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The Summer I Became Dangerous 

 Linda F. Willing 

 The summer I turned fifteen, my mother took up with Ted Bennett, the owner of the local 

hardware store. Everyone knew about it but me. She saw no harm in it, since my dad had left 

years before, running off with Mary Louise Kopinsky, a girl who worked at his bank. They 

moved out of state and even though I knew he sent us some money now and then, in our 

household, according to my mother, he was always just “that worthless son-of-a-bitch.” 

 His leaving was no great loss. He used to hit my mother sometimes when he got drunk, 

and I bet that he hit Mary Louise too, once she lost her figure after the kids were born. My 

mother adjusted easily to his absence, pulling on her tightest sweaters and going down to the 

local tavern where she sat on bar stools with her skirt hiked up, laughing a little too loud. 

 There had always been men, but Ted was different. The others were like kids, no matter 

how old they were, and some of them really were young– barely out of high school it seemed. 

They flattered and amused her and I found it easy to push them around. When they came to the 

house, they cut a wide berth around me, like they were stepping around a sleeping snake. And 

they didn’t come by for very long. 

 Ted was an adult, at least technically, and he had a real wife, Muriel, and kids, all of 

whom were still young enough to be home with their mother. He was also a so-called pillar of 

the community, the president of the Chamber of Commerce and a member of the school board. 

His fleshy confident face was in the paper at least every other week. It was quite a score for my 

mother. 

 I was spared speculating about the nature of the attraction that summer, since I was the 

only one ignorant of it. But I did pose a problem for my mother, since I had been unable to find a 

job and had not unhappily resigned myself to spending several months hanging around the 

house, picking up some babysitting here and there. My mother had no real objection to my plans 

or lack thereof until Ted came along. Then there was suddenly a logistical problem. Ted’s house 

was unavailable for trysts, since Muriel and the kids were always there. And there was no way 

they could go to a motel without half the county knowing about it, which of course they already 

did anyway. So that left our place, and I had to go. 

 My mother ordered vinyl siding for our house from Ted’s store and thus began the most 

drawn out home remodeling project our town had ever seen. And then she decided to send me to 

camp. 

 “You’re kidding, right?” Although my mother almost never joked about anything, I was 

praying she had chosen this moment to begin. I was nearly fifteen for God’s sake, a sophomore 

in high school. 

 “Tommy’s afraid to go by himself– I want you to go with him, look after him.” Months 
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earlier she had signed up my eight-year-old brother for the town recreation district summer 

program. The brochure promised hiking and archery and maybe the opportunity to start a fire 

without getting in trouble, and he had begged to go. 

 But even though the program officially took kids up to age fifteen, I had never for one 

second considered the possibility that my mother might force me to go along with my brother. 

“I’m not going,” I told her. 

 “Well, yes you are,” she said. “I’ve already signed you up and paid for it, so there really 

isn’t anything to talk about.” 

 I tried begging. “Please, Mom. No one over the age of twelve has ever gone to that camp 

in its entire history. It’ll ruin my life.” 

 “Lives aren’t so easily ruined.” My mother had a fatalistic kind of optimism about her 

that she wielded like a sword. “I’ll pay you forty dollars a week to go,” she added. “For looking 

after Tommy.” 

 “You couldn’t pay me enough!” I yelled at her, although I had to admit that the offer of 

money caught my attention. “If you make me do this, I’ll never forgive you!” 

 My mother looked at me with what seemed like pity. “There are so many ways we’ll 

need to forgive each other,” she said. “I guess this is just one of them.” 

 So I went. The first day was humiliating, lining up with all the little kids, being lectured 

by kids only a few years older than I was. They looked at me like some kind of freak that first 

day, but after that perhaps they had compassion for me because they started ignoring me 

completely. This worked for me and probably would have allowed me to skip out altogether if 

not for Tommy. 

 “Where did you go this morning?” he demanded at the beginning of the second week. 

The counselors had organized a game of kickball and I had been assigned the task of being a 

referee, a job no one wanted to do or have done. It was easy to just wander off. 

 “None of your business,” I told him. I had slipped over to the convenience store and had 

a Coke and a cigarette. I had just begun with them that summer and still hadn’t completely 

mastered the technique. 

 “I’m telling Mom,” Tommy countered. “You were smoking. She’ll kill you.” 

 “Like she cares.” But oddly, I knew she did and found myself negotiating with Tommy 

later that day. “Don’t say anything to Mom.” 

