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TRUE TRASH
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The waitresses are basking in the sun like a herd of skinned seals, their pinky-brown bodies shining with oil. They have their bathing suits on because it’s the afternoon. In the early dawn and the dusk they sometimes go skinny-dipping, which makes this itchy crouching in the mosquito-infested bushes across from their small private dock a great deal more worthwhile.

Donny has the binoculars, which are not his own but Monty’s. Monty’s dad gave them to him for bird-watching but Monty isn’t interested in birds. He’s found a better use for the binoculars: he rents them out to the other boys, five minutes maximum, a nickel a look or else a chocolate bar from the tuck shop, though he prefers the money. He doesn’t eat the chocolate bars; he resells them, black market, for twice their original price; but the total supply on the island is limited, so he can get away with it.

Donny has already seen everything worth seeing, but he lingers on with the binoculars anyway, despite the hoarse whispers and the proddings from those next in line. He wants to get his money’s worth.

“Would you look at that,” he says, in what he hopes is a tantalizing voice. “Slobber, slobber.” There’s a stick poking into his stomach, right on a fresh mosquito bite, but he can’t move it without taking one hand off the binoculars. He knows about flank attacks.

“Lessee,” says Ritchie, tugging at his elbow.

“Piss off,” says Donny. He shifts the binoculars, taking in a slippery bared haunch, a red-polka-dotted breast, a long falling strand of bleach-blond hair: Ronette the tartiest, Ronette the most forbidden. When there are lectures from the masters at St. Jude’s during the winter about the dangers of consorting with the town girls, it’s those like Ronette they have in mind: the ones who stand in line at the town’s only movie theater, chewing gum and wearing their boyfriends’ leather jackets, their ruminating mouths glistening and deep red like mushed-up raspberries. If you whistle at them or even look, they stare right through you.

Ronette has everything but the stare. Unlike the others, she has been known to smile. Every day Donny and his friends make bets over whether they will get her at their table. When she leans over to clear the plates, they try to look down the front of her sedate but V-necked uniform. They angle towards her, breathing her in: she smells of hair spray, nail polish, something artificial and too sweet. Cheap, Donny’s mother would say. It’s an enticing word. Most of the things in his life are expensive, and not very interesting.

Ronette changes position on the dock. Now she’s lying on her stomach, chin propped on her hands, her breasts pulled down by gravity. She has a real cleavage, not like some of them. But he can see her collar-bone and some chest ribs, above the top of her suit. Despite the breasts, she’s skinny, scrawny; she has little stick arms and a thin, sucked-in face. She has a missing side tooth, you can see it when she smiles, and this bothers him. He knows he’s supposed to feel lust for her, but this is not what he feels.

The waitresses know they’re being looked at: they can see the bushes jiggling. The boys are only twelve or thirteen, fourteen at most, small fry. If it was counselors, the waitresses would giggle more, preen more, arch their backs. Or some of them would. As it is, they go on with their afternoon break as if no one is there. They rub oil on one another’s backs, toast themselves evenly, turning lazily this way and that and causing Ritchie, who now has the binoculars, to groan in a way that is supposed to madden the other boys, and does. Small punches are dealt out, mutterings of “Jerk” and “Asshole.” “Drool, drool,” says Ritchie, grinning from ear to ear.

The waitresses are reading out loud. They are taking turns: their voices float across the water, punctuated by occasional snorts and barks of laughter. Donny would like to know what they’re reading with such absorption, such relish, but it would be dangerous for him to admit it. It’s their bodies that count. Who cares what they read?

“Time’s up, shitface,” he whispers to Ritchie.

“Shitface yourself,” says Ritchie. The bushes thrash.

What the waitresses are reading is a True Romance magazine. Tricia has a whole stash of them, stowed under her mattress, and Sandy and Pat have each contributed a couple of others. Every one of these magazines has a woman on the cover, with her dress pulled down over one shoulder or a cigarette in her mouth or some other evidence of a messy life. Usually these women are in tears. Their colors are odd: sleazy, dirt-permeated, like the hand-tinted photos in the five-and-ten. Knee-between-the-legs colors. They have none of the cheerful primaries and clean, toothy smiles of the movie magazines: these are not success stories. True Trash, Hilary calls them. Joanne calls them Moan-o-dramas.

Right now it’s Joanne reading. She reads in a serious, histrionic voice, like someone on the radio; she’s been in a play, at school. Our Town. She’s got her sunglasses perched on the end of her nose, like a teacher. For extra hilarity she’s thrown in a fake English accent.

The story is about a girl who lives with her divorced mother in a cramped, run-down apartment above a shoe store. Her name is Marleen. She has a part-time job in the store, after school and on Saturdays, and two of the shoe clerks are chasing around after her. One is dependable and boring and wants them to get married. The other one, whose name is Dirk, rides a motorcycle and has a knowing, audacious grin that turns Marleen’s knees to jelly. The mother slaves over Marleen’s wardrobe, on her sewing machine—she makes a meager living doing dressmaking for rich ladies who sneer at her, so the wardrobe comes out all right—and she nags Marleen about choosing the right man and not making a terrible mistake, the way she did. The girl herself has planned to go to trade school and learn hospital management, but lack of money makes this impossible. She is in her last year of high school and her grades are slipping, because she is discouraged and also she can’t decide between the two shoe clerks. Now the mother is on her case about the slipping grades as well.

“Oh God,” says Hilary. She is doing her nails, with a metal file rather than an emery board. She disapproves of emery boards. “Someone please give her a double Scotch.”

“Maybe she should murder the mother, collect the insurance, and get the hell out of there,” says Sandy.

“Have you heard one word about any insurance?” says Joanne, peering over the tops of her glasses.

“You could put some in,” says Pat.

“Maybe she should try out both of them, to see which one’s the best,” says Liz brazenly.

“We know which one’s the best,” says Tricia. “Listen, with a name like Dirk! How can you miss?”

“They’re both creeps,” says Stephanie.

