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“Tell me a story of when you were a little boy,” I used to ask my father, when I was a little girl. Because he happened to be a writer, the stories he told were more romantic than fairy tales, more exciting than TV adventure dramas. Maybe they were even true!

That’s what we did when we put together this collection: We sent letters to all of the writers, asking them for stories. “If you are interested in this project (we said) the story you might choose to tell doesn’t have to be literally true in every detail but should be located in time and space in your own childhood. It can be dramatic or serious or funny — whatever tone is right for the characters and plot.”

Each story that came back amazed us. Each was completely different from the others and yet they had so much in common. Perhaps this is because all these writers (and the rest of us too) share childhood itself — a rich and important time in a human life.

Time moves more slowly in childhood. That’s probably hard to realize when you are living through it, but think for example how long a summer seems between one school year and the next. The quality of what you see and feel is more vivid too in childhood. When you are very happy or very sad, those emotions color everything. Some of the experiences you are having, even right now, may remain with you always as memories.

Several of the stories in this collection take place more than half a century ago. Television had not yet been invented, and radios and phonographs were the only entertainment in people’s homes. There was no MTV, no video arcades, no malls. World War II was going on, yet children played without fear on city streets. Life was very different, but through the lens of the storyteller, you can see what it felt like to be a child in this vanished world.

Walter Dean Myers’s “Reverend Abbott and Those Bloodshot Eyes” will take you to Harlem in New York in the late 1940s, when every mother on the block would keep an eye on all the children and holler if anyone misbehaved. And with the boys in Avi’s story “Scout’s Honor,” you can take the subway all the way from Brooklyn to Manhattan and walk across the George Washington Bridge, afraid not of muggers but only of dishonoring yourself in front of your friends.

For all the writers in this collection, the places they describe so vividly are the places where they grew up. These are special places yet ordinary; taken for granted at the time but etched and glowing in memory. Quite simply, they are home.

Listen to Mary Pope Osborne in her story “All-Ball” describe the army posts of the 1950s: “I loved the neat lawns, clean streets, trim houses, and starched uniforms. I loved parade bands, marching troops, green jeeps, tanks, and transport trucks. . . . Living on an army post in those days was so safe that in all the early summers of our lives the children of our family were let out each morning like dandelions to the wind.”

Just as home is the place known best, so are children’s families the center of the world in these stories. In fact, more than half of them are about a child’s intense love for another family member , especially a parent. Most often, this beloved person understands the child’s longings and responds in a full and loving way.

In Reeve Lindbergh’s “Flying,” another kind of understanding is involved. When her aviator father tries to teach his children about airplanes by taking them up in a small plane on Saturday afternoons, the lesson instead is about what flying means to him.

Brothers and sisters too — particularly older ones — can be a powerful influence on children. In Katherine Paterson’s “Why I Never Ran Away from Home,” set in wartime China, it is her bullying big sister Lizzie — prettier and more talented (or so the narrator thinks) — who stops her from doing something disastrous.

But a family’s love can also be destructive. In some of the stories, children are very needy and vulnerable, and the writers show that if parents or brothers or sisters ignore this, the child can be badly hurt.

In Francesca Lia Block’s “Blue,” a girl’s father, sad and distant since his wife deserted them, does not see his daughter’s despair until it is almost too late. And in James Howe’s “Everything Will Be Okay,” a boy’s longing for a stray kitten collides hard with his brother’s code about toughness.

In fact, the need to be tough is a strong undercurrent to many of the stories in this collection. Despite environments that are often safe and welcoming, the cruelty of other people — particularly people their own age — exposes children to danger and sometimes makes toughness the only possible response.

Taunts like “Crybaby,” “Stupid,” “Wacko,” and “Sissy”; and phrases like “I felt lonely,” “I was scared,” “I couldn’t stop crying” come up in these stories repeatedly. Childhood can be a harsh and friendless time.

In Susan Cooper’s wartime story “Muffin,” a schoolyard bully called Fat Alice scares Daisy, the heroine, far more than the bombs falling in England during the Blitz. Fat Alice is truly evil; her meanness has no apparent motive or cause. She kicks, trips, shoves, and pinches while the adults are busy elsewhere.

What is a child to do against such terrorism? Resourcefulness is certainly required. But so too is real certainty and self-confidence. Throughout this collection, the question of identity — what it is and how you get it — comes up over and over again.

In the stories, children define themselves by their similarities and differences to their siblings and parents. In Nicholasa Mohr’s “Taking a Dare,” for example, it takes real nerve for the narrator to find her own path between her mother’s intense and unquestioning Catholicism and the atheism of her socialist father.

But there are times when children, for their survival, must move away from their families and carve out new identities all their own, and this is a process that does not seem to come easily.

In fact, most of the stories in When I Was Your Age have some emotional pain in them. Their child heroes are self-conscious or ill at ease in the world. Some suffer at unfair circumstances (such as the death or disappearance of a parent), while others are just simply filled with pain — crying and miserable and alone. Different.

What is the answer? What can children do aside from learning to be tough, which is only a temporary or at best a partial answer? I believe that an uncanny number of the stories in this collection show another more creative path — the transformation of suffering through art.

Clues to it are everywhere in the stories. But perhaps the clearest comes from Francesca Lia Block’s “Blue.” In the end, it is only when the heroine, La, writes about her vanished mother that her terrible pain stops. The words she writes also have the effect of connecting other people to her:


“Daddy,” La said.

When she handed him the story, his eyes changed.

“It’s about Mom,” La said, but she knew he knew. . . .

“Thank you, honey.” He looked as though he hadn’t slept or eaten for days. But he took off his glasses then, and La saw two small images of herself swimming in the tears in his eyes.



Where does writing begin? What is it that shapes writers? If we want to look for the seeds of it in childhood, I think this collection makes it clear that they have probably been there for a very long time.

Isolation and separation can be bridged by language. Words can cross time and distance, connecting people of different generations and ages and experience. As you read the stories in When I Was Your Age, think of the grown-up writers who were once children. Here they are; this is what they saw and felt and remembered.

Listen carefully. They are telling you their stories.

— AMY EHRLICH

[image: ]


[image: ]

I remember the first time I got really bad news.

I was eight years old, and my family was living in white wooden army quarters at the edge of a thick pine forest in Fort Eustis, Virginia. All my life we had lived on military posts, and I loved them. I loved the neat lawns, clean streets, trim houses, and starched uniforms. I loved parade bands, marching troops, green jeeps, tanks, and transport trucks. I loved having military police at the entrance gate. When I was four, I dreamed that the M.P.’s guarding the gate chased away a couple of ghosts that tried to come onto our post. It is one of the most vivid dreams I’ve ever had, and to this day, it makes me feel good to remember it.

Living on an army post in those days was so safe that in all the early summers of our lives the children of our family were let out each morning like dandelions to the wind. My teenage sister went off with her friends while my brothers and I filled our time playing with our toy soldiers, including my favorite — a small silver statue of General Omar Bradley. We played “maneuvers” by carrying large cardboard boxes around the parade field, stopping every hundred yards to “bivouac” by making grass beds and napping inside our boxes.

At five o’clock, when the bugle played and the flag was lowered, we went home. Our return was often punctuated by the joyous sight of our dad stepping out of a chauffeured military car, his arms raised to embrace us.

But one spring night when I was eight, bad news changed everything. I remember my dad was helping me prepare my bath. I was sitting on the edge of the tub while the water ran, and Dad was standing in the doorway, wearing his summer khaki uniform. “Sis —” he always called me Sis or Little Bits —“in six weeks, Daddy is going to Korea.”

I looked at him and burst into tears. I knew we wouldn’t be going with him. Though the Korean War had ended eight years earlier, U.S. soldiers were still sent there for tours of duty — without their families.

“Don’t cry,” he said. “I’ll only be gone for a year.”

Only a year?

“While I’m gone, you’ll live in Florida, in Daytona Beach, near the ocean.”

Daytona Beach? Away from an army post?

“You’ll have a wonderful time.”

“No I won’t!” I hated this news. And to prove it, I pushed him out of the bathroom.

Of course, I was right and he was wrong. A few weeks later, when Dad drove our family to Daytona Beach to get us settled, I didn’t find our new life wonderful at all.

Our house was low to the ground, flamingo-pink, and made of stucco. There were no kids in the whole neighborhood. There were no real trees in our small yard — just a few scrubby ones. There was no wide open parade field to play on.

I recoiled from this new life — especially when I discovered lizards scampering across our cement driveway, a huge water bug scuttling across the floor of the TV room, and a gigantic black spider hovering in the corner of the garage. Such monsters didn’t exist on army posts — neither did the crazy variety of houses, the litter, the tawdry seaside billboards.

Adding to the trauma of adjusting to life off a military post was the awareness that my dad was leaving in just three weeks. At first, I tried to manage my grief by taking a little time out of every day to cry. In those days, I was very organized. I kept a daily list of things to do like:

Wash hands

Play with dolls

Practice writing

Practice running

I added “Cry for Daddy” to the list. But as I counted down the days till his departure, I began to cry even when it wasn’t scheduled. Worse, I abandoned the other things on my list to keep a watch on my dad. I studied everything he did — from buying a vanilla ice-cream cone at the Dairy Queen to playing catch with my brothers — because I felt I had to store up enough memories of him to last through the coming year.

The pressure became unbearable and soon forced me into the strangest relationship of my life. Just thinking about this relationship now can bring tears to my eyes. Was it with a wonderful girl? Boy? Grown-up? Dog, cat, parakeet?

No. It was with a ball.

About two weeks before Dad left, he took my brothers and me to a Rose’s Five & Dime store. He gave us fifty cents each to buy whatever we wanted.

This is the most precious fifty cents I will ever spend, I thought. Slowly, I wandered the rows of comics, coloring books, plastic dolls, and bags of candy, looking for an object worthy of the last-fifty-cents-my-father-gave-me-before-he-went-to-Korea.

When I came to the ball section, I saw, amidst a variety of balls, a truly unique specimen: a nubby rubber ball, bigger than a softball and smaller than a kickball. It was made up of swirling pastel colors — pink, blue, green.

I picked up the ball and bounced it.

It was the best bouncing ball I’d ever encountered. Barely did it touch the wooden floor before it sprang back into my hands. The ball felt friendly, spunky, and vibrant. It had such a positive and strong personality that I named it before we even got home: All-Ball.

For the next twelve days, All-Ball and I were inseparable. I bounced him on the driveway and on the sidewalk. Standing apart from everyone, deep in my own world, I bounced him for hours. And while I bounced, I talked to myself. I invented stories. Not dramatic stories of high-adventure. But stories about ordinary families — families in which everyone stayed together and everyone was safe and secure.

In these families, there was perfect order. The children all had names that began with the same letter — David, Danny, and Doris; Paul, Peter, and Patsy; Anne, Alice, Adam, and Ace.

I gave the children ages, personalities, and dialogue. I played all the parts. I was John joking with Jane; Jane laughing with Jack; Adam telling a story to Ace; Alice describing her school outfits to Anne.

I lived in different families morning, afternoon, and twilight. I could only create these worlds with All-Ball’s help. His sprightly, joyous attitude gave me confidence. The sound of his rhythmic bounce banished my fears. His constant presence eased the sorrow of Dad’s leaving. In fact, whenever Dad tried to engage me in conversation or play, I turned away from him. I stopped paying attention to him altogether.

I had fallen in love with a ball.

Though everyone in my family must have thought my behavior odd, they adjusted quickly. Within a day or two, they were treating “Sis’s ball” sort of like a family pet.

No one, however, was fully aware of the depth of my attachment until the morning All-Ball was destroyed.

It was a hot, bright July morning — just two days before Dad was to leave for Korea. I was outside before everyone else, bouncing All-Ball on the sidewalk, inventing a family with a neat number of years between each child. I liked the children to be ten, eight, six, four. Boy, girl, boy, girl. John, Jane, Jed, Joy.

While I was bouncing All-Ball in the early warm air, a small black dog wandered down the sidewalk to see what was up, a little dog I paid no attention to — until it was too late. And then everything happened so fast, I couldn’t stop it.

I fumbled a bounce. The black dog charged and grabbed All-Ball in his mouth. He punctured the rubber skin with his teeth, then shook the deflated ball with glee, tearing it to pieces. I started to scream. I screamed and screamed.

Everyone rushed out to their yards — old people from all the quiet, lonely houses. My parents, brothers, sister. I couldn’t stop screaming as I ran around, picking up all the torn patches of All-Ball. I clutched them to my chest and howled at the top of my lungs.

My mother explained to the neighbors that my ball had popped. My brothers and sister watched me in horror — my father in confusion. “We’ll get you another ball,” he said.

He couldn’t have uttered crueler words. There was no other ball like All-Ball. Not in the whole world. Not with his spirit, his bounce, his steadfastness. I screamed “No!” with such rage that everyone retreated.

I ran inside, and, clutching the pieces of All-Ball, I went to bed, yelling at everyone to leave us alone. I kissed the pastel-colored nubby skin and sobbed and sobbed.

I did not get up all day. I grieved for the death of All-Ball with all the grief my eight years could muster. I was brought lunch, cool drinks, newspaper comics, wet washcloths for my head, children’s aspirin. But nothing worked. I would not get up. I would not let go of the torn pieces of the ball.

At twilight, I could hear the family having dinner in the dining room. My mother had the decency to allow me to work out my sorrow on my own. I don’t think she even allowed anyone to laugh.

As light faded across my room, I could hear sprinklers spritzing outside, and an old woman calling to her cats. By now, my eyes stung and were nearly swollen shut. My throat burned. My heart had not stopped hurting all day.

“Little Bits?” My father stood in my doorway. He was holding a ball. It was mostly white with a little bit of blue.