 “Why shouldn’t I?”   
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 “Because I’ll give you five bucks if you don’t.” It was an impulsive offer, and one that 

worked, but I had started the bidding way too high. That night across the dinner table, he gave 

me a satisfied grin but later as he was heading to bed, he whispered, “Next time I’m telling.” 

 I couldn’t believe the corner I had so quickly painted myself into– go broke or toe the 

line. I knew that forty dollars a week would quickly not be enough to buy Tommy’s silence, so I 

resigned myself to the remaining six weeks like a prison sentence. 

 Which is pretty much what it was. Day camp was worse than school in most ways. You 

got to wear shorts, yes, but otherwise the days were structured and supervised as if we were in 

the lockdown. And the worst part was we were supposed to act like we were having fun. 

 The weeks passed with numbing predictability. Monday was arts and crafts, which I 

spent braiding and unraveling pitiful gimp bracelets and key chains. Tuesday was sports– when 

we all had to pretend to be practicing for a softball tournament we knew would never take place.  

Wednesday was archery and woodcraft when they actually gave arrows and knives to ten-year-

old boys. Thursday’s highlights were movies and the so-called service project, which was mostly 

picking up trash and cigarette butts–  some of them mine–  from the beat-down little town park 

where the camp assembled every day. 

 But Fridays were the worst, worse than all the other days together. Fridays were 

“outings,” days we hiked up barren hills behind landfills or spent the afternoon untangling 

fishing lines by a stagnant creek. The hikes were forced marches, the younger children being 

enticed along by candy and camp songs, the older ones by threats. That last Friday was the 

culminating event– a hike so important that the camp had even rented buses to take us to a real 

trailhead, five miles from the edge of town. 

 It was August, and the days shimmered with humidity and clouds of bugs. None of the 

camp counselors ever thought to bring along insect repellent, and when I looked for some in the 

bathroom in my house that morning, I found the drawers and cabinets emptied. The vinyl siding 

project had finally dragged to completion after countless delays, but the affair continued, so a 

bathroom remodel was now on the agenda. 

 “Why are you doing all this stuff to the house?” I asked my mother, who had paused by 

the bathroom door to check her hair in the mirror. 

 “Don’t you want to live in a nice house?” she replied, curling her bangs over her fingers.  

“One day you’ll want to take pride in yourself and your surroundings.” 

 I kept opening and closing the empty drawers. “I’m not going to camp today,” I told her 

impulsively. “I don’t feel good.” 

 I was pleased to see that I had gotten a reaction from my mother. “Now don’t you start 

with me. You most certainly are going.” 
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 “I don’t feel like it,” I said, hoisting myself up onto the bare counter. 

 I was surprised at how angry my mother became, and how quickly. She stood there 

before me trembling with anger, and it was only then that I noticed she was all dressed up. 

 “Why are you dressed like that?” I asked her, and for a moment I thought she might 

explode. It was an honest question. I simply hadn’t noticed that she had been dressing up every 

day when I went to camp. 

 Her anger passed as quickly as it descended on her. Her tone in answer was cool and 

reasonable. “Have you forgotten that I am paying you to go to camp?” 

 That was the end of the argument. I hadn’t seriously thought she would let me stay home, 

especially since she knew it was the day of the big hike and she had been fretting for days that 

Tommy might fall in the lake and drown. 

 “I know how to swim,” he explained over and over, but her anxiety was not diminished.  

“You watch him,” she told me. 

 So that morning our disheveled group climbed onto an aging school bus and was 

transported the few miles to the forest trailhead. It seemed to me that since we were already 

driving, we might as well continue on to the outlet mall, a destination that would have pleased 

everyone. Instead we were dumped off at a dusty parking lot and formed into groups for the 

assault on Pine Lake. 

 I stood aside as the counselors assembled the kids into hiking teams, and deliberately 

trailed the group as it lurched its way up the four miles to the lake. It was a steep hike and a long 

day for the younger kids, whom the counselors finally tied together like dog teams and dragged 

up the hill. The crying only stopped when the lake appeared over a rise.   

 “We’re here!” the counselors shouted triumphantly, and the little kids, who had been 

sobbing moments earlier that they could not go one step further, suddenly broke into a run. Two 

of them fell in the lake within minutes. The counselors set about herding our group toward the 

north shore of the lake for lunch. That’s when I saw them. 

 Horses. Gleaming chestnut brown horses, tethered in a row along a hitching rail, 

contentedly munching grass near where the trail met the lake. It took me a minute to see the girls 

that went with them. 

