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 Chapter One

OKAY, I'M PREGNANT, and so here's what I'm scared about. What if my kid turns out to be a mass murderer? You know, one of those kids who shoots half the school, then shoots himself? Or maybe a drug dealer, or really, just—just what if my kid lies to me, or sneaks out a window to go see her boyfriend, or gets pregnant at sixteen like me? I'd hate to have me for a kid.

I waited until I was five months pregnant to tell my parents. guess I had sort of hoped the whole thing would go away. At first I thought maybe I wasn't pregnant, and I just tried to ignore the signs, like painful boobs and feeling sick all the time and, oh, yeah, a missing period or two. But then once I figured out that yes, I am pregnant, I thought that I would probably miscarry, because in those first weeks I had been drinking V-O's (vodka and OJ) and smoking my Camels, which, okay, I realize now was a bad idea. But like I said, I didn't know for sure I was pregnant, and I figured the baby wouldn't live, because my mother miscarried three times before she had my older sister and twice before she had me. My sister has already miscarried twice, and she's been trying to get pregnant with her husband for four years. It figures: my baby is alive and kicking.

 I hate doctors. The whole reason I didn't have an abortion, besides the fact that I didn't believe I needed one because I figured I'd miscarry, is because I hate, hate, hate doctors. And, okay, my parents would more likely kill me if I had had an abortion than if I were just pregnant, because that's very against their religion. So now I've got to somehow get this baby out of me, and from what I've seen in health class and in the movies, I'm in for a night or two of complete and utter torture!

***

When I told my dad that I was pregnant, he stormed through the house yelling at me loud enough for the whole state of Maine and part of Canada to hear. Then when he finally calmed down enough to talk to me in one place, the cozy farmhouse kitchen of our cozy, most favorite house in the world, he stood in front of me with his fists on his hips, his graying hair standing up on end from raking his fingers through it while he raged—maybe pulling it some, too—and he smiled at me. It wasn't this friendly, "I love you, anyway," kind of smile. It was this victorious, self-satisfied smile, like he'd just pulled a fast one on me.

"Well, well, well," he said, still smiling. "I guess it's pay back time. All the times you snuck out of this house and ran away with Lam and worried your mother and me—payback. All the times you lied to us, came home drunk and way past curfew—payback. You like staying up all hours of the night? You're in luck. Your baby will keep you up whether you like it or not. And all the griping and complaining you did in Africa, making everyone miserable, the rude and nasty things you've said to us—"

 "I know, I know," I said. "Payback. I get it, I get it." And I do, which is why I'm so scared about this baby. I don't want me for a kid. I really, really don't. Worse, I don't want my boyfriend for a kid. Hell, I'm not sure I really even want him for a husband, but my parents and his parents kind of pushed me into it, so what can I do?

I tried to get a little sympathy. "I know I messed up again, Daddy, but can't you at least say something nice? Are you just going to lay curses on me every day for the rest of my life? Won't you feel sorry if you've cursed this baby?"

"Hah!" Dad threw back his head and grabbed at his hair again. He looked a little wild—crazy wild. "Eleanor, you've cursed your own baby by getting pregnant. You're only sixteen! What kind of life can it possibly have? You've got a C average at best in school, so what kind of job do you think you'll get? And that punk-o boyfriend of yours isn't any better." Then back to that ugly smile of his. "But you've made your bed, and you're going to lie in it. We've always done right by you and your sister. She turned out beautifully, and she got everything you got, and you were treated exactly the same, so I don't blame myself for any of this."

 "Well, neither do I, Dad, if that's what's got you so steamed. I was just born wrong, I guess." I felt tears stinging my eyes. "I'm a total loser." I rubbed my belly. "And this baby's going to be a total loser, too, because it's going to have such losers for parents. But thanks for all your love and caring sympathy, Dad. I knew I could count on you." I ran out of the kitchen, hoping my dad would call me back, hug me, say everything's going to be all right, he'd take care of everything, save me from my fool self, but he didn't.

***

My mom's reaction wasn't much better. I know, I know; I should have told them both at the same time, but I was afraid of the way they would gang up on me—two voices shouting and ranting, the two of them feeding off of each other's anger. To tell the truth, there is no good way to tell your parents that you got knocked up.

Mom's big deal was to find out who did this to me. That's what she said right off the bat. "Who did this to you?" As if he'd splattered mud on my shirt or something. She was setting the table in the dining room, not even looking at me, not even pausing to digest what I'd told her. She just set the plates down one by one, carefully, gently, as if the plates were my baby, its fragile skull cradled in her hands. My mom's calm reaction hurt as much as my father's rage, maybe even more. I knew she had grown used to my terrible surprises, maybe even bored with them. Two times in juvie for stupid stuff like breaking and entering—my boyfriend's house—and stealing a car, my parents' car. All the drinking and drugs, sneaking out, and running away—it's been too much for her, so now she's just bored. She's so bored she doesn't even care anymore. I think she's so done with worrying about me, she's just cut me loose. She couldn't even bother to look at me. Not once. And she didn't once say anything about this being a sin. It used to be I got the sin word slapped in my face every time I did something wrong, but come on, when you live in a sin-free family with sin-free parents and a sin-free sister, well, you can't help but sin a little extra on their behalf.

 Mom just kept setting the table—knife and spoon on the right, fork on the left, carefully folded napkins, those tidy triangles of hers, placed under the fork. "Who did this to you?" she asked, and I told her.

"Thanks a lot, Mom!" I said. "Who do you think? Lam Lothrop, who else? I mean, come on, Mom, what do you take me for?"

Lam's real name is Lamont, which is why he goes by Lam. Mom didn't even raise an eyebrow or indicate in any way that she'd heard his name. She poured ice water in the glasses from a 1950s pitcher she found in the cabinet under the sink one day and had used every day since. She loved that pitcher, with its bands of orange and yellow painted on it, more than me. That's what I thought, watching her: She loves it more than she's ever loved me.