I moaned and turned my face to the wall as he walked toward the bed.

“You won’t let me give you this new ball?” he said.

“No!” I said, gasping with another wave of grief. “Go away!”

“This ball’s pretty nice,” he said.

Closing my eyes, I shook my head emphatically, furious he did not understand the difference between the ball he held and All-Ball. “I hate it! Go away!”

He didn’t. He sat on the edge of the bed.

But I would not look at him. My burning eyes stared at the wall. My body was stiff with anger.

“I like your barrette,” he said softly.

He was referring to a pink Scottie dog barrette locked onto my tangled hair.

I didn’t speak.

He cleared his throat. “I hope you’ll wear that the day I come home.”

I blinked. The truth was I hadn’t thought much about his coming home. Only about his leaving.

“I’ll bring you a ring when I come back,” he said.

I didn’t move. Just blinked again.

“What kind of ring would you like?”

I mumbled something.

“What?” he asked.

“A pearl,” I said hoarsely.

“A pearl ring. Okay. On the day I come home, I’ll bring you a pearl ring. And a music box. How’s that? I’ll hide in the bushes, and when you ride up on your bike, home from school, I’ll jump out and surprise you. How’s that?”

He cleared his throat again. I turned just a little to look at him. I saw he had tears in his eyes. I didn’t want him to feel sad too. That was almost worse than anything.

I reluctantly rolled over onto my back. I looked at the ball he held. It was still a stupid ball, no doubt about that. But I mumbled something about it being pretty.

“Will you play with this one?” he said.

I touched it with my finger. I let out a quivering sigh, then nodded, accepting the complications of the moment. All-Ball would know that he could never be replaced. Ever. He was the one and only ball for me. But I could pretend to like this other one. Even play with it. For Dad’s sake.

He handed me the white ball and I embraced it and smiled feebly.

He smiled back. “Come eat some dinner with us now,” he said.

I was ready. I wanted to leave my room. The light of day was nearly gone.

“Come on.” He helped me off the bed, and, clutching pieces of All-Ball along with the new white ball, I joined the family.

My dad left soon after that. We entered a new school. Ball-bouncing was replaced with friends, homework, and writing letters to Korea. Still — and this is weird, I’ll admit — I slept with a torn piece of All-Ball under my pillow for the next year, until after my dad came home.
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“I decided to share the story of All-Ball with young readers because I think it speaks to the hardest thing about being a child: the fact that most things in your life are out of your control. On the other hand, it also shows one of the best things about being a child: the fact that you can use your imagination to help ease your troubles.

All the games I once played — from talking to All-Ball, to playing with my dolls, to pretending to be a cowboy or a soldier with my brothers — helped me become a writer. And one of the great joys of being a writer is that every day I can still use my imagination to help ease my troubles. The spirit of All-Ball now lives in my writing tools, instead of in a beloved rubber ball.”
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The kitten is a scrawny thing with burrs and bits of wood caught in its hair, where it still has hair, and pus coming out its eyes and nose. Its big baby head looks even bigger at the end of such a stick of a body. I found it in the woods at the end of my street where I play most days with my friends. This time I was alone. Lucky for you I was, I think to the kitten. Otherwise, David or Claude might have decided you’d be good practice for their slingshots. Those two can be mean, I think to myself. I don’t like playing with them really, but they live at the end of the street and sometimes you just play with the kids on your same street, even if they’re mean, sometimes even to you.

The kitten makes a pitiful noise.

“Don’t worry,” I tell it, stroking its scabby head until the mewing is replaced by a faint purr. “Everything will be okay. I’m going to take you home, and my mom will give you a bath and some medicine.”

I tuck the kitten under my jacket and run out of the woods, across the street, down the sidewalk toward my house. I feel the warmth of the kitten through my shirt and start thinking of names.

I’m only ten, so it will be five or six years before I work for Dr. Milk. My two oldest brothers worked for him part-time and summers when they were teenagers. Now my other brother, Paul, works there. Dr. Milk is the vet out on Ridge Road. He takes care of our dogs, and he will take care of my kitten.

I never had a pet that was my very own. A couple of years ago, my father got a new beagle to replace the old one who had died, Patches was his name. He called the new one Bucky and said that Bucky could be mine. But saying a thing is so doesn’t mean it is.

Bucky lives in a kennel out back, keeping his beagle smell, which my mother hates, far away from the house. I feed Bucky some days and play with him, but I am not allowed to bring him inside to sleep at the end of my bed or curl up next to me while I do my homework. Bucky is an outdoor dog; he is a hunting dog.

He is my father’s dog, really.

When I am older, I will go hunting with my father the way my brothers have done. I try not to think about this. I want to go, because I want my father to like me. But I don’t want to kill animals.

One time when my father and three brothers went hunting, one of my brothers killed a deer. Most times they kill rabbits or pheasants if they get lucky. Most times they don’t get lucky. But this time one of my brothers, I don’t remember which one, killed a deer.

The deer was hung by its feet from a tree just outside the kitchen. I could see it hanging there when I sat at my place at the table. My father urged me to eat my venison and talked about the slippers he was going to have made from the hide. I couldn’t eat. The thought of the venison made me want to throw up.

I could see the deer’s eyes, even from the kitchen table. There was life in them, still. Only the deer and I knew that there was life the bullet had missed. It was in the eyes.

I pushed the venison away.

My father said, “That’s a waste of good meat.”

My brothers teased me. One of them called me a sissy.

My mother said, “You don’t have to eat it,” and took the slab of gray meat off my plate.

My mother reaches into my jacket and removes the kitten by the scruff of its neck. She tells me to go down to the cellar and take off all my clothes and put them in a pile next to the washing machine.

“This animal is filled with disease,” she says. “We can’t let it touch anything in the house.”

“We’ll take it to Dr. Milk,” I say. “He’ll make it better.”

“We’ll see,” she says, pushing me toward the cellar stairs, the kitten dangling from one of her hands.

I can feel tears welling up. “But that kitten is mine,” I say. “I found it and it’s going to be my pet.”

She doesn’t say anything. Looking up from the cellar stairs, I see her shaking her head at the kitten. Its eyes are clamped shut. I can see the pus oozing out of them.

“You are a sorry sight,” she tells the kitten in the same soothing voice she uses with me when I’m sick. “A sorry sad sight.”

I feel in the pit of my stomach what the future of that kitten is. The feeling spreads through me like a sudden fever. Down in the cellar taking off my clothes, I cry so hard my body shakes.

When I return upstairs, my mother wraps me in my bathrobe and holds me until I can speak.

“Where’s the kitten?” I ask.

“Out on the back porch in a box. Your brother will be home soon.”

Paul will be going to college in the fall. Right now he’s a senior in high school. I can’t decide if I’m going to miss him or not. He’s the brother I know best because he’s been around the longest. The others left home when I was even younger.

Paul is the brother who taught me to ride my bicycle and the one who spent an entire Saturday with me and not his friends building a real igloo out of snow and ice. He’s the brother who tells me how to be a man.

He is also the brother who plays tricks on me and sometimes the tricks are cruel. When I get angry, he says I don’t have a sense of humor. He twists my arm behind my back sometimes until I say I’ll do what he wants me to do. He makes promises he doesn’t keep.

Paul is seventeen. He shaves every day and kisses girls right in front of me like it was nothing. He works at Dr. Milk’s part-time and summers.

I am sitting on the back porch waiting for Paul to come home and talking to the box next to me.

“Don’t worry, Smoky,” I tell the kitten inside. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you, I don’t care how sick you are. My big brother will take you to Dr. Milk’s and give you shots and medicine and stuff and you’ll get better, you’ll see. My big brother can fix anything.”

The kitten is awfully quiet. I wish it would make even a pitiful noise.

We sit in silence. I daydream that I am seventeen. I am big and strong like my brother and I can make Smoky better. I see myself driving to Dr. Milk’s out on Ridge Road, carrying the kitten in its box into the back room (which I have never seen, really, only heard my brothers tell stories about), giving it some medicine, reassuring it . . .

“Everything will be okay, Smoky, everything will be okay.”

In the kitchen behind me I hear my brother and mother talking in low voices.

Dr. Milk is not there when my brother pulls the car into the parking lot. It is after hours. My brother has a key. I am impressed by this.

“Come on,” Paul says in his take-charge voice, “get that box now. Bring it on in here.”

He flicks on the light in the waiting room. “You’re coming in back with me,” he commands. “I’ll need your help.”

“What are you going to do?” I ask. I am holding the box tight against my chest. I feel Smoky moving around inside.

“What do you think?” he says. “You heard your mother. That kitten is sick, bad sick.”

“She’s your mother, too.”

“Well, she happens to be right,” Paul tells me. “With an animal that far gone, you don’t have a choice. It’s got to be put to sleep.”

I think the tears I jam back into my body are going to kill me. I think if I don’t let them out they will kill me. But I won’t let them out. I won’t let Paul see.

“You do have a choice” is all I say. I hug the box for dear life and move to the door. Paul moves faster.

“Come on now,” he says, gently taking hold of my arm, “be a man.”

“I’m not a man,” I tell him. “I don’t want to be.”

“You’ve got to do what’s right. That kitten is half dead as it is.”

“Then it’s half alive, too.”

He shakes his head. “You always have to one-up me, don’t you?” he says.

I don’t know what he means, but I do know that no matter what I say he is going to do what he wants to do.

A few minutes later, we are in the back room. The box is empty. Smoky is inside a big old pretzel can with a hose attached, clawing at the can’s sides as my brother pumps in the gas. He is telling me it is good for me to watch this, it will toughen me up, help me be more of a man. Then he starts to lecture me about different methods of putting animals out of their misery, but all I can hear is the scratching. And then the silence.

At the supper table that night, I don’t speak. I don’t look at my brother’s face or my father’s or my mother’s. I look at the tree branch outside the kitchen window where the deer once hung. My brother is saying something about taking me to the driving range tomorrow. He will teach me to hit a golf ball.

I won’t go with him. I don’t want him teaching me anything anymore.

In the fall he will go off to college. I will be eleven. I will be alone with my parents, alone without my brothers.

I get up from the table and no one stops me.

In the living room which is dark I sit for a long time thinking. I think about my kitten. I think about the pretzel can. I think about what it will be like not having any brothers around. I feel alone and small and frightened. And then all of a sudden I don’t feel any of those things. All of a sudden it’s as if Paul has already left and I am on my own and I know some things so clearly that I will never have to ask an older brother to help me figure them out.

I will never work for Dr. Milk.

I will not go hunting with my father.

I will decide for myself what kind of boy I am, what kind of man I will become.
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“When I was asked to write a story based on my childhood, I wasn’t sure how or where to begin. I was surprised that my thoughts kept coming back to a long-forgotten episode involving a kitten I found one summer when I was ten. Slowly, the events and feelings came into sharper focus — and while I can’t swear that every moment of this story really happened, I know that every feeling is true. And in time, I came to understand that the reason for writing this story had less to do with the kitten and more to do with my brothers and myself.

As I was the youngest, my three brothers were very important in my thinking about who I was and who I would be when I grew up. All my brothers were interested in the arts and at one time or another planned on arts-related careers. As it turned out, I was the only one who actually realized that particular dream.

But my entire family was instrumental in my becoming a writer. We were a word-loving family. Our house was full of books and games; no dinner conversation was complete without jokes and wordplay. My mother recognized my talent as a writer early on and encouraged me to consider it as a profession. It took me a long time to follow her advice, but when I did, it was like coming home. Writing has always been a natural part of who I am.”
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My daughter Mary doesn’t like for me to tell this story. “It’s too sad,” she says. “It was a sad time,” I say. “I’m very happy now.” “But I want my mommy to be happy when she’s little,” she says. “It has a happy ending,” I say. “It tells why I never ran away from home.”

“Guess what?” That’s all my nine-year-old sister Lizzie had to say to get me excited.

“What?”

“You’ll never guess,” Lizzie said. And I wouldn’t. Lizzie was too smart for me. She’d skipped second grade, the one I was stumbling through. Everyone praised Lizzie. Momma depended on her to help with our two baby sisters. Complete strangers would stop Momma to say how pretty Lizzie was. “Such darling freckles,” they’d say. Lizzie would frown. She didn’t think freckles were darling, but I did. I wanted to be just like Lizzie. Smart, dependable, pretty. Even our brother Sonny thought she was terrific, and Sonny was twelve years old.

“What?” I asked again. “What? What? Tell me.”

“We’re going to see a moving picture show. The mothers are going to take us into Shanghai to see The Wizard of Oz.” Lizzie knew all about The Wizard of Oz. She’d read the book.

We lived in China when I was seven, and I’d never seen a movie. Well, actually, I had seen part of one, but I got scared and began crying so loud that Momma had to take me out before it was half over.

“You mustn’t yell this time,” Lizzie warned. “You’ll ruin it for everyone.”

“Okay,” I promised, already thrilled and scared.

“If it gets too scary for you, you can close your eyes, and I’ll punch you when it’s okay to watch again, all right?”

I nodded solemnly and promised myself that no matter what happened I would not cry. I knew Lizzie thought I was a crybaby. I was born on Halloween, so she and Sonny often called me “Spook Baby.” They could count on me to burst into tears every time they did. If I called Lizzie “Lizard,” she’d ignore me or just look at me and laugh.

As excited as I was about going to see The Wizard of Oz, I was frightened by the trip into the city. True, there were no bombs falling, no enemy soldiers standing about with guns and bayonets as there were in other Chinese cities where we’d lived. But Shanghai beyond the safe walls of the American School was crowded with desperate people.

Outside the school gate, the mothers herded our little group of American children into rickshas to go to the theater. While they did so, Chinese children no bigger than I was crowded around us. These children wore rags for clothes. I could see that their faces and bodies were covered with sores, as they pushed their dirty hands at my face, begging for coins.

