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CHAPTER 1

 


Young Truman shifted in his seat, rehearsing
bullying and clubbing his way through the family occupying the
seats before his own, should the need arise. They were too happy,
carrying on carelessly between Truman’s seat and the starboard rear
emergency door, which, of course, served little good at 35,000
feet.

A blue, three-ringed binder lay open on his
lap. Truman bought it obediently at an airport gift shop in
Seattle. “July 10, 1980” was entered upon the top left-hand side of
the lined paper. Two spaces below, Truman had written: “I guess I’m
having trouble with this thing—I feel talked into it—” in ink, in a
cursive hand still groping in a hard-held, childish development.
Truman was eighteen years old. Forgiving his handwriting, he was
also handsome, excepting a scar that haunted the left side of his
otherwise boyish good looks.

The fleshy splash, thick and wide, corralled
his left, untouched eye, clinging to his cheekbone as a weeping
crescent moon, like clown’s makeup gone forever wrong.

About him, within the cabin of the
wide-bodied 747, passengers carried on to the steady whine of the
engines. Some read, others listened to headphones amongst scattered
napping between movies and meals. Somewhere trays clattered.

Truman looked fast, something else to think
about. This was his second time flying. The first frightened him
worse, days before, delivering him to his group’s staging in
Seattle. Truman, with twenty-two other Americans, having joined the
United States Peace Corps, was headed for the tropical heat of
Malaysia, with oodles of more fun in the sky to come. This flight
for Tokyo, then on to Hong Kong, to rest to rise to fly again,
bound for bustling Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s much discussed,
sweltering capital city.

The pretty flight attendant smiled above the
mishandled trays. A passenger, a man, helped her.

Truman looked back to his notebook. The
aircraft’s laboring Rolls-Royce engines whined steadily as he
wondered why he was even doing what he was doing. He peeked out his
small window. Clouds spread out far below. He marveled again at his
promised two years of service. He’d be twenty years old, a sentence
self-imposed.

By the time he and his party of twenty-two
others touched down in the dark heat of a Kuala Lumpur night,
Truman’s three-ring binder was tucked into his carry-on luggage.
Its first entry read:

 


July 10, 1980

I guess I’m having trouble with this thing—I
feel talked into it—

July (I’m not sure—dateline thing?)

I’m writing this from my 18th floor room in
Hong Kong. It’s dark & raining out, and also very hot (cool in
here).

One of the bosses or leaders (or
whatever) back in Seattle urged us to keep a diary or a journal of
our P.C. experience. He said everyone starts one, no one finishes
& everyone wishes they had. So here I go! Several of the others
are starting one, too. I don’t know how to do this so I’ll just
ramble.

I’m pretty sure it’s Saturday & I’m
almost a week gone from New Egypt.

My last days home were strange ones. They
went by like I was doomed or something. I messed up saying good-bye
to Mr. & Mrs. Van Heflin. The nicest times were just sitting
out in the yard with Aunt Mabel, especially after I cut the grass
& it smelled so good & all (makes me think of good old
barking-away Buddy—dead now).

There are 23 of us going over. I think all
of them went to college. Even the Youth Ext. people like me. Jesus,
I barely got out of high school. I’ve been rooming with a guy named
Ben. He’s real nice. Another guy was asking him about his degrees.
He must have gone to college a couple of times.

Tonight I’ll be in Malaysia. Last night I
dreamed I was in downtown New Egypt, saying good-bye again to Aunt
Mabel, Chet & Jimmy & even Scotty W. (old B. Archer also
sort of slid by—sitting in a chair) as one of McGuire’s Air Force
tankers circled overhead. Then suddenly I was alone at the RR track
bed & I didn’t know which way to go. Then poor old Mabel rose
up from the weeds behind me. She was crying, & she wouldn’t
talk to me as she slowly waved her one hand back & forth, like
she was stuck that way or something. (She should have cried. This
whole trip was her f--king idea.)

Oh yeah. Another thing. This flying’s
scaring the shit out of me, but I don’t think anyone can tell.

(Huh—I guess this is how you write in a
journal!!)

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Young Truman was a bit of a Piney.

This didn’t hurt him as he smiled easily,
within the hot night air of Kuala Lumpur’s surprisingly modern
Subang International Airport. He even laughed, swearing quietly,
scurrying for his accidentally opened luggage sliding sideways down
the stainless steel baggage claim.

Things could have been worse. He could have
been in the air.

If asked, Truman could tell something of his
parents, who he had little of, yet wondered much over. He could
name his grandparents, but without first-person memories. His tier
of great grand-parentage remained the dark wall that separated his
life from the nameless ghosts that led to his being, a lineage
snaking clean back to the American Revolution, an ancestry lost,
resting in scattered graveyards deep in the Jersey Pines.

Truman’s line, his particular Kramer, hopped
in when four hundred Hessians invaded Burlington, New Jersey, in
the winter of 1776.

Amongst these mercenaries was a reluctant
youth named Hermann Kramer. More unloyal than disloyal, and in
debt, Hermann, with no one waiting across the Atlantic, fled east
one early morning, alone, into the colony’s heavy central forests.
By the mid 1780s, he was married to his employer’s lone daughter,
Estella, and settled into a small cabin outside the village of
Kimmon’s Mills, a meeting of rough wagon-cut roads, defiantly
referred to as New Egypt by its sparse citizenry, after the Genesis
tale of the world having to travel to Egypt for its grain.

Hermann and Estella were happy. Their six
children lived their lives in and around this secluded village.
Four married, two didn’t, seeing themselves through the depression
of 1817, aging through the next of 1837. Estella’s youngest left
their wooded, sandy plain, never heard from again, for the Erie
Canal, lured by fireside stories of the great route west. Hermann
Kramer himself died before seeing grandchildren.

These children of Kramers’ children
sprinkled themselves about the forests between the pull of the
Delaware and the lapping of the sea. Steady farmers and woodsmen,
they married neighbors and ran off with passing through risks as
their surrounding forests were razed for shipbuilding and charcoal,
fueling the scattered forges of a brief pineland iron industry. As
their forests fell, pitch pines, hardy forty-foot starlings of
photosynthesis, swept their forests like weeds.

By 1850 several of these children of
Kramers’ children, still about New Egypt, reared children of their
own as fallen Quakers from the swelling of westward Philadelphia
began sowing themselves into their forest, some with hearts
differing from brethren, others from deeds hard to forgive.
Truman’s own mother would ascend from one of these lines as their
young nation trembled into civil war.

Mr. Lincoln lost New Jersey in his
re-election bid of 1864, to favored son, General McClellan of
Trenton, a day’s wooded travel northeast, where the Delaware River
shallowed, blurring New Jersey from Pennsylvania. Their distant,
sad President, his brutal war over, won the nation in spite of
this, then died as he did, a sorrow to all the states. Several
seasons later, in quiet New Egypt, brick roads were laid, courtesy
of the Oakford Land Company, in exchange for changing the town’s
name to Oakford, a municipal sleight-of-hand enticing the
railroad.

And due track was laid, in the form of the
Pemberton-Heightstown spur. But by the spring of 1870 their town
leaders honored their own fathers, officially changing their town’s
name back to New Egypt, as their iron works faded into stilled
forges, as long dead mercenary Kramer faded into the folklore of
his great-grandchildren who cared to remember. Sustenance farming,
blueberries and cranberries settled into their sandy pineland
clearings as the population of their plain declined for fifty
years. Of those who stayed was mercenary Hermann’s one
great-grandson, Truman’s great-grandfather, born in 1899 in a
farmhouse outside of New Egypt, the son of a farmer-tinker.

A year later the town’s dam broke, without
detriment to the local economy. The pooled cedar water poured like
tea from behind the retired mill, long overdue to the curious who
watched from on horseback, amongst marveling children and unruly
dogs. Seventy years later, the remains of the compromised
stone-blocked structure, overgrown with encroaching trees, would be
trod upon by a roaming, friendless boy named Truman Kramer.

 


* * *

 


Two years into Wilson’s presidency, the
cranberry industry lured Truman’s great-grandfather, at fifteen,
deeper into the Pines, where a local squire married him to another
child laborer of the bogs. His young bride died three months after
their child-like wedding, birthing in a warehouse made
comfortable.

Still a boy, the young widower moved on,
giving his baby to New Egypt, to his grandparents, for far off
Europe breathed world war, prompting the construction of nearby
Camp Dix, where money was to be made as a stretching of their sandy
forest was changing forever.

This baby, Truman’s grandfather, grew up
snuggled in the ease of rural New Egypt, a boyhood of chores, a bit
of schooling and play amongst Jersey’s meandering streams. As
distant cities roared through the twenties, Truman’s grandfather
saw occasional motorcars, while hearing the distant guns of Camp
Dix as he marveled, with scattered neighbors, over the occasional
hum of the floating dirigibles that anchored in Lakehurst, a town
he’d never see, east through the Pines. He’d be married when the
big one from Germany exploded and burned, cleansing the pineland
sky of the slow floating ships.

Then New Egypt rebuilt her dam, becoming a
temporary tourist attraction to summer cottage people in those
’30s. There was swimming, fishing and boating. Carnival rides even
emerged as their town went rough with soldiers and outsiders,
bringing alcohol, strangers and fighting. Then something changed.
These New Egyptians believed they willed it themselves as their
small town relaxed back into its sleepy self. By then Truman’s
grandparents had produced two children of their own, a daughter,
Mabel, and a son, George.

 


* * *

 


George Kramer, born in the winter of 1932,
was given to daydreaming, and often caught at it. He grew up
good-willed, handsome and clever, but shiftless and impatient. What
he possessed in physical stature, he lacked in virtue. His sister,
Mabel, three years older, was industrious and thoughtful, and
gangly and plain.

Older sister and kid brother were children
when the world convulsed into its second world war. George was a
young teen when it justly ended. Mabel was eighteen, working on the
base as a civilian employee. She had also fallen in love with a
soldier, but told no one, as Camp Dix, rebuilt into Fort Dix, was
quartered off for the Army Air Corps. The prosperity wouldn’t grace
nearby New Egypt. In the 1950s, Route 195, Trenton to Belmar, at
the shore, was measured and dug out and poured, slipping miles
north of the town. Smaller Route 70, a state highway, from Camden
to the shore, showed hope, but arched out east of New Egypt for
Point Pleasant Beach, leaving the New Egyptians to their porches,
their gardens and fields, pondering losses and blessings.

None of this mattered to young George
Kramer. Bustle and growth never sang to him anyway. At nineteen he
wandered south for work in Chatsworth, in the blue-skied,
deep-green heart of the Pines.

In this hamlet of several hundred, according
to the post office, George labored as a mechanic, learning light
automotive work at a family-owned Gulf station.

Chatsworth suited him, for he stayed, living
in an oddly constructed addition to an older man’s home. This older
man, Barlow Archer, lived in the original framing of the same
house. His own children were grown and gone. His faithless wife ran
off so long before that it didn’t matter to anyone. At times even
Barlow Archer couldn’t picture her, which gave him peace, as did
the pines and the sand and the distance that made up his property
of several acres. His neighbors felt likewise.

Well-behaved dogs weren’t tied in this town
where George gained several friends but saved no money. He drank
often, but never heavily at a local watering hole as he remained
quietly loyal to his employer. One girl once, and another a few
years later, gained his affection, but neither made him more than
he was, until the late spring of 1961, when in a sudden whirlwind
of desire, at twenty-nine years old, George met, and married a
month later, a seventeen year old who appeared in Chatsworth
without notice, claiming in a whisper to be somehow related to the
family who owned the crossroads general store.

Her name was April Applegate. No one argued
her claim. She was soft of flesh, small breasted before a rounded
ribcage, weak in her walk and a bit pimply about her mouth. Her
eyes were large and her hair was thin and straight. She wasn’t very
pretty.

The following February, in a dark and
windless cold, young April gave birth to a baby boy in George’s
rented addition to Barlow Archer’s home. She sweated and cried and
ached. Old man Archer sat with her at her bedside, tending to her
as best he could, for two months before, a week before Christmas,
was the last either of them had seen of husband George, hunched
over in the cold, walking off to work with gloveless hands in his
pockets, never turning back for swelling April who watched him
off.

At eighteen, stranded in an old man’s home,
April named her suckling baby, Truman. Truman Kramer.

 


* * *

 


Eighteen years later, without blush, Truman
gathered scattered underwear, socks, shirts and jeans at Kuala
Lumpur’s Subang International Airport.

He’d have to write Aunt Mabel. This sort of
public stumble would charm her, for she was something of a Piney,
too.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


July 16, 1980

It’s 9:15 in the morning & already hot
as hell & muggy as shit. I’m on my way to Malacca in a cab
driven by an old man who can’t speak English. There’re 3 other P.C.
volunteers in the back seat. Two of them won’t shut up & one’s
pretty quiet. I think the driver’s scaring her. He’s scaring the
piss out of me! One of the blabbermouths keeps trying to talk to
him. He mumbles the same thing again & again, tossing his hands
in the air. (I thought the flying was bad.)

Kuala Lumpur was pretty neat. I hope I can
learn the language. I roomed with Ben again & he said I could
room with him in training. We stayed 3 days in Kuala Lumpur while
they ran us through a bunch of meetings. Everyone had tons of
questions. I felt kind of stupid. Couldn’t make up a good one.

I wish Jimmy & the farm help could have
seen me. No drinking age!! Well, I have plenty to look at & the
people in the back seat have quieted down, so I’ll quit here.
Besides, I feel like I have to watch the road for this guy.

 


* * *

 


That night Truman dreamed of rats at their
training site outside of Malacca. Friendly ones, wanting to be
petted, brushing his ankles like cats. They wouldn’t appear in his
journal though, nor would Kuala Lumpur’s hot heavy air, its modern
skyscrapers and so many smells. He didn’t write of the opposite
lane traffic, rendering the simple crossing of a city street a
curious new task, and, of course, he had no idea that several of
the others had already discreetly discussed him as a likely
failure. Too young. Misplaced.

In Malacca, Truman’s group’s first task was
to be trained across two and one-half months of intensive language
instruction, learning Bahasa Malaysia, the national language, while
being exposed to and instructed in becoming respectfully mindful
and appreciative of the cultures that shared the Malay peninsula,
primarily the Malays, the sons of the soil, some with the Chinese,
and a sprinkling regarding the Indians, a people oddly divided
between rubber plantations and law firms. British colonization,
they’d learn, brought these others to this land of tropical
contrasts.