 Mom and Dad didn't say a word during dinner. The only sound was the clink and scrape of our forks and knives, the heavy swallowing of our food and ice water with lemon. I couldn't eat much. After a while I asked to be excused, and my mom nodded, still not looking at me. I grabbed my plate, knife, fork, spoon, napkin, and glass and headed for the kitchen. On the way I knocked into the side table behind my chair and elbowed that pitcher my mom loved so much. It fell off the table, hit the wooden floor, and broke into two thick pieces. I froze. Mom jumped up from her seat, looked right at me, and exploded. She cried and she yelled at the top of her lungs so that all of Maine and half of Canada could hear her. She screamed at me to go to my room and stay there. I nodded and left, taking my plate and stuff up there with me, forgetting that I had them in my hands.

For two months my parents barely spoke to me, and when they did, it was to argue about what to do with the baby. The more they wanted me to give it to my perfectly prim, older sister, Sarah—just hand it over like a sack of potatoes—the more firmly I said that I was keeping it. "It's my body and my baby, and I want to keep it," I said. I mean, what the hell was I saying? I was just mad at my parents. I didn't really plan to keep the baby, but I couldn't shut up. I couldn't save myself. I was just too furious with them.


 They're missionaries—educators. We've been in the States three glorious years, but they're heading back to Kenya tomorrow for three, maybe four years! Along with their teaching and all their good works, like fundraising for AIDS, and running a soup kitchen, and being leaders in their church, they've been raising money so they could to go back to Kenya. It's their big dream to return to work with the AIDS babies in the orphanages there.

At first, they expected me to go with them. Just give birth, hand my baby over to my sister, and go back to Kenya with them and forget about everything else. They assumed I'd go back there, when I've got my whole life here in Maine. They act like I got pregnant on purpose just so I could stay here. Well, if I had thought of it I might have done that, but it didn't occur to me. So anyway, they said that I knew their life's work was in Kenya, and that hundreds of people were counting on them, and that my grandmother, who also does good works in Kenya with my grandfather, is quite ill and dying of cancer, so they can't exactly change their plans. Okay, I'm sorry about Grandma Lottie having cancer—I am, even though I never liked that self-righteous do-gooder and the way she was always tsk-tsking and shaking her finger at me and then smothering Sarah with kisses and praise. The last time I saw Grandma Lottie, she told me I was going straight to hell, her favorite topic, and I told her if heaven meant living for all eternity with her looking down her long, pious nose at me, then hell sounded like a much better deal. All right, so that was mean, and I'm sorry for what I said, now that she's dying and all, but I still didn't want to go to Kenya and watch over her sickbed. So I told my parents one day when we were arguing in the kitchen that if they thought I was ever going to leave Lam, the love of my life, and go back to Africa with them to be chased by hyenas and get dysentery again and live without electricity and a real toilet, or worse, go to that horrible boarding school they sent me to there, then they had another thing coming.

 "And if you think you're going to stay here in Maine all by yourself, then you've got another thing coming!" my mother fired back at me. "Honestly, I'm just so fed up with you. I'm at my wits' end."

Since my mother was always telling me she was at her wits' end, I'm surprised she had any wits left.

"You have two choices," she said. "Pick one. Either you go with us to Kenya, or you go stay with Sarah and Robby in California."

My mother should have known by now that I wasn't about to let her have her way. I'm way too stubborn for my own good, and I know this, but I couldn't help opening my big fat mouth. "That's what you think," I said. "You can't drag me all the way to Kenya, or California, and even if you could, I'd only run away." I crossed my arms and stood pouting in the kitchen like a little kid. My dad jumped up from his chair. He looked like he was about to throw me over his shoulder and march all the way to Kenya right that second. I saw him start to open his mouth, but before he could yell at me, I shouted, "And anyway, Lam asked me to marry him and I said yes, so there, we're getting married."

 My mom yanked her silky scarf from around her neck and I thought for a moment she was going to wrap it around mine, but she slammed it and her hand on the kitchen counter and looked purple-faced at my dad for help.

"Is that so? Well, you can't get married at sixteen without our consent," Dad said, his voice firm, as if to say, So that's that—end of discussion.

"Fine," I said. "Then we'll just live together, but I'm not going with you."

I knew this would get my missionary parents good. There's nothing like adding the sin of living together on top of the sin of sexual intercourse. Only in the end, my parents got me good, because they agreed to the marriage. They insisted on it even, and the way they insisted made me feel like they were tricking me somehow. I just couldn't figure out how. Maybe they and the Lothrops had decided to let us get married and all because they figured we'd mess it up so royally that we'd finally come to our senses and give up the baby and then go our separate ways. Oh, yeah, I could just see the four of them hatching up some kind of scheme like that. My parents had talked it over with the Lothrops before I even had a chance to tell Lam what I had said. And I needed to talk to Lam because the truth is, I lied. Lam had never asked me to marry him. Who knew my parents would actually go for that idea? Luckily Lam knows me pretty well, and he said he knew what was up as soon as his mother jumped on him about it.

 "Don't worry. I was cool about the whole marriage thing," he said when I did call him. "I was like, yeah, I asked her, so what? We love each other and we're going to have a baby, so why not get married?"

***

So, it ends up Lam's parents and my parents decided marriage was the best solution if we were so hell-bent on keeping the child. They acted like the whole thing was their idea in the first place. They had it all reasoned out. A child should have both parents, and by getting married I'd have a home, because my parents are only renting the house we're in and the lease is up today, and both sets of parents agreed that this baby was Lam's responsibility, too, so it was the right thing to do. If I got married I'd live with Lam and his family. We didn't know what we wanted, me and Lam, but it sounded a lot better than either Kenya or California, so we agreed to get married.