I wished for my Daddy. I was never as frightened when our tall, funny father was with us. But all the fathers were far away. Ours was back home with our Chinese friends in Hwaian, near the worst of the fighting. I knew I was supposed to be happy that God needed Daddy there working with Pastor Lee to help people who were hungry and hurt by the war. But I wasn’t happy; I was jealous of those people. I wanted Daddy to be with us.

Once the movie began, though, I was swallowed up in its magic. The real world of war and homesickness and fear seemed to disappear. Even I was changed. I was no longer an ordinary-looking seven-year-old crybaby. In my soul, I knew that I looked exactly like Judy Garland.

True, I missed a lot of the cyclone, most of the flying monkeys, and only got a few deliciously scary glimpses of the Wicked Witch of the West. But Lizzie kept her promise. She poked me when it was safe to watch again, so I didn’t miss too much of the movie, and I only cried after Dorothy was safely home in Kansas.

The management was selling phonograph albums of the music in the theater lobby. Patty Jean White’s mother bought one. I longed to have one for my own, but the White’s dormitory room was right near ours. Surely Patty Jean would let the rest of us listen. Besides, we’d lost our record player when the soldiers looted our house in Hwaian.

For the next several days, the seven of us who had seen the movie gathered in the Whites’ room and listened to the record. I loved those songs, especially “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” I longed to go over the rainbow. It sounded more like heaven than the place we sang hymns about every day and twice on Sundays. Besides, when I sang that song, I knew I sounded just like Judy Garland.

“Let’s play Oz,” Lizzie said one day while we were listening.

We looked at her in astonishment. “There’s no room,” someone said.

“Not indoors, silly. Outdoors in the quadrangle.” We got excited. The Shanghai American School buildings surrounded a rectangle of huge green lawn. The quadrangle would make a wonderful Land of Oz.

“I’ll be Dorothy,” I offered.

Everyone turned and stared. “I’m supposed to be Dorothy,” I said, a bit anxiously. Couldn’t they see I was born to be Dorothy? Besides, I knew all the words. I was getting more agitated. Couldn’t they understand? No one could sing those songs with more feeling.

Lizzie was the first one to speak up. “No,” she said. “And stop jumping up and down. Patty Jean will be Dorothy. She has the right hair.”

It wasn’t fair. Patty Jean was an only child. Her mother had nothing better to do than brush and braid her long blonde hair. No one ever brushed my short brown hair but me, and I usually forgot.

“You have to be pretty to be Dorothy.” Lizzie continued. Patty Jean began to priss up her mouth at that. “Besides —” and this was the worst blow of all — “besides,” Lizzie said, “Patty Jean can sing.”

I was crushed. I could imagine one of the other kids saying something that mean, but my very own sister? She and Sonny could laugh at me in our room, but right in front of everybody? I was working so hard at not crying that before I knew it, all the good parts were gone.

“You’re small for your age,” Lizzie was saying. “You can be a Munchkin.”

“Lizard,” I muttered under my breath. “Lizard. Lizard. Lizard.” Lizzie pretended not to hear me.

I wanted to complain to Momma when we went back to our room that afternoon, but Sonny was visiting, playing with the little girls so Momma could write Daddy a letter. Even with Sonny staying in the big boys’ dormitory, our room was so crowded with beds that you could hardly walk around them.

Sitting on her bed writing, Momma looked worried. She always looked worried in those days, especially when she was writing to Daddy. Would he be hurt out there where the war was going on? Would he be killed? Would we ever see him again?

If my mother was worried, I was terrified. What would I do without my wise father? I was terribly homesick for him. I wrote letters to him whenever I could. We were never sure he would get our letters, but we sent them anyway.

“I’m going to write a letter to Daddy,” I announced, as soon as I realized that no one was in a mood to listen to me whine. I slid across the bed on my knees to look over Momma’s shoulder. I liked to copy the grown-up way my mother wrote. “Lovingly, Mary.” That’s the way she signed her letters.

“Look at this!” Lizzie yelled when I proudly showed her the letter I had written. She made her way between the beds to show it to Sonny. Sonny snorted. They both laughed.

“Give it to me,” I said, trying to grab back my letter. But they passed it back and forth over my head.

Momma tried to get them to calm down. “But, Momma,” Lizzie said. “Look how she signed it!”

“I signed it just like Momma does.”

“No you didn’t. You said ‘Lovely Katherine.’ Lovely Katherine,” she repeated, her voice ending in a squeak. Then she and Sonny doubled over in hysterical laughter. Even Momma was trying hard not to smile.

For a while, Lizzie and Sonny called me “Lovely Katherine” instead of “Spook Baby.” I tried not to cry, but I couldn’t help it. It was mean of them. I knew that no one thought I was lovely. Momma was lovely. Lizzie was lovely. Even prissy Patty Jean was lovely. I was a Munchkin.

I was, as it turned out, the only Munchkin. I did my best. I sang “Follow the Yellow Brick Road” through my nose as loud as I could, hoping that Susan or Margaret (I’d given up on Lizzie) would take note of my superior acting ability and promote me to a better role. It didn’t work. Not only did I not get a promotion, I didn’t even get a solo. After a few bars, the older girls decided that it was stupid to have just one Munchkin singing. I would be the Munchkin, but everyone would have to help with singing “Follow the Yellow Brick Road.”

So they all sang with me, but when Patty Jean, with her stuffed bear that played Toto, and Susan and Margaret and Billy left Munchkinland, my career as Munchkin was over.

“What am I supposed to do now?” I asked, ever hopeful.

“Sit down and be the audience,” said Margaret. I looked to Lizzie, but she had forgotten me. She was having a wonderful time. She was the Wicked Witch. She even had a costume. She’d tied Momma’s purple shawl around her shoulders like a cape. There were no trees in the middle of the quadrangle to hide behind, but Lizzie didn’t need trees. She huddled on the ground, completely hidden by her witch cape. She lay still for a long time, waiting until the others were in the middle of a song or deep in conversation about the wonders of Oz and then POOF! she leaped right into their path, cackling away. Everyone would jump and scream each time as though it had never happened before.

That gave me an idea. Wouldn’t it be great — just when the four friends plus stuffed bear were most downhearted — wouldn’t it be great to have a friendly Munchkin poof into the action? Surely the magical appearance of a Munchkin would cheer them up and send them on down the yellow brick road with renewed courage.

“Don’t forget!” I cried, bursting into a nasal song. “You’re off to see the wizard — the wonderful —” The Scarecrow, Lion, and Tin Man dragged me out of their path back to the audience spot (I was also the entire audience) and sat me down. Lizzie just stood there and watched without saying a word. I could see the smirk on Patty Jean’s face, which proved how unworthy she was to play Dorothy. Judy Garland would never smirk at a humiliated Munchkin.

I didn’t cry. Only babies cried, and babies weren’t allowed to play with the big kids. If I dared cry, I would be sent to play with the little ones.

I can’t remember how many weeks our chief entertainment was The Wizard of Oz, but eventually Lizzie and the others tired of it. Besides, the big boys of our families had started a new game.

During the day, workmen were digging a trench across the wide green quadrangle to install new pipes. When we left the school dining room after supper, it was not quite dusk. Sonny and some of his friends invented a game called “Snake in the Gutter.” One of the twelve-year-olds, the bigger the better, would be the snake. Everyone else would have to jump across the ditch while the snake ran up and down trying to grab you. If the snake touched you, you were dead.

I had thought anything would be better than being a Munchkin, but I was wrong. At least there was music and imagination and longing in that game. In Snake in the Gutter, there was only twilight terror and certain death. Patty Jean’s mother took one look and refused to let her darling play. I sneered at that. The ditch was only two feet deep and about that wide. And it wasn’t really dark. But without Patty Jean in the game, I was the youngest, the slowest player. Every night, I was always the first to be caught and killed.

One day that spring, Lizzie and I came back to our dorm room after school to find a lady we didn’t know visiting with Momma. There was no room for chairs, of course, so the women were each sitting on the edge of a bed. As usual, Momma had the two little ones falling off her lap onto the bed beside her. She introduced Lizzie and me to her visitor as her two older daughters. I hardly had time to be proud that I was one of the older ones when the woman started looking us up and down as though she was shopping for a piece of furniture.

Finally, she smiled at Lizzie. “Isn’t she lovely,” she said. “What charming freckles.” Then she turned and stared at me again. “Now, Mary,” she said, “you can’t tell me this one belongs to you. She doesn’t look a bit like the rest of the family.” She laughed as though she had said something funny. “Where on earth did you pick up this little stranger?”

My mother was sputtering in protest. She reached out and put an arm around me, but it didn’t help. I had heard the visitor’s pronouncement, not my mother’s denial. So that was it. My parents had adopted me, but my mother was too kind to tell me that I wasn’t really theirs. It seemed to explain everything — why my mother hardly had time even to brush my hair, why Lizzie wouldn’t take up for me in front of the others, why I wasn’t beautiful like my mother or clever like my father . . .

That night, after the snake bit me, I just started to walk away. It wasn’t worth the fight. I wasn’t thinking about what lay in the gathering darkness outside the walls of the school — war, crime, beggar children with their dirty hands stretched out — that was all forgotten. I was leaving.

I got to the edge of the quadrangle, nearly to the gate, when suddenly I realized that Lizzie had left the game and was chasing after me. When she caught up, she was panting from running so hard.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded, holding her side while she tried to catch her breath.

“I’m running away,” I said. I felt perfectly calm. I hadn’t considered for a moment that when you run away, you need some place to run to. I was just walking out.

“What do you mean, ‘running away’?” She grabbed my arm. She was clearly angry. “It’s nearly dark out there.”

“I know,” I said, shaking off her hand. “I don’t care.” I started walking again.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said.

“I’m not stupid,” I said calmly. “But it’s no use staying here. Nobody likes me, and I know I’m adopted, but Momma’s too nice to tell me.”

Lizzie really grabbed me now. She whirled me around, and although it was nearly night, I could see fire in her eyes. “You can’t run away. I won’t let you. And if you even try, I will never speak to you again as long as you live.”

Since that night, many people have told me that they loved me, but perhaps never quite so effectively. I thought about running away off and on for several years after that, but I would immediately discard the notion. After all, I couldn’t run away. Lizzie wouldn’t let me. It was a very comforting thought.
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“When I tried to think of a story to tell for this collection, I was nearly stumped. I could remember plenty of anecdotes from my past, but a real story with a beginning, middle, and end seemed hard to come by. The story I have told seemed closest to having a plot, but there was a problem: It was as much my older sister’s story as my own — what if she hated it?

With fear and trembling, I sent Elizabeth (we now call her Liz, not Lizzie) a copy of what I’d written. She wrote me back a postcard. ‘Not to worry,’ she said. ‘I liked it.’ Whew! But if you’ve read the story, you already know what a great person Lizzie is and aren’t the least bit surprised that she’s still helping her little sister through frightening situations.

Although I loved to read and often fantasized about growing up to be powerful and famous, it never occurred to me as a child that someday I would be a writer. In the sixth grade I did achieve a measure of fame as a dramatist. I wrote plays that my friends and I practiced during recess and were occasionally allowed to act out for the class. Creative writing wasn’t a part of ‘real schoolwork’ in those days. Writing meant penmanship — dipping your pen into the inkwell and inscribing loops and slants on the page. Since I nearly always dropped a large blob of indelible ink on the paper, my grades in writing tended to be poor.

It wasn’t until I was in college that my professors suggested that I might have some writing talent. I didn’t take the idea seriously until after I was married and had the first of our four children.”
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When I was a kid in the late forties, I thought the whole world was like Harlem, full of life and colors and music that spilled out onto the streets for all the people to enjoy. Life was a constant adventure, although some moments were a lot more adventuresome than others. Take, for example, the fight between the kids on our block and Reverend Abbott, our visiting minister. We didn’t have anything against Reverend Abbott because he was white, and I don’t think he had anything against us because we weren’t. In fact, he was probably a good man, and I’m sure he didn’t deserve to have so much trouble during his first summer serving the Lord.

Reverend Robinson, our regular minister, was away for the summer trying to raise money for the church’s upstate camp, Rabbit Hollow. That left Reverend Abbott just about in charge, or at least he thought he was.

Actually, if Reverend Abbott hadn’t tried so hard to help us, things might have been different. Take the time he tried to protect us from Sugar Ray Robinson, the greatest fighter in the world. We used to play a game called Skullies. You drew numbered boxes in the middle of the street and you shot bottle caps or checkers from one number to the other until you became a “killer,” and then you knocked out all the other bottle caps. One day, about four of us were really involved in a game of Skullies and didn’t notice the long, almost pink Cadillac cruising down the street. The driver of the Caddy was Sugar Ray Robinson, welterweight champion of the world. In those days, a lot of athletes either lived in or hung out in Harlem. Sugar Ray would often come around and play with the kids, the same way that Willie Mays, the baseball all-star, did when he came to New York.

OK, so Sugar Ray yelled at us, asking why we were blocking his car. Then he got out and challenged us to a fight. Now, we knew that Sugar Ray Robinson was the welterweight champion and would not hurt any of us, but Reverend Abbott didn’t know anything of the sort. All he saw was a man getting out of his car and challenging the kids. He came out yelling at Sugar Ray and telling him that he had better get back into his car. Sugar Ray took one look at the tall, thin man in front of him, shook his head, and got back into his Caddy.

We tried to explain to Reverend Abbott that you didn’t jump up into the face of Sugar Ray, but he didn’t seem to get it. He just kept insisting that fighting was wrong and that we should learn to turn the other cheek. It was clear to us that the good reverend was trying to mess things up for us.