Meanwhile they’d also be introduced to their
specific assignments, ensuing at the break of training. They were
Group 97, twenty-three strong, with several engineers, a small
number of English and Special Education teachers, four social
workers and a handful of agricultural Youth Extension people, who
were to imagine and promote some sort of Future Farmers of Malaysia
amongst the rural youth of the kampongs. Truman, having spent his
teen years on an American dairy farm, was among this last group,
expected to work the sleepy villages.

And Truman worked hard at his Bahasa,
priding himself, staying close to Ben, an intelligent and
thoughtful civil engineer in his late twenties, whose voice went to
a whisper the few times he spoke of his failed marriage.

In their time off, Truman swam in the
Straits of Malacca with the others. They also played pickup games
of basketball and touch football. Truman seldom complained of the
heat which descended heavily, every midmorning, thickening the air
until an hour or two after dark.

To the more articulate complaints of the
others, Truman claimed that the Islamic call to prayer didn’t
bother him. The cryptic song, sung out at 5:30 a.m., from unseen PA
systems, was repeated five times across every day.

“I think it’s kind of pretty, and
spooky,” Truman said.

“You think so?” asked Dave, a burly
farmer from Iowa. “It’s a pain in my ass at 5:00 a.m.”

“Is it in Bahasa, or Arabic or what?”
asked a teacher.

“It’s in ‘freaks-me-the-hell-out’,”
said the Iowan, laughing.

Truman listened, for the others were older
and better educated. He didn’t dare share the public prayer’s
somehow prompting thoughts of the midnight guns of Fort Dix, the
track bed, and once, a pineland cemetery.

For when alone, Truman’s thoughts returned
easily to New Egypt, the farm, his loving Aunt Mabel, gangling
Jimmy McCleary, and Angela, when quietly wishful. His returned
laundry, done by a local Chinese woman, provided a sweet deja vu of
its own upon its bundled return, as Ben’s friendship acquainted him
with the nation’s daily newspaper, the New Straits Times,
with its daily reflection of culture, crime, human interest, and
always the creeping, sinister menace of westernization.

After their group toured a Buddhist temple
and an Islamic mosque, Truman thought Buddha less demanding of His
followers, perhaps willing to listen to troubles and wishes, yet
reticent to act. Islam seemed to forbid human folly altogether, to
the right of the double yellow line, or nothing at all. However,
churches of any kind made Truman uneasy. The last time he prayed
hard was as a younger boy, asking Jesus to be of the same mind as
Mabel’s, regarding the guilt and innocence of his childhood’s
single, defining act.

Then news came to Truman and his Youth
Extension peers. Three Youth Extension volunteers from the field
were brought in to share their own ongoing assignments. One was a
tall, homely girl, dressed in the colorful splash adorned by Malay
women. Their trainers noted this; in spite of Islam, Malays liked
colors. The other two were young men. One heavy and happy. The
other determined to be informative. All three were candid.

“Only one in ten do anything
meaningful,” explained the homely girl.

“Easiest job you’ll ever love!” said
the happy man, mocking the TV ad back home. “Just show up at your
office, whenever you’re not on your next vacation.”

All three stayed the night, and with Truman
included, went out drinking with a handful of trainees.

After their departures the next morning, it
was emphasized that some volunteers have to create their jobs to be
rewarded. The response of the six Youth Extension volunteers
varied. One quit within the week, his roommate relieved. Another
gritted his teeth with determination, as two more rejoiced. Truman
was undecided. He did, though, enjoy Ben’s sharing an article Ben
found in the New Straits Times, of a man roaming the
villages of the northeast, laying for school children, to suck
their toes in exchange for trinkets. Local bomohs—“Lay
doctors, to be kind,” explained Ben—along with the police,
converged on the scene. Hysteria was feared.

Mail came, a first letter from Aunt Mabel,
in graceful blue ink. Truman opened it, proud of receiving mail,
imagining her old-lady knuckles working her pen. She mixed local
news and gossip, and passed along several “hellos” from her own
friends about New Egypt, sprinkled amongst the things she thought
about while eating alone, or while brewing coffee in her home
without Truman.

 


* * *

 


August 8, 1980

It’s after supper. I had some slop at a
local shop with some of the others. I’ve been in a bad mood. Maybe
it’s this cold I caught. Can you believe that in this heat? I also
know the others are older & smarter than me, but I do get sick
of hearing them going on and on about this & that & how the
food’s so goddamed grand & all. Mabel’s letter cheered me up,
though. I wish I could eat some of her food!

Some volunteers (already out there) came to
tell us about Youth Ext. work (what there is of it). It’s hard to
tell what I’ll be doing. Afterwards we went out drinking & it
was fun but the one guy (the fat fuck) had to ask me about my scar,
saying real loud, “Hey, kid. How’d you damn near whack out your
eye?”

I lied, sort of. Everyone was listening (all
of sudden) so I told him it happened in a bicycle accident. Not far
from the truth. (It was a bicycle & I didn’t want it to
happen.)

In a few days I have to go & stay with a
Malay family for a week. We all have to do it. It may be a drag but
I’ll save some $. I’m nearly broke, & payday’s a week away!

 



CHAPTER 4

 


April Kramer, Truman’s mother, kept her
Kramer name in spite of being abandoned. Applegate didn’t bring her
much luck either. Besides, along with her baby, it made her someone
else, if not better, at least different.

At eighteen, she remained fleshy, covered
with a layer of her pale soft self as a stinging of acne resurfaced
about her small mouth. The sharp angles of baby Truman’s face were
George’s. So was the wave in his baby hair. Beneath the few blouses
and T-shirts she owned, April remained small breasted in spite of
her nursing, atop small hips and shapeless legs. She also feared
too many things, thus baby Truman spent much of his infancy
lovingly guarded from contagions real and otherwise.

Old man Archer asked April to stay on,
within the small addition to his tired house in the Pines that she
already occupied. Barlow was a quiet, gravelly-voiced man somewhere
in his sixties. His potbelly heaved when he laughed, and sweated in
concert with his face and neck when he toiled. A single man, he ate
when hungry, regardless of the time of day or night. To support
himself he worked without schedule, for modest wages in a local
cranberry bog, when not serving a part-time arrangement at a local
Sunoco station. His home was a mess, and he owed no one a dime.
Tools and sawhorses had long since worked their way indoors, into a
chaos he didn’t know very well, aside from the room where he’d last
seen a particular tool or resource, which was where the clamor
began.

Across that first spring, Barlow assured
April of George’s eventual return, which he never believed. To
lessen her despair, he shared his own loss of a woman while serving
in the army, in Texas, leaving him with both small children, since
grown and gone. He guessed his wife somewhere in one of the
Dakotas, the last he and the kids had heard from her. April’s eyes
widened.

Across that summer and into the autumn,
their friendship grew into something between foster parentage and
respectful, denied affection as their duties and chores crept into
the assigned rooms of each other’s lives.

Baby Truman, in time, toddled freely
between. Blessed with April’s love and Barlow’s pleasant
sensibilities, utensils and tools became his toys amongst their
togetherness that would stir in his mind of later years as distant
snapshots, elongated, blurred, walkways through occupied messes of
hallways and rooms. Carrots laid out for Santa’s reindeer, which
real ones ate. Barlow, shirtless and sweaty. The anvil kept, for
some reason, in Barlow’s kitchen. A heavy vice bolted to a table
that wasn’t a dining room table in old man Archer’s dining room.
Then haunting ones, products of his mother vanishing for a time, to
return to him, and their clutter, without her right leg, forever
sadder than she already was. For in the summer of 1967, April was
struck by a car while collecting the mail. Truman was five. Barlow,
back in the house, heard the bang. Out front, on the shoulder of
the road, little boy Truman stood helplessly by, his little mind
forever stained with his mother flying and spinning, arms and hair
outstretched.

A man was driving the car. And nothing
more.

 


* * *

 


The following autumn, Barlow knocked out the
wall between the adjoined sections of his home. He built strong,
unhandsome ramps over his few stairs, and he cleared domestic
pathways, allowing April’s crutches and wheelchair as April gained
social security for her handicap, finding her own way back to her
duties about their little Pineland family. Their Pineland neighbors
never talked.

That fall the Woodland’s Township Board of
Education added Barlow’s sandy driveway to one of its stops.

Little Truman liked first grade, making
memories that could now move, events watched in silence, yet far
away, as though through the opposite ends of binoculars. There was
Chatworth’s elementary school playground, and its lunchroom,
crowded with children’s noises, waxed paper, sandwiches and milk. A
water fountain hummed chilled water. Desks were bolted to the
floor. Decorated shoeboxes, coarsely slotted by children, wrought
sentimental riches on Valentine’s Day. Somewhere a substitute
teacher, or some kid’s mother, explained that if one never sinned
they’d live forever. Truman felt cheated, never having been told
this divine bargain until sinned beyond repair at six or seven.

Laced into those years was the excitement of
men on the moon, Americans, of course. The event made everyone
childlike, even quiet Barlow, who thought the event a respite from
that summer’s distant war heating up in a distant land.

Truman learned of rabies in the lethargic
aimlessness of certain wild animals. Barlow, because he cared,
explained it as best he could. The possibilities were horrifying as
Truman sawed and banged at scraps of wood alongside some project of
Barlow’s.

Once, while walking somewhere, through
trees, Barlow answered little Truman’s concern for bedtime, awing
him. “Sometimes, Truddy, I don’t go to bed at all!”

Another time, as Barlow worked at bathroom
plumbing, breathing hard and lying on his side, little Truman,
amongst the clutter of tools and living, pulled a box of sanitary
napkins from within a curtained closet, extracting two of the soft
white pads.

Old man Archer’s big belly heaved as he
answered from his back upon the floor. “Mouse mattresses, Truddy.
Your mother’s so kind and decent she even puts out beds for the
mice I try to catch. What’d ya think of that?”

Little Truman, with a mallet across his lap,
compared two lengths of pads. “I thought people didn’t want mice in
their houses.”

“Whelp, your mother figures they got
to sleep somewhere. She’s like that.” Breathing hard, he added,
“Now, Truddy, hand me that white tape. And put them little beds
where you found ’em. That’s a good boy now.”

Several months later April feared a staying
pain, something unlike her seasonal concerns. Truman was told
nothing. Barlow, in hushed tones, got her off to a doctor. At
twenty-seven years old, and already disfigured, April learned she
was indeed terribly ill. It started cervical, before it spread.

 


* * *

 


Midway through third grade, Truman learned
that certain kids were bused in from Birch Creek Village. Awed by
the word “village,” he also soon learned that Birch Creek had
neither teepees, nor the perpetual campfires he imagined.
Meanwhile, his mother’s change was slow as she stayed in her chair
more, her crutches leaning against the side of their refrigerator
for days that turned into weeks. She hadn’t hopped since between
Thanksgiving and Christmas, as she hugged at him more, as he and
Barlow quietly helped her about.

Late that spring, April had bouts of crying
that Truman seldom saw. When he did notice, Barlow was already
there. Little Truman also noticed that she began coming down from
Barlow’s room in the mornings. She answered his single inquiry. “My
dreams are bad, honey. Barlow helps me rest, and I need my
rest.”

“Can I help, too?” Truman
asked.

“Yes. Be a good boy. And you’re
already that.”

 


* * *

 


That summer April told little Truman that she
was sick. They sat alone out on their perpetually-shaded Pineland
porch. “I hope to get better, honey, but I probably won’t.”

She cried, then clung to him. Little Truman
cried, too, because she cried.

When Barlow got home, he found Truman out in
their larger shed, scribbling numbers and lines on a rafter with a
stubby pencil. He was playing carpenter. His eyes were swollen, and
his little chest heaved as old man Archer hugged him down from the
stepladder.

That summer of 1971, Barlow Archer became
April’s constant companion as dressed-up people began coming
around. One time they brought a woman who claimed to be Truman’s
aunt. April confirmed her as her errant husband’s elder sister from
the northern Pines of New Egypt. Best of all, Truman got a brand
new bicycle, for no reason at all. It was his first, a lime green
Roll Fast 20-inch Monkey Bike, with a banana seat and high
handlebars. The bike’s front sprocket was small, allowing quick
acceleration, enabling him to plow, in a standing peddling, through
the sandy surroundings of their home.

The treads of his bike’s front knobby tire
fascinated little Truman, appearing to spin backwards at certain
speeds. His new bike’s chain guard and fenders were of shiny
chrome. Sharp to the eye, sharp to the touch.

 


* * *

 


The new school year, Truman’s fourth, rolled
in with the autumn as his mother weakened. Barlow assumed nearly
all of the household duties, arranging their parlor into a
downstairs bedroom for his fading friend. Truman slept with her at
times, as did Barlow. She seldom left her new room. Little Truman
feared her bad dreams, for he, too, feared November’s winds that
swayed the Pines.

Into the winter, the dressed-up people
returned. They were from New Jersey’s Division of Youth and Family
Services. Their interest was Truman. Twice they brought back the
woman he was asked to address as Aunt Mabel. Her surname was
Ludwig. Truman overheard that her husband, Fritz, was dead, yet
left her provided. He had been a soldier.

Little Truman saw her as older, and tall for
a woman, much taller than his inclined mother, and even taller than
Barlow, whom she nervously leaned toward in conversation. In her
midlife, she had a tendency to lean toward whomever she was
speaking with, making Truman think of her as a big bird, as he
watched her, within the front room of Barlow’s cluttered home. It
didn’t help that she kept her arms up close in front of her, like a
praying mantis, as though supporting two of her large purses, one
on each elbow, instead of the one that swayed and jerked from her
left arm. Years later, pondering a photograph, a friend of Truman’s
likened her to Margaret Thatcher.

With a nervous shake, Mabel spoke
deliberately to little Truman. “Would you like to come visit with
me, up in New Egypt, sometime soon?”

Minding his manners, little Truman said,
“Yes. For a little bit.”

Then much of that winter became lost to
Truman. Photographs could have captured the swelling of his little
boy pain, but neither Barlow nor April owned a camera. In time,
Mabel would try an album.

Truman then saw his frail mother naked, in
confusing glimpses, for Barlow began bathing her after Christmas,
having to carry her, blanketed, into the bathroom.