Now I'm in court again, only this time it's not for stealing anything, it's to get married, and I'm seven months pregnant, but I look and feel like I'm nine and ready to give birth any minute. My sister, Sarah, flew in from California for a couple of weeks, more in support of my parents than me, and she's looking at me squeezed into this orange maternity dress that makes me look like a pumpkin, and she's shaking her head. I think she's still wondering how I, the loser/moron/geek/freak/coffee-addicted, cigarette-addicted, booze-addicted, food-addicted, shopping-addicted younger sister ended up in this family in the first place.

 My mom is dressed in beige and she's got her soft brown hair all knotted in a bun, and both she and Dad are looking so calm, maybe even a little pleased, and I know they're probably just so relieved to be getting rid of me. No more playing police or grounding me for the rest of my life. No more court dates and juvie sentences. I'm someone else's headache now.

Lam's parents are here, too, and it's a good thing they love babies, because they hate me for supposedly ruining their precious son's life. Who do they think pressured me to have sex in the first place? Who do they think got me onto dope and shit? Oh, don't worry, I'm off of everything except food and water and vitamins for the baby's sake. And believe me, getting clean was no walk in the park. Anyway, the Lothrops think they're so noble 'cause they run a camp for fat kids, but what's so noble about starving children for a living? They charge extra for the camp because it's specialized, with nutritionists and weigh-ins and such, and then they feed them half as much as any other camp, so they've got to be making big bucks at this fat camp. Since they love babies, and since they had always wanted two children but had lost their first child before it was a year old, and since they love Lam, and since we're getting married, and since my parents are leaving for Kenya, they've offered to take the baby if things don't work out with me and Lam, and they've offered us one of the cabins at the camp.

The camp is another reason why the Lothrops agreed to us getting married instead of just living together. We have to set a good example for the kids. I have to pretend I'm twenty (yeah, lying—what a great example), and we have to be married and pretend the marriage came before the baby, so that it doesn't look like I got knocked up by accident or anything. Also, I have to tell the campers not to take drugs, not to smoke or drink or have sex, should these topics come up, because they might think I'm cool, and that would be wrong. So—fun—I'm going to be living deep in the back of beyond, surrounded by pine trees and starving fat children, giving birth and raising my baby in a one-room cabin heated with wood, with the kitchen up the hill in the main house, and the bathroom a hornet-infested latrine six cabins away.

***

 Now here I am, standing in front of the justice of the peace, trying really hard not to give birth right here on the courtroom floor, but really something feels like it's about to burst down below, and I'm trying to figure out if I really even love Lamont Lothrop—I mean, enough to live with him the rest of my life, forever and ever, amen. For two and a half years I thought I did. That's why we tried to run away together, that's why I climbed out of my bedroom window at three in the morning—to be with Lam, my soul mate, my prince of a guy, my knight in shining armor, only right now, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, he looks more like a dude and nothing else.

I hear something about husband and wife, and Lam leans over and kisses me—leans way over. He's six-two, and I'm five-two; he's a hundred and ninety-nine pounds, and I'm not quite ninety pounds (well, usually). He's all muscle, and I'm all bones. I don't know how this marriage is going to work, but I kiss him and shout, "Yahoo!" and my dried-up, laced-up, thin-lipped sister comes forward with her ramrod-straight, penny-loafered husband in tow and says, "Don't expect us to cheer about this, Eleanor."

 "I don't expect anything from you," I say, rubbing my belly, wishing I could put my feet up somewhere.

Lam puts his arm around my shoulder and squeezes me, and I'm so proud of him for doing this in front of Sarah that I almost forgive him for showing up stoned.

"Well, I think once you see how hard it is to take care of that baby, you'll give our offer another thought. It still stands. We'll take your baby. We'll raise it as our own. Won't we, Robby?"

Robby, Sarah's husband, nods, but his sour expression tells me he doesn't want anything to do with anything coming from me, and that's another reason why I haven't agreed to Sarah taking the baby once it's born.

"Yeah, well"—I rub my stomach some more, because it comforts me and maybe comforts the baby and it definitely annoys Sarah—"it's my baby, mine and Lam's, so we'll see."

"Don't cut off your nose to spite your face," Robby says.

"Yeah, okay, whatever that means," I say. He talks like that all the time. He says things like "Don't beat a dead horse," and "Don't kill the messenger," and "When pigs fly." I guess he's got to borrow someone else's expressions because his own don't amount to a hill of beans. Ha! Take that expression, Robby boy.

 My new mother-in-law comes forward to join us while my parents and Lam's dad talk over "future plans." I hear the words "cabin" and "when the baby comes," but then Mrs. Lothrop is speaking to me, so I turn my attention to her.

"I guess some kind of congratulations are in order," she says, frowning, and I wonder what the hell I'm supposed to say to that. I look her up and down. She's tall, sturdy, and beautiful, in a rustic, country-woman sort of way, and she's got herself all dressed in black. Black pants, sleeveless black shirt, and black gardening clogs—you know, rubber clog things—a real funeral outfit, I figure.

"I guess so." I sorta smile.

"I'm so stoked, Ma," Lam says. "I can't believe I'm married."

"No, none of us can believe it," she says, and her sarcasm goes right over Lam's head.

He gives her a peck on the cheek. "Thanks for everything, Ma. I mean the cabin and furniture and junk."

We all jabber for twenty more minutes or so, but then my parents have to go because they have to finish packing and cleaning. They leave me their car, a hunk-a-junk they named Rambo, bought cheap and well used, and only to last them the three years they'd be in the States. I'm grateful for it, though, because I can't drive Lam's stick-shift Jeep, and I need it for my days off from the camp. I'm grateful, too, for the baby stuff they bought—crib and car seat and baby carrier and stroller.

 Mom hugs me and kisses my cheek, and I see tears in her eyes. "I do love you, Elly," she says. "Anytime you want to join us, we'll get you a flight and take care of everything. Remember that."

I nod and feel ashamed for the millionth time that I'm pregnant. Yeah, I admit it, I'm ashamed. I talk a good game and my big talk gets me into all kinds of messes, but I know I've been stupid, and I know, too, that most likely, after I've made my sister jealous long enough and she's suffered some as payback for always being better than I am, I'll give in and hand her the baby to raise.