Being a kid in Harlem wasn’t the easiest way to live. We didn’t have much of a crime problem in those days, but we did have to worry about the Window Watchers and the Root Ladies. We certainly didn’t need anybody else to look out for.

The Window Watchers were the biggest pain because there were more of them. They were the women who used to bring their pillows to the windows and watch what was happening on the block. Sometimes they would talk to each other from the windows, or order up collard greens from the vegetable man who brought his truck around in the afternoons. But mostly, they would watch what was going on and report to your mother if you did anything they considered wrong.

I remember one time Johnny Lightbourne threw a candy wrapper on the sidewalk in front of the church. A Window Watcher spotted him from the fourth floor and called down to another Watcher on the first floor. Johnny’s mother knew about it before he got home.

This was bad, but the Root Ladies were worse. The thing was, you didn’t mess with Root Ladies. Not that you actually believed that they could do anything with their roots and candles and mumbo jumbo, but there was no use taking chances. When you went over to La Marketa, you saw them sitting with rows of colored candles and twisted little roots that Fat Butch said looked like dried-up shrunken people, and you saw that they looked a little strange, and you crossed the street. No big deal — unless somebody threw a snowball at one of them and they looked at you with the evil eye. All you had to do if a Root Lady gave you the evil eye was to hold up a mirror and shine it back at her. You had to know how to protect yourself when you were a kid. In a cigar box in my closet, I kept a small mirror for Root Ladies, a crucifix for vampires, and a ground-up peach pit to throw on dogs with purple tongues.

You also had to know some of the rules. You didn’t play handball against a Root Lady’s house, walk in her shadow, or bring a broom near her. If you followed the rules, you didn’t have to worry — even if she could make her eyes glow and send them out at night to get you just when you were about ready to fall asleep.

What the Watchers and the Root Ladies did like was that all of the kids in the neighborhood went to church. In fact, most of our lives were centered around the church. I started Sunday school at about four and received my first book, Stories for Every Day of the Year, as a prize in the Tots Parade when I was five. In the summers, we went to Bible school, which was more like a summer camp than a religious school. Every kid in the neighborhood had made a wallet in Bible school.

We also learned to play basketball in the church gym. The ceiling in the gym was low and you could tell who played ball in our church because they had flat jump shots. The church also had dances for teenagers, and that really seemed to upset Reverend Abbott.

The dances had chaperones who carried fans advertising local funeral parlors. The chaperones would go through the crowd and put the fans between the couples dancing and tell them to “make room for the Holy Ghost.”

When Reverend Abbott saw his first dance and the thirteen-and-up crowd doing their thing, he was upset. There was no room for such goings-on in the Presbyterian church. So he made an announcement that there would be no more dances while he was in charge. What he wanted to do was to substitute relay races and Bible quizzes for the dances. We didn’t have MTV in those days, or video game arcades, and the dances were about our only social event. Somebody suggested a compromise: We would have relay races and square dancing. Reverend Abbott was pleased.

The next Friday was the first square dance. The chaperones stayed on the small stage and looked on approvingly. Then Reverend Abbott went to his study, and somebody put on a mambo record. It was hard to tell exactly who had put on the mambo record because it went on a second after the lights went out. The chaperones, mostly mothers and big sisters, immediately started for the light switches. They weren’t that upset. But when Reverend Abbott opened the door and saw a host of healthy young bodies swinging to a frantic Latin beat in the eerie dimness of the red emergency lights, he was beside himself. The names of all the teenagers present were taken and their parents were notified the next morning by a committee of church ladies.

OK, so Reverend Abbott wanted a fight. We decided to give him one.

We had had young ministers like Reverend Abbott before. They would work for a few months in the church, then go on to another area or, if they were lucky, to their own church. We found out that Reverend Abbott was scheduled to give his first sermon on the second Sunday after breaking up our dance.

We also found out that there was going to be an important funeral in the church later that same day. Sam Johnson, the numbers man and Bar-B-Que King of Eighth Avenue, had died. Mr. Johnson was famous for his girth, his gold tooth, his promptness in paying off when you hit the number, and his barbecue sauce. It was rumored that his funeral would be attended by every big-time gangster in Harlem. There would even be, the story went, some Italian gangsters from East Harlem coming over.

So Reverend Abbott was going to have not one but two chances to show his stuff: He would give the morning sermon at 9:30 and then conduct the funeral at 12:00. He wanted to get them both right. Several sisters said that whenever they passed the minister’s study, he was either sweating over his message or down on his knees, praying. It was to be his big day.

It was going to be our big day too.

The kids were divided into two groups — the “littles,” of which I was one, and the teenagers. It was the teenagers who came up with the plan to undermine Reverend Abbott. But the littles were part of the plot.

Sunday school started in our church at 8:00 and was over at 8:45. At 9:15, the recorded caroling bells would start, calling all the worshipers to Sunday morning service.

At 9:00, Reverend Abbott was in his study, making last-minute changes in his sermon. Girls with ribbons on their braids and Vaseline rubbed into their faces and knees were out in front of the church. Some of the boys were planning to go to the West End Theater, which was showing three features and a serial. But some of the littles knew what was going to happen, and one of them had already sneaked upstairs and found out that it was Mrs. Davis who was going to put on the record that would summon everyone to church. Her favorite hymn was “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” and its version of recorded bells sounded very nice. The little who discovered Mrs. Davis in the sound room went out and relayed the message to the big kids.

At three minutes to nine, the telephone on the first floor rang. There was a breathless voice on the wire: an urgent message for Mrs. Davis. Mrs. Davis was a pillar of the church. A tall woman with broad shoulders, a wide, dark face, and eyes that turned up ever so slightly, she had been one of its earliest members. Now she was being called downstairs with the word emergency ringing in her ears.

Emergencies in those days did not mean that your cat was in a tree or your car had a flat. An emergency in Harlem meant one of two things, either a death in the family or a fire.

Mrs. Davis rushed from the sound room, grasping the railings heavily as she made her way down the stairs toward the first floor telephone. The sound of her feet on the steps could be heard all the way down the hall.

Much to her surprise, there was no one on the phone when she answered it.

The sneakers on the teenager who ran into the sound room could hardly be heard. The record on the player was removed and another put in its place. The volume was turned up slightly. The door was closed and a padlock was put in place — not, mind you, the same padlock that was usually there and for which Mrs. Davis still held the key in her hands.

Then the teenager disappeared on his sneakered feet, down the stairs and out the side door onto 122nd Street.

The record could be heard all over the neighborhood.

“OOOOOO-EE! DON’T ROLL YOUR BLOODSHOT EYES AT ME!”

Heads turned, mouths dropped opened, eyes widened. People couldn’t believe what they were hearing!

The lyrics were less than elegant. The song, about a man who had been out all night carousing and whose eyes are bloodshot in the morning, wasn’t that original. But coming from the church sound system, amplified for the glory of God and the amusement of the entire neighborhood, it would long be remembered.

Reverend Abbott himself flew up the stairs, two at a time, sweat popping off his brow, only to find the heavy door hopelessly locked.

Mrs. Davis followed to find him banging on the padlock with his fist. She took a look, saw the padlock had been changed, and turned and rushed back down the stairs in search of the church janitor.

The record played over and over until the janitor was located and the lock broken. By the time the record was removed and the proper one put on in its place, the entire church was in an uproar. Some people were upset, and others suppressed smiles. We littles went into the back alley and told each other what records we would have put on if we had had the chance. We also stuck our fingers with a pin and swore in blood that we wouldn’t tell who had done it, even though only a few of us knew which teenager had actually been in the sound room.

Reverend Abbott started his sermon by talking about how some people didn’t realize how lucky they were to have a nice church like ours. Then he tried to get into his regular sermon, which was about all the work that Noah put in when he built the ark and why we should all work for God. But he was so nervous that he forgot most of it.

The funeral went a lot better. Because Fat Butch’s mama was Sam Johnson’s goddaughter, he had to go to the funeral with her. He said that Reverend Abbott went on about how it wasn’t always easy to tell a good man from a bad man and how we shouldn’t judge people without seeing their true hearts. All the gangsters at the funeral liked this a lot and one even cried.

The next Sunday, Reverend Abbott put two teenagers in charge of making sure the right record was on, which stopped all the hopes of the littles that “Open the Door, Richard” would call the faithful to church.

On Reverend Abbott’s last Sunday, he thanked the congregation and said that he thought he was ready to face any challenge that God might put before him. He was probably right.
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“When I was a child, I was too busy working at childhood to notice if I was having a good time of it or not. In thinking back, it seems as if I must have enjoyed myself most of the time. Judging from what was important to me — Stoop Ball, Kick-the-Can, Scullies, and other games — it’s clear that I wasn’t worried that my family was poor, which we were, or about neighborhood violence.

As a young boy, I belonged to the Presbyterian church on the corner of my block, and the church and its teachings belonged to me as well. The church was just an extension of our homes, or so it seemed. We drew our values, and our strengths, from that community and that church. It told us that life was good, and so were we. I’d like to recapture that feeling for young people today.

The church has traditionally played an important part in the lives of African Americans, both for regular churchgoers and for the community at large. Many activities — religious, social, and at some times, political — had their beginnings and often their focal point in the church. Our leadership came most often from the pulpit as well. Consider Martin Luther King, Jr., or Malcolm X, or Adam Clayton Powell — all ministers, all leaders.

My grandfather was a great storyteller. He could bring his stories, almost all taken from the Old Testament, to life in a way that would make me tremble. My stepfather used to tell stories too. His were usually scary stories, and sometimes funny. Like my stepdad and my grandfather, I tell stories too, only I write mine down.”
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When a war has been going on for more than a third of your life, you feel it’s always been there. It seemed normal, to the children of Cippenham Primary School, that there were air-raid shelters on the school playground, long, windowless concrete buildings half sunk into the ground, and that they should all sit inside, singing songs or reciting multiplication tables, whenever the bombers came rumbling their deadly way overhead. It seemed normal that every signpost in the country should have been removed; normal that the streets were fringed with huge concrete barriers called “tank traps,” to make life difficult for the invading enemy if the Germans should ever manage to cross the English Channel.

Daisy and her friends took all this for granted, like the fact that they’d never seen a fountain or a steak or a banana. They didn’t recognize that they were living through World War II; it was just “the war.” It was part of life.

Fat Alice was part of life too, unfortunately. She was the boss of the school playground: a big, pasty-faced girl with short straight hair and an incongruously shrill voice. A group of hangers-on drifted in her wake, notably Pat and Maggie, two wispy, wiry girls who hovered about her like pilot fish escorting a shark. As prey for her little gang, Fat Alice chose a particular victim at the beginning of each term. This term she had chosen Daisy.

It was a Monday morning in a blossoming spring, but Alice, Pat, and Maggie were not paying attention to the daffodils. The three of them had Daisy cornered against the fence just inside the playground gate. It was a rough wooden fence, put up to replace the elegant old wrought-iron railings that had been taken away for the War Effort, to be melted down and used for guns, or ammunition, or bombs. A splinter drove deep into Daisy’s arm, where it was pushed against the wood by Maggie’s mean little fingers.

“Ow!” said Daisy. “Ow-ow-ow!”

“Shut up,” said Fat Alice, in her high, whiny voice. “Walk along the line like I said, and don’t step off it or you’ll get punished.”

Fear was making Daisy breathe fast. She felt sick. She teetered along the chalk line they had drawn on the ground, and because of her fear she lost her balance, and lurched to one side. Shrieking with delight, the other three fell on her, pulling her blonde braids, shoving her to the ground so that Fat Alice could grab her hand and scrape the back of it over the gravel-studded asphalt. This was Alice’s favorite torture; she had learned it from her brother, who ruled the boys’ end of the playground.

Daisy squealed. Her hand was bleeding. She aimed a furious kick at Fat Alice’s bulging leg as her three tormentors scattered, and the kick was seen by Mrs. Walker, one of the “dinner ladies” who not only served meals but also kept watch during recess, to prevent the children of Cippenham Primary School from murdering each other. “Daisy Morgan!” screeched Mrs. Walker. “I seen that! No kicking! I’ll tell your teacher!”

But a dog was barking fiercely on the other side of the fence, a little gray terrier with sharp-pricked ears and tail, and beside him stood the old lady who lived in the house next to the school. Daisy didn’t know her name. She was standing very upright, wearing a shapeless brown cardigan and skirt, and she was shaking her stick at Mrs. Walker.

“It wasn’t the girl’s fault!” she called, in a clear, authoritative voice. “She was defending herself! I saw the others attacking her!”

The bell rang, and Daisy fled for school. Mrs. Walker sniffed suspiciously as she passed, but she didn’t report her.

At dinnertime, Daisy slid a piece of meat from her plate into her handkerchief, even though it was — for once — good-tasting meat instead of rubbery gristle, and she hid it in her pocket. On the way home after school, she paused by the fence.

The old lady and her dog were standing on their doorstep like sentries, watching the shouting hundreds of children flood untidily by. Daisy called out, “Please may I give him a piece of meat?”

“I’m sure he’d be delighted,” the old lady said in her strong clear voice. “Muffin! Show your manners!”

Muffin barked, twice, deliberately, before bolting the limp gray square that Daisy tossed to him. Beaming, Daisy waved, and ran home.

“Alice Smith did it,” she said, sitting at the kitchen table, wincing as her mother dabbed antiseptic on her scraped hand. “Alice Smith is a Nazi!”

Daisy’s mother spent most of her time worrying about Daisy’s father, who was in a destroyer somewhere in the North Atlantic, chasing enemy submarines. She said softly, “I don’t think so, darling. Not quite.”