Somewhere in there, his teacher, with wet
eyes of her own, kissed him hard on both cheeks, right in front of
the other children, for no reason at all.

Then came one winter night, remembered by
Truman as dark and cold with only a single light on, when, in fact,
their house was well lit. Old man Barlow appeared leaning in their
kitchen archway, hardly able to speak.

“Your mother’s gone, Truddy,” Barlow
Archer choked.

Truman was at their stove, a good boy,
stirring supper. He answered, “I thought this was going to
happen.”

His young shoulders heaved. It was his tenth
birthday.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


August 12, 1980

I’m in my 2nd day of staying with
this Malay family out here in the sticks. It’s raining like hell
& there’s nothing to do. My “host friend” is 16. His name’s
Mohamed. (It’s like ‘Steve’ around here.) He’s nice but I can’t
understand a word he says. His friends bother the shit out of me
& all they want to do is hang out here or there & do more
of nothing.

The other night I dreamed I was home &
Angela was telling everyone that she hated me & that I screwed
everything up. Then I was shooting an ugly deer in the recreation
field, & I followed it to the track bed where I took over
driving Mabel’s car, & wrecked it. So much for my dreams.

I’ve been in Malaysia for a month now &
I’m not sure where I fit into this group of trainees, who I’ll tell
you about. (I can’t believe this journal or diary or whatever is
becoming my friend.) I might be in this easier bunch, who complain
but have fun. I hope they like me, too.

There’s also the in-bed-by-10:00 gang. They
study their Bahasa (so do I though). They’re very courteous, take
care of their bicycles (we all got one) & they receive &
send lots of mail.

Then there’s (who Ben calls) the wheat germ
crowd. They’re like hippies, I guess. They rave on & on about
the food, believe in ghosts (like the Malaysians) & often cut
up we Americans & our ways. With them everything’s either real
cool, or all fucked up.

Lastly, there’re sprinkles (like me, I
think) who don’t fit into any group. Some are old people & a
couple are assholes (others think so, too). I won’t mention any
names, in case anyone sniffs around my stuff. (You never know.)

I could go on. Everyone in this family’s
fast asleep. (It’s about 1:00 p.m.—nap time.) But I don’t know what
else to say, except that I don’t know how I’m going to stand 3 or 4
more days here with Mohamed, & his folks & friends &
his little brothers & sisters. I am proud of my Bahasa, though.
(Just think—me knowing another language!!) But I can’t understand
much of what these people are saying. There’s a guy down the trail
who thinks I’m a riot. Him & his big fucking monkey teeth,
laughing away. He should get a job.

It’s also still raining like a prick out
there.

 


* * *

 


Mohamed seldom let Truman out of his sight,
unable to understand his guest’s desire to walk off alone. But he
relished teaching him soccer.

Mohamed’s home, a kumpang property of
single-sheathed, wooden planks, stood atop strong stilts. Truman
had seen the likes for over a month. The hard rains played metallic
havoc, in rhythmic sheets upon its corrugated tin roof. By week’s
end Truman found these commotions a soothing residue of the
swirling skies above.

Truman’s journal also reflected the long
ditch of brown water that paralleled the dirt road out front. One
morning he watched a slow-moving wake slide by, from some creature
below. He also wrote of sharing simple gifts, a Frisbee to the
kids, a T-shirt to Mohamed, who innocently preferred another. He
wrote of finding Malays more handsome than the Chinese and the
Indians. Thicker, with better postures, reminding him of a girl at
Allentown High School, the daughter of a black man and his oriental
wife. She was popular, so Truman never spoke to her.

This same entry also chronicled Truman’s
shock over Mohamed’s family’s toilet arrangement, a single deep
hole some thirty yards from the house, enclosed by a roofless
clapboard wall, maybe four feet high. Truman didn’t like his own
head showing. Mohamed instructed that one carried water with him,
squatted over the hole, then cleaned himself with the water cupped
in his left hand. Truman learned this in training, but thinking it
foreign, believed little of it. He didn’t chronicle his efforts to
go the week without a bowel movement, for this venture failed. With
two days remaining, when Mohamed’s surveillance erred, Truman
slipped off into the thick green and relieved himself. He returned
sockless, and mosquito-bitten.

He was also able to convince Mohamed that he
wouldn’t get lonely if he walked off alone, for Malays truly cared.
Truman wished to stroll to a shop, some two miles off, for a New
Straits Times in English, a good habit he had picked up.

The little kedai was a relief, its
coffee strong and hot. A goat peered around a wall as he read.
Carter’s presidency, hostage-ridden, struggled on. Reagan, on the
campaign trail, was growing formidable. A Malaysian soldier and his
girlfriend were fined for kissing in public. Truman wondered of
Ben. A governing body drafted a resolution calling for a law
forbidding Malays from calling one another “infidel,” the F-you
argument-ender around here. Four pages later, “Acid Attack,” titled
a story regarding a disgruntled Chinese man accused of disfiguring
his doubtful fiancée. The article came up a week later in
training.

“You’ll see it again.” Andy exhaled
through smoke. “It’s one of these things over here. They just do
it. It’s fuckin’ nuts, I know.”

Perhaps reasonable, who knows, to Truman’s
host, Mohamed, and his brothers and sisters who learned more
English than Truman learned Bahasa by the time Truman hitchhiked
out, to the soft touching of Mohamed’s Malay handshake. The Malay
teen spoke softly, and smiled broadly. “Salamet jalan. Good
bye, Mr. Truman.”

Truman smiled back. “Salamet jalan,
Mohamed.”

Truman turned, with his denim laundry bag
slung over his shoulder, to head down the dusty road in the heat of
midmorning.

 


* * *

 


Upon returning to their training site, Truman
learned that only a third of his group stayed their appointed week
with their host families. He was proud of himself.

The following week the trainees marched
through their language training around geography and political
orientations. Two weekends later they hosted a party of gratitude
for their host families. Most tried mingling through the carefully
staged agenda, but in the idle time between scripted activities,
Malaysians and Americans quickly polarized. Truman, thinking he
missed Mohamed, learned that he didn’t, and felt bad about it.

Days later the four Special Education
teachers stirred with news. A sixth site opened as another
possibility. Andy described it as, “quaint, and needy, in a small
town deep in the center of the peninsula.” One teacher mooned.
They’d all visit. Learning of an extra seat in the van, Truman
asked if he could make the day trip, too, for the engineers were
off on visits of their own as the social workers were occupied with
some sort of seminar. Andy smiled, lighting his smoke. “Sure. Why
not.”

The three-and-a-half-hour drive excluded
Truman from the teacher banter of individualized educational plans,
adaptive curricula and particularly troublesome disabilities.
Keeping to his wind-whipping window, Truman sniffed professional
one-upmanship. Their driver, Andy, did, too. Somewhere in his
mid-thirties, Andy was a quiet, chain-smoking happy man who drove
like the locals. He kept his black hair slicked back. Thin, and
always in baggy pants, he was soft spoken when speaking to
Truman.

Their van weaved through jungled hills,
sporadic small villages and the blinking even rolls of tapped trees
of numerous rubber plantations, finally emerging upon Kuala Harap,
having skirted the muddy Pahang River for the past twenty miles,
bursting forth from their shaded drive, into the heavy heat of the
early afternoon.

Excitement picked up in the van, in spite of
the slowness of the little town, shaped by two streets into a T,
sitting off the East-West Highway that crossed the peninsula.
Steering with his elbows while lighting a cigarette, Andy suggested
lunch. “What’ll it be? Malay, Chinese or Indian?”

Truman dreaded the impending chorus of
decision-making. Concurring, Andy’s voice rose above the others,
“Malay it’ll be. If any of you chose this assignment, you’ll have
to get used to it.”

So they parked and filed into a little Malay
shop, stirring a commotion as they ordered, working their
individual degrees of infant Bahasa. After sliding two tables
together, they chatted again regarding the five other sites for
Special Education; two in Johor Bahru. “Oh, so close to dazzling
Singapore,” one woman agreed with another, before turning to the
school in Kuala Lumpur, the nation’s booming capital. There was
another in Ipoh, a Chinese city south of Penang, bustling and
forward. “A branch campus of Singapore,” offered the smaller man of
the teachers, Danny, who brought up the last, on the beautiful
island of Penang, a site so appealing that three of these four
teachers agreed to interview for it.

Andy sort of laughed, affecting cheer.
“We’re in Kuala Harap now, in the middle of nowhere,” he said,
regarding this dusty community serving as a hub to the nation’s
lumbering and central plantation industries, a midpoint once reined
to the harness of British colonialism.

After their lunch, the six strolled back out
into the heat for the short ride up into town to find this
Home.

“It’s supposed to be down over a
hill,” Andy said, “off the top end of the two streets that make
this town.”

 


* * *

 


Andy worked the van down and around the
narrow river-skirting road, to a pitted dead-end drive that
separated chest-high weeds. It was a homely little place, nestled
into the bank of the Pahang River, above the reaches of her rainy
season marks. A rotting, leaning wooden fence topped the growth
strangling the grounds.

The building, in need of painting, came
quick to Truman as a converted six-bay garage. Andy thought it a
former motor pool of long gone Brits, turned refuge for some eight
children who could walk, and a number of others who couldn’t. Five
of the bays were cinder-blocked closed. The last, on the far right,
was fitted with a full-sized sliding gate. Their van quieted when
the gate slid open. A well-dressed Malay man emerged as their van
lurched up the pitted driveway amongst weeds and debris. Rising
from out back on the far left, arched a tremendous tree. Truman
thought of the festive finish of the children’s classic, Go Dog
Go!

The Malay man identified himself as Encik
Azman, the Social Welfare worker who oversaw the home, which meant
seeing that food was delivered, and that the two women who lived
there with the children were paid to prepare it, while being
trusted to not wander too far off, for too long a time.

The six Americans were politely led into the
building. Two of the children were naked. Five or six partially
clad. Several more ran off in panicky hobbles as others remained in
their beds. None ventured outside.

The air inside was acrid of urine and feces.
A back storage room, from the motor pool days, served as a bedroom
for the two Malay women. A smaller attachment to the side of the
building, the office of the earlier era, served as the kitchen.

Encik Azman waved off Andy’s smooth Malay.
“My English is most fine,” he said, surmising the history of the
place, describing the children as wards of the state of Pahang.

“Visitors come, but this event not
often,” Azman said. “I fear because the children are quite behind,
and stupid, some more worse than others. One quite dangerous.” He
nodded to a boy of about fifteen, nude below his soiled T-shirt,
off to the far end of the dark building.

The teachers, having stolen glances, could
professionally observe. The boy didn’t disappoint. He shrieked,
slapped at his head, spun about, then moaned before repeating the
cycle.

Another boy, an Indian, maybe ten or eleven,
cautiously sidled in from the kitchen. He looked down, then up
again, toward the guests who were speaking politely with Mr. Azman.
He was dirty and shirtless, and concerned with the contents of a
lumpy bag he held up and pointed to as he spoke the garbled sounds
of Tamil.

Truman tried to listen to the teachers’
conversation, knowing nothing of their concerns for previous
evaluations, the apparent lack of basic custodial care for the
children, not to mention the building and grounds, nor of where
Encik Azman’s local Social Welfare office envisioned this project
in a year or two. Mr. Azman smiled and nodded, conceding
nothing.

Andy hiked his trousers. “Maybe that’s where
we come in,” he answered for Azman, to calm his teachers’
emboldened chorus. Meanwhile, Truman roamed off from the middle of
the dark bay, for the kitchen. The mumbling Indian boy hopped in
pursuit, his lumpy bag at a dangle in this darkness and stench.

The youngsters who fled for the kitchen
divided themselves over Truman’s curious entry. Three into a
corner, crying. Two cowered in broken wheelchairs as two more
bolted. One dragged herself across the smooth concrete floor.
Truman, listening for the teachers, heard Mr. Azman, then made his
way outside, through a closed back door. The Indian boy followed
closely.

Out in the heat of the midday, Truman
surveyed chest-high growth amongst aged mounds of trash. The dark
boy’s garbling became urgent. He shook his head, pointing to the
growth, then back toward the door Truman left ajar. Truman turned
and followed him back into the darkness. A multitude of scars
splayed across the boy’s bare back and legs.

Inside, the four teachers and Andy moved
tactfully for the refuge of the van out front, amongst the high
weeds. Smiling and expressing gratitude in cheerful Bahasa, they
piled into the van, waving to Mr. Azman, and to the little faces
that began peering through the grid of the sliding gate. As Andy
backed out over the pitted driveway, Mr. Azman shooed off the
Indian boy with his wavering bag. To all’s surprise, the boy’s
brown face smiled wide.

“Good-bye!” he called out in an
English parroted from somewhere.

 


* * *

 


Weaving south through the rain forest, the
teachers reviewed and criticized their visit, the Home and the
small town of Kuala Harap.

Windswept within the opened windows, they
offered collective and separate opinions, comforting one another’s
intentions of never returning. Specific issues developed as fast
favorites: the lack of cleanliness while expecting guests, no
apparent support from anywhere. The loudest of the teachers, a
woman from Virginia, led their protests with pretty sweat upon her
upper lip.

“I’m concerned about the calamity of
no case histories,” said Danny, the short fellow, who talked a good
deal of Chicago’s tough white sections, but never lived
there.

A quieter female teacher revisited the
vision question. “How could I, or any of us, commit to a project
the local district government has obviously abandoned?”

“Crippled from the start,” Danny
agreed.

“In Kuala Lumpur,” sang out the
Virginian in the wind, “if a kid has lice they—”

“All right, all right!” Andy took
over. “You’re all safe now. No one’s talking anyone into anything.
It’s just, Jesus, we have to show you guys what’s out
there.”

He pulled from his cigarette. “What’d you
expect? Happy little Easter Seal kids? Those other sites, those
schools and institutions, they’ve got their problems, too. We just
didn’t see ’em.”

Acknowledgement and stifled dissent swept
the rocking van.

Truman, uncomfortable, but trying, said,
“The place could use a handyman.”

Andy waited, then answered over his
shoulder, “He’d have to roll up his sleeves, and he or she would
have to be as much handyman as teacher.” He flicked his butt out
the window, and slicked back his hair, his fingers his comb.