 It was horse camp, the girls I most despised in school now ensconced on a real tablecloth 

on the rocks on the shady side of the lake. It was the best picnic spot of course, and I saw my 

group’s counselors look longingly at the spot before settling on a brown patch of seared grass 

further along the shore. The girls didn’t even look up when we approached. 

 There were five of them, five perfect girls and their perfect horses, and one leader who 
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looked like a slightly older clone of them. They were the girls in school who made societal 

decisions– what was cool and what was not, who deserved to be spoken to, and who belonged to 

the vast masses who did not. Now they sat in a tight circle, drinking from real glasses and eating 

fresh food from ice chests hauled up the hill by the horses. I overheard one of them say they had 

ice cream. 

 Ice cream. After four miles walking uphill with only a small ration of warm water to keep 

me going, just hearing the words made my knees go weak. I moved closer to the girls, unable to 

control myself. 

 “So then I told him, get a life!” said one, a girl I recognized from English class. “And he 

was like, I have to be with you, blah, blah, blah.” 

 “Some boys are just pathetic,” agreed another. “Did I tell you that Kevin Mitchell 

actually asked me to the Valentine’s dance last year?” 

 The other girls burst out laughing. “What did you say?” gasped one. 

 “I told him he was a pathetic loser, as if he didn’t know.” I saw that their leader was 

leaning into this conversation and nodding, perhaps reliving her own glory days.   

 “Did I tell you how Mr. Shaw told me I looked pretty last year?” The other girls squealed 

with horror. “What a lech! It’s disgusting.” 

 I was standing behind a thicket of small trees and was sure none of them had seen me. I 

knew I should move away but was immobilized with the weird thrill of temporarily sharing these 

girls’ world. 

 “Becky had a crush on Mr. Shaw last year,” said one girl and another screamed, “I did 

not!” 

 “You told me you thought he was cute.” 

 Becky scrambled for rebuttal. “I heard Janelle Carson slept with Ross Parker last spring.” 

 “Yeah, and then he dumped her,” said another girl dismissively. 

 Becky kept trying. “Well, I heard that someone slept with Mr. Shaw last year too.” 

 This got the other girls’ attention. “Who?” 

 I was straining to hear too, since Mr. Shaw had been my math teacher the previous year. 

It almost didn’t register when I heard her say my name. 

 “That loser? Well, it figures. Everyone knows her mother sleeps with every guy in town.” 



 

Dangerous-6 

 

 “She’s a real slut,” agreed another girl cheerfully. “I mean, now she’s shagging Ted 

Bennett. Is that gross or what?” 

 I was frozen in place. I wanted to defend my honor and that of my mother, even if she 

didn’t have any. There was no doubt in my mind that it was true– my greatest humiliation in the 

moment was that I had not known.    

 There are times when the reality of your life comes into sharp focus after maybe years of 

living happily in vague delusion. It wasn’t that I hadn’t known. It was that I hadn’t wanted to 

know. I had allowed myself to be taken with the drift of my life, always allowing others to 

determine my fate. I let myself be bought that summer for forty dollars a week, which couldn’t 

be that much better than selling oneself for vinyl siding and bathroom fixtures.   

 As the girls continued their poisonous chat I realized I had to do something in that 

moment, or maybe never be able to do anything else again in my life. 

 So I stole a horse. 

 It was the easiest thing in the world to do. I simply walked over to the hitching rail, 

casually untied the horse on the end, pulled myself into the saddle, and took off. No one even 

knew what had happened at first. I was almost out of earshot when I heard the scream. 

 “My horse! That bitch!” But I was already on my way, barreling downhill at breakneck 

speed once the horse figured out that we were headed in the direction of the barn and food. It was 

all I could do to keep my feet in the stirrups as I bounced down the trail. I was clinging to the 

saddle horn for salvation. 

 I had never ridden a horse before, if you don’t count the pony rides at the state fair when I 

was six. Then they sat you on the back of a geriatric pony with a ridiculous cowboy hat on and 

took a picture as the poor creature lumbered around the dusty corral. But after a few minutes, I 

began to feel good. The horse slowed its maniacal pace and settled into an easy stride. The trail 

fell away beneath us and I eased up my death grip on the saddle. I was even able to sit up and 

hold the reins after a while. 

 I was riding a horse. Just like that. Here was something I had never done and maybe 

never would have had the chance to do, and suddenly, in a moment, I was doing it. What came 

next was of little consequence to me. I knew the popular girls would all have cell phones and 

there would be people waiting for me at the bottom of the trail. I had no intention of trying to 

avoid them. I just wanted to ride a horse, for once in my life. 