Dad pats my back and kisses the top of my head. "You're still my li'l gal," he says. "We're gonna miss you."

I nod and feel queasy in my stomach. I can see they're so anxious to get going, to fly far, far away, and get back to feeding the bodies and souls of people who really need them. I want to say, "I need you, too. I need you, Mom and Dad. I just have a crappy way of telling you." But it's too late. When it comes to me and my timing, it's always too late. Too late to get an abortion, too late to say I'm sorry, too late to say I need you, and I'm scared, and I don't want to live in a cabin in the woods. It's just too late, or maybe too hard to admit that I don't want a husband and baby, and that I'm just so tired of being me.


 Chapter Two

HERE'S what I hate about all the pregnancy books I've been reading. They're meant for perfect people who are going to have perfect babies and live perfect lives with their perfect husbands. Everything sounds so simple and orderly—even emergencies like miscarriages and preeclampsia and terrible stuff like C-sections and edema and having to stay in bed for the whole nine months. The writers make it sound like this calm, easily managed, well-behaved problem that we will all handle rationally. And I hate all the parenting magazines with the beautiful people and children on the covers, and all the bright toys and pretty living rooms and baby bedrooms in the photos inside. I'm thinking I'm going to put out a teen pregnancy magazine. Why not? And it will be real. Real people on the covers, and stories about how real people are dealing with being pregnant, and working and going to school, and parents and friends who are no longer there for you because you just don't fit in anymore, or they're too busy—and so are you, but in a different way—and how it feels to be left out of everything. Yeah, I really ought to start that one up. Right now, though, I'm making my way through the throng of fat kids who are moving into camp today, climbing the steep mountain slope thick with pine trees that leads to my humble new home, while Lam's in front of me telling me to hurry up because it's not just his wedding day, it's his graduation day, and he's anxious to get to the parties. All I'm anxious to do is to sit down. I notice kids hugging their pillows and their parents dragging trunks and staring at me as I huff it up the slope, and I can see their little minds working: Is she fat or is she pregnant? She looks pregnant. Am I/is my kid in the right place?

 The camp starts at the base of a mountain where there's a lake that smells like wet logs and ducks. Canoes are stacked on a rack at the edge of the water, two tall lifeguard chairs dug into the sand, a long dock with a ladder going down into the lake, and a rope with little plastic buoys marking off the shallow and deep parts. The dirt parking lot is down by the lake, and on the far side of the lake sit eight boys' cabins and four latrines dotted about the woods. The rest of the camp is tucked into the mountain itself, with the large red main cabin in the center, and the girls' cabins, latrines, activities huts, and the Lothrops' cabin/ office scattered in the woods on either side. From the parking lot, most of the buildings are hidden by the trees, and by the fact that they're all made of logs so they just look like part of the mountain. The climb to the cabins is steep and rocky, and black flies are nipping at my calves. I'm trying to swat at them and walk at the same time.

 "Come on, Eleanor," Lam calls to me, his voice sounding impatient. He's reached our cabin. It's set back a ways from the others and is slightly bigger, too. It once housed the older kids, but this camp now only goes up to age fifteen instead of nineteen, and the older kids have become the camp counselors. Even I'm supposed to be a counselor-in-training, or CIT, and I've got two jobs, one to help out in the crafts cabin, and the other to help out in a dance class. What I know about crafts can be said in one word—nothing! What I know about dance is next to nothing, but I had to fill out a CIT application just like any other counselor here, and when it asked what training or experience I had and gave me a list to choose from, dance and crafts seemed like they might be the most fun. So I lied and said I had taken dance for six years. Really I had only had dance lessons for two, when I was six and seven. I also lied and said my mother and I did crafts all the time, because I thought the Lothrops might like me better if I said I did something homey like crafts with my mom. I mean, really, what was I thinking? Oh, and I had to have an interview, too, only it wasn't with Mr. and Mrs. Lothrop. Mrs. Lothrop was in some meeting in Boston, so it was with Mr. Lothrop and this crazy old bat of a lady with a witch's nest of wiry gray hair who sat in her wheelchair like it was a throne and who, it turned out, used to own and run this camp way back in the dark ages. I could tell by the way her evil black eyes squinted at me, she didn't believe a word I said about knowing how to dance and do crafts. She saw liar written all over me, and I knew it, but she didn't let on to Mr. Lothrop, and the only question she asked me was, "What would you do if a camper came up to you and told you she was homesick?"

 What the hell? I didn't know. "I'd talk to her," I said.

"Oh, would you?" she said back to me in this witch-like voice.

"Yes, I would." I glared right at her.

"And what would you say? How would you talk her out of her homesickness?"

Was this a trick question? You can't talk someone out of being homesick. Believe me; I know. I was homesick for America for years and nobody ever talked me out of it, not even for a second.

"I wouldn't talk her out of it," I said. "You can't do that. It doesn't work." I tried to think of what I would have wanted someone to do for me in Kenya, what would have made it better. "I would just let the camper know that I was her friend and that if she wanted to talk about being homesick for eight weeks straight that I'd be willing to listen to her. And if she wanted to talk about something else, I'd listen to that, too."

My answer must have been okay, 'cause the old bat got this twinkle in her eye and nodded, and that was that. She let Mr. Lothrop do the rest of the interview while she conked out and snored and blew air out of the corner of her mouth throughout the rest of my interview. It was only later, when I told Lam about the old bat, that I found out she was Lam's grandmother and Mrs. Lothrop's mother, which explained a lot!

 So now Lam stands in the doorway of our cabin, and when I catch up to him, he asks, "Want me to carry you over the threshold?" I look at his face. He looks worried. I can tell when he's worried because this deep line forms down the center of his forehead, and that's what I see.

"How about we just hold hands and go inside together."

He smiles, and the line disappears. "Yeah, perfect."