Shortly, their conversation turned to lesser
demands. Then sleep crept into their long ride home. Just after
nightfall they arrived to the familiarity of their training site in
Malacca, far from the little home amongst the weeds of the banks of
the River Pahang.

Safe and sound from those filthy, crippled
children.

 


* * *

 


August 29, 1980

I haven’t written in a while because not
much has happened. We swim most days & classes are dragging
along. Ben’s been fun, but I think something’s bugging him. I hope
not me. One afternoon we were in this kedai (Malay word for their
little open air shops) drinking & talking & some beggar
grabbed Travis J. by his nuts!! The Chinese guy who runs the place
ran him off. Boy, Travis was pissed. Ben & I laughed like
bastards.

Last week half the group went to seminars
& meetings so I asked if I could go with the teachers up to
this town (Kuala something) to visit with them. They all thought it
was a waste of time (the little home, that is—not me—I hope!). To
be honest, I still think of the place. In fact I dreamed the other
night that Barlow was still alive & for some damned reason
lived there. Then he got killed in a car wreck & all those
dirty kids were crying over it. He wasn’t bloody or anything—just
lying there like he was asleep out in those weeds, with a
crumpled-up blue car nearby & those kids all inside bawling
about it. That’s the first I thought of Barlow in quite a
while.

Oh well, enough craziness. As I said, I’m
still a little bored & Ben got me to workout with him. Just
running & doing sets of push-ups & sit-ups while counting
for each other. It does make you feel good.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Early in the summer of 1972, little Truman
was moved into his Aunt Mabel’s home up in New Egypt. “It’s best,
Truddy. Trust me,” Barlow Archer explained. “She’s your family and
she’s a kind woman, who can care proper for you.” Rubbing at
Truman’s hair, he added, “I’ll be coming to visit you, up there in
that nice big town.”

Barlow Archer, figuring himself unable to
prevail over Mabel Ludwig and New Jersey’s Division of Youth and
Family Services, also measured the middle-aged widow. He thought
her kind. She visited every weekend prior to April’s death and
through her quiet burial, up until the June morning when she took
little Truman away. Her visits brought little gifts, surprises of
curious warmth. Twice she took Truman north through the Pines, to
New Egypt to see his home-to-be.

Truman finished fourth grade in Chatsworth.
He had friends, but none of the sort, at ten years old, to see him
off with his shopping bags of possessions, and his brand new
suitcase for the vacations Mabel anticipated. His monkey bike was
tied to the top of her brand new American Motors Hornet station
wagon. The dealer’s temporary tag was pasted to her rear window.
With Fritz somehow watching on, she believed she could finish what
her aimless brother had started.

That morning, Mabel’s bravest, old man
Barlow stood at the mouth of his sandy driveway until they were out
of sight, weaving north. Truman only cried once. Mabel, birdlike
while driving as well, moved quickly, suggesting ice cream and his
favorite foods all summer long.

“Mr. Archer will be fine, honey.
Really, he will,” she insisted, never noticing the Pineland
graveyard they passed several miles before.

 


* * *

 


Mabel’s home was a cottage turned rancher,
nestled amongst others on the south bank of New Egypt’s narrow
Oakford Lake. Years before, her neighborhood overlooked the hoopla
of long-gone summertime recreation.

The forty years that passed was how long it
took Mabel’s neighborhood to come to its various states of upkeep,
disrepair, adornment and decay. On a map New Egypt was shaped like
a run-over hand. Newer homes and the older, along with businesses
lined the six roads that met downtown. New Egypt’s neighborhoods
webbed the fingers of the unfortunate hand with bi-levels and
split-levels, amongst aged saltboxes and colonials, nearly all
adulterated with additions, some tasteful, others hasty. New Egypt
was quaint and pretty, and cluttered and ugly, with no section all
bad, nor none all good.

Mabel’s home, clean and tidy, was something
out of a magazine compared to the place Barlow kept. Although
echoing another time, everything seemed new to little Truman. Fritz
Ludwig, married to Mabel in 1948, lost in Korea in 1951, stared out
twenty-one years later from two lookouts in the living room. In
Mabel’s bedroom his memory clung to three more posts. Truman feared
him, five photographs, one expression, two in uniform, one trying
to smile, as though Fritz the soldier knew his own fate back in
those days of yellowed black and white. The balloons and streamers
Mabel scotch-taped up for Truman’s arrival didn’t cheer Fritz’s
gaze from his other time, excepting the one, in Mabel’s living
room, where he’s trying to smile. Years later, Truman learned that
a younger Mabel took that picture, the very photograph she dusted
and spoke to that June morning, before leaving for Chatsworth,
reminding herself to settle down over finally fetching ‘their’
little Truman.

Mabel’s community, New Egypt, was immense to
Truman. The distant pounding of the guns of nearby Fort Dix, and
the mammoth military transports circling overhead from McGuire, in
time gave him a sense of nation, and something of living purpose to
Fritz’s frozen expressions.

That first summer, Truman grew used to
Mabel’s back screen door slapping shut with a single clap of wood
on wood. At first coaxed, then alone, he tried to befriend their
aged neighbors’ German Shepherd, a dog that lived a wired pace
within its chain-linked fence. His name was Buddy. Mabel guessed
his animal irritability due to the elderly couple’s mutual
deafness. “That dog must live with a lot of yelling going on in
that house, honey,” she comforted his efforts.

Truman also noticed Mabel’s hands and long
fingers as she worked about her kitchen, sinewy tendons working
beneath thick blue veins, far from his mother’s chubby fingers that
changed hues with the weather. He leafed through her National
Geographics, stacked neatly within the order of her tidy living
room. Mabel, quietly pleased, never read the things herself. Her
subscription went back to Fritz. To little boy Truman, the yellow
periodicals were pictorial wonders, unlike anything he ever saw
about Barlow’s home of clutter and love. He paged slowly through
the magazines’ jungles and ice packs, its tremendous animals,
living and dead, and always people, hardened and rough, dark
skinned and strange. Some colorful, some naked. Some staring back
at his little boy wonder.

On his monkey bike, Truman pedaled about New
Egypt’s early summer neighborhoods, discovering the recreation
fields, east of the heart of town, the place to be. He took several
passes a day. In patches of surrounding trees, he also discovered
forts, constructed from stolen and scrounged wood, tacked together
before dead campfires, the work of other boys, places a boy had to
be invited into.

Meanwhile, working at getting Truman out,
Mabel dressed him up to take him to Burlington Center Mall, where
he enjoyed the cycles of the fountains as he sipped cool sodas. She
walked him through Sears, her store for everything. Truman
preferred the pet store and the hobby shop. The darkened arcade
Mabel coaxed him into, disturbed his quiet nature. The people
within, their attentions bent to machines, appeared menacing
amongst the metallic sounds.

The money they spent was Mabel’s own. By
midsummer she sat little Truman down in her kitchen, explaining
social security.

“Due to your mother’s passing,” she
said, looking down, then back up, “we are, honey, entitled to money
on a monthly basis. State money. Food and clothing allowances,
Truddy, for a proper upbringing.”

She rose, abandoning her coffee, pacing
birdlike. “We’ll save this money for your adulthood. I make enough
at my office.”

“At State Farm?” he asked.

“Yes, at State Farm,
Truddy.”

“But you haven’t been there,” Truman
said.

“They’ve given me time off, the whole
summer, until you go to school. They’re good to me, and I have a
small pension. Your Uncle Fritz’s,” she dared. “And prudent living,
honey, will provide us comfort enough.”

Her rehearsed speech was truthful, and
beyond little Truman. Nonetheless, proud of herself, she twice
stole glances to one of Fritz’s frozen expressions out in the
living room.

Later that summer Mabel telephoned her
friend, Kathleen Van Heflin, securing Truman a job at the Van
Heflins’ dairy farm across Route 537, in Cream Ridge. Kathleen, a
sweet-natured woman, once worked with Mabel in Heightstown. Her
husband, Chet, was a large man, of awkward build. His barreling
torso atop spindly legs made a migrant hand, who was studying for
citizenship, liken him one time to George Washington, from a
picture adorning the cover of the text he studied from at
night.

To Mabel, all work was blessed. To little
Truman, at ten going-on-eleven, his sole duty of mowing the
property was a benchmark of aging making him happy to pedal the
four miles of country road. The Van Heflins also had a daughter
Truman’s age, but her movements about the farm were of little
interest to Truman, unless, of course, she, or anyone, happened to
see him commanding his John Deere riding mower along the fences and
around the trees, and so carefully about the farm’s pole sheds,
twin silos and scattered outbuildings.

When resting quietly, Truman also liked the
pigeons.

 


* * *

 


That autumn Truman entered fifth grade at New
Egypt’s Elementary School. He thought it huge, fitting of the town,
Mabel’s mall and the air force transports and tankers that circled
above. In the school’s library, he found Mabel’s National
Geographics amongst the magazines. The changing of classes was
new as well, but most of all, he gained his first true friend.

Scotty Winslow and Truman Kramer were drawn
to one another. What one had, the other desired. Scotty, a thin,
freckled boy, with close-cropped red hair was sneaky and harmless.
An only child of a preoccupied-with-who-knows-what single mother,
Scotty found great comfort in Truman, his audience of one, who
marveled at Scotty’s exciting little world.

Truman thought his new friend full of
knowledge, big plans and daring. Scotty’s clothes were unkempt,
unlike Truman’s, under Mabel’s eye. One time Scotty even pitched a
stolen tomato at a slow-passing Mr. Softie Ice Cream truck,
spattering its windshield. A week later, standing foolishly in line
with his mother’s spare change in hand, Scotty was recognized. The
driver, reaching through the service window, jerked Scotty close,
and slapped him good. New Egypt was like that.

Scotty also demonstrated to Truman his
ability to say, “Fuck you,” and “Suck my dick,” through a harmonica
a brief boyfriend of his mother’s bought him. He floated these
insults to teachers, other kids’ parents and any other adult within
range. Truman couldn’t believe the clarity of Scotty’s obscenities,
perceived as playful tunes that didn’t work.

Scotty also warned Truman of Dale Rowland,
the schoolyard bully who managed to rough up some hapless kid every
now and again, while maintaining a remarkable popularity from his
seventh-grade throne. To Truman’s horror, Scotty once told Dale,
through his harmonica, “Blow a dead dog, Dale. Fuck it good while
you’re at it.” Dale Rowland sneered. “What the hell’s that thing?
Why don’t you learn how to play it.”

Scotty taught Truman the facts of life.
Someone had to. He had a couple of the mechanics, but offered
nothing of fertilization. When pressed, he offered curious Truman,
“It’s just knocking something loose in there, starting the new
baby. Like winging a stick into an apple tree for apples, or into a
beehive for fun.”

Scotty erred worse at the birth sequence,
holding Truman spellbound. “The baby tears its way out anywhere
down there between her legs, favoring whichever hole it works
closest to.”

This explained the urgency, the screaming
and yelling, all the blood and the subsequent hospital stay. Truman
was glad he was a boy.

As Scotty sweated out periodic report cards,
the two fifth graders enjoyed the movies Mabel happily drove them
to, silently wishing Truman had endeared himself to a better boy.
She and Scotty’s mother remained distant. In the theaters Truman
insisted they sit down front, as far as Scotty allowed. Scotty’s
mother, vaguely vigilant, noticed Truman liked his television loud,
ketchup on everything, his car windows down and peanut butter by
the spoon, chokingly straight.

One day per week Truman continued to work at
the Van Heflin dairy farm. Chet managed the charity of always
having something for the boy to do, as late that winter Truman
discovered the retired railroad tracks as a route home. The level
bed of buried crushed rock, ties and rail was all that remained of
the Heightstown-Pemberton spur that served New Egypt a century
before. Truman hustled the walk, picking up the bed behind the Van
Heflins’ lower fields, to follow the ghostly cutting across a
wooden bridge, still strong in Hornerstown, then across Route 537
and on into New Egypt.

The walk, often foggy in the morning,
appealed to Truman. Skirting other people’s backyards, it was quiet
through the woods and over the fields, overgrown, yet solid and
straight, whispering to Truman’s lonesomeness. Its own past dying
into the present. For young Truman, walking alone beneath trees, a
comforting reminder of things swept away, yet never lost for
good.

 


* * *

 


The following spring awakened New Egypt’s
trees and flushed her streams as the skies moaned with military
transports, and roared with the fast might of occasional
fighters.

Scotty and Truman discovered Elvis Presley
and Bobby Vinton through Mrs. Winslow’s old 45s. Mabel’s other
neighbor, opposite Buddy the dog’s family, had extensive work done
to their problematic septic system, making for exciting days of
heavy equipment, holes, trenches, and erupting fecal smells, and
the discovery of a damaging clot of condoms. Kids spied and jeered.
Buddy, two yards away, barked and gasped, reaching new heights of
dog hysteria behind his chain-link fence.

Truman also signed up for Little League
baseball, at Scotty’s urging. Mabel, overjoyed, rummaged her low
attic, retrieving Fritz’s childhood glove, a leathery thing with
fat stubby fingers and a corncob-sized thumb. Reading Truman’s
forced receptiveness to the fossilized mitt, she dashed him off to
Burlington Center for a new one, along with a bat, both signed
illegibly by men neither had ever heard of.

That spring, Truman, growing into a graceful
boy, sat the bench with Scotty, who cared only for being seen in
his uniform, taking strategic pains to dirty it after the games he
didn’t play in, figuring unsuspecting passersby to take him for a
little hero of sorts.

There were laughs as well. Little Mike
Laychur peed out in right field to the angst of his coach, the fury
of his mother, and the joy of everyone else as Truman and Scotty
staged hole-digging competitions in their dugout with their little
used cleats. Meanwhile, Mabel made it to every game, to watch
Truman occasionally sub in for a final inning or two, up until two
weeks into that lazy summer.

One Wednesday evening, just after
suppertime, Truman’s team, the Wawa Blue Jays, beat the Agway
Pirates 5-4 in the bottom of the sixth. The Blue Jays, thrilled,
checked their celebration within their dugout. Unspoken, but
understood, was Dale Rowland, the visibly pissed-off Pirates’
pitcher, pulled from third base in the bottom of the fifth to
rescue the game. Dispersing parents mistook the subdued joy of the
Blue Jays for maturity. But Scotty Winslow, clean as a whistle,
couldn’t resist, and executed a uniform-dirtying slide over by the
bike racks while waiting for Truman.

