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ABSTRACT

Traipsing the Old Stomping Grounds is a novel-in-stories about the quest for love and
belonging in the life of Emily, a twenty-something year-old who depends on relationships with
boys/men as her only resource for fulfillment of these desires. Based on real life events but with
fictionalized characters and places, each story in the novel explores a relationship Emily forges
while living on her own in small town Oklahoma during the 1980s, where Mackie's, a fast food
restaurant, and the people who work there become the center of her life. My craft essay explores
the methods of imposing plot on life through the lens of Robin Hemley’s Turning Life into
Fiction, and discusses how the craft elements of point of view and structure play significant roles
in adapting life into fiction in my own work as well as in the works that have influenced my

creative process.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Writer Benjamin Hales says that writing comes from three areas: imagination,
experience, and research. Depending on the type of work, the ratio of imagination, experience,
and research varies. For this essay, | will focus on the second area, experience, and more
explicitly, real life experience. | have chosen three works that draw on real life experience in
different degrees that have influenced my own thesis project: Death in Venice, The Catcher in
the Rye, and The Girl’s Guide to Hunting and Fishing. Using Robin Hemley’s Turning Life into
Fiction, I will examine each author’s use of structure and point of view and show how the work
has influenced my own thesis project, the first three stories of my novel-in-stories, Traipsing the
Old Stomping Grounds, a story of obsession set against the backdrop of Oklahoma in the 1980s
in the voice of a first person unreliable narrator.

In May of 1911, Thomas Mann and his wife embarked on a vacation to Venice, Italy.
While there, Mann enjoyed the luxuries of the Grand Hotel des Bains, read of the death of fifty-
one-year-old composer, Gustav Mahler, and became entranced by a young boy. A year later, his
experiences from that trip resulted in his most well-known and enduring work, Death in Venice.
Mann’s novel takes place during the time and place of his own Venice trip, but his protagonist,
Gustav Aschenbach, sixteen years Mann’s senior and the same age as Mahler at his death, is a
fictional character who vacations on his own. During his first evening at the hotel, Aschenbach is
captivated by the presence of a young boy which mirrors Mann’s own experience when on their
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first day at the hotel, he and his wife “caught sight of a striking Polish family—the girls rather
austerely dressed, and beside them a wildly beautiful thirteen-year-old boy in blue sailor suit.” In
his novel, Mann embellishes his own enchantment with the boy, turning it into an obsession,
which sends Aschenbach on a downward physical and psychological spiral as he desperately
stalks the fictional boy, Tadzio, until he has lost all dignity and succumbs to his death. Although
the story is far enough removed from the actual events to be labeled fiction, many real-life
details are included such as “an old ‘queen,’ [old man with facial cosmetics] hideously made up
and surrounded by young people romping about in high spirits” on the steamship to the hotel,
and a gondolier who, employed by the Manns to take them across to the Lido, was found to have
no license to do so (N. Hamilton 147).

Robin Hemley states in his craft book, Turning Life into Fiction, “True stories tend to be
episodic, loosely connected episodes instead of a chain of events with a clear cause and effect”
(154). Traditional fiction needs a direction or point to reach; therefore, events from life are
usually written to fit into an arc with a beginning, middle, and end that enhance the story. The
Weekend Novelist by Robert J. Ray gives a good beginning guide in structuring the plot of a
story by invoking Aristotle's Incline. Aristotle's Incline, as explained by Ray, gives a type of road
map to plotting the structure of a novel with beginning, middle, and end. Its diagram, which
divides story into three acts, shows specific places to set plot points and catharsis (141). For
example, if Mann had simply written his true experience of his trip as a journal entry about a
lovely boy who captured his attention, the episode would not engage the reader as one told with a
beginning, middle, and end. To create an engaging story, Mann chose to add fictional elements
that resulted in a story of a seemingly normal but restless man who goes on a journey, falls into
an obsession that becomes so controlling of him that he ignores warnings of sickness, and
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eventually dies. If Mann had stuck to only the episodic facts, and had not imposed plot on life, he
would not have created the masterpiece that is Death in Venice.

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar serves as another good example of how its author, like Mann,
made choices for structural purposes although her novel is almost entirely autobiographical. In
The Bell Jar, as opposed to Death in Venice, Plath arranges some of her life episodes to fit the
arc of her novel rather than letting the episodes chronologically guide her story. For instance, in
the novel, protagonist Esther’s brother is studying abroad during her descent into depression, but
Edward Butscher states in his biography, Sylvia Plath: Method and Madness, “Sylvia altered the
time of events to fit thematic progression—nher brother did go to Germany but several years after
Plath’s suicide attempt” (308). But like Death in Venice, Plath’s climax of her novel is centered
around a fictitious death. The death of Mann’s protagonist, though inspired by the death of
composer Mabhler, is still invented since the circumstances are more closely related to Mann’s
own experiences. In Plath’s novel, the suicide of Esther’s friend, Joan, is “the only purely
imagined event in the book. Jane Anderson, upon whom the character of Joan Gilling was very
loosely based, did not commit suicide” (308). Both authors in these instances, arrange episodes
in their lives for structural purposes of their novels and both invent deaths to create a climax,
even though each work differs in the amount of its autobiographical content.