“If she does that, she’ll be a Fallen Woman, capital F, capital W,” says Joanne. “She’d have to Repent, capital R.”

The others hoot. Repentance! The girls in the stories make such fools of themselves. They are so weak. They fall helplessly in love with the wrong men, they give in, they are jilted. Then they cry.

“Wait,” says Joanne. “Here comes the big night.” She reads on, breathily. “My mother had gone out to deliver a cocktail dress to one of her customers. I was all alone in our shabby apartment.”

“Pant, pant,” says Liz.

“No, that comes later. I was all alone in our shabby apartment. The evening was hot and stifling. I knew I should be studying, but I could not concentrate. I took a shower to cool off Then, on impulse, I decided to try on the graduation formal my mother had spent so many late-night hours making for me.”

“That’s right, pour on the guilt,” says Hilary with satisfaction. “If it was me I’d axe the mother.”

“It was a dream of pink—”

“A dream of pink what?” says Tricia.

“A dream of pink, period, and shut up. I looked at myself in the full-length mirror in my mother’s tiny bedroom. The dress was just right for me. It fitted my ripe but slender body to perfection. I looked different in it, older, beautiful, like a girl used to every luxury. Like a princess. I smiled at myself. I was transformed.

“I had just undone the hooks at the back, meaning to take the dress off and hang it up again, when I heard footsteps on the stairs. Too late I remembered that I’d forgotten to lock the door on the inside, after my mother’s departure. I rushed to the door, holding up my dress—it could be a burglar, or worse! But instead it was Dirk.”

“Dirk the jerk,” says Alex, from underneath her towel.

“Go back to sleep,” says Liz.

Joanne drops her voice, does a drawl. “ ‘Thought I’d come up and keep you company,’ he said mischievously. ‘I saw your mom go out. ’ He knew I was alone! I was blushing and shivering. I could hear the blood pounding in my veins. I couldn’t speak. Every instinct warned me against him—every instinct but those of my body, and my heart.”

“So what else is there?” says Sandy. “You can’t have a mental instinct.”

“You want to read this?” says Joanne. “Then shush. I held the frothy pink lace in front of me like a shield. ‘Hey, you look great in that,’ Dirk said. His voice was rough and tender. ‘But you’d look even greater out of it.’ I was frightened of him. His eyes were burning, determined. He looked like an animal stalking its prey.”

“Pretty steamy,” says Hilary.

“What kind of animal?” says Sandy.

“A weasel,” says Stephanie.

“A skunk,” says Tricia.

“Shh,” says Liz.

“I backed away from him,” Joanne reads. “I had never seen him look that way before. Now I was pressed against the wall and he was crushing me in his arms. I felt the dress slipping down …”

“So much for all that sewing,” says Pat.

“… and his hand was on my breast, his hard mouth was seeking mine. I knew he was the wrong man for me but I could no longer resist. My whole body was crying out to his.”

“What did it say?”

“It said, Hey, body, over here!”

“Shh.”

“I felt myself lifted. He was carrying me to the sofa. Then I felt the length of his hard, sinewy body pressing against mine. Feebly I tried to push his hands away, but I didn’t really want to. And then—dot dot dot—we were One, capital O, exclamation mark.”

There is a moment of silence. Then the waitresses laugh. Their laughter is outraged, disbelieving. One. Just like that. There has to be more to it.

“The dress is a wreck,” says Joanne in her ordinary voice. “Now the mother comes home.”

“Not today, she doesn’t,” says Hilary briskly. “We’ve only got ten more minutes. I’m going for a swim, get some of this oil off me.” She stands up, clips back her honey-blond hair, stretches her tanned athlete’s body, and does a perfect swan-dive off the end of the dock.

“Who’s got the soap?” says Stephanie.

Ronette has not said anything during the story. When the others have laughed, she has only smiled. She’s smiling now. Hers is an off-center smile, puzzled, a little apologetic.

“Yeah, but,” she says to Joanne, “why is it funny?”

The waitresses stand at their stations around the dining hall, hands clasped in front of them, heads bowed. Their royal-blue uniforms come down almost to the tops of their white socks, worn with white bucks or white-and-black saddle shoes or white sneakers. Over their uniforms they wear plain white aprons. The rustic log sleeping cabins at Camp Adanaqui don’t have electric lights, the toilets are outhouses, the boys wash their own clothes, not even in sinks but in the lake; but there are waitresses, with uniforms and aprons. Roughing it builds a boy’s character, but only certain kinds of roughing it.

Mr. B. is saying grace. He owns the camp, and is a master at St. Jude’s as well, during the winters. He has a leathery, handsome face, the gray, tailored hair of a Bay Street lawyer, and the eyes of a hawk: he sees all, but pounces only sometimes. Today he’s wearing a white V-necked tennis sweater. He could be drinking a gin and tonic, but is not.

Behind him on the wall, above his head, there’s a weathered plank with a motto painted on it in black Gothic lettering: As the Twig Is Bent. A piece of bleached driftwood ornaments each end of the plank, and beneath it are two crossed paddles and a gigantic pike’s head in profile, its mouth open to show its needle teeth, its one glass eye fixed in a ferocious maniac’s glare.

To Mr. B.’s left is the end window, and beyond it is Georgian Bay, blue as amnesia, stretching to infinity. Rising out of it like the backs of whales, like rounded knees, like the calves and thighs of enormous floating women, are several islands of pink rock, scraped and rounded and fissured by glaciers and lapping water and endless weather, a few jack pines clinging to the larger ones, their twisted roots digging into the cracks. It was through these archipelagos that the waitresses were ferried here, twenty miles out from shore, by the same cumbersome mahogany inboard launch that brings the mail and the groceries and everything else to the island. Brings, and takes away. But the waitresses will not be shipped back to the mainland until the end of summer: it’s too far for a day off, and they would never be allowed to stay away overnight. So here they are, for the duration. They are the only women on the island, except for Mrs. B. and Miss Fisk, the dietitian. But those two are old and don’t count.