But Alice and Pat and Maggie were on the attack again next day at recess, chasing Daisy into a corner and lashing at her bare legs with thin whippy branches torn from the old lady’s front hedge. Daisy heard Muffin barking indignantly at them and knew that the old lady was watching, but she was running too fast to be able to ask for help. Instead she took the perilous step of complaining to her teacher about her persecution. Her teacher spoke reproachfully to Fat Alice for thirty seconds, and Fat Alice sat next to Daisy in the shelter during the next air-raid practice and pinched her silently and viciously for half an hour.

Daisy’s arm was black and blue. She felt desperate. There was no escape. All her life she was going to be made miserable by the Alice gang, and nothing she did could make the slightest difference. After school that day, on a wild impulse, she ran down the sidewalk and in through the old lady’s front gate. Beside the front door, a forsythia bush was blooming like a great yellow cloud.

Daisy knocked at the door. “Please,” she said when it opened, “please —” and to her horror she burst into tears.

“Oh dear,” said the old lady. “This won’t do. Come in and have a cup of tea with Muffin and me.”

It was a house filled with framed old-fashioned photographs and hundreds of small ornaments; it felt friendly. Muffin lay with his chin across Daisy’s feet. Over a cup of comforting weak tea with milk and sugar, and two digestive biscuits, Daisy asked the old lady if she would mind speaking to her teacher, to describe what she had seen Fat Alice do. If a grown-up gave witness, perhaps there was a chance the tormenting might stop.

“Of course I will!” the old lady said briskly. “Bullies must always be stopped, by any means possible. That’s what this war is all about. I shall speak to your teacher tomorrow.”

But before the morning came, the village of Cippenham was given a very noisy night. Daisy was woken in the darkness, as so often before, by the chilling up-and-down wail of the air-raid siren, agitating the night from a loudspeaker on the roof of the local police station. She pulled on her raincoat over her pajamas, slung her gas-mask case over her shoulder, and followed her mother and her sleepy four-year-old brother Mike out to their air-raid shelter, the little turf-roofed, metal-walled cave sunk into the back lawn. The night was cold, and the bright beams of searchlights groped to and fro over the dark sky. There was already a faint rumble of aircraft engines in the air.

“Quickly, darlings!” Her mother hurried them to the shelter door, behind its barricade of sandbags. It was hard to see anything; flashlights were forbidden in the blacked-out nights of wartime England, where the windows of every house were covered closely by black curtains, or by strips of sticky brown tape that would also keep glass from scattering if the windows were blown in by blast.

Daisy could hear shells bursting in the sky, fired from the long guns of the anti-aircraft post at the end of the street. Then the bombs began falling, with their unmistakable dull crump sound, vibrating through the earth. She had never been much afraid of the bombs, not with the intense personal terror she felt when Fat Alice and her friends jumped out at her. But this time, the bombs sounded closer than ever before — a sequence of huge crashes, louder and louder, shaking the shelter so that the single lighted candle jumped and flickered on the earthen floor. Daisy buried her head in her mother’s lap.

It was a long night, before the single steady note of the all clear sang out through the sky, and they could go back to bed.

When Daisy set out from home next morning, she found a crowd of excited children milling in the road near her school, and behind them a fluttering orange tape strung as a temporary barrier across the road. Behind the tape was a huge hole. Broken pipes jutted from the clay-brown soil; the earth had been sliced as if it were a cake.

“What is it?” Daisy said to the nearest familiar face.

“It’s a bomb crater, stupid! Jeff found three super bits of shrapnel!”

“A whole stick of bombs fell last night.” This was a chunky, confident boy called Fred, who always came top of Daisy’s class. “Our two were the first, that’s why they’re closer together.”

“Our two?” Daisy said.

“The other one’s right by the playground. Just our luck it didn’t hit school.”

“Jerry can’t shoot straight!”

“Look, there’s all the teachers! They’re sending everyone home!”

Daisy wasn’t listening. She was edging along what was left of the sidewalk, past the crater, past houses whose windows were blank and empty, their glass all blown in by the bomb. Assorted grown-ups frowned at her and called her back, but not before she had reached the playground gate — splintered now, and hanging from one hinge. She saw the playground littered with bricks and broken glass and strange pieces of metal. And beside it, she saw an unfamiliar gap. The old lady’s house was no longer there.

Daisy rushed forward, into the playground, ignoring the shouts behind her, until she stood at the edge of the ruin where the house had been. It was a mass of rubble, of broken brick and splintered beams; she saw a piece of carpet jutting from underneath a pile of roofing tiles. There was a strong smell of dust.

A hand took hold of her shoulder; it was the elderly policeman who watched the road crossing before and after school.

“Come on, love. You can’t come here — it’s dangerous.”

“The old lady,” Daisy said urgently. She looked up at him. “The old lady?”

“Did you know her?” said the policeman.

“Sort of,” Daisy said.

The policeman hesitated, then sighed. “She was killed by the bomb. Direct hit. She can’t have known a thing about it.”

Daisy stared at him, stunned. Yesterday the old lady had given her tea and digestive biscuits. Today she didn’t exist. It wasn’t possible.

The policeman said again, gently, “Come on.”

As Daisy turned to go with him, a movement in the ruins of the house caught her eye. She paused, peering, and saw Muffin, cowering behind a heap of rubble. He seemed to be unhurt, but he was coated with dust and dirt, and he was shivering — shaking all over, violently, as if he were terribly cold.

“Muffin! Here, boy! Muffin!” She tried to get his attention, but he wouldn’t look at her. She wondered if he could hear.

“It’s the bomb,” the policeman said. “That her dog, is it? England’s full of dogs and cats like that, these days. Lost their people. Shell-shocked, like. Come on then, boy!” He moved toward the dog, hand outstretched, but Muffin turned away abruptly and fled.

“We’ll keep an eye out for him,” the policeman said.

Before she went home, Daisy stopped at the tiny general store opposite the school. Its windows had all been blown in, but it was still open; indeed there was a cheerful notice lettered on the plywood which had already been nailed over the windowframe, reading: MORE OPEN THAN USUAL. With some pennies she found in her pocket, Daisy bought a bun, and when nobody was looking she threw it into the ruins of the old lady’s house. Muffin would be back, and he would be hungry.

And Muffin did come back. Before long, the playground was cleared of rubble, the road was repaired, the remains of the old lady’s house were flattened, and school began again. And the children began to notice Muffin, sometimes, lying on the ground where his house had been. He was thin and dirty, and his ears and tail were no longer as perky as they had been before. Some of the children tried to call him, or catch him, but he always ran away.

Only once, when Daisy was alone and called, “Muffin! Muffin! Show your manners!”— then Muffin came trotting to her and licked her hand, and let her pat him. But even then he leaped away when she tried to take hold of his collar. There was no sign of him afterward, for days.

Fat Alice had been distracted from her usual pursuits by the excitement of the bomb craters, and the prestigious bits of shrapnel that could be collected, or taken away from the collections of smaller, weaker boys or girls. She had not forgotten Daisy, however. She began now a quiet campaign of small intermittent cruelties, with no reason or pattern. At unexpected times of the day, in classroom or playground or corridor, she would appear suddenly at Daisy’s side and give her a quick fierce kick or pinch, vanishing afterward with a speed remarkable in one so large. Daisy began to feel constantly nervous, like a hunted animal.

Sometimes she felt angry with herself for doing nothing to combat the maliciousness of Alice Smith. But what was there to do? She was outsized and outnumbered, and the little gang of bullies took care never to do anything that might catch the attention of a teacher. Now that Daisy had lost the old lady, the only grown-up she could enlist as saviour was her mother. But that had been tried last term, by Molly Barnes, a placid, amiable girl even fatter than Alice, who was the butt of the gang for so long that she seemed to be constantly in tears. Molly’s mother had come to school to complain — and close on her heels had come Alice’s mother, a tough, aggressive lady who was heard, through the headmaster’s closed door, angrily shouting a number of words Daisy had never heard uttered before.

So the headmaster had not known which mother to believe, and the reign of Fat Alice had gone on undisturbed. And Daisy said nothing that would bring her own mother to the school, because she knew the result would be just the same.

It was a Friday, four weeks after the bombs fell, when Alice did the worst thing of all. Daisy liked Fridays, not only because they marked the end of the week, but because the last class of the day was art. She loved drawing and painting, more than anything. Even though, in their overcrowded school, her class had to double up with Alice’s class for art — giving Alice easy opportunities for poking Daisy with one end of a paintbrush, or dabbing paint on her skirt with the other — even so, it was Daisy’s favorite class.

And this Friday was even better than most. Their teacher said, “Think of the best story you’ve ever heard from your mother or father, and paint me a picture of it.”

Daisy thought of the last time her father had come home on leave, after he had been sailing to the north coast of Russia on what he called “the Murmansk run,” and she painted what he had described. She painted his destroyer, as she often did at home, but she showed it encrusted all over with ice, with men muffled up in heavy jackets and gloves chipping the ice away from spars and guns and rails. She painted the gray angry sea and the big waves, and a patchy blue sky, and a huge, white jagged iceberg rearing up in the background. She particularly liked the iceberg.

“That’s wonderful, Daisy!” said her teacher, and she held it up in front of the class. She said Daisy should take the picture home to show her mother, and then bring it back next week to be shown to the whole school in morning assembly.

Daisy set off cheerfully for home, in the noisy bouncing crowd pouring out of the playground. But a figure came running and pushed her sideways, and then another, and she found herself nudged and shoved out of sight of everyone else, behind the air-raid shelters. Alice, Pat, and Maggie closed around her, bright-eyed, grinning.

“She did ever such a nice painting!” said Alice, shrill, jeering. “She’s so stuck-up, she thinks she’s the cat’s meow — here, I’ll show you her lovely painting!”

She grabbed the rolled-up paper from under Daisy’s arm.

“Give it back!” Daisy yelled. But Pat and Maggie were holding her arms, and she couldn’t get free. She struggled, feeling her eyes blur with angry tears, and she saw Fat Alice unroll her beautiful painting and drop it deliberately face-down into a muddy puddle. Then Alice lifted her foot and trod on it.

Daisy let out a great sob, and kicked at Alice. She felt her shoe hit Alice’s shinbone, hard.

Fat Alice shrieked with pain. Her face twisted with fury and venom, and she advanced on Daisy. “Just you wait!” she hissed.

But behind her, there was a sudden astounding noise, halfway between a roar and a shriek, and out of the wasteland that had been the old lady’s house, Muffin came rushing. He looked very small, and very dangerous. He flung himself at Fat Alice, growling and snapping; then whirled at Pat and at Maggie, nipping their ankles, jumping up at them, teeth bared. A small dog had become a small tornado, a whirling flurry of danger and menace. The three girls screamed and backed away, but Muffin came after them, snarling, biting, until they scattered and ran.

“Mad dog!” Alice howled. “Mad dog . . .” Her voice faded as she disappeared down the road.

Muffin came back to Daisy. He looked up at her, panting, his tongue lolling, and she crouched beside him and fondled his small dirty head. Muffin licked her face.

“Let’s go home, Muffin,” Daisy said.

Muffin barked, deliberately, twice.

Daisy picked her painting out of the puddle. It was a blurred, muddy, unrecognizable mess. She crumpled it up and dropped it again, and she turned and ran out of the playground, through the streets, home. Muffin ran at her heels.

Bursting through the kitchen door, breathless, Daisy found her mother peeling potatoes. “Mum,” she said, grasping for the words she had been rehearsing as she ran. “Mum, I have a friend, he’s been bombed out, please can he stay?”

Daisy’s mother looked down at Muffin.

“Dad says every ship should have a mascot,” Daisy said.

Her mother smiled. She said, “You just have time to give him a bath before tea.”
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“My story ‘Muffin’ is set in England during World War II, because that’s where I was when I was your age. I once put all that part of my life into a book called Dawn of Fear, a war story which is pure autobiography except that I turned myself into a boy called Derek. Don’t ask me why.

The main character in ‘Muffin,’ Daisy, is not me, but she goes to the same school as Derek/Susan, and the bombs that she hears fall are the same ones Derek hears in Dawn of Fear. I found myself wondering the other day whether Derek ever met Muffin. It’s sometimes hard for writers to remember where real life ends and story begins.

I began life as a passionate reader and pretty soon realized I was a writer as well. When I edited my school magazine, I found it was much easier to write things than to persuade other people to write them, and I still own a rather embarrassing issue in which eleven contributions (and two pictures) are signed by Susan Cooper. I’ve been scribbling away ever since.”
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It all started the day my friend Casilda dared me. All my friends were hanging out in the schoolyard at St. Anselm’s. It was around seven o’clock on Saturday evening. Casilda, Wanda, Mary, and little Ritchie had already confessed earlier.

Now we were just watching people leaving church after confessing. The kids began to talk about how confession made you feel different — pure and holy. “. . . so then the next day when you receive Communion,” explained Casilda, “you become clean and without no sins.” She looked up at the sky all dreamy-eyed, like she had just done something so perfect.

The fact was, all my friends — except for Joey who was Pentecostal — had already made their First Communion. Even little Ritchie, who was only eight, had made his Communion last year in Puerto Rico. I was ten years old and I still had not made my First Communion. Every Saturday, it was the same. Me and Joey had to wait until the rest of them confessed; then we had to hear how they all felt pure and terrific. More and more, I began to feel left out, like I was a stranger instead of their friend.

Here I was again, listening to them sound off. Blah, blah, and blah, bragging like they knew it all. I was really getting annoyed and decided to let them know just how I felt.

“It don’t sound like a big deal to me,” I told them.

“That’s because you don’t know what you are missing.” Casilda went on boasting, paying me no mind. But I had already heard enough! I was going to show them what I thought of them and their holy selves.

“I think I’m gonna receive Holy Communion and without no confession,” I blurted out.