In addition to structural elements, point of view is another important choice in fiction.
Ray states that third person omniscient “brings the reader close while still maintaining just the
right distance” (109). In stories of obsession, such as Death in Venice, a third person omniscient
narrator has access to the protagonist's inner thoughts but also has opinions about the protagonist.
Readers can sympathize with Aschenbach's psychological decline but also realize he is falling
deeper into an abyss. Aschenbach interprets some of Tadzio's actions as wanting to be closer to
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him, or wanting to be like him, encouraging Aschenbach to continue his pursuit but also leaving
us, as the reader, to wonder if he is right or misinterpreting. The narrator does not give us his
opinion on those instances as the narrator is limited and does not have access to Tadzio's
thoughts.

Like Mann, who used a real-life event for inspiration but then uses imagination and
research to develop Death in Venice, many authors use real life experiences in fiction as part of
their own process. In Bird by Bird, Anne Lamont says “Remember that you own what happened
to you” (6). However, just as Mann fictionalized his encounter with the young boy, the author
can make craft choices when turning life into fiction that can disguise what is real and distort the
truth to make what is factual well-hidden, therefore giving all else the guise of fiction. For
example, like the fictional family in The Catcher in the Rye, J. D. Salinger's real family lived in
Manhattan, but Salinger changed his family makeup for the novel. For example, Salinger’s older
sister is transformed into Holden’s younger sister, Phoebe. In other instances, Salinger
fictionalizes his story by simply changing the names of people and places he knew in real life.
According to lan Hamilton, author of In Search of J. D. Salinger, the fictional prep school that
Holden attended was based on Valley Forge Military Academy where Salinger attended and that
many of the fictional characters in Catcher are based on cadets Salinger knew there, including a
young man who fell to his death from a window in one of the dormitories (25).

Salinger’s choice of changing Holden's family background to alter the truth in a story
based on real life was one | made in my novel-in-stories. | gave my protagonist, Emily, a
fictional background in which she lives with an aunt, uncle, and two male cousins after her
parents are killed in an automobile accident. This family makeup is different from my own where
my parents divorced when | was a toddler and I grew up with my mother, brother, and sister.
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Though the fictional aunt and uncle may be composites of and loosely based on other people in
my life growing up, only I would know for sure who. By fictionalizing Emily's family
background, | was freer to use my experiences as | wished. Changing Emily's family makeup
puts the whole story under the guise of fiction and blurs the line between facts and fabrication.

Another craft choice that Salinger makes is in the point of view of his protagonist, a
depressed adolescent. Because Holden does not always interpret what is happening around him
in the same way an adult reader would, Salinger creates some distance between the narrator and
the reader. For instance, there is a scene when Holden is in a hotel bar trying to make
conversation with a group of girls at the next table. He interprets their reluctance to talk to him as
misguided on their part, chalking it up to their stupidity. The reader might interpret the scene
differently: perhaps these girls merely had no interest in talking to Holden; perhaps he was not
their idea of the mature gentleman with whom they may have otherwise conversed. This
distancing of the point of view from the adult Salinger to an adolescent Holden, provides another
way to fictionalize real life experiences.

In addition, I imitated The Catcher in The Rye by making the protagonist, Emily, her own
antagonist. Like Holden, whose negative outlook on life and the people around him work against
him as he tries to search for meaning in his life and relationships with others, Emily makes bad
choices in her relationships which leads to more problems in her life and her search for love.
Also, like Holden, Emily is an unreliable narrator. She interprets what is happening around her
differently than the reader may. Her encounters with women who she feels are dismissing her
may not be for the same reasons she feels they are. Her assessment of why Danny breaks up with

her may not be how the reader sees the situation. Emily sees things in a way that fits into her



world and view of herself but her view of herself may not be what others see and therefore,
Emily's assessments are not reliable; they are based on a distorted view point.

Hemley tells us that “First person is useful in letting a character speak for himself. In a
first-person story, the distance between the reader and the character's psyche, what John Gardner
calls ‘psychic distance,’ is foreshortened” (57). That is, in the first-person narrative, the reader
feels most close to the events that are happening as they are witnessing the events through the
narrator’s own thoughts and perspective. The greatest aspect of Catcher, in my opinion, is how
Holden’s attitude towards phoniness of the world and others is expressed in his voice. Like
Holden, | want the voice of Emily to not only give the reader insight into her own character but
also to help the reader see through Emily's eyes. Also, when writing fiction based on real life, the
voice is important to how authentic the character comes across. Lamont states that “the truth of
your experience can only come through your own voice” (199). Just as Holden's voice may be
similar to a younger Salinger's, so Emily's voice is similar to mine or what it was when |
originally wrote the pages that were the starting point for my novel back in 1987. To change
Emily’s voice would perhaps take away from the authenticity of the experience and make it seem
less real, more contrived.

In Catcher, Holden's point of view takes the reader into his thoughts from a vantage point
of knowing only what he sees, therefore, determining for ourselves if he is right or not and
questioning if he is. Readers who think similarly to Holden, would identify more with him and
agree with his take. If it was told from a third person omniscient point of view, we'd still get
Holden's thoughts but perhaps also the opinion of the narrator, giving the reader a more objective

view and an insight into whether Holden is reliable or not. In my own work, Emily’s obsession is



told through first person, and | want the reader to question, like Emily does, the realness of her
feelings and wonder if Emily's interpretations of Jack's actions are accurate.

Mann and Salinger have both drawn on documented experiences to create their fiction
while using different points of view to tell their stories. A more recent work, The Girls' Guide to
Hunting and Fishing, a novel-in-stories by Melissa Bank, reads as autobiographical fiction,
although one cannot say for sure what percentage of the work is experience, imagination, and
research. However, the coming of age collection was useful for me because it is a good example
of how Aristotle’s Incline works in each scene, the individual stories, and the overall arc of the
novel. As Sandra Scofield states in The Scene Book, “I find it helpful to think of scenes as little
stories” with a beginning, middle, and end, therefore, the incline can be usefully applied to the
shortest of scenes as well as novels (13).