There are nine waitresses. There are always nine. Only the names and faces change, thinks Donny, who has been going to this camp ever since he was eight. When he was eight he paid no attention to the waitresses except when he felt homesick. Then he would think of excuses to go past the kitchen window when they were washing the dishes. There they would be, safely aproned, safely behind glass: nine mothers. He does not think of them as mothers anymore.

Ronette is doing his table tonight. From between his half-closed eyelids Donny watches her thin averted face. He can see one earring, a little gold hoop. It goes right through her ear. Only Italians and cheap girls have pierced ears, says his mother. It would hurt to have a hole put through your ear. It would take bravery. He wonders what the inside of Ronette’s room looks like, what other cheap, intriguing things she’s got in there. About someone like Hilary he doesn’t have to wonder, because he already knows: the clean bedspread, the rows of shoes in their shoe-trees, the comb and brush and manicure set laid out on the dresser like implements in a surgery.

Behind Ronette’s bowed head there’s the skin of a rattlesnake, a big one, nailed to the wall. That’s what you have to watch out for around here: rattlesnakes. Also poison ivy, thunderstorms, and drowning. A whole war canoe full of kids drowned last year, but they were from another camp. There’s been some talk of making everyone wear sissy life-jackets; the mothers want it. Donny would like a rattlesnake skin of his own, to nail up over his bed; but even if he caught the snake himself, strangled it with his bare hands, bit its head off, he’d never be allowed to keep the skin.

Mr. B. winds up the grace and sits down, and the campers begin again their three-times-daily ritual of bread-grabbing, face-stuffing, under-the-table kicking, whispered cursing. Ronette comes from the kitchen with a platter: macaroni and cheese. “There you go, boys,” she says, with her good-natured, lopsided smile.

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” says Darce the counselor, with fraudulent charm. Darce has a reputation as a make-out artist; Donny knows he’s after Ronette. This makes him feel sad. Sad, and too young. He would like to get out of his own body for a while; he’d like to be somebody else.

The waitresses are doing the dishes. Two to scrape, one to wash, one to rinse in the scalding-hot rinsing sink, three to dry. The other two sweep the floors and wipe off the tables. Later, the number of dryers will vary because of days off—they’ll choose to take their days off in twos, so they can double-date with the counselors—but today all are here. It’s early in the season, things are still fluid, the territories are not yet staked out.

While they work they sing. They’re missing the ocean of music in which they float during the winter. Pat and Liz have both brought their portables, though you can’t pick up much radio out here, it’s too far from shore. There’s a record player in the counselors’ rec hall, but the records are out of date. Patti Page, The Singing Rage. “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window.” “The Tennessee Waltz.” Who waltzes anymore?

“ ‘Wake up, little Susie,’ ” trills Sandy. The Everly Brothers are popular this summer; or they were, on the mainland, when they left.

“ ‘What’re we gonna tell your mama, what’re we gonna tell your pa,’ ” sing the others. Joanne can improvise the alto harmony, which makes everything sound less screechy.

Hilary, Stephanie, and Alex don’t sing this one. They go to a private school, all girls, and are better at rounds, like “Fire’s Burning” and “White Coral Bells.” They are good at tennis though, and sailing, skills that have passed the others by.

It’s odd that Hilary and the other two are here at all, waitressing at Camp Adanaqui; it’s not as if they need the money. (Not like me, thinks Joanne, who haunts the mail desk every noon to see if she got her scholarship.) But it’s the doing of their mothers. According to Alex, the three mothers banded together and jumped Mrs. B. at a charity function, and twisted her arm. Naturally Mrs. B. would attend the same functions as the mothers: they’ve seen her, sunglasses pushed up on her forehead, a tall drink in her hand, entertaining on the veranda of Mr. B.’s white hilltop house, which is well away from the camp proper. They’ve seen the guests, in their spotless, well-pressed sailing clothes. They’ve heard the laughter, the voices, husky and casual. Oh God don’t tell me. Like Hilary.

“We were kidnapped,” says Alex. “They thought it was time we met some boys.”

Joanne can see it for Alex, who is chubby and awkward, and for Stephanie, who is built like a boy and walks like one; but Hilary? Hilary is classic. Hilary is like a shampoo ad. Hilary is perfect. She ought to be sought after. Oddly, here she is not.

Ronette is scraping, and drops a plate. “Shoot,” she says. “What a stunned broad.” Nobody bawls her out or even teases her as they would anyone else. She is a favorite with them, though it’s hard to put your finger on why. It isn’t just that she’s easygoing: so is Liz, so is Pat. She has some mysterious, extra status. For instance, everyone else has a nickname: Hilary is Hil, Stephanie is Steph, Alex is Al, Joanne is Jo, Tricia is Trish, Sandy is San. Pat and Liz, who cannot be contracted any further, have become Pet and Lizard. Only Ronette has been accorded the dignity of her full, improbable name.

In some ways she is more grown-up than the rest of them. But it isn’t because she knows more things. She knows fewer things; she often has trouble making her way through the vocabularies of the others, especially the offhand slang of the private-school trio. “I don’t get that” is what she says, and the others take a delight in explaining, as if she’s a foreigner, a cherished visitor from some other country. She goes to movies and watches television like the rest of them but she has few opinions about what she has seen. The most she will say is “Crap” or “He’s not bad.” Though friendly, she is cautious about expressing approval in words. “Fair” is her best compliment. When the others talk about what they’ve read or what subjects they will take next year at university, she is silent.

But she knows other things, hidden things. Secrets. And these other things are older, and on some level more important. More fundamental. Closer to the bone.

Or so thinks Joanne, who has a bad habit of novelizing.

Outside the window Darce and Perry stroll by, herding a group of campers. Joanne recognizes a few of them: Donny, Monty. It’s hard to remember the campers by name. They’re just a crowd of indistinguishable, usually grimy young boys who have to be fed three times a day, whose crusts and crumbs and rinds have to be cleaned up afterwards. The counselors call them Grubbies.