“But you can’t!” argued Wanda. “You have to go to confession and tell the priest all the bad things you done. Then the priest gives you prayers to say so that God will forgive your sins.”

“That’s right,” added Mary. “That’s called penance. You gotta say penance first to prepare for Holy Communion.”

“Or else it’s a sin — a big sin — and you could go to hell!” declared Casilda.

I enjoyed looking at their shocked expressions and decided to go even further. “But I don’t believe in no confession. Anyway, my father says there ain’t no hell and no heaven either. He says heaven and hell are right here on earth. Heaven is for the rich and hell is for the poor.”

“That’s a bad thing to say,” shrieked Mary.

“You better not talk that way,” warned Wanda.

“Yeah,” agreed little Ritchie, “I think that’s a real bad sin to say.”

I just shrugged at their attempts to stop me. Actually, I was pleased to be getting all their attention.

“All right, since you act like it’s no sin and you ain’t scared, go on!” shouted Casilda loud and clear. “I dare you to receive Holy Communion tomorrow.” I hesitated, but Casilda wouldn’t let up. “Well Big Mouth, are you gonna do it or not?”

Everybody became quiet, waiting to see what I would do. So how could I back off? Especially the way Casilda got right into my face. No way was she going to make me look chicken in front of my friends.

“Well?” she shouted, standing with her hands on her hips and her chin pointing my way. “You said you were gonna do it. It’s tomorrow or forget about it.”

“Tomorrow for sure,” I answered, trying to sound unconcerned and confident. “Unless you got a problem, girl, I’ll see your face there too.” I could hear the oohs and aahs from the others. But I stood my ground, because tomorrow at ten o’clock Mass, all my friends were coming to see me take Casilda’s dare.

My mother blamed my attitude about religion and the Catholic Church on my dad. And in more ways than one, she was right. You see, I never went to Catholic school like some of the other Catholic kids. The main reason was because we couldn’t afford the fee. I was the youngest of seven children, and the only girl. Money was always scarce in our household. But even if we’d had the funds, my dad would have refused to pay for parochial school. He was an avid socialist and was opposed to organized religion, especially the Catholic Church.

So I was sent instead to catechism. Two afternoons a week I was let out early from public school to attend religious instruction at St. Anselm’s Catholic school. But most of the time, I never got there like I was supposed to. Instead, I skipped catechism and played outside until it was time to go home. Or I’d go farther down to Third Avenue where the big stores were, and I’d window-shop.

When I did manage to attend catechism, I hardly paid attention. I found it all very boring. But now as I look back, I can see my dad’s influence at work. “Don’t be superstitious like your mother,” he’d warn me. He told me to question everything the nuns taught me. My dad told me it was the bosses in our dominant society who wanted all workers to be obedient. Then the workers would never fight for justice or their rights. It was the Church’s way, and the way of capitalism too, he told me.

When I asked him if he believed in God, he’d snap back, “There is no God. There is humankind and only the here and now!”

He would never tell me these things in front of my mother. She was quite religious and always had a lit candle in a red glass holder in front of a holy picture of St. Lazarus. My mother often prayed at her small altar for the salvation of my father’s soul.

But I wasn’t so sure my dad was right. For instance, sometimes I’d sneak into St. Anselm’s by myself, especially on the afternoons when I was supposed to be in religious instruction. If I heard or saw a priest, nun, or any grown-up, I would duck down behind one of the pews and remain out of sight.

I loved inhaling the fragrance of melted wax and incense. Sitting and just thinking in the silent, almost empty church had a comforting effect on me. Carefully, without making a sound, I would visit the stations of the cross and all the holy statues. I’d examine the details of each station and the carving of the snake beneath the sacred Virgin’s feet. It was at once both mysterious and marvelous.

Occasionally, I tried to feel pious by staring at the faces of the large statues. I hoped to see them blink an eye or move a muscle. I waited for a signal that would prove their power. But they continued to stare blankly into space and never moved an inch. Still, I got to know each one and even developed a fondness for them. I had two favorites: the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Conception. I lit candles to them but never bothered to put a cent in the money box. Most of the time, I had no money. When I did get a few cents, it went to buying candy, which I was not about to give up for anybody or anything.

Whenever I was tempted to make a wish, I thought about my dad and felt like a traitor. I knew I was doing wrong by taking the candle in the first place. But since I didn’t make a wish and asked for nothing, I figured it wasn’t too terrible a sin.

But tomorrow, according to my friends, I would be committing a terrible sin. If my mom knew, she would surely give me a bad punishment. If I was caught, my dad wouldn’t defend me either. For sure he’d say I got what was coming to me for playing silly games. No matter which way I figured it, I was risking deep trouble.

Besides, during my solo visits to St. Anselm’s, I had bonded with my church. In fact, I figured how I probably knew it better than Casilda, Wanda, Mary, and her cousin Ritchie did! I knew each corner and just about every carving there. Even though I wasn’t religious like my friends, I knew that the Communion wafer was supposed to be the body of Christ. Now that was a scary thought!

As much as I loved and respected both my parents, it was hard to figure out which one of them was right. I listened to my dad, but I also prayed just like my mom. Usually, I prayed to God. When I wanted something or got scared, I was not above pleading with God. I’d pray with all of my might: God let this happen or God don’t let that happen. It seemed I always called on God when I needed help. During those times of need, prayers came naturally to me.

Tonight was no exception. I prayed real hard that something would happen to stop my going through with the dare. I also prayed that if I did go to church tomorrow, none of our neighbors would see me there, especially not nosy Mrs. Melendez. She was always watching out of her front window so she could gossip about everybody on our block. That whole night, I could hardly sleep. My stomach did flip-flops, and I tossed and turned until the sun came up.

I ate my breakfast on Sunday morning, well aware that it was customary to fast from confession until one received Holy Communion. “You gotta have a clean stomach to eat the body of Christ,” Wanda had warned. “Maybe you better not eat breakfast.”

“I’ll eat all I want for breakfast,” I had told her. Now, I could hardly chew my cereal or drink my milk.

I was grateful that no one in my family went to early Sunday Mass. My mother always told us she preferred to go on weekdays when there were few people and she could commune better with God. My older brothers never attended Mass, except for Easter Sunday and other high holy days. My aunt Maria went to afternoon Spanish Mass at one o’clock.

My mother gave me her blessing, as she did every Sunday, and sent me off to meet my friends. We were all going to attend ten o’clock Mass as usual.

I tried to act really calm when I saw everyone. I was surprised that even Joey was there. His folks didn’t allow him to go inside our church. Joey was taking a chance disobeying them, so I knew he was there to see the action. There was no way I was gonna back out now.

“Are you really gonna do it?” asked Joey.

“Sure,” I answered. “Why not!”

“You can still change your mind, you know.”

“It’s all right if she’s chicken,” said Casilda with a big phony smile. “It don’t matter to me none.”

“Look, girl,” I snapped back, “I’m going through with it. So it don’t matter what you want. I even had me a big breakfast — bacon and eggs.” I lied. “And they tasted great. So, be cool . . . fool!”

When we arrived at church, we went right up to the front pew, because everyone except Joey was receiving Communion. I sat still during Mass, not daring to turn around. If anybody saw me, I sure didn’t want to see them. Then the time came for Communion. Slowly but surely Casilda turned and stared into my eyes. As she walked up to the altar, she was followed by Wanda, Mary, and Ritchie. At first, I sat there feeling too numb to move. Maybe my friends wouldn’t notice and I could stay put. But I knew I had no choice, so I stood and followed behind Ritchie.

I watched carefully and copied whatever Ritchie did. I knelt down at the altar and put my palms together and closed my eyes, as if in deep prayer. But I made sure to peek out of my right eye so I could see the priest. He was getting closer and closer. Then it was my turn, and the priest stood before me and made the sign of the cross. I stuck out my tongue and tasted the wafer, as thin and sticky as a postage stamp. I was amazed that it had no flavor at all. My heart was pounding so hard I couldn’t move. But I took a deep breath and managed to open my eyes. Then I got to my feet and followed the others back to our pew.

As I sat down, I felt a sharp poke in my side. It was Casilda. “Now you’ll go to hell for sure,” she whispered.

“Stop chewing,” Wanda warned me. “You’re not supposed to chew the sacred body of Jesus, you know. Let it melt in your mouth!”

They both scared me half to death. I sat and silently prayed for mercy while I waited for something terrible to happen to me. But Mass continued and nothing unusual occurred.

Outside, the sun was shining and people stood around talking to each other. I was glad that no one had stopped me or recognized me. Secretly, I thanked God for my good luck.

Joey was the first one to speak. “Wow!” he shrieked. “You did it, girl. I didn’t think you would go through with it but —”

“Yeah!” interrupted Casilda. “But you committed a very big sin.”

“For sure,” agreed Mary. “And when you make your real Communion, you’re gonna have to confess it.”

“That’s right.” Wanda nodded. “And you’re gonna have to do a lotta penance. Girl, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes for nothing!”

I felt pretty victorious now and ignored their warnings. After all, I had taken the dare and won.

“It don’t bother me none,” I smugly answered. “You see I ain’t never going to confession. And I ain’t never taking Communion again! Never!”

“Then you will just go to hell for absolute sure,” said Casilda.

“Remember, my father says there ain’t no hell!” I responded.

“But what does your mother think?” asked Casilda. “Tell us that!”

I couldn’t answer with the truth, because I knew exactly what my mother thought. She would probably punish me worse than God. “I don’t worry about that,” I lied, then shrugged. “Anyway, I’m entitled to my own opinion, you know. This is a free country!” It was a favorite phrase from my older brother Gilbert.

As we walked along, the argument dwindled and we got to talking about other things. We spoke about school, and the end of the latest serial of the Green Hornet in the movie theaters, and the most recent Batman and Robin comic book.

Soon after, my mother took me to task and made sure I attended religious instruction. And about a year and a half later, I made my First Holy Communion. It was then that I finally owned up to most of my sins. These of course included lighting candles without contributing to the money box and receiving Communion without confession. I expected to be doing penance for at least a year. To my surprise, the priest mildly rebuked me and gave me a reasonable penance.

Afterward, I admitted to myself that it was a great relief to be able to confess and remove those dreaded sins from my conscience. But I never once admitted my relief to Casilda, Wanda, Mary, and little Ritchie, or even Joey. After all was said and done, I had won the dare. My newfound clean conscience remained my secret.
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“From the moment my mother handed me some scrap paper, a pencil, and a few crayons, I discovered that by making pictures and writing letters I could create my own world . . . like ‘magic.’ In the small, crowded apartment I shared with my large family, making ‘magic’ permitted me all the space, freedom, and adventure that my imagination could handle. Drawing and painting were my first loves. Then, I began to write and to paint pictures with words.

When I was asked to write a story for this anthology, I decided to describe an event in my childhood that had tested my religious beliefs and my regard for authority figures. The incident I wrote about forced me to make some important decisions at an early age. Because my parents had such conflicting views about religion and spiritual beliefs, I had to find my own way. Upon reflection, I realized that my rebelliousness had a purpose. By taking my friends’ dare, I was able to act independently, without taking either parent’s side.

To this day, I continue to have a solid spiritual belief in a divine order very much like my mother’s. I also strongly believe in many of the practical things my father taught me. Like him, I think that people must work hard and respect each other on this planet. Good deeds and faith in the capacity of our fellow human beings are necessary for our survival.”
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When I was your age, I was flying. I wasn’t flying all the time, of course, and I didn’t fly by myself, but there I was, nonetheless, on Saturday afternoons in the 1950s, several thousand feet in the air over the state of Connecticut, which is where I grew up. I sat in the back cockpit of a small airplane and looked down at the forests and the fields and the houses and the roads below me from an intense, vibrating height and hoped that my father, in the front cockpit, would not notice that I had cotton balls stuffed in my ears.

I always flew with my father, who had been a pioneer aviator in the 1920s and ’30s. I think that he wanted to share his love for the air and for airplanes with his growing family, the way sports-minded fathers took their children to ball games on Saturdays and taught them to play catch afterward. My father took his children to the airport instead and taught them to fly.

Though he was the pilot on these flights, he did not own the airplane. It was a sixty-five-horsepower Aeronca, with tandem cockpits, that he rented from a former bomber pilot whose name was Stanley. Stanley managed the airport, including the huge loaf-shaped hangar that served as a garage for repairs and maintenance to the aircraft, and he leased out the group of small planes tethered near the building like a fleet of fishing boats clustered around a pier.

It was Stanley, most often, who stood in front of the airplane and waited for my father to shout “Con-TACT!” from the cockpit window, at which time, Stanley gave the propeller a hefty downward shove that sent it spinning into action and started the plane shaking and shuddering on its way. The job of starting the propeller was simple but perilous. My father had warned us many times about the danger of standing anywhere near a propeller in action. We could list almost as well as he did the limbs that had been severed from the bodies of careless individuals “in a split second” by a propeller’s whirling force. Therefore, each time that Stanley started the propeller, I would peer through its blinding whir to catch a glimpse of any pieces of him that might be flying through the air. Each time, I saw only Stanley, whole and smiling, waving us onto the asphalt runway with his cap in his hand and his hair blowing in the wind of our passing — “the propwash” my father called it.

My sister and my three brothers flew on Saturdays too. The older ones were taught to land and take off, to bank and dip, and even to turn the plane over in midair, although my second-oldest brother confessed that he hated this — it made him feel so dizzy. The youngest of my three brothers, only a few years older than me, remembers my father instructing him to “lean into the curve” as the plane made a steep sideways dive toward the ground. My brother was already off balance, leaning away from the curve, and hanging on for dear life. For my sister, our father demonstrated “weightlessness” by having the plane climb so steeply and then dive so sharply that for a moment she could feel her body straining upward against her seatbelt, trying to fight free, while our father shouted out from the front seat that one of his gloves was actually floating in midair.