The novel-in-stories follows its protagonist, Jane Rosenal, from the young age of fourteen
to adulthood as she searches for love and relationships in her life. In the first story, “Advanced
Beginners,” Jane observes a relationship between her older brother, Henry, and his girlfriend,
Julia, who is eight years his senior. In the first scene, Henry arrives at the family beach house
and introduces Julia to Jane. The beginning of the arc within the scene is Jane’s first impression,
“I thought maybe she’d look older than Henry, but it was Henry who looked older than Henry.”
Plot points come as Jane notes the differences in Henry such as, “He’d grown a beard, for
starters...” and “He gave me a kiss on the cheek, as though he always had.” The inciting incident
occurs when Julia asks “Hank” for the wine, and Jane tells the reader, “Whoever Hank was, he
had it,” confirming that indeed, changes to her brother have been made (5 — 6). In this short
scene, much is established that is important to the rest of the story. We as the reader get a good
sense of the influence that the relationship with Julia has had on Henry and how Jane feels about
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it. This first scene also serves as the beginning of the arc or incline of the story with the middle
centered around the growing pains of Jane and her relationship with Julia, whom she comes to
like. The inciting incident of the story comes when Henry goes to a party given by Julia's family
and feels uncomfortable and out of place. Jane witnesses the aftermath of this event as the
turning point to the decline of Henry and Julia's relationship and the story concludes with Jane
questioning herself if she would also “fail at loving someone” (43). This first story, which
establishes Jane’s early interests and concerns with romantic relationships, also serves as the
beginning of the overall novel about relationships.

As the stories in Bank's novel progress, Jane experiences the ups and downs of
relationships with men and her family. Many of the plot points concern her relationship with her
father and his feelings toward her relationship with an older man, Archie. Jane senses that her
father does not approve of Archie: “I remember my father's relief at our breakup, though he'd
never said a word against Archie” (145). One of the major moments in the novel comes in the
story, “The Worst Thing a Suburban Girl Could Imagine,” when Jane's father is dying of
leukemia while Archie is hospitalized with pancreatitis resulting from alcoholism and
uncontrolled diabetes. After her father's death, Jane sees a poem in the subway. She says,
“Something changed then. I saw my life in scale: it was just my life. It was not momentous, and
only now did I recognize that it had once seemed so to me; that was while my father was
watching” (189). This moment serves as the inciting incident of the short story as well as an
important moment in the novel. After this point, Jane quits her job in publishing and eventually
breaks up with Archie. Through the rest of the stories, Jane grows and finally finds herself in a

good relationship.



While | can’t know how much of her novel-in-stories was based on her real life, the
coming of age intimacy of Bank’s work, achieved through an intimate voice and delicate
structure, is something I’d like to achieve in my own. As Hemley points out in his craft book,
life's episodes need to be pruned down by asking yourself ““...why you want to incorporate this or
that fact in your novel or story. Is it simply because it’s an interesting tidbit? Or does it enrich the
story?” (152). Scofield states that the structure of the scene should have a situation at the
beginning, a line of action, and a new situation at the end and that “Each part of the story is there
for a purpose that serves the story as a whole” (14). I find Aristotle’s Incline a useful diagram for
setting scenes and mapping short stories as well as novels since each scene works as a mini story
within the larger story. In turning life into fiction, following this pattern for structure is
imperative to determine what should stay and what should go and in knowing what needs to be
built upon to make an arc. Like the loosely connected episodes Hemley speaks of above, as
writers we tend “to include the kitchen sink and see everything as crucial to the story because it
really happened” (162).

For example, in structuring “Ghosts in the Clouds,” one of my early stories in my novel-
in-stories, | took episodes made up of events from different decades in my life and condensed
characters to make one story. I had hiked in the white mountains every year from the late 1990s
to the early 2000s, long after I had lived in Oklahoma where much of the novel takes place.
“Ghosts in the Clouds” takes place in the late 1970s, before the Oklahoma stories, so | am taking
my hiking experiences and placing them in a story three decades before they happened. The
group of friends are based on a group of friends I went to college with in Pennsylvania, but |
combine that group with friends | had at the Christian school in Oklahoma. The scene that takes
place at night on the mountain with the group of friends, is based on a life episode which took
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place when our group of friends in Pennsylvania snuck out of school one night and rented a
motel room just to get off campus and smoke and drink in comfort. However, most of the
conversation is made up or told in a different context or setting. For example, during the hut
scene, when a hiker asks the crew how often the blankets get washed in a season, an older
gentleman from the back shouts out “we don't want to know.” That was said by the retired
electrician who organized our real-life hikes in the 90s. So, in my story, my real-life hiking
group is sitting at a back table while my fictional group are eating dinner in the same place, but
decades apart. Choosing to set the story against the backdrop of a hiking trip, gave the camp
story another layer to incorporate Scofield’s advice of building a beginning, middle, and end. I
could add meaning out of incidents that took place during the summer, and add coming of age
arcs for both Emily and Johnny.