We hold hands, and he has to step inside before me a bit because no way can wide ol' me fit alongside his big self through the door at the exact same time.

Once inside, he shouts, "Yow! I'm through with school forever. Forever!" Then he reaches around me and grabs me from under my ass and lifts me. I hold on to his neck for dear life, not thrilled that he had no oomph to lift me when it was about us being married but suddenly he's feeling like Superman 'cause he remembers he's a high school graduate. I'm jealous of him, too, because I still have another year to go before I graduate—if I'm able to go back to school in the fall. Lam's eighteen, and I think the truth of how I got myself pregnant is that I was so flattered that a guy two years older liked me, and I was so scared that I'd lose him, that I finally broke down and said yes to having sex with him, even though I had had a bad feeling about it. It was the first time I ever had sex, and he wore a condom, and still I got pregnant, which is just my luck. Of course my parents, his parents, my sister, and everyone in school think I'm a whore now. Like just because I did drugs and crap, they think I must have been going around having sex with everyone, too, so I was bound to get pregnant sometime. No need trying to tell anyone the truth. Who cares, anyway?

 "So, which party first?" Lam asks. "Matt's or Rolly's? I vote Matt's."

"Come on, Lam," I say. "It's our wedding day. Here we are alone together, and we have this cabin, and we're in the woods. Wouldn't it be nice to just be cozy together and forget about the rest of the world for a while?"

A bunch of kids yell, "Lake!" and there's a stampede outside our door as they run down the hill, past our cabin, and toward the lake.

I make my way over to the couch that sits in the middle of the cabin and start backing myself down into it. I am so looking forward to getting off my feet. I've been real good about eating well and keeping my weight up because I read that teens that don't gain enough weight can have low-weight babies with birth defects. But now I'm too big and I get tired too easily.

"If I stay, are we gonna have sex?" Lam asks.

I stop in mid-sit and push myself back off the couch. I spread my arms out and glare down at my orange belly. "Do you think I could possibly want to make love? Give me a break." We haven't had sex in over two weeks, and I could see Lam was getting desperate about it, but I just can't do it anymore. I'm just too pregnant.

 Lam puts on his camo hunting cap with the moose emblem on the front, salutes me, and clicks the heels of his hunting boots together. "Well, then, I'm going to Matt's. He's got the party of the century going on, and I don't want to miss it. You're not coming?"

"No, and I can't believe you'd just leave me here on our honeymoon night surrounded by a bunch of whiny kids and your parents and all those counselors. And, look around. We don't even have a TV or a refrigerator, so what am I supposed to do while you party?"

Instead of easing myself onto the couch as I had started to do earlier, I just let myself go and fall back onto the sofa cushions. The two cushions on either side of me puff up with a gasp, then settle back down. Lam's parents had given us the couch, and Lam acts like they were just so generous, but all it is is a shredded, cat-clawed, brown and tan plaid box that scratches your skin if you have any exposed. I put my feet up on the coffee table, which is really the trunk I used for my years in Kenya. I've covered it over with a pretty flowered scarf, but Lam has already burned a cigarette hole in it—the butthead. I feel tears starting to well up, and I blink several times to hold them back.


 "Don't start acting like my ball and chain on our first day, El. Come on, I just graduated. No more school forever! Anyway, you love a good party. It'll do you good to get out and see the guys."

I sniff and wipe a stupid tear away. "They've always been more your friends than mine, and anyway, what am I gonna do while everyone gets stoned? Just stand there and watch? I can't do anything, Lam. I can't do anything ever again. We're going to have a baby—a kid, a responsibility."

"But not forever, right? You said we might give it to my parents, right? Or maybe your sister, right?" Lam edges toward the door. It's an old-fashioned latch-kind of door with no locks and so poorly sized for the opening that you can see the great outdoors through all the gaps. The cabin was built for summers, for young campers, not for pregnant girls, and not for year-round living.

I swat at a fly, then let my arms flop onto my belly. "Yeah, well, we haven't exactly made our final decision on that, have we?" Then I look at Lam, already standing with the door open and his hand on the screen door, hot to get going. He looks so good, even with his doofus-looking, too-big-for-his-head hunting hat on. I think that's what I fell for, his looks. He's got big round blue eyes the color of chicory, which is the stuff that grows all around here along the roadside, and he's got a flush to his cheeks, and he's tall with a cute butt, and sandy blond hair with bangs that slant down into his eyes. I know girls will be all over him at the party, even if he does kind of have big ears. Shit, he'll probably screw one of them—on our wedding night.

 "Have you even thought about this baby?" I ask. "I mean, it's part yours. It's going to look like you and maybe talk like youand—"

"Yeah, I've thought about it." He huffs and pushes open the screen door. It groans. He stands halfway in and halfway out and scratches his chest through his very faded, deer-skull T-shirt. He glances outside, then inside at me. "So, you comin' or what?"

"I said no, already!" I pound the arm of the couch. "It's our wedding night, Lam. Don't you even love me? Why did you marry me?"

Okay, never mind that I don't know how I feel about him. I need him to tell me he loves me. I need this really badly.

"Yeah, I love you," he says. His voice softens. "You're pretty, Elly. Even seven months pregnant, you're so pretty. I mean, come on, half the guys in school were always after you. You're like this guy magnet."

"Yeah," I say, still wanting to feel sorry for myself. "But all the girls hate me—and for no good reason."

"Like I said, you're pretty—and you have this, I don't know, this cute way about you that guys like and girls are jealous of." Lam steps back into the cabin and tries again. "And—and—you look smart-pretty, too. Not like dumb-pretty—all boobs and bubbly-blonde pretty, but sexy-lawyer pretty. You know? 'Cause you're really smart. And, I—I like how your eyes have those golden flecks in the brown part and, uh, I like your hair in that ponytail thing you've always got, and I like how you pull the thingy out and shake out your hair and it's perfect, like you just brushed it. I like—I like your hair."