“See the glove? See the glove?” He called to her over the engine noise and explained that if this state of weightlessness could continue, everything inside the plane would go up in the air. My sister nodded, not speaking, because, she told me later, everything in her stomach was going up in the air, too, and she did not dare open her mouth.

My oldest brother took to flying immediately and eventually got a pilot’s license, though he ended up joining the navy and becoming a “frogman,” spending as much time underwater with an aqualung and a wetsuit as he ever had spent in the air. What he secretly yearned to do during the flying years, though, was to jump right out of an airplane altogether, with a parachute. Finally, many years later, he had his chance and told me about it afterward. He stood at the open door of the airplane, with the parachute strapped to his back, wobbling back and forth at first, like a baby bird afraid to leave the nest. Then he jumped, fell about a hundred feet through the air, and only then pulled the cord that caused the chute to blossom around him like a great circular sail. Swaying under it, he floated toward the ground until he landed, fairly hard. I listened with astonishment; my brother’s daring thrilled me to the bone.

My father on the other hand, along with most of the early aviators, was not impressed by the growing enthusiasm for parachute-jumping as a sport. Young daredevils like my brother could call it “sky-diving” if they wanted to, but the aviation pioneers referred to it disgustedly as “jumping out of a perfectly good airplane.” In their day, a pilot only jumped when he had to: if it was absolutely certain that the airplane was headed for a crash and the parachute was his only hope for survival.

I was considered too young for aerial adventures when I flew, so I did not get dizzy or sick or worry about whether my parachute would open. It was only the noise that gave me trouble. I have never shared other people’s enthusiasm for loudness. I don’t like sudden sounds that make you jump with alarm, like the noises of fireworks or guns, or endless sounds that pound in your head so hard you can’t think about anything else, like the commotion made by jackhammers and the engines of small airplanes. My sister felt exactly the same way. In fact, she was the one who showed me how to stuff cotton balls in my ears, secretly, for takeoff — when the engine noise was loudest — and for as long during the flight as we could get away with it.

Our father frowned upon the cotton balls. If he saw them, he would make us remove them. He claimed that they diminished the experience of flying and were in any case unnecessary: The engine noise was not so terribly loud that one couldn’t get used to it; he certainly had done so. But my sister and I agreed that the only reason he and the other early aviators had “gotten used to” the noise of airplane engines close to their ears was that they had been deafened early on. We were not about to let this happen to us!

My mother, who had also flown back in the early days, always told us that she had loved her experience as a glider pilot best, because there was such extraordinary quiet all around her. In the absence of the usual aircraft engine noise, she could hear the songs of birds and sometimes even the trilling of insects, crickets or cicadas, on the grassy hillsides below. She said that because there was no noise, she could actually feel the power of air, the way it could push up under the wings of a glider and keep it afloat — like a boat on water — with the strength of unseen currents. She talked about “columns of air,” stretching like massive tree trunks between earth and sky. “Just because you can’t see the air doesn’t mean there’s nothing to it,” she said. “Most of the really important things in our lives are invisible, anyway.”

When it was my turn to fly with my father, I sat in the back cockpit and enjoyed the view all around me while he, in the front cockpit, flew the plane. I had a duplicate set of controls in back, with rudder pedals, a stick, and instruments, so that if I had been a true student pilot, I could have flown the plane myself, if called upon to do so. But since I was too young to understand or even to reach most of the controls in my cockpit, I just watched them move as if by magic, with no help from me at all, in response to my father’s direction and will.

It looked easy. The stick in front of me, exactly like the one in front of my father in the forward cockpit, looked like the gearshift on our car. If it moved backward suddenly (toward me), it meant that my father had decided we were going up. There would be a rushing in my ears, in spite of the cotton, and as I looked over my father’s head, through the front window of the aircraft, I would imagine that we were forcing our way right into heaven, higher and higher through ever more brilliantly white banks of cloud. I sometimes daydreamed of bumping into angels, assembled on one of these cloud banks with their halos and their harps, or startling St. Peter at the pearly gates, or God himself in his sanctuary.

But then, as I watched, my stick would point forward again, toward what I could see, over the front pilot seat, of the back of my father’s neck, with its trim fringe of gray hair and a khaki shirt collar. Then the airplane would nose down, giving a cockeyed view on all sides of blue sky and wooded hillsides and little tiny roads with buglike cars creeping along them, so very slowly. When we were flying, I was struck always by the insignificance of the world we had left behind. Nothing on the ground had speed, compared to us. Nothing looked real. Once I had climbed into the airplane, all of life seemed concentrated inside the loud space of it, shaking but steady, with my father’s own hand on the controls. We were completely self-sufficient, completely safe, rock-solid in the center of the sky.

It was also a bit monotonous. My father did the same things and said the same things, loudly, over and over. I knew by heart that a pilot had to fly with a steady hand, with no sudden or jerky movements, just a little throttle here, a little wing dip there, always a light, even touch, always a calm approach. I knew all the stories about student pilots — those not already dismembered by propellers — who “froze” to the stick in a panic and could not let go, forcing the plane into a tragic nosedive. There was no room in my father’s lessons with me, his youngest and least experienced child, for soaring like the birds — no wind in the hair, no swooping and circling. We just droned along, my father and me.

And then, one Saturday afternoon, we didn’t. I don’t remember now exactly what made me understand there was something wrong with the airplane. I think there may have been a jerking sensation that repeated itself over and over. And I think too that there was a huge stillness in the air, a silence so enormous that it took me a moment to realize that it was actually the opposite of noise and not noise itself. The silence was there because the engine had stalled. Perhaps the most profound moment of silence occurred when my father realized that it was not going to start again — no matter what he did. We were in the middle of the sky, on a sunny Saturday afternoon over Connecticut, in a plane without an engine.

I don’t think there was any drop in altitude, not at first. What I noticed was my father’s sudden alertness, as if he had opened a million eyes and ears in every direction. I heard him say something sharp on the airplanes’s two-way radio to Stanley down below, and I could hear the crackle of Stanley’s voice coming back. I knew enough not to say very much myself, although my father told friends later that I asked him once, in a conversational way, “Are we going to crash?” And when he told this part of the story, the part where I asked that question, he would laugh.

I don’t remember being afraid of crashing. In fact, I don’t remember fear at all, but I do remember excitement. At last something different was going to happen! I quickly took the cotton out of my ears because my father was talking. He told me that he was looking for a good place to land. We would have to land, he explained, because the engine wasn’t working, and we could not land at the airport, because we were too far away to get there in time. (In time for what? I wondered.) He was looking for an open area to put the plane down in, right below us somewhere. We were now over a wooded hillside, dotted here and there with cow pastures: It would have to be a cow pasture. He spotted one that looked possible and circled down toward it.

There was nothing resembling a runway below us and no room to spare. He would have to tip the plane sideways and slip it into the pasture that way, somehow righting it and stopping its movement before it could hit any of the trees at the four edges of the field. We circled lower and lower, barely clearing the treetops, and then he told me to put my head down between my knees.

“Hold on!” my father said.

I didn’t see the landing, because my head was down, but I felt it: a tremendous series of bumps, as if we were bouncing on boulders, and then the plane shook and rattled to a stop. Then we took off our seatbelts and opened the doors and got out. I didn’t see any cows in the pasture, but there were a bunch of people coming toward us from the road, and it looked as if one of them might be Stanley from the airport. I was careful to stay clear of the propeller.

Nobody could figure out how we had landed safely. They had to take the plane apart to get it out of the pasture, a week or more after that Saturday afternoon. But my father and I got a ride back to the airport with Stanley and drove home in plenty of time for dinner. We didn’t talk much on the way home. My father seemed tired, though cheerful, and I was thinking.

I had found out something about him that afternoon, just by watching him work his way down through the air. I held on to the knowledge tightly afterward, and I still hold it to this day. I learned what flying was for my father and for the other early aviators, what happened to him and why he kept taking us up to try flying ourselves. As we came in through the trees, he was concentrating hard, getting the rudder and the flaps set, trying to put us in the best possible position for a forced landing, but he was doing more than that. He was persuading and coaxing and willing the plane to do what he wanted; he was leaning that airplane, like a bobsled, right down to where it could safely land. He could feel its every movement, just as if it were part of his own body. My father wasn’t flying the airplane, he was being the airplane. That’s how he did it. That’s how he had always done it. Now I knew.
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“In the household where I grew up, writing was a kind of family habit, something the adults around me did every day without thinking too much about it, like taking a walk or brushing their teeth. I can’t recall any time during my childhood when one of my parents was not engaged in writing a book. Most often, they were both busy writing books. This made us believe that the best thing you could do with an interesting idea or experience was to write it down. My sister Anne and I caught on to this notion early, and because of it, I think we both became writers before we grew up, though neither of us really believed we were writers until we had published books of our own, when we were parents ourselves.

I wrote this story about flying with my father because I remember it so clearly after all these years, but I’ve never told it, from my point of view, until now (though my father used to tell the story and others have too). When I became an adult, I found out how unusual it was to have had a ‘forced landing’ with Charles Lindbergh, this famous pioneer aviator I was related to, but at the time, it was just a little extra excitement during another Saturday afternoon of flying with my father. I wanted to write the experience down the way it really was, with the sense of excitement and the sense of normal everyday family life mixed up together. I think that’s the way life really is.”
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Back in 1946, when I was nine, I worried that I wasn’t tough enough. That’s why I became a Boy Scout. Scouting, I thought, would make a man of me. It didn’t take long to reach Tenderfoot rank. You got that for joining. To move up to Second Class, however, you had to meet three requirements. Scout Spirit and Scout Participation had been cinchy. The third requirement, Scout Craft, meant I had to go on an overnight hike in the country. In other words, I had to leave Brooklyn, on my own, for the first time in my life.

Since I grew up in Brooklyn in the 1940s, the only grass I knew was in Ebbets Field where the Dodgers played. Otherwise, my world was made of slate pavements, streets of asphalt (or cobblestone), and skies full of tall buildings. The only thing “country” was a puny pin oak tree at our curb, which was noticed, mostly, by dogs.

I asked Scoutmaster Brenkman where I could find some country. Now, whenever I saw Mr. Brenkman, who was a church pastor, he was dressed either in church black or Scout khaki. When he wore black, he’d warn us against hellfire. When he wore khaki, he’d teach us how to build fires.

“Country,” Scoutmaster Brenkman said in answer to my question, “is anywhere that has lots of trees and is not in the city. Many boys camp in the Palisades.”

“Where’s that?”

“Just north of the city. It’s a park in Jersey.”

“Isn’t that a zillion miles from here?”

“Take the subway to the George Washington Bridge, then hike across.”

I thought for a moment, then asked, “How do I prove I went?”

Mr. Brenkman looked deeply shocked. “You wouldn’t lie, would you? What about Scout’s honor?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied meekly.

My two best friends were Philip Hossfender, whom we nicknamed Horse, and Richard Macht, called Max because we were not great spellers. They were also Scouts, Tenderfoots like me.

Horse was a skinny little kid about half my size whose way of arguing was to ball up his fist and say, “Are you saying . . . ?” in a threatening tone.

Max was on the pudgy side, but he could talk his way out of a locked room. More importantly, he always seemed to have pocket money, which gave his talk real power.

I wasn’t sure why, but being best friends meant we were rivals too. One of the reasons for my wanting to be tougher was a feeling that Horse was a lot tougher than I was, and that Max was a little tougher.

“I’m going camping in the Palisades next weekend,” I casually informed them.

“How come?” Max challenged.

“Scout Craft,” I replied.

“Oh, that,” Horse said with a shrug.

“Look,” I said, “I don’t know about you, but I don’t intend to be a Tenderfoot all my life. Anyway, doing stuff in the city is for sissies. Scouting is real camping. Besides, I like roughing it.”

“You saying I don’t?” Horse snapped.

“I’m not saying nothing,” I said.

They considered my idea. Finally, Horse said, “Yeah, well, I was going to do that, but I didn’t think you guys were ready for it.”

“I’ve been ready for years,” Max protested.

“Then we’re going, right?” I said.

They looked around at me. “If you can do it, I can do it,” Max said.

“Yeah,” Horse said thoughtfully.

The way they agreed made me nervous. Now I really was going to have to be tough.

We informed our folks that we were going camping overnight (which was true) and that the Scoutmaster was going with us — which was a lie. We did remember what Mr. Brenkman said about honesty, but we were baseball fans too, and since we were prepared to follow Scout law — being loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent — we figured a 900 batting average was not bad.

So Saturday morning we met at the High Street subway station. I got there first. Stuffed in my dad’s army surplus knapsack was a blanket, a pillow, and a paper bag with three white-bread peanut butter-and-jelly sandwiches — that is, lunch, supper, and Sunday breakfast. My pockets were full of stick matches. I had an old flashlight, and since I lived by the Scout motto — Be Prepared — I had brought along an umbrella. Finally, being a serious reader, I had the latest Marvel Family comics.

Horse arrived next, his arms barely managing to hold on to a mattress that seemed twice his size. As for food, he had four cans of beans jammed into his pockets.

Max came last. He was lugging a new knapsack that contained a cast-iron frying pan, a packet of hot dogs, and a box of saltine crackers — plus two bottles. One bottle was mustard, the other, celery soda. He also had a bag of Tootsie Rolls and a shiny hatchet. “To build a lean-to,” he explained.

Max’s prize possession, however, was an official Scout compass. “It’s really swell,” he told us. “You can’t ever get lost with it. Got it at the Scout store.”

“I hate that place,” Horse informed us. “It’s all new. Nothing real.”