In whichever voice or point of view the story is told in, taking episodes from life and
turning them into fiction requires making craft choices that the author may find at once both
difficult and liberating. Whether it is taking life's episodes and embellishing them to the point of
being unrecognizable, or keeping some the same, or tossing many out, the result should be a
story with a beginning, middle, and end with plot points and an inciting incident. My novel-in-
stories thesis consists of three stories that chronicle a time in the life of Emily, each with a
beginning, middle, and end, but will fit into a novel with the thread of Emily's obsession with
Jack running through. Although the interactions between Emily and Jack remain distant
throughout my novel-in-stories (they talk but never have a physical relationship) I aim to build
enough tension between them to engage the reader in their story and wonder what will happen,

how it will end. I also aim to bring the reader into a world that emulates my vision of small town
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Oklahoma and its people during the 1980s and hope that it is a place that the reader feels having

been there worthwhile.
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CHAPTER II

TRAIPSING THE OLD STOMPING GROUNDS

Ghosts in the Clouds

“Rom's!”

That's Johnny. He keeps us motivated—the rest of us who lag behind, sweat dripping
from our hair, shoulders hunched forward under the weight of overstuffed backpacks as we
struggle over the steep rocks, grabbing onto tree branches to pull us forward.

“Rom's,” we holler back. That is our chant. That is what keeps us going. That is the
Italian restaurant in Massachusetts we're going to eat at on our way home once this hiking thing
is over.

It's only been two hours since we piled into Jason's old *67 Studebaker and left Jordan
Christian Camp. The camp to which my wicked step-aunt sent me to get me out of her house. It
was the same camp | used to go to with my cousins when | was a kid. It had been years since I'd
been there and | didn't like it much then except when we went to the lake and had campfires.
Most of the time they taught us Bible stuff, or maybe that’s just what stands out in my memory
because it was so boring. This time though, it didn't seem as bad, maybe because | met Wendy
and them. This group of friends. We'd been there all summer, first as counselors or workers, then
as senior campers ourselves. Now we're hiking for our last hurrah before heading off to college.

Reighner University in Oklahoma. Most of us anyway.
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Reighner University is a Christian school; Aunt Jane's idea also. She wants to send me
off to Christian camps and schools all because, get this—I got into a little trouble stealing some
stupid little plaque. It was nothing, really. But she made out like | was a habitual thief. It wasn't
that big a deal. | had only shoplifted a couple of times and the first time was only because I got
pissed off. We were in a little clothing boutique, my boyfriend, Roy, and me. He wanted to buy a
belt. I helped him pick out a nice leather, silver-buckled belt that didn't have a price tag. | saw the
cashier talking to her friends and tried to get her attention. She ignored us. She just went on
about her haughty-taughty conversation. I motioned for Roy to go with me behind a waist-high
clothes rack. I opened my purse, he put the belt in, and we walked out unnoticed. It was easy.

So easy | did it again. Next, I was in a card shop that had a rack of those little wooden
plaques with sappy friendship quotes and Irish blessings. | was hanging around the rack looking
at one that said, “Friendship is a Rose,” or some stupid crap like that, when a lady came over and
asked if she could help me. I told her I was just looking. She finally went away, and I slipped the
plague into my coat pocket. | looked at a few other things, read some cards so | wouldn't look
conspicuous, then headed for the door.

The same lady cut me off and asked me to go to the office with her. She led me to a
small, dark, back room with a metal desk covered with stacks of paper and folders. She asked me
to sit down in a chair by the door. She stood by the desk and looked at me as though she were my
teacher, disappointed that | had failed my test.

“I'm sorry to have to ask you to do this, but a customer reported that she saw you put
something in your pocket. Would you empty them for me, please?”

She was nice. I took the plaque out of my pocket and put it on the desk.

“I'm sorry,” I said.
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“Why did you take it?”

“I don't know.”

“I need your parent's number.”

“They're dead.”

“I'm sorry. Then who takes care of you?”

“No one.”

“If you don't give me someone to call, I'm going to have to call the police.”

| gave her my aunt's number who came to the store.

The ride home was unbearable. If I were one of her own kids, she would have yelled, told
me | was grounded, asked me what | thought | was doing, told me | was ruining my life. Instead,
she didn't say anything. Just kept her eyes on the road. | wasn't hers. Wasn't her blood. Wasn't
her problem. This was just one more reason for her to want me out. My uncle, my mother's
brother, would be more sympathetic, but he was ruled by his wife. | had been staying with them
since | was fourteen. Since my parents died in the summer of *76. In the three years | was there,
she hardly spoke to me except to give me a list of chores to do or to tell me | was using too much
toilet paper. If Aunt Jane wanted me out, | was going.

For the next several weeks, | heard muted discussions, phone calls coming in that had to
be taken in the next room, and the click of the paddle-lock on the safe at night. Aunt Jane only
spoke to me when she had to—no chores, no complaints, just a smug look on her face like she
had won something.

Then Uncle Paul sat me down and tried to have a meaningful talk. He asked how long I'd
been stealing and said that maybe he could help me stop. He was kind like that. I told him it was
only the second time.
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“I know your upbringing wasn't the best,” my uncle said, “that was a tough
neighborhood. You know I loved your mother, right?”

| nodded.

“Just wish she hadn't gotten mixed up with that Joe; he was always trouble.”

Joe. My father. Well, stepfather, I never knew who my real father was. Joe had lived with
us, me and my mom, off and on for as long as | could remember. Sometimes he was home,
sometimes he was somewhere else. They'd fight, then he'd leave. Then come back. He drank.
That's how they died. Ran off the Grand street bridge into the Peqounnock River coming home
one night. There was a newspaper photograph showing my mother’s scarf floating in the river.
After three years, I'd still wake up, thinking it was just a bad dream but then I'd remember. It was
real. They were gone. It was like going through it all over again. Every morning.

