strong hands close on my hips and hoist me toward the rope. I grab it as I fall forward, then pull my feet up and swing high out over the water before I let go and sink blissfully out of sight. I stay under until I will die if I don’t come up for air.


When I surface I see Gary angrily shoving Tim, who shoves right back.


Just keep your hands off her, Gary says.


I’m sure you will, Tim says. Mr. Nice Guy, won’t go past first base without permission.


I shake the water out of my ears, missing Gary’s answer, and see the cousins glare at each other, so I swim to the side and start to scramble up the bank. Gary reaches out a hand to help, but Tim hip-checks him and puts out his own hand. I pretend not to the notice and climb the bank by myself.


Get back out here, Cathy orders from her air mattress, in the voice such girls use when summoning their boyfriends. Tim snatches the rope from the next kid in line and leaps out over the water, landing with a cannon ball that douses everyone waiting in line. I catch the rope on its backswing, look at Gary, and roll my eyes.


Sorry, he says, and I smile and hand him the rope. He helps the next kid in line get situated, then sends him out over the water.


You all are lame, Tim calls. We’re going out to the raft.


He and Cathy lie on their bellies across the air mattress and kick their feet, propelling it toward the main swimming area and the raft anchored there.


Gary and I watch them for a moment, and then he offers me the rope. I take it and he lifts me by the waist as he had the little kids. I am embarrassed, but also thrilled. I soar out over the water and let go at the top of the arc. It is like flying.





By dinnertime, I can flip backward off the rope. Gary and I help each other up the bank time and again, laughing and shaking water out of our hair. Amy would have had fun, I think, clowning around in line with the other kids, clinging to the rope like a squirrel monkey. Then I remember; Amy would have told—not on purpose—but she would have let the tiniest thing slip, and my afternoon with Gary would be turned into teasing and knowing asides. My laugh would be mimicked, my mistakes amplified, my teeny crush on a slightly older boy mocked. When I didn’t laugh, my father would say, What’s the matter with you? You’re a Latus. You’re supposed to have a sense of humor.


It wouldn’t be Amy’s fault, though. Amy adores me and would be mum and loyal as long as she could, but little things would slip out and then she would be cajoled and encouraged and threatened with the limelight if she didn’t give up her secrets. I am starting to believe there’ll be secrets to keep.


I guess I better head home now, I say. I am in the water, holding on to a low branch and letting my legs float with the fish, but it is past time for me to be back at the campsite. Dusk has deepened the shadow under the tree to near darkness, and most of the kids have scattered. A wind has come up, promising rain. It chills me as I climb up the bank.


Still, I am in no hurry. Gary offers a hand, giving a little tug as I get near the top so that I accidentally on purpose bump against him. His other hand lands on my waist and I gasp, even though his hand is warmer than my skin and I had been hoping for it. I stay still, my chilled body against his dry one. I shiver, my cheek miraculously against his chest. He puts both arms around me, which almost makes me shake more.


His smell of lake and sunshine mixes with that of the pines. Again I can’t raise my head, so he settles for kissing my wet hair before loosening his arms.


See you tonight? he asks. I’ll beat you at pinball.


If you’re lucky, I say, and glance up quickly to smile. His blue eyes are right there, looking into mine, so I tilt back my head and feel the soft press of his lips. I duck my head again and pull away.


I’ve got to go, I say.


I walk to the picnic table, pick up my towel, and start to dry myself off, self-conscious because he is watching and because I want to run down the shore leaping and yelling like an idiot. I don’t want to pull on my shorts and T-shirt because they will become immediately soaked with the shape of my two-piece, but I don’t want to walk away in just the suit, either, because I am afraid my butt wiggles. I try wrapping the towel around my hips like a sarong, but that makes me walk like a Hollywood geisha, so I give up, laughing at myself, and pull on my shorts. Life was easier a week ago. Less exciting, maybe, but easier.





I have a boyfriend. I play with the thought like a loose tooth. I have a boyfriend. A boy. Who likes me. Not just as a good buddy or teammate, but as a girlfriend. He holds my hand, he kisses my lips and hair, he lies softly baking next to me in the sunlight that reflects off the water. He does cannonballs and jackknifes and wild stunts to impress me. Only me. In the evenings I sneak away from the family poker games—penny ante, with a cheat sheet for the younger kids who can’t remember whether a full house beats a straight or whether three of a kind beats two pair.


By the third day my family becomes suspicious and the teasing begins.


Do you have a boyfriend? they ask. Then, Janine’s got a boyfriend, Janine’s got a boyfriend, repeated in the singsong lilt of a jump rope cadence.


Do you? Mom asks quietly, as we stand side by side doing dishes in the plastic bins that pass as sinks. Mom had left water heating on the propane stove all through dinner and now it is hot and sudsy, although much too shallow for dishes for seven. My job is to dry while the other kids hunt in the woods for fallen branches for the fire. It is my only time alone with my mom.


Maybe, I say, glancing up to see how she reacts.


Mom looks at me carefully and keeps washing dishes. Maybe you should cover it a little better, she says. I’m not sure your father’s ready to deal with the idea.


It is a warning: You know how your father is. Females are temptresses, while males are mere victims of biology. They can’t help themselves. If something happens, we have no one to blame but ourselves. Don’t let your father know. She doesn’t have to explain any of this. Ever.


As soon as we are done with the dishes, I ask my mom if I can go.


Be back by eleven, she says.


I flash her a grateful smile, throw my wet dish towel over the tent line, and fade into the trees.


Behind me I hear, Honey? Can you come help me with this Thermos? and see my father disappear into the tent.