After the game Truman and Scotty headed
downtown where Scotty bought himself Tootsie Rolls and Truman a
Snickers bar. Eating, they crossed the rec field, with Scotty
nestled between Truman’s monkey bike handlebars. Five boys were
crossing the far end, two in Pirates’ uniforms.

Dale Rowland called out, “You faggots were
lucky!”

Scotty, gummed up with Tootsie Roll, told
Truman, “Let’s get out of here.”

“Just don’t say anything,” said
Truman. “We’ll head back to the school.”

The five boys, angled toward them, like
unruly dogs, needing only sudden movement to excite them.

“What’s that? What are you saying?”
Dale hollered, as the five broke into a trot.

“Let’s run,” cried Scotty.

“No. We’ll never get away.”

“We’re gonna get it,
Truman.”

“We didn’t do anything,” said Truman
as they stopped, waiting.

Scotty climbed down from Truman’s
handlebars.

“What the fuck ya sayin’ about us?”
Dale asked, panting, his hands businesslike at the hips of his
Pirates’ uniform.

“Nothing. Honest,” Scotty answered all
five.

“Don’t give us that shit, ya fuckin’
weasel. You and your dirty uniform. You didn’t even play. What a
fuckhead.”

Dale’s friends laughed. Truman vaguely knew
two of them. Scotty glanced down at his grass-stained smear.

“We’re just mindin’ our own
business—Dale,” said Truman, venturing the bully’s name.

“Don’t talk to me, peckerhead!” said
Dale. He stepped fast, pushing Truman from his bicycle, then again,
unto the ground.

“Stay there if you know what’s good
for you, ya sis.” He kicked his cleated heel repeatedly into the
spokes of Truman’s back wheel, bending several as the tire stopped
and changed direction.

“Leave my bike alone!” spoke Truman
from the ground.

“Shut the fuck up,” Dale answered him.
“I’ll do whatever I want.”

His friends laughed.

Truman sat up as Dale moved to the front of
his bike, kicking at the front spokes, missing once, bending the
top of the chrome fender. Scotty backed up. Truman noticed he was
crying.

“Please, I want my bike,” Truman
tried. “It’s from my mom.”

“You want it, sissy-boy? I’ll give it
to ya!” Dale answered as he picked the bike up, chest high, with a
grunt.

Scotty yelped.

Truman saw pale blue sky above the towering
boy in uniform, holding the weight of his monkey bike.

Then he closed his eyes to the shock of
sudden heaviness, upon his head, face and shoulders.

He rolled from beneath his bike that seemed
to cling to him. He grasped at a fleshy wetness about his left eye.
One of the boys spoke.

“Jesus, Dale, he’s
bleeding.”

Then another. “Holy shit!”

“You guys saw it. He made me do
it!”

“Let’s get outta’ here!” Their voices
floated about Truman’s awareness of pain and loose flesh. Drops of
crimson appeared upon grass beneath him. Truman let go of his face,
his hands matted with red.

Scotty pulled the bicycle away, the boys
fleeing behind him. Truman sat up, blood soaked to his elbows,
appearing new upon his Blue Jays’ uniform.

“We have to get your aunt,” said
Scotty. “We have to.” He looked to his own bloodied
hands.

Truman’s eyes swelled into tears. “She can’t
find out. We can’t tell her. I have to get cleaned up. Look, I can
see,” he said as he demonstrated between heaves. “Go home, and
don’t tell your mom. I’ll call you tonight.”

Scotty whimpered. A fresh stream of blood
dripped from Truman’s jaw.

“I’m going home, too, Scotty. I just
have to get cleaned up.”

Scotty nodded, and turned into a run. Once
home, he told his mother everything. Busy Mrs. Winslow telephoned
Mrs. Ludwig, after finding her name in the phone book.

 


* * *

 


Alone upon the bloodied grass, Truman climbed
one-handed upon his bicycle. He cycled hard, across the grassy
field, northbound, out of town. Once upon the open fields of
Highbridge Road, he worked his bike into knee-high soybeans, then
pushed it, one-handed, for the stream he knew of, to clean himself
up.

The cold water burned. Truman cried. Holding
at his fleshy wound, he made his way through a lower field of
youthful corn, for the track bed. The sun was setting behind him
when he came upon Route 537.

Upon the shoulder of smooth road, he noticed
a sliver of eyebrow matted to the twisted chrome of his front
fender. His left eye had swollen shut. He pedaled north, for the
Ford dealership at the intersection of Routes 537 and 539.

He sought cover within the dealership’s
shrubbery at the meeting of roads as darkness fell. The lights of
the car lot streaked into his hiding. His clotted wound seeped
fresh when he removed his hand too quickly. Behind distant glass,
salespeople milled unaware. Above and nearer to him, the set
clicking of the traffic light’s control box mechanically directed
the evening traffic.

Hiding alone, Truman thought of Barlow
Archer, relieved the old man wouldn’t learn of this. He thought of
his mother, of her sandy grave, finding himself weepy. He whispered
that he was all right as the box clicked yellow. At red, he told
his bicycle the same.

When the darkness above deepened into stars,
Truman rose into bicycling, one-handed, southbound on Route 537,
for Highbridge, into New Egypt, for his aunt’s home. Fainter behind
him, from its box the traffic light worked its perfect
fairness.

A half mile upon Highbridge, parallel to the
track bed, the lights of Mabel’s Hornet dipped into slowing, then
hard into stopping. Mabel hopped out, leaving her driver’s door
open, illuminating the interior of her new car.

She hurried, birdlike, across her
headlights, hugging and kissing at Truman, atop his head, hushing
away his pleas for forgiveness.

Taking charge, she inspected his wound in
her low beams. She loaded his bicycle into her hatch, before
buckling Truman into her front seat, to drive him to Freehold
Hospital’s emergency room.

It took the young doctor fifty-seven
stitches to close the arc of separated flesh. Truman remained
quiet, determined to not make matters worse. Then he raised the
eyebrows of the attending nurse, asking her, “Is there a room here
for people with rabies?”

On the ride home, Mabel feigned cheer,
stopping for pizza and ice cream to take home. Once home, after
aspirins and a hot bath, they stayed up late. At her kitchen table,
Mabel asked Truman, “Now tell me the whole thing, honey, once and
only once.”

Stitched and swollen and stained with pizza
sauce, Truman told her everything, his relief complete. Excepting
the throb in his face, and until late that night, when he awakened
to soft sounds from out in Mabel’s lit kitchen.

He slid from his bed from Sears, his face
aching. He crept to his bedroom door, ajar, Mabel’s doing. Her
weeping was muffled through his thin line of sight. She sat tightly
robed at their table. Before her at their table sat a propped
picture of Fritz, the one where he was ready to smile back to
her.

 


* * *

 


That summer Truman’s scar pinked over thick.
He remained on his Little League baseball team, but seldom played.
Excepting Scotty, most kids shied from him. Mabel worried. Truman
thought it little to overcome compared to the mailbox years before,
or that night at the stove, not yet two winters before.

His social worker from the Division Of Youth
and Family Services showed up, but spoke more with Mabel. At one
point, Mabel excused Truman from the room, asking earnestly, “Are
they planning to take him from me?”

Truman’s case manager, Cecile, a thin
unkempt woman in her forties, quietly enjoyed this erroneous
assignment of authority.

“Oh no. Of course not, Mrs. Ludwig.
Kids get hurt. They hurt one another. Nothing could have been done
to prevent this.”

Mabel leaned toward her. “Thank you,” she
whispered.

Cecile leaned back. “Rest assured, D.Y.F.S.
will continue to support your custody,” she said, never mentioning
the beleaguered system’s dire need for foster placements half as
wonderful as Mabel.

The next day, Mabel drove out to the Rowland
home, outside of New Egypt’s downtown, in a recent development of
larger colonials of four types, interspaced to avoid monotony.

Dale’s parents were cordial, expressing
sorrow for Truman.

“That is his name, isn’t it?” asked
Dale’s father, peering above his reading glasses.

“We just wish he hadn’t picked a
shoving match with a bigger boy,” Dale’s mother added.

Mabel flustered. Her challenge
uncertain.

“Other boys were present,” Mrs.
Rowland continued. “Again we’re very sorry. We hope the two
youngsters can manage to get along, or avoid one
another.”

Seeing Mabel to her front door, Mrs. Rowland
furthered, “We’ve asked this of Dale. You might wish to give the
same advice to your nephew. That is the relationship, isn’t
it?”

Meanwhile, Chet Van Heflin kept Truman busy
at the farm. Only Angela, his daughter, ventured curiosity.

“Does it hurt anymore?” she asked him
one afternoon, over cheese sandwiches and iced tea. They were
sitting at the Van Heflins’ backyard picnic table. Angela’s crossed
legs dangled beneath her.

“Not anymore,” Truman
answered.

“It doesn’t look too bad either,” she
assured him. “You can’t even see it from this side.”

 


* * *

 


That summer Chet granted Truman new
responsibilities at the farm, as something of a friendship
germinated between Truman and the farm’s lone, permanent migrant,
Juan Santana, the Mexican who quietly saw the father of his new
nation within his employer.

Juan liked this boy who seemed to share his
immigrant status in spite of being native. Having spent a brief
season in the minors years before, Juan was excited by Truman’s
tentative interest in baseball. When time allowed, he coaxed young
Truman out into the Van Heflins’ massive side yard to shag
flyballs, and knock down grounders.

Truman, courteous and compliant, by August
looked forward to the impromptu lessons in Juan’s tight English,
for the small man’s praise was sincere.

Truman’s innate balance and growing strength
served Juan’s love for the basics. Juan taught Truman to not fear
the ball, but to anticipate its path, to intercept it. Unruly
grounders had to be caught, or knocked down, from a sensible
position of readiness. Batting came easier, as Truman learned form,
engaging his entire body as Juan taught him again anticipation,
swinging smooth with weight, stepping into the pitch to drive the
ball hard.

With fielding, Juan was more earnest,
instructing Truman the critical throw to first, and with care, the
long one from third. Juan laid out measured pieces of scrap wood as
bases, demonstrating the art of relaxing, doing one thing at a
time. The hit ball had to be brought under control with sound
fielding, before squaring off, giving speed to the long throw to
first.

With Scotty Winslow, Truman also fished the
area ponds and streams. They talked of the likelihood of a Jersey
Devil, and, of course, of sex, and of what the area teens may be up
to. Then September summoned them back to school, the duty of
childhood.

 


* * *

 


In sixth grade, Truman liked the long stretch
of his morning teacher, before rotating through three others after
lunch. His scar didn’t draw the attention he feared, as late that
winter he turned twelve, a week after eighth-grader Dale Rowland
beat up some high school kid upon the ice of New Egypt’s Oakford
Lake. The story moved fast. After all, the kid was in high school,
never minding that he was known to be timid, while managing the
work of fighting Dale while wearing ice skates.

Across that winter, things slowed at the
farm. Juan anticipated Little League in the spring as Angela shared
stories of her own smaller grade school over in Imlaystown. Truman
was unaware as that spring brought a special health class—for
sixth-graders only, separating the boys from the girls—rolling over
a good deal of Scotty’s notions regarding human reproduction.
Truman’s classmates, boys and girls alike, reunited amid
snickering, silliness and awe. Truman braved up, and took these
revelations to Mabel. She confirmed them over a fresh pot of coffee
in a nervous kitchen sitting. Fritz’s frozen expression watched on.
Truman silently marveled over the dead man’s probably having tried
such stunts on Mabel.

By late May, Truman and Scotty were again
Wawa Blue Jays, beneath McGuire’s fighters and transports that tore
and floated across the skies. To Juan’s delight, to Mabel’s joy and
to the Blue Jays’ manager’s surprise, Truman was a star, a lone
talent on a team poisoned with a clustering of Scotty-Winslow-like
ten-to-twelve-year-olds.

The Blue Jays shied from the plate in fear.
They longed for candy, and they cried too long after hit by errant
pitches. They displayed grief after striking out, but stuck gum to
one another’s bats and hair in the same innings. Their fielders
celebrated relief not having to field, and when not at bat, it
usually took the play of Truman and two other capable boys to get
the Jays back to the plate several runs later. By late May, nearly
halfway through their season, Truman led the league with a smoking
.613 batting average, trailing one other boy in home runs. But the
other boy’s midseason slump wouldn’t matter. Truman’s own season
would end on the hot asphalt of his sponsor’s Wawa parking lot
after one of the three games the Blue Jays won.

With eight school days remaining, on an
unseasonably warm Wednesday evening, the Wawa Blue Jays clipped the
Agway Mets 6-5. The second place Mets lacked their three-way
infield brother team to an outbreak of poison ivy. They also
spooned out oodles of luck with wild pitches, walking seven around
hitting three more Jays before Truman smacked a three-run, go-ahead
homer in the top of the sixth. Mabel stood amongst the parents,
birdlike, clapping and cheering. After running an errand twenty
minutes later, she’d drive past a milling crowd at the Wawa,
wondering what a certain commotion was all about.

 


* * *

 


After winning the game, the Blue Jays’
manager rounded up his boys and enthusiastically lied about
determination and perseverance, pausing once, telling Scotty, “Cut
the shit, Winslow!”

Scotty straightened. His grass stains could
wait.

After promising the boys great victories
ahead, he dismissed them with a clap and a cheer.

Truman left on his monkey bike, with Scotty
seated between the handlebars.

It was still early and hot. Truman peddled
his pal into the side streets. Scotty cussed about his “old lady”
not being home, before hopping off to walk the rest of his way.
With his glove laced through the left handlebar, and with his bat
rested across the tops of his working grasps, Truman pedaled back
through shady streets, toward downtown, for the Wawa, a block
beyond the turn for his and Mabel’s home. He coasted, patting his
pocket for money, thinking a Pepsi and a Three Musketeers.

Crossing light traffic, Truman bumped up
over the lip of curb, into the parking lot, hearing his name called
from beyond parked cars.

“Hey, Kramer! Gimme some change,” Dale
Rowland called to him. Another kid hurried to catch up. His name
was Wayne.

“A buck or two will do. Don’t you
think, Wayne?”

Wayne grinned. Truman thought Wayne’s teeth
inordinately large, a trait he noticed in the boy’s kid sister at
school.

Still on his bike, Truman answered, “Sorry.
Less than two dollars is all I got.”