But some stand out. Donny is tall for his age, all elbows and spindly knees, with huge deep-blue eyes; even when he’s swearing—they all swear during meals, furtively but also loudly enough so that the waitresses can hear them—it’s more like a meditation, or more like a question, as if he’s trying the words out, tasting them. Monty on the other hand is like a miniature forty-five-year-old: his shoulders already have a businessman’s slump, his paunch is fully formed. He walks with a pompous little strut. Joanne thinks he’s hilarious.

Right now he’s carrying a broom with five rolls of toilet paper threaded onto the handle. All the boys are: they’re on Bog Duty, sweeping out the outhouses, replacing the paper. Joanne wonders what they do with the used sanitary napkins in the brown paper bag in the waitresses’ private outhouse. She can imagine the remarks.

“Company … halt!” shouts Darce. The group shambles to a stop in front of the window. “Present … arms!” The brooms are raised, the ends of the toilet-paper rolls fluttering in the breeze like flags. The girls laugh and wave.

Monty’s salute is half-hearted: this is well beneath his dignity. He may rent out his binoculars—that story is all over camp, by now—but he has no interest in using them himself. He has made that known. Not on these girls, he says, implying higher tastes.

Darce himself gives a comic salute, then marches his bunch away. The singing in the kitchen has stopped; the topic among the waitresses is now the counselors. Darce is the best, the most admired, the most desirable. His teeth are the whitest, his hair the blondest, his grin the sexiest. In the counselors’ rec hall, where they go every night after the dishes are done, after they’ve changed out of their blue uniforms into their jeans and pullovers, after the campers have been inserted into their beds for the night, he has flirted with each one of them in turn. So who was he really saluting?

“It was me,” says Pat, joking. “Don’t I wish.”

“Dream on,” says Liz.

“It was Hil,” says Stephanie loyally. But Joanne knows it wasn’t. It wasn’t her, either. It was Ronette. They all suspect it. None of them says it.

“Perry likes Jo,” says Sandy.

“Does not,” says Joanne. She has given out that she has a boyfriend already and is therefore exempt from these contests. Half of this is true: she has a boyfriend. This summer he has a job as a salad chef on the Canadian National, running back and forth across the continent. She pictures him standing at the back of the train, on the caboose, smoking a cigarette between bouts of salad-making, watching the country slide away behind him. He writes her letters, in blue ball-point pen, on lined paper. My first night on the Prairies, he writes. It’s magnificent—all that land and sky. The sunsets are unbelievable. Then there’s a line across the page and a new date, and he gets to the Rockies. Joanne resents it a little that he raves on about places she’s never been. It seems to her a kind of male showing-off: he’s footloose. He closes with Wish you were here and several X’s and O’s. This seems too formal, like a letter to your mother. Like a peck on the cheek.

She put the first letter under her pillow, but woke up with blue smears on her face and the pillowcase both. Now she keeps the letters in her suitcase under the bed. She’s having trouble remembering what he looks like. An image flits past, his face close up, at night, in the front seat of his father’s car. The rustle of cloth. The smell of smoke.

Miss Fisk bumbles into the kitchen. She’s short, plump, flustered; what she wears, always, is a hairnet over her gray bun, worn wool slippers—there’s something wrong with her toes—and a faded blue knee-length sweater-coat, no matter how hot it is. She thinks of this summer job as her vacation. Occasionally she can be seen bobbing in the water in a droopy-chested bathing suit and a white rubber cap with the earflaps up. She never gets her head wet, so why she wears the cap is anyone’s guess.

“Well, girls. Almost done?” She never calls the waitresses by name. To their faces they are girls, behind their backs My girls. They are her excuse for everything that goes wrong: One of the girls must have done it. She also functions as a sort of chaperon: her cabin is on the pathway that leads to theirs, and she has radar ears, like a bat.

I will never be that old, thinks Joanne. I will die before I’m thirty. She knows this absolutely. It’s a tragic but satisfactory thought. If necessary, if some wasting disease refuses to carry her off, she’ll do it herself, with pills. She is not at all unhappy but she intends to be, later. It seems required.

This is no country for old men, she recites to herself. One of the poems she memorized, though it wasn’t on the final exam. Change that to old women.

When they’re all in their pajamas, ready for bed, Joanne offers to read them the rest of the True Trash story. But everyone is too tired, so she reads it herself, with her flashlight, after the one feeble bulb has been switched off. She has a compulsion about getting to the ends of things. Sometimes she reads books backwards.

Needless to say, Marleen gets knocked up and Dirk takes off on his motorcycle when he finds out. I’m not the settling-down type, baby. See ya round. Vroom. The mother practically has a nervous breakdown, because she made the same mistake when young and blew her chances and now look at her. Marleen cries and regrets, and even prays. But luckily the other shoe clerk, the boring one, still wants to marry her. So that’s what happens. The mother forgives her, and Marleen herself learns the true value of quiet devotion. Her life isn’t exciting maybe, but it’s a good life, in the trailer park, the three of them. The baby is adorable. They buy a dog. It’s an Irish setter, and chases sticks in the twilight while the baby laughs. This is how the story ends, with the dog.

Joanne stuffs the magazine down between her narrow little bed and the wall. She’s almost crying. She will never have a dog like that, or a baby either. She doesn’t want them, and anyway how would she have time, considering everything she has to get done? She has a long, though vague, agenda. Nevertheless she feels deprived.

Between two oval hills of pink granite there’s a small crescent of beach. The boys, wearing their bathing suits (as they never do on canoe trips but only around the camp where they might be seen by girls), are doing their laundry, standing up to their knees and swabbing their wet T-shirts and underpants with yellow bars of Sunlight soap. This only happens when they run out of clothes, or when the stench of dirty socks in the cabin becomes too overpowering. Darce the counselor is supervising, stretched out on a rock, taking the sun on his already tanned torso and smoking a fag. It’s forbidden to smoke in front of the campers but he knows this bunch won’t tell. To be on the safe side he’s furtive about it, holding the cigarette down close to the rock and sneaking quick puffs.