 I feel embarrassed now because I've let him go on so long with his compliments. I try to flick them off. "So you married me for my mousy brown lawyer-lady hair?"

He rolls his eyes and shakes his head like he's just too fed up with me. "Come on, Elly, you know why I married you. You told your parents that I asked you to marry me. And anyway, we're pregnant. It's my duty. My parents made real sure I understood that." He raises his fist and sets it on the doorsill as though he needed it to prop him up. "A Lothrop always does his duty. A Lothrop always fixes his mistakes, and he always does the honorable thing."

I frown. "Yeah, uh-huh, so the honorable thing is to leave me here alone on our wedding night? Great! You know what Matt said? Matt said our marriage would only last six months, and he's our best friend!" I rest my head on the back of the couch and slouch down a little more. I'm so tired all of a sudden. I hate that about being pregnant—being tired.

"Oh, yeah?" Lam says. "Matt told me that he gave us two months, just long enough to have the baby, give it away, and split up." He studies his boots, picking one foot up to examine the sole and then the other, as if he's inspecting them for dog doo-doo.


 "So, is that all this is?"

Lam shrugs. "I don't know, Elly. I don't know what it is. Shit, I'm just doing what I'm supposed to do—what everybody's telling me to do. You go off and tell everybody you want to keep the baby, so okay, we're keeping the baby—maybe. Then you tell everybody I asked you to marry me and then our parents say we have to get married, but Mom and Dad want me to graduate before we get married 'cause they figured I'd never graduate if I got married first, so okay, I graduate—just barely, but I do it. Then your parents want to be there for the wedding, so we do it today before they leave for Africa, same day as graduation. And tomorrow I start working here at the camp—like always. So, see? I'm doing my part." Lam slams his fist on the door. "I'm doing my part! And I don't know anymore how I feel about anything." He checks out how I'm taking what he's saying, and I'm not taking it too well because it sounds like it's all about doing his duty and nothing about loving me. More tears spill down my face. Mom and Dad are gone, and now Lam's mad at me and leaving me alone in this boring cabin, and he doesn't even love me anymore.

I don't say this out loud, but he reads my mind, which he can do sometimes. "Come on, El," he says. "You're just being weepy and cranky 'cause you're so pregnant. You know I love you. That hasn't changed." He leaves his position by the door and walks toward me. While he's walking he reaches into his pants pocket. He's wearing baggy camo pants. Everything is about hunting to Lam. If he isn't getting stoned, he's hunting—or, as one of his many bumper stickers proclaims, he'd rather be hunting.

 "Okay," he says. "I was going to give you this tomorrow as a first-day-of-marriage kind of thing, but here, I got something for you." He pulls out a purple cloth pouch and hands it to me. It says Albert's Jewelers on the front. That's where my wedding ring came from. My ring is gold with a small pink tourmaline stone in it. Tourmaline is Maine's state mineral, so it's cool. I like it better than plain old diamonds any day.

"Lam! What's this?"

Lam gets this too-cute bashful look on his face—all blushing and staring down at his feet.

I pull open the pouch and empty the contents into my hand. "What ... a bracelet! With another tourmaline—Lam!"

It's a gold chain with a gold heart dangling from it, and in the center is a tiny pink tourmaline. I get to my feet and reach over the coffee table/trunk for him and kiss him. "I love it! I can't believe you got me this. When did you...?"

Lam's giggling like a girl, he's so proud of himself. "It matches your ring. See?" he says, coming around the table to me. "Let me put it on for you."

I hold out my arm while he places it on my wrist and messes with the clasp.

"How could you afford this? It must have cost more than the ring."


 "Yeah, I used all my savings." The clasp locks, and he steps back. "I couldn't resist getting it for my girl—my wife," he says.

I lift my arm up and look at the bracelet. "Yeah, well it's beautiful." I smile at him. "Lam, you're so sweet. I love it." I say all this, even though my first thought is that maybe we could have used that money for us and the baby, but then my second thought is, I love how romantic he is sometimes. I love him so much. He's always surprising me with some sudden thoughtfulness. Always. And for a second or two, I'm really glad we got married.


 Chapter Three

I KNOW LAM is proud of himself about the bracelet. We stare at it together and we're standing so close that our heads touch and the moment feels so good, but it's only a moment because then Lam pats my arm and backs up. "Okay," he says. "Gotta party. I swear, I'm gonna go out and get piss-ass drunk. You comin'?"

"No! I already said, but hey, don't let me keep you. You gave me this bracelet—what more could I want? Go on, have a good time." I say this sarcastically, of course, but Lam has never been good at sarcasm. I've always loved that about him, but now it only irritates me.

"Yeah, great! So, I'll see you." He kisses me, his lips barely grazing mine, then he heads for the exit.

I watch Lam push open the wooden screen door, listen to it slam behind him, and then through the screen I see him jog down the hill toward his Jeep. I stand in the middle of the cabin, turning the bracelet around and around on my wrist, and look about me. I see the full-size four-poster bed in one corner of the room that I made up with a cotton blue bedspread and a gray wool camp blanket folded at the bottom. There's a bookshelf next to it that's supposed to hold all our crap, but we've got too much crap. It all sits in a heap on the other side of the room. There's my clothes and shoes and books, and all the baby stuff my parents bought me—the car seat and crib and baby carrier and stroller—and then there's Lam's clothes and our computers and even a real stuffed moose head. The giant head sits lopsided, resting on the left side of its antlers, a souvenir of the first moose Lam ever shot. There's a card table with an old record player on top, and in the center of the room is the scratchy couch and trunk/coffee table. The room looks so depressing that I can't help it, a fresh batch of tears rolls down my face. I flop down on the couch and have myself a good long cry. While I'm crying I rub my belly and talk to my baby, which is something I've kind of gotten into the habit of doing—when nobody else is around.