Dale stepped in front of him. “That’s all I
said I needed. You deaf?”

Truman braked hard.

“I’m not giving it to you. I don’t owe
it to you. Now excuse me,” his voice cracked as he straddled his
bike, edging it forward.

“Don’t hit me with this piece of shit
bike,” Dale smiled wide.

Truman looked about. He couldn’t imagine why
the people behind the plate glass of the Wawa couldn’t see what was
happening.

“Come on, Kramer, give me your
change,” he said as he grabbed the base of Truman’s
handlebars.

Truman brought his ball bat down to his
side, not wanting it near Rowland.

Dale’s eyes followed.

“You fixin’ on using that, hero
boy?”

“No. It’s mine, that’s all.” Truman’s
voice shook.

“Your change. Come on.”

“No. I’m going home,” Truman replied,
trying to back his bike upon the hot asphalt.

Toothy Wayne stepped behind him. “Then give
us the bat instead. Maybe we can sell it.”

Truman turned to Wayne, then back to Dale,
who slapped his Jays’ hat off.

“Bullshit. I’ll take the fucking thing
home and ram it up his ugly aunt’s asshole next time she comes to
my house.”

Wayne laughed.

The hot asphalt beneath them frightened
Truman. Its hardness wouldn’t give way as the cool grass did a year
before.

Dale’s dirty knuckles leapt to his
attention.

“Just leave me alone!” Truman said,
drawing the attention of an adult passerby.

“Don’t yell at me, pussy,” Dale
hissed, jerking Truman’s bike to the pavement as Truman stepped
from it, his bat in hand.

“Start something, so I can fuck up the
other side of your face.”

Wayne stepped back, smiling.

Dale looked to him, pleased, as Truman, in
his Jays’ uniform, squared, planting his feet, choking down on his
bat.

Dale turned back to Truman, his smile
freezing, an unknown farewell. Truman swung his bat, picture
perfect, against the left side of Dale’s skull, just above his
ear.

The smack was sharp, wood against flesh and
bone.

Dale half turned, then fell forward, like a
small tree.

Then stillness. Then convulsing, sluglike
upon the pavement.

Truman looked to Wayne, who was backing
up.

“Jesus Christ!” sounded out from the
passerby.

Bat in hand, Truman looked back down to
Dale. He lay strangely arranged, as though he had fallen from
above. Then he started flexing, with his eyes and mouth open, but
motionless. Blood pooled about his head, appearing to affix him to
the asphalt.

“The baseball kid did it!” rang out
from the front of the Wawa.

“Grab the little cocksucker!” leapt
into Truman’s awareness as he picked up his bicycle and climbed on,
still holding his bat.

Truman stood hard upon his peddles, working
his bike past dumbstruck Wayne. Then faster, out into the light
traffic, onto the single street of downtown.

 


* * *

 


Truman pedaled hard through New Egypt’s
downtown, rocking his bike side to side, following the route he
took the year before.

Emerging north of town, into early evening
farmland, a siren sounded out into the warm sky behind him.

On Highbridge Road he slowed, breathing
hard. He needed to hide, to sit and to think. The landscaping of
the car lot wouldn’t do. He turned left, pedaling toward
Allentown.

Miles from New Egypt, he passed the empty
track bed, and pedaled on to Cream Ridge Golf Course, where he
turned right upon a quiet country road.

Two hundred yards later he came upon a
gentle, tree-lined rise, his track bed on its way to Heightstown,
separating fields of young corn. Sweating, he looked about, then to
his bat. Being called cocksucker came back to him. He thought it
only a children’s term. Maybe the guy heard it at the ballpark. He
peddled on, to a T in the road where he turned left, toward the
village of Imlaystown, where he came upon a small, red brick
country schoolhouse, perched atop a gentle rise. He turned in,
thinking of Chatsworth. Mother. Old man Barlow.

He placed his bike in the empty steel rack,
leaned his bat against it, and walked out back for the swings.

Sitting and rocking gently, he kicked at the
dirt beneath him. Mabel washed Chatsworth away. He thought of Juan
and of Mr. and Mrs. Van Heflin, then he stood and walked to his
bike, all alone, save his leaning bat. Climbing on, he noticed the
breeze. The ride would be cooler.

Behind him, the sunset reflected yellow off
the classrooms’ large windows. One was adorned with artwork. One
picture portrayed a yard with trees, a dog and a smiling boy riding
a lawn mower cartoonishly close to a robin pulling a worm from the
grass.

The picture was signed: Angela Van
Heflin.

 


* * *

 


The New Egypt police were at Mabel’s when
Truman pedaled up after dark.

Voices crackled over their cruiser radio as
Truman eased past it in their small driveway. He hoped they weren’t
talking about him.

Inside, Truman was told to sit, and asked a
series of questions. Mabel wasn’t crying, but had been. Truman was
told that the Rowland boy’s injury was very serious. That’s all
they knew, that, and that charges would follow. They also advised
Mabel to keep Truman home from school for a few days.

Truman tried not to cry, but did. Mabel
wouldn’t cry again for a month.

After nearly an hour, the two officers
packed and left, after stating that Mabel would be advised of the
Rowland boy’s condition as soon as possible. Everyone concerned
would need to know.

 


* * *

 


That summer of 1974, President Nixon, mired
in lies and deceit, resigned his office to Gerald Ford. This news
quieted Mabel nightly before her TV set. Truman pitied the
beleaguered man as something parallel to his own summer of tragedy,
for Nixon resigned two days after Dale Rowland was medicinally
awakened in a Philadelphia hospital, four days after shaking down
Truman for some change.

There were new words and new grownups:
aggravated battery, neurological damage, lengthy
rehabilitation. Court dates and uncertainty punctuated
Truman’s farm work, his lone liberty. Through coincidence, he was
appointed a new caseworker from the Division Of Youth and Family
Services, Miss Constance Embley. Truman and Mabel met her the week
before their hour of decision in a juvenile court in Toms River, in
late July.

The judge seemed too young to Mabel, who
went to great pains to dress Truman in a brand new suit from Sears.
Truman mistook the judge’s quiet attentiveness for anger, but was
relieved when the man took the time to speak to him
thoughtfully.

In the end, and it wasn’t long, the judge
apologized to Truman for the judgment he had to render,
“. . . for one child was nearly killed.” Then more
of the words: fractures of the left temporal and parietal plates,
apparent and predicted neuro damage, and anticipated learning
problems. The nice man went on, “True, the victim of the battery
was probably, in part, an antagonist, and Truman Kramer’s school
records reflect a good boy, but this attack does
appear . . .”

The young judge reminded the boy’s standing
aunt that it was not this court’s duty to punish, but to see to the
rehabilitation of children. Then his voice went more deliberate,
addressing Constance Embley. “I assign you, Miss Embley, with
finding a suitable therapeutic community, as this boy’s D.Y.F.S.
case manager, for this boy to reside within, for a length of time
deemed fitting and of service, by that facility’s appropriate
professionals.”

From behind his bench, the quiet young man
wished all well, especially extending that sentiment to the boy
before him, that handsome boy with that wretched scar.

“Thank you,” Truman replied, stilling
the young judge for a moment, before turning to his aunt, offering
her a tissue he pulled from the pocket of his new suit.

She was weeping again.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Sept. 21, 1980

Earlier today I hitched in from Singapore
(damn near broke with 9 days until we get paid). I’ll have to bum $
from somewhere. Singapore was fun though. Probably more fun for
those still there. I hung out with Dave (the one agricultural ext.
guy). (They gave us a 5-day weekend to go down.)

Dave was fun. (I might have mentioned him
before.) He’s a real farmer from Iowa & he went to college,
too. He & I drank too much—he went wild for the Newports he
found & we took in some good & some shitty movies. I only
saw Ben once & felt sort of funny. He hung out with the
touristy gang. A lot of the others were buying up tape players
& stuff. Anyway, Dave & I had to hitchhike back early—about
200 miles. Like I said, everyone else is still down there, but it
was nice to hang out with someone who doesn’t think McDonald’s is
poison & that Americans are wrong about everything. Dave also
said he wanted to fuck Anne, the one social worker & Jamali,
our one Bahasa language teacher. Both are pretty, I have to
admit.

I tried to talk to Dave about this Ag. Ext.
stuff we’re both in, but he doesn’t care. He says he’ll worry
later—as long as Uncle Sam keeps making the payroll.

We made it back in 4 rides—2 long ones. One
long one was some Chinese guy who spoke good English & he told
me about his friend who used to live in Kuala Harap. He said the
place is dead—“mostly lazy Malays—the less said the better.” It’s
funny though—it did make me think about those crummy kids up there
sitting around in shit & piss.

 


* * *

 


Two months into their three months of
training, two more of their group bowed out to go home. Their
commitment was moral, not legal. The Peace Corps welcomed this, not
needing unhappy volunteers at large in host countries.

Reactionary, and discreet group speculation
guessed young Truman might survive the training, but hardly the
two-year tour of duty ahead.

Interrupting one of these discussions, Ben
pulled himself from his daily New Straits Times. “The
kid survived his visit into the villages. An assignment most of us
couldn’t pull off. Me included.”

Dave, the Iowa farmer who hoped to
inseminate at least one of the women sharing their porch,
concurred. “He can drink and hitchhike. Does it take more?”

 


* * *

 


Two days later their group traveled south, to
the rural town of Batu Pahat to witness a Javanese ritual featuring
Malay men in self-induced trances, riding about in a corral upon
homemade horses, not unlike children’s toys.

In the cooler night air, the shirtless men
started slowly, then began romping about, crashing into and falling
over one another as they galloped and sweated for some twenty
minutes. The American guests remained quieter than their villager
hosts, also watching. When it was over, several trainees searched
for meaning.

“How does this expression serve these
people?” asked a social worker.

“Oh, the concentration!” chimed a
teacher.

Others likened the trances to flights of
fancy. “Perhaps escapes from the rigidity of rural Islamic life?”
offered another social worker.

Ben, not as cerebral, resigned himself to
the sad, apparent disco within all of us.

In the tropical darkness, Dave whispered to
Truman, “How many chances did we have to trip one of the flaked-out
bastards?” referring to their closer passes that brought rises from
the locals about the spindly corral.

Truman wondered quietly if they did this
sort of shit in Kuala Harap. Later, as they boarded their van, he
asked Andy, “Could I speak to you, in private, sometime
tomorrow?”

Andy paused, working at his cigarettes.
“Sure. First thing. How about breakfast somewhere?”

“I’m trying to stretch my money,”
Truman whispered.

Andy smiled, striking a match that
illuminated his face. “It’ll be on me. I look forward to it,” he
said as he thought of the group’s opinion.

 


* * *

 


The next morning the man and the boy settled
into their wooden seats in the open-air kedai.

Andy expected a termination. Truman was
uncertain how to couch his request. A ceiling fan creaked above
them at 8:00 a.m. Diesel fumes and equatorial heat were already at
work.

Andy ordered in fluent Malay. Truman
struggled. Andy drank deep from a glass of water. Then he asked,
“So, how can I help you, Truman?”

Truman fidgeted. No silverware to
straighten. “I was wondering, if we trainees, if we’re allowed to
switch jobs. I don’t mean with each other, but to different
jobs.”

Andy smiled. “Anything can be
discussed.”

“Well, you know, with everything those
visiting volunteers said about this agricultural stuff. You know,
how it’s a crapshoot if you even have a job or not.”

“Those stories can be true,” Andy
replied. “A good deal of Peace Corps work is what one makes of
their particular assignment. Some work hard. Some don’t. But that’s
been discussed.” He tapped a cigarette from his new pack for the
day.

Truman was silent.

“What do you have in mind?” Andy
asked.

“Well, I don’t want to be a quitter or
anything, but I was wondering if I could be placed at that home,
with those kids up there in Kuala Harap? The one we visited with
the teachers. By the river.”

Andy smiled. “I know the one. What brought
this about?”

“I want to help, however I can. I’m a
good worker. I’m not a teacher, but I could clean the place up,
make repairs, paint. Maybe, you know, build the kids a playground,
take ’em for walks, things like that.” He paused, fearful of the
leap he took. “I’d leave or stay whenever a real teacher
came.”

“Just don’t hold your breath.” Andy
smiled, exhaling smoke.

Truman, missing the sarcasm, leaned forward.
“I’ve been thinking of the place. I once lived in a home myself, a
place for boys, and I guess that’s what led me to think of that
Kuala Harap place, after seeing it and all.”

“You lived in a ‘home’?”

“Well, it wasn’t a dump like that one.
Mine was much nicer, with a bunch of buildings and all,” Truman
quickened, not wanting Andy to imagine such a place in New Jersey.
“And no one was retarded or crippled, at least not real
noticeable.”

Andy leaned back, their food being set
before them.

“Oh, I’m sure it was nice enough. I’m
just surprised to learn that you lived in a home. It’s not a common
experience. In fact, you may be the first person I’ve known having
done so.”

Andy hoped for the reason why. Truman
started into his breakfast.

“Yeah. I guess it’s not an everyday
thing. My mom died when I was little, and I never knew my father,
so my aunt took me in, and then I got myself into a world of
trouble,” he said, as he worked at his egg-dipped bread. “A
juvenile judge, a pretty nice guy, sent me to this boys’ home for a
school year. It could’a been worse.”

Andy listened, his own breakfast before him.
“That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Truman perked up. “I
never got in any more trouble after that. And like I said, it
wasn’t anything like that place in Kuala Harap.”

Andy wondered over the “trouble.”

“Anyway,” Truman added, “do you think
it’s a possibility? I’d work hard.”

“Oh, I believe that. Let me talk to
Kuala Lumpur,” Andy answered. “I’ll be honest. I have no idea how
they’ll respond, but it makes sense. It could work out for
everyone.”

Truman relaxed. Andy sensed it.

“Come on,” Andy said, “eat up so we
can get some more,” as the ceiling fan creaked above. He wouldn’t
venture into the “trouble” until their van ride home. Truman
wouldn’t mind.

Turning back from his rolled-down window,
Truman told Andy, “The kid who gave me this scar, about a year
later he came after me again. I clubbed him with a baseball bat. It
was after a Little League game.”

Andy nodded acknowledgment. Truman went on,
“He was in the hospital for a while. I was real sorry about it.
Still am. I didn’t mean to hurt him like I did. I was just real
scared of him. All us kids were.”