Something hits Donny in the side of the head. It’s Ritchie’s wet underpants, squashed into a ball. Donny throws them back and soon there’s an underpants war. Monty refuses to join in, so he becomes the common target. “Sod off!” he yells.

“Cut it out, you pinheads,” Darce says. But he isn’t really paying attention: he’s seen something else, a flash of blue uniform, up among the trees. The waitresses aren’t supposed to be over here on this side of the island. They’re supposed to be on their own dock, having their afternoon break.

Darce is up among the trees now, one arm braced against a trunk. A conversation is going on; there are murmurs. Donny knows it’s Ronette, he can tell by the shape, by the color of the hair. And here he is, with his wash-board ribs exposed, his hairless chest, throwing underpants around like a kid. He’s disgusted with himself.

Monty, outnumbered but not wanting to admit defeat, says he needs to take a crap and disappears along the path to the outhouse. By now Darce is nowhere in sight. Donny captures Monty’s laundry, which is already finished and wrung out and spread neatly on the hot rock to dry. He starts tossing it up into a jack pine, piece by piece. The others, delighted, help him. By the time Monty gets back, the tree is festooned with Monty’s underpants and the other boys are innocently rinsing.

They’re on one of the pink granite islands, the four of them: Joanne and Ronette, Perry and Darce. It’s a double date. The two canoes have been pulled half out of the water and roped to the obligatory jack pines, the fire has done its main burning and is dying down to coals. The western sky is still peach-toned and luminous, the soft ripe juicy moon is rising, the evening air is warm and sweet, the waves wash gently against the rocks. It’s the Summer Issue, thinks Joanne. Lazy Daze. Tanning Tips. Shipboard Romance.

Joanne is toasting a marshmallow. She has a special way of doing it: she holds it close to the coals but not so close that it catches fire, just close enough so that it swells up like a pillow and browns gently. Then she pulls off the toasted skin and eats it, and toasts the white inside part the same way, and peeling it down to the core. She licks marshmallow goo off her fingers and stares pensively into the shifting red glow of the coal bed. All of this is a way of ignoring or pretending to ignore what is really going on.

There ought to be a teardrop, painted and static, on her cheek. There ought to be a caption: Heartbreak. On the spread-out groundsheet right behind her, his knee touching her back, is Perry, cheesed off with her because she won’t neck with him. Off behind the rocks, out of the dim circle of firelight, are Ronette and Darce. It’s the third week in July and by now they’re a couple, everyone knows it. In the rec hall she wears his sweatshirt with the St. Jude’s crest; she smiles more these days, and even laughs when the other girls tease her about him. During this teasing Hilary does not join in. Ronette’s face seems rounder, healthier, its angles smoothed out as if by a hand. She is less watchful, less diffident. She ought to have a caption too, thinks Joanne. Was I Too Easy?

There are rustlings from the darkness, small murmurings, breathing noises. It’s like a movie theater on Saturday night. Group grope. The young in one another’s arms. Possibly, thinks Joanne, they will disturb a rattlesnake.

Perry puts a hand, tentatively, on her shoulder. “Want me to toast you a marshmallow?” she says to him politely. The frosty freeze. Perry is no consolation prize. He merely irritates her, with his peeling sunburnt skin and begging spaniel’s eyes. Her so-called real boyfriend is no help either, whizzing on his train tracks back and forth across the prairies, writing his by-now infrequent inky letters, the image of his face all but obliterated, as if it’s been soaked in water.

Nor is it Darce she wants, not really. What she wants is what Ronette has: the power to give herself up, without reservation and without commentary. It’s that languor, that leaning back. Voluptuous mindlessness. Everything Joanne herself does is surrounded by quotation marks.

“Marshmallows. Geez,” says Perry, in a doleful, cheated voice. All that paddling, and what for? Why the hell did she come along, if not to make out?

Joanne feels guilty of a lapse of manners. Would it hurt so much to kiss him?

Yes. It would.

Donny and Monty are on a canoe trip, somewhere within the tangled bush of the mainland. Camp Adanaqui is known for its tripping. For five days they and the others, twelve boys in all, have been paddling across lake after lake, hauling the gear over wave-bounded boulders or through the suck and stench of the moose-meadows at the portage entrances, grunting uphill with the packs and canoes, slapping the mosquitoes off their legs. Monty has blisters, on both his feet and his hands. Donny isn’t too sad about that. He himself has a festering sliver. Maybe he will get blood-poisoning, become delirious, collapse and die on a portage, among the rocks and pine needles. That will serve someone right. Someone ought to be made to pay for the pain he’s feeling.

The counselors are Darce and Perry. During the days they crack the whip; at night they relax, backs against a rock or tree, smoking and supervising while the boys light the fire, carry the water, cook the Kraft Dinners. They both have smooth large muscles which ripple under their tans, they both—by now—have stubbly beards. When everyone goes swimming Donny sneaks covert, envious looks at their groins. They make him feel spindly, and infantile in his own desires.

Right now it’s night. Perry and Darce are still up, talking in low voices, poking the embers of the dying fire. The boys are supposed to be asleep. There are tents in case of rain, but nobody’s suggested putting them up since the day before yesterday. The smell of grime and sweaty feet and wood smoke is getting too potent at close quarters; the sleeping bags are high as cheese. It’s better to be outside, rolled up in the bag, a groundsheet handy in case of a deluge, head under a turned-over canoe.

Monty is the only one who has voted for a tent. The bugs are getting to him; he says he’s allergic. He hates canoe trips and makes no secret of it. When he’s older, he says, and can finally get his hands on the family boodle, he’s going to buy the place from Mr. B. and close it down. “Generations of boys unborn will thank me,” he says. “They’ll give me a medal.” Sometimes Donny almost likes him. He’s so blatant about wanting to be filthy rich. No hypocrisy about him, not like some of the other millionaire offshoots, who pretend they want to be scientists or something else that’s not paid much.