 "Don't you be sad," I tell it. "I don't even know why I'm crying, except I just feel so alone, except for you. Mom and Dad are gone, and I'm pregnant, and I'm married, and Lam's at a party, and I'm at a camp in the middle of nowhere, and I mean nowhere. This has to be the last place in the whole state of Maine where cell phones and computers don't work, you know? You know, baby cakes? Anyway"—I rub my belly some more and I feel it move—"what if I want to keep you? You're kind of growing on me—ha, ha. Well, if I did keep you, I wouldn't ever leave you to go off to Africa, or to some dumb party, that's for sure. And you wouldn't leave me, and I would never feel alone like this again." I sigh and feel the baby move, trying to get more comfortable inside me. "Maybe Lam really wants you, too. Maybe that's why he let me and our parents push him into getting married. Maybe—I don't know."

 I cry some more, but after a while I hear kids outside yelling and counselors ordering everybody around, and then I hear the heavy clang of the dinner bell, and I figure I might as well go eat, although since I'll be eating at least twice as much as everybody else at the camp, I can't eat in the dining hall with the kids. I have to eat in the kitchen.

The dining hall is at one end of Moosehead Lodge, the camp's main cabin. Instead of being boxlike and made of un-painted logs or slats of wood like the campers' cabins, it looks more like a sturdy barn, with the two-story roof and dark red paint and these wide entry doors that slide open.

When I step inside the dining hall, I'm hit with the smell of something really sweet and something really sour at the same time. It makes the baby kick. One of the counselors hired to do kitchen duty—or, sorry, KP; that's what they call it—tells me to sit at the picnic table in the back of the room where the kitchen help eats. I waddle my way to the back, noticing the trays of dessert lined up on the stainless-steel counters—some kind of oatmeal/berry crunch brownie stuff. Only you can't call it a brownie, because it's not brown, but they're the size of brownies, and they smell really good. My stomach growls.

 I struggle to fit myself between the bench and the table. Once I'm seated, I stare at the ketchup and mustard in front of me and listen to all the voices. There's the noise of all the kids on the other side of the wall, and the tap-tap-tap of someone patting a microphone. In the kitchen it's dishes clattering, and stainless-steel cabinets opening and closing, and orders being given, and laughter, and laughter, and laughter on both sides. I'm not a part of any of this. I'm just sitting like a rotting pumpkin one week after Halloween. Why, I wonder, did my mother ever buy me such a stupid dress? I hate being pregnant, I hate being married, and I hate this backwoods, fat-ass camp.

The campers on the other side of the wall are called to order, and after a welcome and the reading of some dining rules, Lam's dad says in a very serious and solemn voice, "Let us now say the camp prayer." Then the kids all shout at the top of their lungs, "Rub-a-dub-dub, thanks for the grub, yea God," and I guess it's all the new kids who laugh but maybe the old kids do, too. Some of the KP duty counselors smile to themselves and look at one another, but they keep on scrubbing gigantic pots or dumping mashed potatoes into serving bowls.

Kids come up to a wide window with a tray in their hands, and the KP counselors pass the bowls and platters of food out to them. It gets really noisy on the other side of the wall, but on our side it gets quieter.

 I watch a guy load some dishes onto a tray and then head toward me. He stops in front of the table. "Here, my lady, is your dinner. If there be anything else you are wanting, sing out. Sing out! Oh, sing out!" He sings this to me. I swear on a stack of Bibles. He sings like a lady opera singer. Then he pauses, and it's like he's waiting for me to applaud him.

"Okay, first of all," I say, "don't ever sing to me again. Second of all, just put the tray down and go away."

The guy, tall like Lam but thinner, with a goatee, pierced ear with small hoop, dark brown hair in a ponytail, and gray eyes, sets the tray on the table and sits down across from me.

"I'm Ziggy," he says. "I'm the kitchen help and music counselor, and I already know that you're Eleanor Crowe, Lam's wife. Oh, or are you Eleanor Lothrop now that you're married?"

"No, it's still Crowe," I say. My last name is just about the only thing I like about myself, but I don't tell this Ziggy-person this. "Why should I take Lam's last name?" I say instead. "If there's going to be a name change, he can take mine. Crowe is better than Lothrop any old day."

"So then what name will you give the baby?" he asks, and picks up the bowl of mashed potatoes.

I shrug. "We're not sure yet," I say, as if this was something Lam and I had been discussing.

He hands me the bowl of potatoes and says, "Here, have some cauliflower."


 "Uh—" I stare into the bowl.

He pulls it back, grabs an empty plate off the tray, and scoops some cauliflower onto it.

"Are you kidding me?"

He laughs. "You thought it was mashed potatoes, right?"

"Uh, yeah."

"Not at this camp." He gestures toward each item on the tray. "We've got mashed cauliflower with skim milk, parmesan cheese, and pepper; corn on the cob—no butter—and ham slabs with Diet Coke and raisin sauce."

I scoop up a blob of cauliflower and sniff. "What kind of hell is this? My baby's going to starve to death here. Diet Coke and raisin sauce?"

"It's not too bad." He takes a bite. "So, you don't like my singing?"

"I don't like you singing to me. That's so queer. Don't ever sing to me.

He holds one arm out toward me. "Why ever not?" he sings.

I get to my feet. "Rub-a-dub-dub and opera-singing counselors and fake mashed potatoes—I'm outta here!"

"Hey, where you going? Come on, sit down. I won't sing. I promise. Now, come on, sit. You need to eat." He reaches across the table and grabs my hand. I think he looks like he's proposing to me, and other kitchen workers are looking at us, so I sit down fast and take my hand out of his.


 "So, where's Lam, anyway?" Ziggy glances around the kitchen like he might spot him rising from the sink or popping out of the toaster.

A girl carrying a small, single-size tray of food bustles up to the table and, after slamming her tray down, climbs over the bench and sits with a grunt. She's, well, I guess you could call her plump—not all that fat, but jiggly and pretty if you like that candy-coated look in a person.