 I felt like the horse was a co-conspirator. He was completely unfazed at having an 

unknown and inexperienced rider on his back. He even seemed to be enjoying it. I had never 

really considered what horse camp meant for the horses. 

 I stroked his neck. “It’s good to get away from those nasty girls.”   
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 It didn’t take long to reach the trailhead at the pace the horse had chosen, and as I 

expected, there were people waiting for me. I just had no idea how many would be there. It 

looked like the whole town had turned out for the event. 

 It was just a sea of faces until I saw Ted Bennett pushing his way to the front of the 

crowd. My heart constricted in anticipation of seeing my mother behind him but of course she 

wasn’t there, not in a public place. Ted’s shirt wasn’t tucked in, like he’d left someplace in a 

hurry to get here, and I thought I knew where that place was. 

 “Everyone be calm,” he said in his school board voice. “Everything is going to be fine.”  

He looked over to me with that pious, smarmy look that I now had a million more reasons to hate 

and motioned for me to bring the horse close to him. “Easy now,” he said. 

 It was a terrible moment of helplessness– wanting to do something definitive but unable 

to think of exactly what it should be. I felt like I’d rather die than have Ted Bennett touch me, or 

even touch something that was touching me. And after our brief period of bonding on the trail, I 

felt somehow responsible for protecting the horse from Ted as well. But I didn’t know what to 

do, especially since the horse, made nervous by the crowd, was now dancing in circles with its 

ears back. I couldn’t have dismounted if I had wanted to. Which I didn’t. 

 That’s when the horse bailed me out. As Ted approached us, his hand reaching out for the 

reins, the horse suddenly reared up on its back legs and kicked its front hooves out toward Ted, 

just like a horse you might see in one of those old Westerns. I had one hand on the saddle horn, 

or I would have been thrown off. As it was, I held on easily, and felt a surge of power as the 

crowd tumbled back away from us. Ted was so startled that he fell over backwards, knocking 

down a middle-aged woman who stood behind him. 

 “You,” I said, pointing at him with my free hand. “You stay away from me.” That was all 

I said, but the meaning was clear enough to everyone there. Ted seemed to shrink by several 

inches as he merged back into the crowd. For a long beautiful moment, I sat alone, my loyal 

horse pivoting to let me face everyone below me. “All of you,” I called out. “Just stay clear of 

me!” The edges of the crowd began to ebb away. I saw a policeman shifting indecisively toward 

me and away. I saw the guys in town who never looked at me, and who looked at my mother in 

all the wrong ways– those guys were hanging back, eyes averted from respect or intimidation, I 

didn’t really care which. 

 Then I saw her– my mother at the back of the crowd, trying to push her way toward me.  

Something about the way she walked always made me feel safe– she strode with purpose no 

matter where she was going, as if her power of will alone would get her there and back again. 

Now the crowd parted in front of her and I could clearly see her eyes, which were filled not with 

anger or embarrassment as I had feared, but with sheer resolve. She was coming for me, and in 

that moment, it was all that mattered. I had no idea why she took up with Ted or any of those 

other guys, but I realized then that I did have complete faith that no matter where she went, she 

would always return for me. 
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   Ted turned to her as she passed him and tried to grab her arm. “Let me handle this,” he 

said. “She’s out of control!” My mother muscled past him and shook him off without a look, as if 

brushing away a disgusting bug. She walked right up to the horse– in a way she seemed bigger 

than the horse in that moment. I held my breath. 

 “Are you all right?” She was looking at no one but me. “Did anyone hurt you? You tell 

me if they did!” 

 My confidence crumbled. “Mommy,” I said, suddenly afraid. I wasn’t even embarrassed 

to call her mommy in public, a term I had not used in years.  An older man stepped forward and 

gently held the bridle. My mother helped me climb down from the high saddle.   

 “I stole a horse,” I told her as she held me around my waist. She seemed so strong. 

 “I know,” she said, unperturbed.  “And I’m sure you had a very good reason for doing it.” 

 “Yes, I did,” I replied, although I knew I would never tell her what it was. “I’m not going 

back to camp.” 

 “I know,” she said again. “I don’t want you to. That was a bad idea. I’m sorry.” She 

looked into my eyes, still holding me tight. “I’m really sorry. Now let’s go home.” 

      #   

 

 

 