Now Monty is twisting around, scratching his bites. “Hey Finley,” he whispers.

“Go to sleep,” says Donny.

“I bet they’ve got a flask.”

“What?”

“I bet they’re drinking. I smelled it on Perry’s breath yesterday.”

“So?” says Donny.

“So,” says Monty. “It’s against the rules. Maybe we can get something out of them.”

Donny has to hand it to him. He certainly knows the angles. At the very least they might be able to share the wealth.

The two of them inch out of their sleeping bags and circle around behind the fire, keeping low. Their practice while spying on the waitresses stands them in good stead. They crouch behind a bushy spruce, watching for lifted elbows or the outlines of bottles, their ears straining.

But what they hear isn’t about booze. Instead it’s about Ronette. Darce is talking about her as if she’s a piece of meat. From what he’s implying, she lets him do anything he wants. “Summer sausage” is what he calls her. This is an expression Donny has never heard before, and ordinarily he would think it was hilarious.

Monty sniggers under his breath and pokes Donny in the ribs with his elbow. Does he know how much it hurts, is he rubbing it in? Donny loves Ronette. The ultimate grade six insult, to be accused of loving someone. Donny feels as if it’s he himself who’s been smeared with words, who’s had his face rubbed in them. He knows Monty will repeat this conversation to the other boys. He will say Darce has been porking Ronette. Right now Donny detests this word, with its conjuring of two heaving pigs, or two dead but animate uncooked Sunday roasts; although just yesterday he used it himself, and found it funny enough.

He can hardly charge out of the bushes and punch Darce in the nose. Not only would he look ridiculous, he’d get flattened.

He does the only thing he can think of. Next morning, when they’re breaking camp, he pinches Monty’s binoculars and sinks them in the lake.

Monty guesses, and accuses him. Some sort of pride keeps Donny from denying it. Neither can he say why he did it. When they get back to the island there’s an unpleasant conversation with Mr. B. in the dining hall. Or not a conversation: Mr. B. talks, Donny is silent. He does not look at Mr. B. but at the pike’s head on the wall, with its goggling voyeur’s eye.

The next time the mahogany inboard goes back into town, Donny is in it. His parents are not pleased.

It’s the end of summer. The campers have already left, though some of the counselors and all of the waitresses are still here. Tomorrow they’ll go down to the main dock, climb into the slow launch, thread their way among the pink islands, heading towards winter.

It’s Joanne’s half-day off so she isn’t in the dining hall, washing the dishes with the others. She’s in the cabin, packing up. Her duffle bag is finished, propped like an enormous canvas wiener against her bed; now she’s doing her small suitcase. Her paycheck is already tucked inside: two hundred dollars, which is a lot of money.

Ronette comes into the cabin, still in her uniform, shutting the screen door quietly behind her. She sits down on Joanne’s bed and lights a cigarette. Joanne is standing there with her folded-up flannelette pajamas, alert: something’s going on. Lately, Ronette has returned to her previous taciturn self; her smiles have become rare. In the counselors’ rec hall, Darce is again playing the field. He’s been circling around Hilary, who’s pretending—out of consideration for Ronette—not to notice. Maybe, now, Joanne will get to hear what caused the big split. So far Ronette has not said anything about it.

Ronette looks up at Joanne, through her long yellow bangs. Looking up like that makes her seem younger, despite the red lipstick. “I’m in trouble,” she says.

“What sort of trouble?” says Joanne.

Ronette smiles sadly, blows out smoke. Now she looks old. “You know. Trouble.”

“Oh,” says Joanne. She sits down beside Ronette, hugging the flannelette pajamas. She feels cold. It must be Darce. Caught in that sensual music. Now he will have to marry her. Or something. “What’re you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” says Ronette. “Don’t tell, okay? Don’t tell the others.”

“Aren’t you going to tell him?” says Joanne. She can’t imagine doing that, herself. She can’t imagine any of it.

“Tell who?” Ronette says.

“Darce.”

Ronette blows out more smoke. “Darce,” she says. “Mr. Chickenshit. It’s not his.”

Joanne is astounded, and relieved. But also annoyed with herself: what’s gone past her, what has she missed? “It’s not? Then whose is it?”

But Ronette has apparently changed her mind about confiding. “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she says, with a small attempt at a laugh.

“Well,” says Joanne. Her hands are clammy, as if it’s her that’s in trouble. She wants to be helpful, but has no idea how. “Maybe you could—I don’t know.” She doesn’t know. An abortion? That is a dark and mysterious word, connected with the States. You have to go away. It costs a lot of money. A home for unwed mothers, followed by adoption? Loss washes through her. She foresees Ronette, bloated beyond recognition, as if she’s drowned—a sacrifice, captured by her own body, offered up to it. Truncated in some way, disgraced. Unfree. There is something nun-like about this condition. She is in awe. “I guess you could get rid of it, one way or another,” she says; which is not at all what she feels. Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.

“Are you kidding?” says Ronette, with something like contempt. “Hell, not me.” She throws her cigarette on the floor, grinds it out with her heel. “I’m keeping it. Don’t worry, my mom will help me out.”

“Yeah,” says Joanne. Now she has caught her breath; now she’s beginning to wonder why Ronette has dumped all this on her, especially since she isn’t willing to tell the whole thing. She’s beginning to feel cheated, imposed upon. So who’s the guy, so which one of them? She shuffles through the faces of the counselors, trying to remember hints, traces of guilt, but finds nothing.

“Anyways,” says Ronette, “I won’t have to go back to school. Thank the Lord for small mercies, like they say.”

Joanne hears bravado, and desolation. She reaches out a hand, gives Ronette’s arm a small squeeze. “Good luck,” she says. It comes out sounding like something you’d say before a race or an exam, or a war. It sounds stupid.

Ronette grins. The gap in her teeth shows, at the side. “Same to you,” she says.