“Your Aunt Jane thinks it might do you good to go to Reighner College. Get you around
the right people who could help you get straightened up—set you on the right track.”

| wasn't crooked. I didn't even want that damn plaque. | don't even remember what it said.

“We discussed it last night and decided we’ll cover your tuition if you go there.”

“Thank you,” I said.

A knot formed in my stomach. I sure as hell wasn’t going to no stupid Christian college.

“The trees are your friends.”

That's Vincent. He's hiking just ahead of me and gently handing tree branches back so
they don't swing in my face. The day is hot. We're all dressed in shorts and T-shirts and in
clearings, the sun beats down on our heads. Wendy and Jason are behind me. They're a little
older than us, married, and worked at the camp all summer as counselors. Wendy was the first
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one | met when | arrived at camp to work in the art building. She helped me to get settled in and
showed me around the place, kinda taking me under her wing like a kid sister. My job was to
help the little girls with their art projects. We made candles out of wax, jewelry out of beads, and
lots of decoupage plagues with those sappy sayings on them. It was fun. The girl's faces beamed
over the things they made. During my first four weeks, I realized that | enjoyed working with
crafts and with the kids. During my last four weeks, | realized that even at a Christian camp,

trouble follows me.

“Let's stop,” Wendy says and drops her pack.

“Hold up,” Vincent yells ahead to Johnny.

We stop and unload our packs, finding rocks with flattish surfaces to sit on. We pull out
our water bottles and bags of gorp and start munching.

“You all are a bunch of wusses,” Johnny says, coming back down the trail to meet us.
“We haven't even hit the steep part yet. You're going to run out of gorp before we reach the
summit.”

“They have food up there, don't they?”” Vincent asks.

“We're staying in a hut, idiot, of course they have food,” Robin calls out from behind,
bent over with her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She had been trailing behind
the whole time.

“Oh, shut up, Miss Prissy.”

“Didn't you pack enough gorp, anyway, dimwit? You know we're not going home till

tomorrow night.” Robin takes a swig of her water.
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“Yes, I packed enough, I'd just like to eat something other than good old raisins and
peanuts once in a while, Miss...holier than thou.”

“Talk nice to each other, you two,” says Wendy.

Robin laughs, practically spitting out her water. “Miss holier than thou? Is that the best
you can come up with, Sugar Cakes?”

“Oh, stop it now. You know you two love each other,” says Wendy. “And don't worry, |
packed plenty of dry packs of food for all of us. We're not going to starve.”

“Nice of you to carry that extra weight for us,” says Johnny.

“She's not,” says Jason.

Hikers coming down the trail with hiking sticks pass through our group but don't say
anything. They keep their heads down. Unusual behavior on the normally friendly trail. What's
also unusual is what they are wearing: ski hats, gloves, long sleeves, jackets tied around their
waists.

“Did anyone check the weather on the summit for today?” Jason asks after they pass.

“Uh, no, but don't worry, it's a gorgeous day. | don't know what they're doing in all that
get-up, let's go,” says Johnny.

We pack up our stuff and move on. We come to an open field at the base of the ravine.
It's filled with wild flowers of every color. | take out my camera and start snapping shots. The
others follow suit. Vincent lights a cigarette.

“I thought we weren't going to smoke on this trip?” Robin asks.

“Want one, Pumpkin?”

“Yes.”

Vincent lights one for Robin.
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We are all trying to quit, but really, we all smoke. That’s how we met. Once | got to
camp, it didn't take me long to scout out the kids who smoked. We'd sneak off into the woods
together to light up and so became friends.

At first I had a crush on Johnny. But that was before Buddy. Buddy—that's the trouble |
was talking about. | hadn't dated anyone since the previous year when my long-time boyfriend
from home (the one I stole the belt for) and I broke up. It wasn't because | was that upset over
our breakup; we had drifted apart since being away from each other. He was getting into all this
mystical, Zen stuff—meditation, self-awareness, and all that stuff back before the New Agey
crap became popular. He tried to build up my confidence by teaching me how to play tennis but I
couldn't get it. He said I lacked something in my wrist. He wanted a self-assured tennis partner
with a competent wrist. | guess he gave up on me.

| hadn't dated anyone since because no one had asked me. No one | liked anyway. | liked
Johnny, but I knew there was no chance since he was one of the saints as opposed to us 'lowlifes’
who smoked. He smoked too, but tried to keep it more low key. After a while, everyone knew he
smoked with us but by then he didn't care. | liked that about him. He wasn't afraid for others to
see how he really was. He didn't care about putting up a front but he continued to be one of the
big guys at camp involved with all the saint activities as well as with us.

He talked about himself. A lot. About the plays he made in high school football and
points he scored on the basketball court. He was tall with straight black hair, long bangs that
framed his green eyes. When he talked, his eyes became animated and his brows raised up when
he made an important point, creasing his forehead. When he’d finished his last sentence, he'd

smile a crooked half smile with a small laugh as though to punctuate his story.
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Johnny and I would sometimes go for a walk and smoke, just the two of us. He talked and
I listened. It was always about all the prospects he had for marriage. They were all girls who

lived somewhere else and were preacher's daughters, pretty and proper.

Another group of hikers pass by us and like the others, are clad in ski outfits, hats, gloves,
and red faces, you can almost see their breath floating before their cracked lips.

“How's the weather up there?”” Johnny asks.

They muster back a few exhausted shakes of the head and | hear one mumble, you're not
dressed for going up there.