"Ahh," she says. "It feels so good to sit down. I always forget how tiring the first week is. I get so out of shape during the winter." She looks at me. "You must be Lam's—uh—wife? I'm Jen." She tosses her over-highlighted, shoulder-length hair back with a jerk of her head, and smiles at me. She has the whitest, fakest-looking teeth I've ever seen. They're creepy looking.

"Yeah, hi," I say.

She stares at me a little too long, so I'm starting to feel squirmy. Finally she speaks. "So you're going to have a baby, huh? Like any minute, by the looks of things." She smiles after this comment, but it's one of those fake smiles that come out looking more snotty than friendly.

She keeps going. "Do you know if it's a boy or a girl? Where's Lam? Isn't this your wedding day? Did you wear that ... dress ... to your wedding? I like orange. It's so—bright and festive. Reminds me of a certain holiday—hmm, which one?" She turns to Ziggy. "Don't you like her dress?"

Ziggy shrugs. He's well dug into the ham and Diet Coke crap. "She looks like a pumpkin. No offense." He blinks innocently at me.

 "Ziggy..." I say to change the subject and go on the attack, since clearly that's what they plan to do to me. "So were you named after the bald comic-strip guy or what?"

"It's Siegfried, and I'm named after my grandfather, one of the greatest men to ever live. I'm proud to have his name."

"Then why don't you go by Siegfried instead of Ziggy, if you're so proud?"

"I take it you've never heard of Siegfried 'Ziggy' Grumbauer, the tenor."

"No, why would I? Is that you?"

Jen snickers.

"It was my grandfather. He sang with the Metropolitan Opera back in his day."

"So why the hell would I have ever heard of him? Opera? Who likes opera?" I take a bite of the cauliflower, still expecting mashed potatoes. I spit it back out onto my plate. "What the...?"

Jen laughs out loud, and when I say out loud, I really mean loud. She's got a laugh like a foghorn—I mean!

"It's cauliflower. You ate it expecting it to taste like mashed potatoes—like fake mashed potatoes," Ziggy says.

I'm still spitting. "Well, aren't they?" I ask between spits.

"No. It's still just cauliflower. Just accept them as a veggie, not as a substitute for anything else."

I shove my plate away. "No, thanks. I'm not that hungry, and the only veggies I like are real potatoes and green beans, and I don't like pig on a plate, just cow."

 Jen laughs again. Gee, I'm so glad I can keep her in stitches.

"So how old are you? You look young—I mean younger than Lam," Jen says.

"I'm—uh—twenty. How old are you?"

"Right, uh-huh, sure you are." Jen nods and shakes her hair back out of her face again. She does this so often I think it's a nervous tic. "Well, I'm only sixteen. Sweet sixteen."

Sweet, my ass. The girl has horns coming out of her head.

Jen presses her lips together and shakes her head, not to get her hair out of her way this time but in preparation for zinging me one more time. "I'd hate it if I were knocked up. I mean you totally lose all your freedom. You can't go to parties or just hang out with friends. Lam must hate it. Everybody knows how he loves to play the field. And then there's college, and I want to be a pediatrician, which takes years and years. If I had a baby, my dreams would just go down the toilet."

She says all this with her head bent over her plate, digging into her food and stuffing her face with it. There's sauce on her chin and she dabs at it daintily with her napkin so the pounds of makeup she's wearing don't smear. Finally, she looks up and she has this gleam in her eyes, but she's doing this sweet, innocent-like smile act. "Did you mean to get pregnant," she asks, "or haven't you ever heard of birth control?" She shakes her hair out of the way again, and before I can answer, she adds, half under her breath and as if she's just meaning for Ziggy to hear and not me, "If she's gonna sleep around, you'd think she'd learn a little bit about birth control."

 I check out Ziggy's expression, and his face says, "I'm staying out of this catfight."

"For your information," I say, "I only slept with one person, Lam, and I got pregnant the first time, and we did use birth control, not that it's any of your business, so just in case you think you're safe, you aren't. The first time I had sex. The first time, and with birth control, so—"

Jen pokes Ziggy with her elbow and giggles. "It helps if you actually know how to use the birth control, I guess. A condom goes onthe—"

"Shut up," Ziggy says, not laughing, which makes me like him just the very, very slightest, teeniest, tiniest bit. "You're just being mean."

Jen opens her mouth wide with a look of innocent surprise. "Hah. Mean? I'm just trying to understand. What kind of example is she going to be setting for all these kids? She looks like she's twelve years old. I'm surprised it's even legal for her to work at the camp. And anyway, she's about to give birth any second. She shouldn't be here."

Ziggy brushes her comments away with his hand. "You're just jealous and being mean 'cause she's good-lookin' and she married Lam. Everyone knows you've had a thing for him for years." He looks at me. "Pay no attention to her."


 Jen gives Ziggy a shove, and he just chuckles.

"Hah! You take that back. I am not jealous of that cow." She jerks her head back for the millionth time, and I can see her face is flushed. "And I could care less about Lam. He's already screwed just about every girl counselor here."

"Everyone except you," Ziggy says.

"Um, hello," I say. "I'm right here." I wave my hand in front of them. "Sitting right here across from you." I hate hearing what they've just said. Lam's been with me for two years. He's always denied that he's cheated on me.

"Believe me; we know," Jen says. "You're kinda hard to miss.

"Well, then, stop talking like I'm not," I say. "If you've got something to say to me, say it, and don't play games with me and pretend that you only meant Ziggy to hear, or that you're being nice when you're really not. What did I ever do to you, anyway? I hate girls like you. You give all decent girls a bad name. You're candy on the outside and tar on the inside. Be real, be straight, or stay outta my way. You got that, honey pie?"

I shove my tray at the two of them and stand up to leave. My exit would be great if I could just climb over the bench and sashay off, but I have to clamber over it, holding on to the table, taking it slowly, and then I have to waddle away. The effect I wanted is a total miss, but I had my say, and that at least feels good.
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