[image: ]

Eleven years later Donny is walking along Yorkville Avenue, in Toronto, in the summer heat. He’s no longer Donny. At some point, which even he can’t remember exactly, he has changed into Don. He’s wearing sandals, and a white Indian-style shirt over his cut-off jeans. He has longish hair and a beard. The beard has come out yellow, whereas the hair is brown. He likes the effect: WASP Jesus or Hollywood Viking, depending on his mood. He has a string of wooden beads around his neck.

This is how he dresses on Saturdays, to go to Yorkville; to go there and just hang around, with the crowds of others who are doing the same. Sometimes he gets high, on the pot that circulates as freely as cigarettes did once. He thinks he should be enjoying this experience more than he actually does.

During the rest of the week he has a job in his father’s law office. He can get away with the beard there, just barely, as long as he balances it with a suit. (But even the older guys are growing their sideburns and wearing colored shirts, and using words like “creative” more than they used to.) He doesn’t tell the people he meets in Yorkville about this job, just as he doesn’t tell the law office about his friends’ acid trips. He’s leading a double life. It feels precarious, and brave.

Suddenly, across the street, he sees Joanne. He hasn’t even thought about her for a long time, but it’s her all right. She isn’t wearing the tie-dyed or flowing-shift uniform of the Yorkville girls; instead she’s dressed in a brisk, businesslike white miniskirt, with matching suit-jacket top. She’s swinging a briefcase, striding along as if she has a purpose. This makes her stand out: the accepted walk here is a saunter.

Donny-wonders whether he should run across the street, intercept her, reveal what he thinks of as his true but secret identity. Now all he can see is her back. In a minute she’ll be gone.

“Joanne,” he calls. She doesn’t hear him. He dodges between cars, catches up to her, touches her elbow. “Don Finley,” he says. He’s conscious of himself standing there, grinning like a fool. Luckily and a little disappointingly, she recognizes him at once.

“Donny!” she says. “My God, you’ve grown!”

“I’m taller than you,” he says, like a kid, an idiot.

“You were then,” she says, smiling. “I mean you’ve grown up.”

“So have you,” says Donny, and they find themselves laughing, almost like equals. Three years, four years between them. It was a large difference, then. Now it’s nothing.

So, thinks Joanne, Donny is no longer Donny. That must mean Ritchie is now Richard. As for Monty, he has become initials only, and a millionaire. True, he inherited some of it, but he’s used it to advantage; Joanne has tuned in on his exploits now and then, in the business papers. And he got married to Hilary, three years ago. Imagine that. She saw that in the paper too.

They go for coffee and sit drinking it at one of the new, daring, outside tables, under a large, brightly painted wooden parrot. There’s an intimacy between them, as if they are old friends. Donny asks Joanne what she’s doing. “I live by my wits,” she says. “I freelance.” At the moment she’s writing ad copy. Her face is thinner, she’s lost that adolescent roundness; her once nondescript hair has been shaped into a stylish cap. Good enough legs too. You have to have good legs to wear a mini. So many women look stumpy in them, hams in cloth, their legs bulging out the bottom like loaves of white bread. Joanne’s legs are out of sight under the table, but Donny finds himself dwelling on them as he never did when they were clearly visible, all the way up, on the waitresses’ dock. He’d skimmed over those legs then, skimmed over Joanne altogether. It was Ronette who had held his attention. He is more of a connoisseur, by now.

“We used to spy on you,” he says. “We used to watch you skinny-dipping.” In fact they’d never managed to see much. The girls had held their towels around their bodies until the last minute, and anyway it was dusk. There would be a blur of white, some shrieking and splashing. The great thing would have been pubic hair. Several boys claimed sightings, but Donny had felt they were lying. Or was that just envy?

“Did you?” says Joanne absently. Then, “I know. We could see the bushes waving around. We thought it was so cute.”

Donny feels himself blushing. He’s glad he has the beard; it conceals things. “It wasn’t cute,” he says. “Actually we were pretty vicious.” He’s remembering the word pork. “Do you ever see the others?”

“Not anymore,” says Joanne. “I used to see a few of them, at university. Hilary and Alex. Pat sometimes.”

“What about Ronette?” he says, which is the only thing he really wants to ask.

“I used to see Darce,” says Joanne, as if she hasn’t heard him.

Used to see is an exaggeration. She saw him once.

It was in the winter, a February. He phoned her, at The Varsity office: that was how he knew where to find her, he’d seen her name in the campus paper. By that time Joanne scarcely remembered him. The summer she’d been a waitress was three years, light-years, away. The railroad-chef boyfriend was long gone; nobody so innocent had replaced him. She no longer wore white bucks, no longer sang songs. She wore turtlenecks and drank beer and a lot of coffee, and wrote cynical exposes of such things as the campus dining facilities. She’d given up the idea of dying young, however. By this time it seemed overly romantic.

What Darce wanted was to go out with her. Specifically, he wanted her to go to a fraternity party with him. Joanne was so taken aback that she said yes, even though fraternities were in political disfavor among the people she traveled with now. It was something she would have to do on the sly, and she did. She had to borrow a dress from her roommate, however. The thing was a semi-formal, and she had not deigned to go to a semi-formal since high school.

She had last seen Darce with sun-bleached hair and a deep glowing tan. Now, in his winter skin, he looked wan and malnourished. Also, he no longer flirted with everyone. He didn’t even flirt with Joanne. Instead he introduced her to a few other couples, danced her perfunctorily around the floor, and proceeded to get very drunk on a mixture of grape juice and straight alcohol that the fraternity brothers called Purple Jesus. He told her he’d been engaged to Hilary for over six months, but she’d just ditched him. She wouldn’t even say why. He said he’d asked Joanne out because she was the kind of girl you could talk to, he knew she would understand. After that he threw up a lot of Purple Jesus, first onto her dress, then—when she’d led him outside, to the veranda—onto a snowdrift. The color scheme was amazing.

Joanne got some coffee into him and hitched a lift back to the residence, where she had to climb up the icy fire escape and in at a window because it was after hours.