Johnny watches them continue down the trail. He runs his fingers through his sweaty hair
and lifts his brows so that his forehead wrinkles. I love that look about him.

“There was a sign for a lean-to back a ways, maybe we should head there and change
clothes,” Jason says.

“Sounds like a plan,” says Johnny.

We cut across the field and find a little shelter shack and take turns changing into long
sleeves and sweat pants. We put our hats, sweaters, gloves, and rain ponchos at the top of our
packs for easy access and head back up the trail. The plan is to hike to the summit first and then
back down a mile to the Lakes of the Clouds hut in time for supper.

Halfway up the mountain, light showers start to come down and the winds pick up. Once
we get above the treeline, weather reality sets in. The rains and howling winds become so fierce
at times that we duck to the ground and huddle behind rocks as gray as the sky to avoid being

blown over. We hike at a snail’s pace against the gusts, shielding our eyes from the flying debris.
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We can't talk. If someone were to shout, “Rom’s!” no one would hear. We keep our eyes to the
trail so we don't veer off. We decide to bypass the summit.

Hours later, we stumble into the hut drenched and shivering, dropping heavy, wet packs
to the floor, making puddles and looking like everyone else who came in before us. The main
dining room is the first thing we see and is packed with hikers wrapped in damp maroon wool
blankets either huddled in groups or roaming like ghosts in wool socks on the hardwood floors
trying to warm up. We make it in time for supper.

The hut sleeps ninety in co-ed bunk rooms. There are several rooms along a narrow hall,
each with bunks stacked four beds high. Each bed has three maroon wool blankets, folded neatly
and piled at the foot, and a pillow at the head. After finding our bunks and dropping our packs,
we do like the others—wrap ourselves in one of the blankets and go and sit out in the dining area
at long wooden picnic type tables after grabbing some hot coffee or chocolate from the urns.

“We made it,” Johnny says.

“Damn, it's still August and it's freezing.”

“There's been snow up here in July.”

I wrap my hands around the warm mug. My feet are wet and freezing. My nose is red and
cold. I listen to the others but my own thoughts are elsewhere. This is the first time since leaving
camp I've been still enough to let it sink in—I may never see Buddy again.

The thing with Buddy started on a canoe trip he headed up. It was the first week of 'senior
camp." We canoed out to one of the little islands in the center of the lake to camp overnight.
Buddy was a youth recreation director who came to camp just for the senior weeks. He was
about thirty and popular with the saint kids, especially the girls. My smoking friends didn't go on
the canoe trip as they weren't into it so | went on my own.
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The first day of the trip was sunny but windy and hard to control the canoes. I noticed
Buddy had been watching me. | thought maybe he was concerned over how | handled the boat
but he never said anything. He had also been watching me on the bus trip there, | saw his brown
eyes under wisps of blond hair meet mine through the rear-view mirror and | got that vibe. He
was interested. But I didn’t know why. There were prettier girls than me. His attention sent my
thoughts flying. | was developing a crush on him. Just a school-girl crush. Nothing to worry
aboult.

The island was covered with trees and rocks. Kids found spots to set up their sleeping
bags, claiming their land. | hadn't bothered to look for a place since I had no friend there to camp
out with. There was a large clearing in the center of the island with a fire pit and grill for
cooking. A rough, wooden bathhouse sat a short walk away, the only building. After supper, we
sat by the campfire and sang saint songs. Around midnight, the kids started to disband to their
claimed land to sleep where groups of boys and girls set up their sleeping bags together. Buddy
said it was alright as long there were at least three in a group. | decided | wanted to sleep in the
clearing by the fire pit so | could see the stars.

Buddy was all for it and set up his sleeping bag right next to mine. There were a few
other kids sleeping in the clearing also, scattered around different sides of the circle. Crazy
scenarios went through my head. I imaged us laying there, talking, watching for shooting stars.

| got in my sleeping bag and waited. I heard him putter around, clanging pots, breaking
sticks for the next day's fire, and splashing water on the campfire until he was sure it was out. |
heard his footsteps press the ground—Dbreaking twigs and dried pine needles until the sounds
grew louder, next to me. I looked up as he got in his sleeping bag.

“Goodnight,” he said and rolled over on his side with his back facing me.
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That was it. I mean, I didn’t want to do anything, just talk, look at the stars. But all he
said was goodnight. I rolled over on my side with my back facing him and tried to go to sleep. |
felt silly.

After about fifteen minutes, | felt something on my arm. It was a finger, moving in slow,
small, circular motions. Crap.

One summer at the camp, when | was nine years old, | think it was one of the male
counselors from the boy’s side of camp, or maybe it was the cook, would come in our cabin and
sit on my bed, which was closest to the door, in the middle of the night. He'd try to get his creepy
hand into my underwear. 1'd pretend | was asleep but squirm and move around until he'd finally
give up and leave me alone. I'd lay there awake, listening to where he'd go next, if he'd go to
another girl's bed. But he’d just walk slowly and softly toward the cabin door, and I'd hear the
screen door creak open and closed. I'd listen as his footsteps on the dirt path faded away.

One night, when he came in, our counselor woke up and caught him. She asked what he
was doing there.

“I’m making my arounds, checking on the cabins. Thought | saw someone hanging
around outside. Wanted to check and make sure everything was alright.”

She shined her flashlight around and said, “Yes, we're fine. Thanks for checking.”

He left. He never came back again.

That slow creepy finger on my arm was pissing me off. | rolled over and told Buddy to
stop. He said, “OK” and closed his eyes.