“Few things are fair in this world,”
said Andy. “But we keep trying to make ’em that way. It’s probably
hardest for kids,” he added, as a blue stretch of the Malacca
Straits came into view.

 


* * *

 


Back at their training site, a discreet
corner of the concerned were surprised Truman hadn’t begged Andy
for tickets home. Two of the teachers expressed admiration for his
interest in the Kuala Harap site. One was genuine.

Two days later, Truman, with two others swam
into jellyfish. They retreated to the beachy shade, where Iowa
football was passing by big Dave Hayden, as a social worker was
missing Wisconsin’s autumn nights. Truman, listened, missing Mr.
and Mrs. Van Heflin, their daughter Angela, and both McClearys as
Ben shared an article from the New Straits Times concerning
censoring western kissing across the nation’s cinemas and
television programming.

Then good news came. Sandaled and smiling,
Andy approached their gathering beneath palms, and slapped young
Truman’s back.

“They want you, Truman! Kuala Harap
says, ‘Send us the kid!’ You happy?”

Truman straightened and smiled back,
tightening his scar. “Yes. What next?”

“You join the teachers for their final
two weeks of technical training, swear-in in K.L., hop a bus for
Kuala Harap, and head out there and save those kids.”

“Congratulations,” said
Ben.

Dave drank deep from his Carlsberg beer,
then smiled wide. “I know it’s remote, but there’s pussy
everywhere.”

Across the following days several of the
teachers offered ideas as Truman wondered if he blundered, passing
up living with other Americans in towns or cities that didn’t snuff
out at sundown. Andy sensed this, as a group relaxed over music and
beers in the men’s small wing. “If you can clean the place up,” he
said, slicking back his hair, “help out, and see to it that
everyone’s having some fun, you’ll be moving their earth. That’s
all there is to it.”

After Andy left, a bat fluttered in through
their gated door, circled their room and escaped as quickly. Their
stilled conversation had turned to women. Ben went shy. Dave stayed
foul as two others remembered aloud. Truman admitted none in his
past.

Clouded with beer, he wanted to lie, but
Angela Van Heflin didn’t count.

 


* * *

 


Several nights later their training group had
their close-of-training party, a ritual of sorts, marking their
separating into occupational disciplines, a party of many to
come.

The following morning young Truman and the
Special Education teachers traveled south, by any means, to
reconvene at a potential site in Johor Baru before traveling north,
visiting other possible postings, to ask and answer questions with
potential soon-to-be superiors.

These final days would also determine
outstanding placements. Penang, the Pearl of the Orient, remained
unmanned.

Truman hitched the 180 miles in three rides.
The first, a brief skirting of villages for thirty miles, the
second from a handsome Indian family who spoke fluent English, and
the last with a carload of young Malay men. Their only English that
Truman could make out was “morphine,” “marijuana,” and “army.” Ben
would later cherish the irony.

Truman arrived first at the main bus
station. Hungover from the party, he found a bench in shade amongst
twin lines of rickety food vendor carts. A breeze sliced through,
thinning the diesel exhaust that billowed about the terminal’s
traffic.

He bought a newspaper, then went into his
bag for his journal. A tailless cat slipped by. He paused,
breathing deep into his bag, seeking his neatly wrapped laundry and
the sweet deja vu it provided, materializing into the Puerto Rican
sisters who did the laundry years before at the boys’ home.

Upon his lap he wrote in his journal,
recording the jesting he took from big Dave and Ben, for having to
travel with the four teachers. Truman never heard teachers take it
so bad. Dave claimed he wanted to shove Sandy’s head up Danny’s
ass, but couldn’t decide whose head deserved to be up whose ass due
to their similar, endless complaining.

By late afternoon the five were together
again, with an administrator from Kuala Lumpur named Bruce Statton.
Truman had hoped for Andy. They saw less of Bruce, who was much
more businesslike; however, by the next afternoon he’d lose his
articulate demeanor, snapping at Danny after visiting the second
site.

“Good God, Danny! Of course the kids
in these places are going to be dirty and lice-ridden. Where in
God’s name do you think you are? Student-teaching in
Illinois?”

An hour later, in their van heading north
for Kuala Lumpur, Bruce lost it again. “And that’s another thing
exhausting me,” he spoke to a reoccurring theme of Sandy’s. “Do you
think sexual misconduct doesn’t exist for the institutionalized
back in the States? You should have nosed around a few dark corners
while doing your training, schooling or whatever. I don’t mean to
be short, but good God, you guys!”

After visiting a scheduled site in Kuala
Lumpur, and staying the night, their orientation ventured north for
Ipoh, a smaller Chinese city nestled beautifully against hills with
hot springs and all. Then farther north, for the island of Penang,
The Pearl Of The Orient, with graceful Georgetown as its city.
Renewed hope and professionalism leapt from the teachers at
Georgetown’s Sunshine Manor—clean, behaved and orderly.

Ideas and questions abounded, until they
retired their tour for the night.

 


* * *

 


That evening the four teachers took off upon
the gaiety of two bicycle-powered rickshaws, leaving Truman to roam
on his own, where in a nearby kedai he stumbled upon Bruce
Statton.

“Hey there. Have a seat. Not bad grub
here,” Bruce said.

“Sure. Thanks,” Truman
answered.

“Where are your esteemed colleagues,
Mr. Kramer?”

Truman smiled. “Probably bangin’ at the door
of that Sunshine Manor.”

Bruce laughed. “You want a beer?”

“Sure. An Anchor, please.” He noticed
that older Bruce had already had several. Three empties were lined
up before him, the tally of his bill. Malaysian men kept theirs on
the floor under the table, not wanting passersby to see how much
they were drinking.

Like everywhere, a ceiling fan above them
cut away at the heat.

Bruce complimented Truman’s collecting
checklists and curriculums and whatever else he could scrape up at
the sites they visited. This pleased Truman. Over more beers the
older man figured Iraq to soon topple Iran’s infant revolutionary
government. The two nations had been hard at their border war for
two days. Malaysian Muslims were pained. Everyone thought it would
be quick.

Closer to the mark, Bruce figured Larry
Holmes to batter the aging Ali in their fight a week away. The same
Malaysian Muslims, Ali fans and keen with anticipation, and not
pained at all, felt otherwise.

“I don’t know, Bruce. I think he can
do anything,” replied Truman, reflecting the talk of the migrant
help of Van Heflins’ farm, from two months before. “The other
trainees think so, too,” he added for credibility. “He’s got that
magic.”

“They’re full of shit,” said Bruce.
“He had it, but Holmes is young. He can fight or box, with both
hands, and if pressed, all night long. Holmes by a knockout, late
in the fight.”

Truman noticed Bruce’s heavy sweating.
“Well, I hope Ali does well. He’s done a lot of good things.”

“It’s not about that, Truman. It’s
about money and pride, and Marciano’s 49-0 haunting the hell out of
Holmes. He’s sick of being a nigger to a ghost, and to an Ali who
won’t go away. Wait and see.”

On a roll, Bruce picked Carter to beat
Reagan in November by a handful of electoral votes, figuring Texas
and New York to silence the California democrats crazy enough to go
with their buffoon of a former governor.

Truman, though, yearned for the hot showers
of their hotel, something missed these past two months. Before they
retired, he also spoke of Kuala Harap, before sharing his
discovering the word fuck spelled “fack,” surrounded by Chinese
characters on the bathroom wall of their corner kedai. Drunk Bruce,
having already seen it, pondered aloud Holden Caulfield’s similar
dilemma. Truman didn’t get it.

In the morning, their happier crew headed
south, for Kuala Lumpur and the others, for their final week of
paperwork, details, reassurances and finally swearing-in, becoming
eager personifications of John Kennedy’s dream. Out of nowhere,
somewhere on the ride, Bruce advised Truman of another volunteer
posted near Kuala Harap.

“There for a year or so by now,” Bruce
claimed as he drove. “Maybe longer. Don’t rely on the guy for
friendship or support.”

Truman stayed silent, and he didn’t know
why.

“His name’s Singer. John Singer, an
accountant for the forest and game department. He’s a loner. Never
attends the parties and get-togethers we host to ease the strains
of placement.”

 


* * *

 


Their final week of training went fast. Big
Dave didn’t have to talk Truman into beer and hamburgers, nice and
spicy, the way the Malaysians liked them. And movies, too, the
shittier and more carved up by the national censors, the
better.

Midweek, Truman asked Andy if he could hop a
cab or bus, out over the peninsula’s spine of mountains, for Kuala
Harap, overnight, to poke around. Andy was surprised. The teachers
again expressed admiration. Andy meant his.

Then final days came. Days of tears and
laughter, partying, unexpected sex, promises and arrangements to
get together soon, and, of course, hushed speculation over who
amongst them wouldn’t make the two years, and why.

 


* * *

 


Broadcast live on a special 11:00 a.m.
telecasting, Larry Holmes beat the shit out of a diet-pilled,
trimmed-down Mohammed Ali. Far away, the young war in the gulf
waged strong into its second week.

Then suddenly, they were volunteers, going
their separate ways.

Truman worked at his thoughts on his own
lone ride.

 


* * *

 


Sept. 20 something

I’m in a cab, again for Kuala Harap. Haven’t
written since the bus station back in J.B.—2 weeks ago. Much has
happened & now we’re all volunteers & all split up. I’ll
miss Dave & Ben. Hope Dave doesn’t get machetted (sp?) for
messing around with some big bastard’s wife.

Hanging out with the teachers wasn’t too
bad, except for Sandy crying in the restaurant about having to be
around such dirty kids & the perverts who care for them.
Danny’s psyched & hellbent on rooting out all the evil in sp.
ed. here. The institutions were pretty grungy though, so he’s got a
point. I also managed to collect a bunch of stuff for if I ever try
to teach the kids (my bunch) to learn anything. I’ll have to read
the stuff first—that’d help, huh?

Back in K.L., we all had fun. The hot
showers & baths were great—so was the western food & booze.
Dave was a blast! He claims he finally fucked Linda. (I was a bit
surprised about who wound up liking who—& what they did about
it.)

I got another letter from Mabel, & one
from Mrs. Van Heflin, who said Angela said, “Hello.” I wish she’d
write to me (Angela—not her mom).

Dave & I also saw a lot of movies
& guzzled a lot of beer. The worst of the movies was Empire
Of The Ants. It was so stupid that Dave began to SCREAM at the
spots that were supposed to be scary. (Of course, everyone looked
at us.) (Dave was funnier than the movie.)

I did get to visit K.H. once more in our
final week. The Indian boy was glad to see me. I think his name’s
Ramasami. The 2 women who live there were as shy as before. I tried
to be nice. I stayed at the Rest House & ate at this line of
food stalls that opens at sundown. When I was leaving (on foot) I
saw a white guy on a motorcycle. I waved for some damned reason
& he waved back! Not bad. I won’t pester him.

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Dale Rowland, bully in a stupor, convalescing
at home, was stringing together sentences by mid-July, several
weeks after being struck with a baseball bat while extorting a
dollar and some change. He spoke of bees.

Two weeks later, in the rain, in a less
affluent section of New Egypt, young Truman and his Aunt Mabel
loaded Truman’s belongings into social worker Constance Embley’s
state car, D.Y.F.S. insignia and all.

Driving through the rain, Miss Embley
reassured Mabel and Truman that The Children’s Home of Burlington
County was the best in the state. “Spread across lovely grounds at
the edge of Mount Holly.”

Asking to be called Connie, Miss Embley
spoke of new friends, caring staff, home visits every weekend and
of all the exciting trips the boys took. To the steady swipe of her
wipers, she promised his school year, his probable stay, would snap
right by.

Mabel, perched tall in the back with Truman,
tried hard to agree. Truman, beside her, dressed in new clothes
from Sears at Burlington Center, thought of the promised home
visits to Barlow Archer’s that never happened. Two seasons before,
Mabel had claimed that the old man’s health was failing, leaving
him to move in with a sister somewhere deeper in the Pines.

 


* * *

 


The Children’s Home of Burlington County was
indeed pretty. Stately oaks and sycamores adorned the grounds that
made up a triangular acreage at the southeast corner of Mount
Holly, the seat of Burlington County. The home boasted roots as a
Civil War orphanage.

The central building, a 19th-century
structure, claimed the corner of a 1940’s strategic approach to
Memorial Hospital. The administrative office, a 19th-century home
converted into offices, sat on Pine Street proper. A brand new
gymnasium graced the back of the property at an angle to three
sturdy brick cottages, housing the youngsters.

Truman was sent here to heal amongst forty
other underdeveloped, needy young boys expressing behavioral
anomalies from thievery to compulsive lying and fighting. Constant
fighting. They lived with belligerence, homosexuality, the malice
of stormy young hearts, and, of course, despair and loneliness.
Constant god-awful childhood loneliness.

Truman wasn’t permitted a home visit for a
month. Policy favored a thoughtful look without interference as he
acclimated himself to his program. Mabel was dubious, sitting in
one of the smaller conference rooms, her big purse knocking about
from her elbow. Truman, beside her, saw his placement simply, as a
duty with an end. He even liked the food that nearly everyone
apologized for. And he could eat all he wanted.

The other boys seemed foreigners to Truman
in his first weeks. He wondered if the staying-smell of his
returned laundry was due to the blending of races he now lived
with. The art therapist, who he took to, assured him it was just a
matter of detergent.

Three-fourths of the kids were inner-city
blacks from Trenton, Newark, Camden, Atlantic City and the
Oranges—a name he thought pretty. Within his first month a third of
these kids liked him, a white kid scarred as nasty as themselves.
The older kids ignored him. The remaining, one at a time,
challenged him amongst the perverse minuets of their pecking order
that was fought over, tightened and adjusted every bitter, cussing
day.

Truman consequently learned to fistfight
after a perfect shiner preceded two bloody noses in five days. It
didn’t fit his nature, but came nonetheless with his father’s
balance and skeleton alive inside him at nearing thirteen. He
worried these altercations might lengthen his stay. A night-staff
cottage parent, laughing, answered his concern. “Fuckin’-A, Kramer,
you know how many kids are tied up in this system? You’d have to
repeat your ball bat trick, or get caught butt-fuckin’ before
they’d keep the likes of you around. Your ass’ll be gone in the
spring. Go to sleep now. And keep your pecker out of your
hands.”