Joanne was hurt. All she was for him was a big flapping ear. Also she was irritated. The dress she’d borrowed was pale blue, and the Purple Jesus would not come out with just water. Darce called the next day to apologize—St. Jude’s at least taught manners, of a sort—and Joanne stuck him with the cleaning bill. Even so there was a faint residual stain.

While they were dancing, before he started to slur and reel, she said, “Do you ever hear from Ronette?” She still had the narrative habit, she still wanted to know the ends of stories. But he’d looked at her in complete bewilderment.

“Who?” he said. It wasn’t a put-down, he really didn’t remember. She found this blank in his memory offensive. She herself might forget a name, a face even. But a body? A body that had been so close to your own, that had generated those murmurings, those rustlings in the darkness, that aching pain—it was an affront to bodies, her own included.

After the interview with Mr. B. and the stuffed pike’s head, Donny walks down to the small beach where they do their laundry. The rest of his cabin is out sailing, but he’s free now of camp routine, he’s been discharged. A dishonorable discharge. After seven summers of being under orders here he can do what he wants. He has no idea what this might be.

He sits on a bulge of pink rock, feet on the sand. A lizard goes across the rock, near his hand, not fast. It hasn’t spotted him. Its tail is blue and will come off if grabbed. Skinks, they’re called. Once he would have taken joy from this knowledge. The waves wash in, wash out, the familiar heartbeat. He closes his eyes and hears only a machine. Possibly he is very angry, or sad. He hardly knows.

Ronette is there without warning. She must have come down the path behind him, through the trees. She’s still in her uniform, although it isn’t close to dinner. It’s only late afternoon, when the waitresses usually leave their dock to go and change.

Ronette sits down beside him, takes out her cigarettes from some hidden pocket under her apron. “Want a cig?” she says.

Donny takes one and says “Thank you.” Not thanks, not wordlessly like leather-jacketed men in movies, but “Thank you,” like a good boy from St. Jude’s, like a suck. He lets her light it. What else can he do? She’s got the matches. Gingerly he inhales. He doesn’t smoke much really, and is afraid of coughing.

“I heard they kicked you out,” Ronette says. “That’s really tough.”

“It’s okay,” says Donny. “I don’t care.” He can’t tell her why, how noble he’s been. He hopes he won’t cry.

“I heard you tossed Monty’s binoculars,” she says. “In the lake.”

Donny can only nod. He glances at her. She’s smiling; he can see the heartbreaking space at the side of her mouth: the missing tooth. She thinks he’s funny.

“Well, I’m with you,” she says. “He’s a little creep.”

“It wasn’t because of him,” says Donny, overcome by the need to confess, or to be taken seriously. “It was because of Darce.” He turns, and for the first time looks her straight in the eyes. They are so green. Now his hands are shaking. He drops the cigarette into the sand. They’ll find the butt tomorrow, after he’s gone. After he’s gone, leaving Ronette behind, at the mercy of other people’s words. “It was because of you. What they were saying about you. Darce was.”

Ronette isn’t smiling anymore. “Such as what?” she says.

“Never mind,” says Donny. “You don’t want to know.”

“I know anyhow,” Ronette says. “That shit.” She sounds resigned rather than angry. She stands up, puts both her hands behind her back. It takes Donny a moment to realize she’s untying her apron. When she’s got it off she takes him by the hand, pulls gently. He allows himself to be led around the hill of rock, out of sight of anything but the water. She sits down, lies down, smiles as she reaches up, arranges his hands. Her blue uniform unbuttons down the front. Donny can’t believe this is happening, to him, in full daylight. It’s like sleepwalking, it’s like running too fast, it’s like nothing else.

“Want another coffee?” Joanne says. She nods to the waitress. Donny hasn’t heard her.

“She was really nice to me,” he is saying. “Ronette. You know, when Mr. B. turfed me out. That meant a lot to me at the time.” He’s feeling guilty, because he never wrote her. He didn’t know where she lived, but he didn’t take any steps to find out. Also, he couldn’t keep himself from thinking: They’re right. She’s a slut. Part of him had been profoundly shocked by what she’d done. He hadn’t been ready for it.

Joanne is looking at him with her mouth slightly open, as if he’s a talking dog, a talking stone. He fingers his beard nervously, wondering what he’s said wrong, or given away.

Joanne has just seen the end of the story, or one end of one story. Or at least a missing piece. So that’s why Ronette wouldn’t tell: it was Donny. She’d been protecting him; or maybe she’d been protecting herself. A fourteen-year-old boy. Ludicrous.

Ludicrous then, possible now. You can do anything now and it won’t cause a shock. Just a shrug. Everything is cool. A line has been drawn and on the other side of it is the past, both darker and more brightly intense than the present.

She looks across the line and sees the nine waitresses in their bathing suits, in the clear blazing sunlight, laughing on the dock, herself among them; and off in the shadowy rustling bushes of the shoreline, sex lurking dangerously. It had been dangerous, then. It had been sin. Forbidden, secret, sullying. Sick with desire. Three dots had expressed it perfectly, because there had been no ordinary words for it.

On the other hand there had been marriage, which meant wifely checked aprons, play-pens, a sugary safety.

But nothing has turned out that way. Sex has been domesticated, stripped of the promised mystery, added to the category of the merely expected. It’s just what is done, mundane as hockey. It’s celibacy these days that would raise eyebrows.

And what has become of Ronette, after all, left behind in the past, dappled by its chiaroscuro, stained and haloed by it, stuck with other people’s adjectives? What is she doing, now that everyone else is following in her footsteps? More practically: did she have the baby, or not? Keep it or not? Donny, sitting sweetly across the table from her, is in all probability the father of a ten-year-old child, and he knows nothing about it at all.

Should she tell him? The melodrama tempts her, the idea of a revelation, a sensation, a neat ending.

But it would not be an ending, it would only be the beginning of something else. In any case, the story itself seems to her outmoded. It’s an archaic story, a folk-tale, a mosaic artifact. It’s a story that would never happen now.
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