Morning came early after a near sleepless night. | opened my eyes to look over to see if
he was still asleep. | could see his eyes over the top edge of his sleeping bag, looking at me.
When our eyes met, he closed his and turned away. I could see movement going on inside his
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sleeping bag, like in the middle where his freakin willy would be. I rolled over and closed my
eyes. | heard him get up out of his sleeping bag and walk towards the bathhouse. | put my head

back inside my sleeping bag and pretended to sleep until | was sure I heard other people awake.

“What's on your mind?”’ Johnny asks.

I look up and see that he is looking at me.

“Nothing,” I said, wishing I had come up with a better answer because I don't think he's
ever asked me that before. “Just tired, I guess.”

“After we eat, we'll get some more coffee. There's some cool ghost stories about this
place we'll get the crew to tell us.”

I think Johnny is worried we aren’t having a good time because of the weather and all. It
was his idea to come up here.

“Great night for ghost stories,” I said.

“Best night,” Johnny said.

| hadn't told any of them anything about Buddy. Nothing about the creepy night on the

canoe trip.

And due to the creepiness of that night carrying over to the morning, | had stayed
huddled inside my sleeping bag until I heard someone throw logs into the campfire pit. It was
Jerry, a redheaded, plump, goofy kind of guy who liked to laugh at his own jokes. Not a guy |
would normally want to talk to, but this morning he was welcome company. | went to the
bathhouse, washed up, brushed my teeth and hair, and made my way over to help him with the
fire. When Buddy came over, I tried to avoid eye contact. He said “good morning” like nothing
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had happened. He laid down a bundle of firewood he had collected, brushed his hands on his
blue jeans, and then rubbed them over the fire to warm up. Though it was mid-July, the morning
was cool. I still had on the same clothes | slept in—jeans, flannel shirt and a hooded sweat
jacket. I got up and stood with my hands in my jacket pockets just staring at the fire while Jerry
talked on and told camp stories about pranks guys would play on the workers and counselors.
Most of it was silly stuff like changing the labels on soup cans in the mess hall and resetting
alarm clocks. Every time Jerry burst out in a ridiculously loud laugh, Buddy looked at me and
smiled as if to say, “This guy is silly.” I weakly smiled back but kept watching the fire.

Slowly, the other campers started to crawl out of their sleeping bags and wander over to
the fire. A group of the girls took charge of getting breakfast ready while the guys started the
grill. We cooked bacon and boiled water for oatmeal. There were also pastries and donuts in
plastic bags anyone could grab. After we ate, | headed to the showers.

A group of prissy girls were dolling up in front of the mirrors. Blow-drying their hair and
putting on makeup. As | dried off and got dressed, | heard them talking about the boys. |
approached the group with my wet hair and comb in hand, but could not get near a mirror. |
stood back and combed my hair, getting a peak in the mirror here and there through their prissy
heads.

“I really don’t think it’s going to go anywhere.” One of the girls said, trying to comfort
another who pined for a boy who had been talking to someone else.

“I can’t believe that she's going along with it when she knows how | feel. That is the part
that bothers me most. Plus, she's so pretty.”

“You’re just as pretty,” Miss Head Prissy said and then turned to the rest of the group.
“You know, girls, if you think of yourself as being pretty, you will look even prettier.”
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I chimed in, “Oh really?” I looked in the mirror with my head tilted back and my hand
through my thin, stringy brown hair as though | were posing for the cover of a glamour
magazine.

“Yes, Emily, really.” She had turned around and looked right into my eyes as she said it.
Like she was trying to make some kind of point.

We packed up camp and canoed back across the lake. Once back at the main camp we
headed to our cabins to put our stuff away and sleeping bags back on our bunks. Since it was
Sunday, we went to a chapel in a small clearing in the woods to have church service. The
benches were low to the ground and made of wood planks propped up by logs. | got there late—
went to smoke first—so | sat in the back. I noticed Buddy sitting up front with a woman beside
him and two small girls. | leaned forward and asked one of the girls in my cabin who they were.

“His wife and daughters. They come up on Sundays. Cute, aren't they?

“Adorable.”

| felt sick.

Then Buddy got up to lead a prayer. | got up and walked back out to the woods for

another cigarette.

“Hey, listen up.”

Johnny joins several others in the dining room who are banging spoons against cups to
quiet everyone down.

The hut dining room is surrounded by large windows on three sides. Though it had been
gloomy outside it is now getting dark and the rain seems to be subsiding. Members of the crew,
or as they spell it, ‘croo,’ are standing against the back wall between two of the windows. After
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performing a little skit to demonstrate how we should fold our blankets in the morning and other
useful information, they are answering questions from the guests.

“How often do the blankets get washed in a season?” Someone from a group on the other
side of the hall asks.

“We don't want to know,” a gentleman from the back shouts.

The croo hesitates and looks at each other with guilty smiles. One of them says, “They
don't get washed until the season is over.”

Groans are heard around the room. Johnny raises his hand.

“Yes?”

“There was an incident here once regarding one of the old caretakers, do you know the
story?”

“Ah, George,” says the croo member. “There are actually several ghost stories that
involve the huts but this one happened here and has never been explained. Are you sure you want
to hear it?”

Everyone is all ears.