Like everywhere, if one wasn’t in medicine,
or higher education, the human services didn’t pay.

So Truman learned to not talk, but to strike
first, and always in the center of the face, following with more,
in brutal pursuit. His fighting ended by November. His place secure
amongst the risings and tumblings of the others.

To some of the staff, Truman’s model
behavior, aside from defense, was an unusually long honeymoon.
Molly, his art therapist, objected. She thought his placement an
error. Unlike most of the residents, Truman was loved as a baby, as
a child, and again by his aunt. He carried an understandable
heartache, but never having learned the world as wicked and cruel,
he lacked the hungering angry hopelessness of the other boys,
welded into their hearts since infancy.

Molly saw it in his artwork, where he
favored drawing over clay. Molly, dark-eyed and shapely, pointed to
little truths in his art at a weekly staffing. Handsome pine trees
bookended a little house. Sometimes crutches showed up, or an empty
wheelchair.

“A faceless man, watching Little
League baseball from afar, appears early in his pictures,” she
added. “Truman works hard at him, trying to get him
right.”

“Hocus pocus,” commented the lead
teacher. “It’s all about want and reward. Behaviorism. What does
the kid want right now? That’s all we need.” He and Molly had dated
briefly. Molly ended it.

“Authority or approbation of some
sort. Maybe lost father. Who knows? But he is someone,” Molly
leveled. “Truman called him ‘scary.’ A mailbox, worth mentioning,
sometimes materializes as well.”

 


* * *

 


And thus Truman’s school year ensued, amid
therapies, schooling, fighting, cussing and crying. The weekend
home visits came, but Scotty had a new best friend, leaving Truman
to wander New Egypt alone beneath the floating of the military
transports, to the roll of the distant guns. Truman didn’t seem to
mind, for at The Children’s Home the flip side of instant enemies
was instant commitment.

Back at The Children’s Home, Truman’s
on-grounds school was an odd little thing, called The Mary Dobbins
School after some 19th-century do-gooder who loved children of
another age. A child’s grade, society’s great benchmarks of
childhood, was virtually ignored here. The teachers, fresh out of
college, or otherwise unemployable, avoided the boys’ questions and
quarrels concerning their own true grade. Who knew? Unlike half the
others, Truman took his lessons seriously, amongst the daily
classroom ejections. He also learned, in near disbelief, that farts
could be lit—ignited into fast flames of blues and greens.

And winter came, with trips to local movie
theaters, where Truman coaxed friends way down front, to peer up at
the vast action, filling his vision. Other trips took the boys to
see the Philadelphia 76ers, and the Phillies across the great
bridges that spanned the Delaware. Vanloads of fighting and
swearing, they’d go to the Spectrum and Veterans Stadium; huge
structures, sounds, smells and distant skyscrapers flooding
Truman’s senses.

By spring, Truman had also fallen in love
with art therapist Molly. Quietly, he fancied her his mother, with
her fleshiness and big eyes as she talked with him, as he worked at
his art. Away from her, he daydreamed they’d meet years later, and
that she’d wish to marry him. She’d kiss him with her perfect
mouth, excusing his youth that he retained in these flights of
need, unable to envision himself a physical adult.

By early June, Truman had his ten months in.
He was bigger and stronger, his straight-backed childhood posture
staying with him. The strong smell of his returned laundry now
meant clean to him as he packed to return to Mabel’s, taking a
quiet satisfaction in his squirreled-up possessions, stowing them
neatly, not hearing his cottage parents manhandling fighting kids
in a room down the hall.

 


* * *

 


After the racket of The Children’s Home, the
slam of Mabel’s back screen door seemed the loudest thing in New
Egypt. Next door, barking Buddy had aged another seven years, yet
gathered enough fit for Truman’s comings and goings as the rest of
New Egypt had apparently gotten along well without him.

Loving Mabel was tactful, although Fritz’s
postings about her home had heard a good deal concerning Truman’s
impending return. Scotty, however, stayed distant. His overworked
mother didn’t need her goofy-enough son hanging around with a truly
bad boy. She had seen Truman’s sort featured on her investigative
television shows. However, the Van Heflins, as though nothing had
happened, welcomed Truman back to their sprawling farm, simply
expecting him to be there. Angela had grown, too. Her hair was
longer, and her breasts now pushed out at her shirts, getting her
set for her freshman year over in Allentown in September.

That summer, Truman’s quiet walk home from
the farm along the abandoned track bed came easy. He dreamed well
there, of entering eighth grade, and of Molly, who hadn’t answered
the single letter he wrote late in July.

That fall he settled easily into school,
after that whatever-it-was year of puking and fighting, chalk
throwing and wrestling kids to the floor at the Mary Dobbins
School. It was an autumn of new hope. Truman felt it everywhere. On
Mabel’s nightly news, a beaming southern governor gained The White
House from Gerald Ford on the single promise that he’d never tell a
lie, and Ford wasn’t even a liar. Even Dale Rowland was up and
about, hobbling around fine at Allentown High School, in Angela’s
grade.

And Truman schooled well. Mabel flushed with
joy over his report cards. The other kids were pleasant, but no
friends emerged from the curious that circled. To be certain,
Truman was never picked on. The more nervous of his classmates
deemed him something of a mild-mannered short fuse, lurking in the
lunch lines, or quietly studying the pages of their little
library’s National Geographics he enjoyed.

To Mabel’s relief, Truman also didn’t go out
for any of the sports his earnest Phys. Ed. teacher tried to talk
him into. Maybe he should have, for Truman felt outside of things,
somehow older, having lost his mother, then assigned another. His
beating at the hands of Dale Rowland, then his own great crime, and
subsequent penance.

All went smooth in his lone boy’s world,
until late that spring.

 


* * *

 


While mowing the Van Heflins’ majestic lawn,
Truman came upon a snapped clothesline. Wet laundry lay on the
grass as it had fallen, in a quiet drag. Truman shut off his John
Deere rider, and unfastened the fallen clothes, draping them over
the remaining parallel lines that held until he could retie the
fallen lines. But while rehanging the wet laundry, shaking each
free of clinging grass, a volcanic Angela stormed out from within
the screened-in porch. She was beside herself, her wet hair wrapped
in a towel. Spots of wet shower showed through her clothes.

“What are you doing?” she demanded,
marching across the freshly cut lawn. Tiny green clippings leapt up
about her.

“Hangin’ clothes,” Truman replied,
with Angela’s and her mother’s wet underwear draped over his left
forearm.

“I can’t believe this! I just cannot
believe this!” she hissed, jerking the laundry from Truman’s
arm.

Truman offered no resistance.

High schooler Angela glared. “Do you have to
be touching my things? For God’s sake, my mother’s things,
too?”

Truman waited for a directive.

Angela turned, then spun back. “Just do
whatever you were supposed to be doing!” she said as she fumbled
for clothespins.

“The line fell, I thought—”

“I don’t care!” she fired, pretty
moments before as she worked the surviving lines with feverish
intent. She turned. “Oh no. You’re not going to just stand there
and watch me do this, are you?”

Truman backed a step. “You want help?”

“The mowing, right? You’re supposed to
be mowing?” Her toweled head jerked as she furiously snapped
clippings from the fallen whites.

Truman backed another step. “Yes.”

“Then just get on the stupid mower,
and do it. Get away from me!”

Across the lawn, the Van Heflin back screen
door opened again. It was Mrs. Van Heflin. “What’s all the fuss out
here?”

Truman’s fear heightened. If Angela had
cause for anger, her mother had enough to report to Mabel.

“It’s Truman, Mom! He’s out here
handlin’ all our things.” Angela shouted, spearing a glance at
Truman.

“You’re pitching a fit because he’s
hanging wet clothes?” asked her mother.

“It’s not just
that . . .” Angela’s voice trailed off.

“Come in the house, honey,” her mother
said. “I’ll hang the rest.”

As Angela marched off, Truman tried to
speak. Kathleen Van Heflin cut him off.

“She took offense to your touching her
underthings. Girls can be funny. I’ll get the rest. Go on, honey,
and mow.” She smiled.

Truman looked to the house. “Will she get
better?”

“In a couple of minutes. Go on and
mow.”

The school year closed weeks later. In
Truman’s eighth grade class photograph, taken in the
lunchroom/gymnasium, Truman sat high, and to the left. Truman was
more moved, though, by the portrait Mabel had him sit for at Sears,
at Burlington Center. She presented Truman, with coupons, in a suit
she purchased upstairs. When the glossy eight-by-ten came back,
Mabel framed it and lovingly worked it next to her favorite of
Fritz in their living room. The one where he was just beginning to
smile, years before to a younger Mabel.

 


* * *

 


That summer, another of farm work, big guns
in the distant night, and walks alone on the abandoned track bed,
bridged Truman’s ascent into high school.

Angela, long calmed and friendly again,
chatted casually with Truman about her new friends at Allentown
High School. They were pretty girls, coming and going about the Van
Heflin farmhouse, often laughing, or talking intensely. High school
mattered to Mabel, too, for she brought it up several times that
summer. It was bigger. Three grade schools, New Egypt, Millstone
and Upper Freehold, fed the sprawling building.

That fall Truman got lost acclimating
himself within the grid of the high school’s intersecting hallways.
Mabel thought his freshman year a howling success, all A’s and B’s,
as Truman experienced it as a year of quiet loneliness.

He saw little of Scotty Winslow, as popular
Angela made the cheerleading squad. Discreetly, Angela acknowledged
Truman’s passing between classes. He wondered over how much he
liked her, doing nothing about it. One weekend, just after
Christmas and bundled warm, she followed him about his feeding of
the heifers in her father’s barn.

“You know, Truman, you showed up in
Allentown with something of a reputation.”

Truman turned to this, both arms wrapped
around feed.

“It makes sense. Most everyone knows
of, or once feared, Dale Rowland.”

Truman noticed her hands in mittens. Angela
continued, “Dale’s a junior now, shuffling between those special
ed. classes down in first hall. Kids are intrigued with the story.”
Then she shied. “The teachers talk, too. I have friends who’ve
heard them.”

“Like what?” Truman asked.

Angela loved having scoop. “Oh, you know,
‘Such a loss to two families,’ and, ‘Both seem to be such nice
boys,’ and the old, ‘It’s New Egypt, you know. It’s in the water
out there.’ Stuff like that.”

But Truman’s freshman year passed
uneventful, as his father’s skeleton broadened his shoulders. He
favored geography and history, while enjoying Mabel’s
National Geographics at home. He had to work
harder in math and English, around working at the Van Heflins’
farm, the dairy cows, their feed, the milking parlor, the
outbuildings, the machines and the earthy fields that spread out
from the big house and central barn, giving him a sense of purpose
and belonging.

 


* * *

 


A new hand was hired. A middle-aged man, Bob
McCleary. A farmhand of fifteen years, he could do it all. And he
had a son in tow, just Truman’s age, named Jimmy. The McClearys,
womanless, from somewhere in northern Pennsylvania, moved into one
of the trailer parks that surrounded New Egypt like a scattered
army bivouacked in a tired siege.

Jimmy McCleary was wiry and tall, with
spread teeth and a big nose. He hung around the farm, but not on
the payroll. He carried a lighter, claiming he’d done so since he
was eleven or twelve, for whatever cigarettes he could bum or
steal. He asked Truman about the school he’d have to attend in
September, curious about the “fucked-up teachers and the
dick-headed kids,” he’d have to deal with. “After all,” Jimmy
bemoaned, “I’m only fifteen. I can’t quit, by law, until I’m
sixteen. What a fucking law.”

Truman asked Jimmy about the schools he
attended in Pennsylvania, in the meaningless names of Lock Haven
and Jersey Shore, what a curious name. Truman also answered Jimmy’s
questions regarding his scar. At least Jimmy asked. But he shied
from Jimmy’s remarks one afternoon, concerning a sunbathing
Angela.

“Jesus H. Christ,” Jimmy smirked,
“what’d I give to poke the shit out of that little
bitch.”

 


* * *

 


That August of 1977, Elvis Presley turned up
dead on a Graceland bathroom floor. Truman thought of Mrs. Winslow
and her 45s. A week later Mabel casually brought up the Peace
Corps, as a television commercial aired a sunset panorama of tired
adults leaving a partially erected structure on some
African-looking savannah.

Mabel leaned forward. “That sounds so
exciting, Truddy. Fritz would have enjoyed something like that if
they had it back then.”

“Is it the army or something?” Truman
asked.

“Oh no. Not at all. It’s a job where
young people go to poor countries to help out.” She sipped at her
coffee, her attention fixed to the voice-over testimonial. A
bearded man played guitar for partially clad children.

“Do they do farm work?” Truman asked.
The same man was then giving advice to two black men in
khakis.

“Oh, I imagine.” Mabel perked to the
bite. “I guess they do all sorts of work. It’s something to think
about. You’d see the world, help people out. Something you’d never
forget. My Fritz used to go on and on about the Korean villages
with their food and their different customs and all. Oh, Truddy,
you should think about it.”

And Truman did, to occasional television
commercials, and while nosing about in Mabel’s National
Geographics. Then stretches came when it never occurred to him
at all, as tenth grade rolled in with the autumn. He liked school
more, in spite of Algebra I, as he enjoyed a double period of Ag.
Shop. He was also humored to discover a surly, silent Jimmy
McCleary in his second period Phys. Ed., big nose and all.

“Just doing my fuckin’ time, Kramer,”
Jimmy told Truman as they dressed in the locker room in the first
week of September.

But trouble followed motherless Jimmy. After
a P.E. class toward the end of October, about the time when the
chores changed about the farm, Truman overheard an altercation back
between the lockers while awaiting the bell. No teachers were
around. A happy crowd assembled. Something fun could happen.

“Who pissed in my fucking sneakers?”
Jimmy demanded.

Truman thought his nose unusually red.

“You never wash ’em anyway,” remarked
one of four boys who could have been as guilty as any of the
others. All were happy, their weirdo cornered.

“Jesus Christ!” howled one. “He’s
puttin’ ’em on!”

“I got to, you cocksuckers. They’re
all I have.”

“Who are you callin’ cocksuckers?”
asked one boy, an offensive guard on Allentown’s hapless football
team.

Jimmy went quiet. The assembled crowd
shouldered in between the lockers as Jimmy worked his right foot
into a urine-soaked sneaker.
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