I have a good idea how my dad would respond if he knew about Gary. He would insist on meeting him, insist on saying something embarrassing like, Don’t even think of trying anything funny. I was a young man myself once, and I know what it is you want. Or, You touch her and I’ll shoot you, and then in his deep growl, and I could, you know.


The next morning Dad once again rousts us out of our sleeping bags and heads us down to the lake. When we get back Mom is breaking eggs into the bacon grease. Our lips are blue and our teeth are chattering as we rush into the tent and burrow back into our sleeping bags, wet hair and all.


Five minutes, girls, she says. And don’t leave your wet towels on the beds.


We dress in our sleeping bags. On normal mornings we have to be asked again and again to get moving, but for bacon and eggs and hot chocolate after a swim, we rush. I bring out the plastic plates and napkins and Jane grabs the garage-sale silverware. Amy gets the multicolored metal cups that make milk and KoolAid taste like tin, and Pat brings the salt and pepper. Steve is out walking our dog, BoJo.


Breakfast is the best part of camping together. Everyone is wide awake and grateful, if for nothing more than a warm sweatshirt and the smell of bacon and pine. The air is crisp and Mom and Dad are cheerful, smiling secretly at each other over their children’s heads.


After breakfast we will break camp, cramming dirty clothes in with clean, since they all smell like smoke, rolling up sleeping bags, shaking out rugs, our parents fitting the cabinets and lawn chairs and boxes of supplies back together like a puzzle, until we lower the poles of the camper and close it down for another season. Then my dad and my brother will haul it over and hook it onto the trailer hitch, while my sisters and I walk in rows up and down the campsite, searching out stray litter.


Always leave a campsite looking better than when you arrived, my dad says.


We know. Before we leave the lot will be furrowed with the parallel lines of a rake, our Japanese garden in the Michigan woods.





I am home and bored for two weeks, killing time writing my name and Gary’s in curlicues and hearts. Then I go with my friend Robin and one of my favorite teachers and his wife to their cabin on a northern Michigan island.


I adore my teacher. He is like my father, except I know he’ll never do anything that will make me feel bad.


The Murphys’ cabin is of log, too, surrounded by the white of birches and the mirror expanse of a freshwater lake. There’s a rowboat and a canoe, and a flagpole on a point of rock that juts into the water, where each morning we ceremoniously raise the American flag. At night Robin and I climb a ladder built into the wall of one of the bedrooms, up to our mattress on the floor of the loft above.


On the second day we are joined by the Murphys’ son, Tom, a man in his twenties with his father’s teasing manner


I’ve never met Tom, although I have heard that he has gone through a divorce, which makes him exotic. When we canoe, I splash him with my paddle. When we go on a hike, I wear my bikini top and my shortest shorts, and I giggle at everything he says.


Robin is disgusted. That night we climb the ladder to our bed while Tom tucks in to one of the bunks below.


Good night, Tom, I call down, snuggling into the covers on the ladder side of the bed, Robin on the other side with her back to me.


Good night, Janine, he says. Good night, Robin.


It sounds like something out of The Waltons.


I put myself to sleep by thinking about Gary, about our few kisses, about the thrill of holding hands, about the one letter I’ve received since I got home. I fall asleep happy. Hours later I wake up with Tom’s lips just above mine, his finger in my vagina.


Shh…he whispers. Just lie back. It’ll feel good.


I do, my eyes wide, my heart racing. It does feel good, but it feels yucky, too, like something that shouldn’t be happening, like something bad, something awful, something that is a sin. I push at his hand, but he puts his other hand over both of mine and holds them still. He is kneeling next to the bed, his hands under the covers, his eyes glassy.


What are you doing? Robin asks, and I turn my head toward her in shock.


Nothing, I say. I am stunned and humiliated.


Tom pulls his finger out of me, lets go of my hands and brings his own out from under the covers.


She looks at him and then at me. You’re gross, she says.


I sit up. Tom backs away and retreats down the ladder as I stammer.


I didn’t do anything, I say. When I woke up he was already doing it.


But she doesn’t believe me. I don’t even know if I believe me. And she’s right. I’m gross.





The next morning we don’t talk about it. We move through the flag-raising ritual, and then I ask Tom to wait a second while everyone else heads to breakfast.


You know that song, “Having My Baby”? I ask.


He nods. It’s on every pop radio station that summer.


What if that happens to us?


He just stares at me. Seriously? You’re serious?


I nod, and he laughs and pats my shoulder. You’ll be fine, he says.


But what about us? I ask. I mean, will we see each other?


He laughs again. You’re, what, like thirteen?


I nod.


He shakes his head and walks away.





When I get home everything is normal. My mom meets me in the driveway and thanks the Murphys, then hugs me and tells me to throw my stinky laundry downstairs. Amy drags me inside, clamoring for me to watch her latest show. I sit on the couch and applaud as she twirls a fireplace broom in lieu of a cane while she shimmies in an old dance costume of mine, the crotch hanging to her knees and the fringe on the leotard twitching across her tiny bottom.


This time I don’t tell.









Chapter 3


[image: ]





GROWING UP we live in four-bedroom houses, my parents in one room, my brother, the oldest, in another, and the sisters divided between the other two. Sometimes I room with Amy, but we are both slobs, so our room fractures into a chaos of missing shoes and lost homework and broken toys. More often I share with Jane, who deals with my slovenly ways and my tendency to borrow her clothes without permission by taping a line down the middle of the bedroom. The closet is on her half, so she marks off a balance beam–thin path to my clothes.


On Wednesday nights we go to catechism class, on Sundays we go to Mass. One day we are driving home from church in our olive green station wagon. Mom and Dad are in the front seat, and we’re scattered in the back.


“What’s masturbation?” one of us sisters ask.


There is a moment of silence from the front seat.


“Ask your brother,” Dad says.
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