“Several years ago, a caretaker named George came up here alone in early April to open
the hut and prepare it for the season. The windows were still boarded up to guard against the
strong winter winds and storms. He was standing right over there by the coffee pots when he
sensed something watching him. He turned and saw faces leering at him, grotesque and distorted.
They filled up each window here in the dining room and came toward him, through the glass,
bearing down on him. That was all he could remember. Two days later, when the AMC didn't
hear anything from him, they sent up a couple of guys who found him huddled under a sink back
there in the kitchen, shaking and repeating over and over, 'get me the hell out of here."”
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“Must have found some good mushrooms on the way up,” someone calls out.

“Okay, now I got the creeps,” Robin says.

“Me, too,” I say.

“I don't think I want to sleep here tonight,” Wendy says.

“What are you going to do? Hike down the ravine in the dark?” Jason rubs her back. “Just
don't get up in the night and come out here and look at the windows.”

“Oh Lord, I won't.”

| look at Johnny and he smiles.

“That was a cool ghost story,” I say to him. Then I look away, wishing I could say more.

After Sunday dinner, Buddy's wife and kids left. | watched from the soccer field as he
saw them off then he came over. He saw that | was struggling in a game of Frisbee football and
took it upon himself to try to show me how to play. He encouraged and cheered me on. | tried to
avoid his attention. I looked around but no one seemed to notice. I’'m usually good at being able
to tell what others are making of a situation. The look in their eyes, the way they look at others,
like that way Buddy looked at me when Jerry was talking, those secret looks and mannerisms
that said more than they intended. | knew the vibes and Buddy was sending them. Everything |
said and did, he noticed, he remarked on, he helped with. | was the center of his attention. |
forgot the weirdness of the night before, the fact that he was married, and welcomed his attention
again. None of that other stuff seemed to matter, only how he was making me feel mattered. He
was no longer the creepy guy, but the popular youth director that everyone liked and | was
getting caught up in it, those emotions that fool you into thinking it's good, it’s okay, and that
anyone else would see it the same way.
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After the game, he asked if he could talk to me. We walked down a hill leading to a side
road away from the camp.

“I'm sorry about last night,” he said.

I didn't know what to say; “it's okay” didn't seem to fit. | didn't say anything.

“I guess it was just one of those things.”

One of those things. An excuse for anything. Like I'm supposed to understand what one
of those things is and let it go.

“It's okay,” I said.

He asked me about my future plans.

“I'm staying here the rest of the summer and then off to college.”

He asked about my home.

“There isn’t much there for me. Most of my friends have moved away and the ones who
are still there don’t do much but work and go to bars at night. They don’t have much ambition.”

I knew that [ wanted more. I didn’t know what yet. I didn't know how yet, but I wanted to
make something out of myself. I vowed that I wouldn’t get married until I could afford a house
on my own. Until I was independent. | saw how it was with my mother—how she was stuck with
Joe, dependent on him and his sporadic whims to come home because she couldn’t do anything
on her own.

The neighborhood we walked through was quiet except for a boy who rode his bike up
and down the road. | saw how pretty the houses were with wooded backyards, decks, and front
porches. My house will have a front porch.

“Which college are you going to?”

“There's one in Oklahoma I was looking into.”
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“Oklahoma? That’s a ways away.”

“I always wanted to go out west.”

In my third-grade class, there was a large map of the United States on the front wall over
part of the blackboard. I’d sit and stare at it and memorize all the states I’d have to go through to
get to California. I remember Oklahoma and how it was way out there. It looked big and open
compared to Connecticut which was small and crowded in among all the other little states around
it. As | followed the states with my eyes from east to west | felt myself getting lighter, freer,
more able to breathe. The map gave me hope that something was out there.

“Reighner College?”

“Yeah, you know it?”
“Of course, it’s a Christian school. A good one, you’ll like it.”

“I didn’t want to go at first, but now that I have friends going, I think I’'m looking

forward to it.”
“Will you write to me?”
“Write?”

“Yes, send me a letter once in a while—let me know how you’re doing.”

“Okay.”

After dessert and coffee, Vincent gets up and tries to look out the window. Robin grabs

the back of his knee and he jumps.

“Don't let the ghouls get you.”

“Cut it out, will ya? Looks like it stopped raining. Wanna go out for a smoke? Don't
forget, we got those beers—Iet's go outside and make our loads lighter.”
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We all get up and go outside with Vincent for a smoke and whatnot. We find a spot
behind the hut with a cranny tucked in between two walls to block the wind. We huddle down in
the crevice and each light a smoke. So much for quitting. The moon is shining through the clouds
now and we can see the outline of the black mountain peaks surrounding us in the distance. The
wind has died down but we could still hear it whistle against the hut.

“Look what I got.” Vincent takes a joint out of his pocket and lights it up.

“Careful, they'll smell it,” says Jason.

“You kidding? They're college graduates in limbo—they'd want some.”

“That's what I'm saying. We don't have enough to share.”

“No one else is out here.”

“Hey, let’s hike up that mountain trail. The wind isn't so bad now and that way no one
will walk out here and find us,” says Wendy.

We hike up to the summit of Mt. Monroe with our flashlights and settle down between
some large rocks. I'm awed by how high up we are, in the night, looking out at the shadows of
the world.

Vincent lights the joint and passes it around. I don't smoke, never liked the stuff, makes
me too paranoid. They pass it to me anyway. Vincent is the first to pop open a beer and we all do
the same.

“This time next year I'll be in Sacramento.”

Vincent is enrolled to go to a college out in California. He wants to get into film
production. A cinematography and film program in Sacramento is a step in that direction.

“I'm gonna miss these mountains,” he says and takes a swig of his beer. He wipes his
mouth with the back of his hand. “But I'll 