“This compass is real,” Max retorted. “Points north all the time. You can get cheaper ones, but they point all different directions.”

“What’s so great about the north?” Horse said.

“That’s always the way to go,” Max insisted.

“Says who?” I demanded.

“Mr. Brenkman, dummy,” Horse cried. “Anyway, there’s always an arrow on maps pointing the way north.”

“Cowboys live out west,” I reminded them. They didn’t care.

On the subway platform, we realized we did not know which station we were heading for. To find out, we studied the system map, which looked like a noodle factory hit by a bomb. The place we wanted to go (north) was at the top of the map, so I had to hoist Horse onto my shoulders for a closer look. Since he refused to let go of his mattress — or the tin cans in his pockets — it wasn’t easy. I asked him — in a kindly fashion — to put the mattress down.

No sooner did he find the station — 168th Street — than our train arrived. We rushed on, only to have Horse scream, “My mattress!” He had left it on the platform. Just before the doors shut, he and I leaped off. Max, however, remained on the train. Helplessly, we watched as his horror-stricken face slid away from us. “Wait at the next station!” I bellowed. “Don’t move!”

The next train took forever to come. Then it took even longer to get to the next stop. There was Max. All around him — like fake snow in a glass ball — were crumbs. He’d been so nervous he had eaten all his crackers.

“Didn’t that make you thirsty?”

“I drank my soda.”

I noticed streaks down his cheeks. Horse noticed them too. “You been crying?” he asked.

“Naw,” Max said. “There was this water dripping from the tunnel roof. But, you said don’t move, right? Well, I was just being obedient.”

By the time we got on the next train — with all our possessions — we had been traveling for an hour. But we had managed to go only one stop.

During the ride, I got hungry. I pulled out one of my sandwiches. With the jelly soaked through the bread, it looked like a limp scab.

Horse, envious, complained he was getting hungry.

“Eat some of your canned beans,” I suggested.

He got out one can without ripping his pocket too badly. Then his face took on a mournful look.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Forgot to bring a can opener.”

Max said, “In the old days, people opened cans with their teeth.”

“You saying my teeth aren’t strong?”

“I’m just talking about history!”

“You saying I don’t know history?

Always kind, I plopped half my sandwich into Horse’s hand. He squashed it into his mouth and was quiet for the next fifteen minutes. It proved something I’d always believed: The best way to stop arguments is to get people to eat peanut butter sandwiches. They can’t talk.

Then we became so absorbed in our Marvel Family comics we missed our station. We got to it only by coming back the other way. When we reached street level, the sky was dark.

“I knew it,” Max announced. “It’s going to rain.”

“Don’t worry,” Horse said. “New Jersey is a whole other state. It probably won’t be raining there.”

“I brought an umbrella,” I said smugly, though I wanted it to sound helpful.

As we marched down 168th Street, heading for the George Washington Bridge, we looked like European war refugees. Every few paces, Horse cried, “Hold it!” and adjusted his arms around his mattress. Each time we paused, Max pulled out his compass, peered at it, then announced, “Heading north!”

I said, “The bridge goes from east to west.”

“Maybe the bridge does,” Max insisted with a show of his compass, “but guaranteed, we are going north.”

About then, the heel of my left foot, encased in a heavy rubber boot over an earth-crushing Buster Brown shoe, started to get sore. Things weren’t going as I had hoped. Cheerfully, I tried to ignore the pain.

The closer we drew to the bridge, the more immense it seemed. And the clouds had become so thick, you couldn’t see the top or the far side.

Max eyed the bridge with deep suspicion. “I’m not so sure we should go,” he said.

“Why?”

“Maybe it doesn’t have another side.”

We looked at him.

“No, seriously,” Max explained, “they could have taken the Jersey side away, you know, for repairs.”

“Cars are going across,” I pointed out.

“They could be dropping off,” he suggested.

“You would hear them splash,” Horse argued.

“I’m going,” I said. Trying to look brave, I started off on my own. My bravery didn’t last long. The walkway was narrow. When I looked down, I saw only fog. I could feel the bridge tremble and sway. It wasn’t long before I was convinced the bridge was about to collapse. Then a ray of hope struck me: Maybe the other guys had chickened out. If they had, I could quit because of them. I glanced back. My heart sank. They were coming.

After they caught up, Horse looked me in the eye and said, “If this bridge falls, I’m going to kill you.”

A quarter of a mile farther across, I gazed around. We were completely fogged in.

“I think we’re lost,” I announced.

“What do we do?” Horse whispered. His voice was jagged with panic. That made me feel better.

“Don’t worry,” Max said. “I’ve got my compass.” He pulled it out. “North is that way,” he said, pointing in the direction we had been going.

Horse said, “You sure?”

“A Scout compass never lies,” Max insisted.

“We lied,” I reminded him.

“Yeah, but this is an official Scout compass,” Max returned loyally.

“Come on,” Max said and marched forward. Horse and I followed. In moments, we crossed a metal bar on the walkway. On one side, a sign proclaimed: NEW YORK; on the other, it said: NEW JERSEY.

“Holy smoke,” Horse said with reverence as he straddled the bar. “Talk about being tough. We’re in two states at the same time.”

It began to rain. Max said, “Maybe it’ll keep us clean.”

“You saying I’m not clean?” Horse shot back.

Ever friendly, I put up my umbrella.

We went on — Max on one side, Horse on the other, me in the middle — trying to avoid the growing puddles. After a while, Max said, “Would you move the umbrella? Rain is coming down my neck.”

“We’re supposed to be roughing it,” I said.

“Being in the middle isn’t roughing it,” Horse reminded me.

I folded the umbrella up so we all could get soaked equally.

“Hey!” I cried. “Look!” Staring up ahead, I could make out tollbooths and the dim outlines of buildings.

“Last one off the bridge is a rotten egg!” Horse shouted and began to run. The next second, he tripped and took off like an F-36 fighter plane. Unfortunately, he landed like a Hell-cat dive-bomber as his mattress unspooled before him and then slammed into a big puddle.

Max and I ran to help. Horse was damp. His mattress was soaked. When he tried to roll it up, water cascaded like Niagara Falls.

“Better leave it,” Max said.

“It’s what I sleep on at home,” Horse said as he slung the soaking, dripping mass over his shoulder.

When we got off the bridge, we were in a small plaza. To the left was the roadway, full of roaring cars. In front of us, aside from the highway, there was nothing but buildings. Only to the right were there trees.

“North is that way,” Max said, pointing toward the trees. We set off.

“How come you’re limping?” Horse asked me. My foot was killing me. All I said, though, was, “How come you keep rubbing your arm?”

“I’m keeping the blood moving.”

We approached the grove of trees. “Wow,” Horse exclaimed. “Country.” But as we drew closer, what we found were discarded cans, bottles, and newspapers — plus an old mattress spring.

“Hey,” Max cried, sounding relieved, “this is just like Brooklyn.”

I said, “Let’s find a decent place, make camp, and eat.”

It was hard to find a campsite that didn’t have junk. The growing dark didn’t help. We had to settle for the place that had the least amount of garbage.

Max said, “If we build a lean-to, it’ll keep us out of the rain.” He and Horse went a short distance with the hatchet.

Seeing a tree they wanted, Max whacked at it. The hatchet bounced right out of his hand. There was not even a dent in the tree. Horse retrieved the hatchet and checked the blade. “Dull,” he said.

“Think I’m going to carry something sharp and cut myself?” Max protested. They contented themselves with picking up branches.

I went in search of firewood, but everything was wet. When I finally gathered some twigs and tried to light them, the only thing that burned was my fingers.

Meanwhile, Horse and Max used their branches to build a lean-to directly over me. After many collapses — which didn’t help my work — they finally got the branches to stand in a shaky sort of way.

“Uh-oh,” Horse said. “We forgot to bring something for a cover.”

Max eyed me. “Didn’t you say you brought a blanket?”

“No way!” I cried.

“All in favor of using the blanket!”

Horse and Max both cried, “Aye.”

Only after I built up a mound of partially burned match sticks and lit them, did I get the fire going. It proved that where there’s smoke there doesn’t have to be much fire. The guys meanwhile draped my blanket over their branch construction. It collapsed twice.

About an hour after our arrival, the three of us were gathered inside the tiny space. There was a small fire, but more light came from my flickering flashlight.

“No more rain,” Horse said with pride.

“Just smoke,” I said, rubbing my stinging eyes.

“We need a vent hole,” Horse pointed out.

“I could cut it with the hatchet,” Max said.

“It’s my mother’s favorite blanket.”

“And you took it?” Max said.

I nodded.

“You are tough,” Horse said.

Besides having too much smoke in our eyes and being wet, tired, and in pain, we were starving. I almost said something about giving up, but as far as I could see, the other guys were still tough.

Max put his frying pan atop my smoldering smoke. After dumping in the entire contents of his mustard bottle, he threw in the franks. Meanwhile, I bolted down my last sandwich.

“What am I going to eat?” Horse suddenly said.

“Your beans,” I reminded him.

Max offered up his hatchet. “Here. Just chop off the top end of the can.”

“Oh, right,” Horse said. He selected a can, set it in front of him, levered himself onto his knees, then swung down — hard. There was an explosion. For a stunned moment, we just sat there, hands, face, and clothing dripping with beans.

Suddenly Max shouted, “Food fight! Food fight!” and began to paw the stuff off and fling it around.

Having a food fight in a cafeteria is one thing. Having one in the middle of a soaking wet lean-to with cold beans during a dark, wet New Jersey night is another. In seconds, the lean-to was down, the fire kicked over, and Max’s frankfurters dumped on the ground.

“The food!” Max screamed, and began to snatch up the franks. Coated with mustard, dirt, grass, and leaves, they looked positively prehistoric. Still, we wiped the franks clean on our pants then ate them — the franks, that is. Afterward, we picked beans off each other’s clothes — the way monkeys help friends get rid of lice.

For dessert, Max shared some Tootsie Rolls. After Horse swallowed his sixteenth piece, he announced, “I don’t feel so good.”

The thought of his getting sick was too much. “Let’s go home,” I said, ashamed to look at the others. To my surprise — and relief — nobody objected.

Wet and cold, our way lit by my fast-fading flashlight, we gathered our belongings — most of them, anyway. As we made our way back over the bridge, gusts of wind-blown rain pummeled us until I felt like a used-up punching bag. By the time we got to the subway station, my legs were melting fast. The other guys looked bad too. Other riders moved away from us. One of them murmured, “Juvenile delinquents.” To cheer us up, I got out my comic books, but they had congealed into a lump of red, white, and blue pulp.

With the subways running slow, it took hours to get home. When we emerged from the High Street Station, it was close to midnight.

Before we split up to go to our own homes, we just stood there on a street corner, embarrassed, trying to figure out how to end the day gracefully. I was the one who said, “Okay, I admit it. I’m not as tough as you guys. I gave up first.”

Max shook his head. “Naw. I wanted to quit, but I wasn’t tough enough to do it.” He looked to Horse.

Horse made a fist. “You saying I’m the one who’s tough?” he demanded. “I hate roughing it!”

“Me too,” I said quickly.

“Same for me,” Max said.

Horse said, “Only thing is, we just have to promise not to tell Mr. Brenkman.”

Grinning with relief, we simultaneously clasped hands. “No matter what,” Max reminded us.

To which I added, “Scout’s Honor.”
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“I am a twin and that meant — and still means — sharing with my twin sister, Emily. For example, usually it’s me who tells the jokes while she laughs. Or, if we’re at a party together, Emily does most of the talking, while I tend to be the listener.

When we were kids, one of her jobs was remembering. Thus, though we were in the same class from nursery school through seventh grade, Emily remembers our classmates’ and teachers’ names. I recall just my friends’ names. In short, my memories of childhood are only of those things I did without her.

So, when asked to write a story about when I was young, I recalled the time I was trying to be a Boy Scout, my first attempt at an overnight camping trip. Emily wasn’t there.

Keep in mind that ‘Scout’s Honor’ is a piece of fiction. Though I can’t recall the actual words we spoke, much less the moment to moment events, the broad outlines of that fiasco are true. What’s more, I recall that, even then, we thought it was all pretty funny.

At the age when this story takes place — though I was a voracious reader — it had never occurred to me that I might become a writer. But I was an inventor of stories, which I — and my friends — acted out, much as described in my book Who Was that Masked Man, Anyway? Only during high school, when I was told I was a bad writer, did I decide to prove that I could write. As for my twin sister, she too is a writer. She writes poetry and nonfiction. So you see, we still divide things up.”
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La’s mother wasn’t there, waiting in front of the school in the dusty white Volvo station wagon. La sat on the lawn and watched all the other mothers gathering their children. When the sun started to go down, she walked home along the broad streets lined with small houses, thick, white, leaflike magnolia blossoms crisping brown at the edges, deadly pink oleander, eucalyptus trees grayed with car exhaust. The air smelled of gasoline, chlorine, and fast food meat, with an occasional whiff of mock orange too faint to disguise much with its sweetness.

La walked up the brick path under the birch tree that shivered in the last rays of sun and went into the pale-blue wood frame house. She found her father sitting in the dark.

“Daddy?” she whispered.

He looked up, and his swollen, unshaven face made her step backward as if she had been hit.

“What’s wrong?” La asked. “Where’s Mom?” She wanted to say Mommy, but she didn’t want to use baby words.

“Your mother left.” He sounded as though there were wet tissues in his throat.

“Where’s Mommy?” she asked again.

“How many times do I have to tell you?” He never raised his voice to her. “She left us. She’s gone.”

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know.”

La took a step toward her father, but the look in his eyes made her back away into her bedroom and shut the door. She sat on her bed and stared at the wall she had helped her mother paint with wildflowers, pale and heathery; now they seemed poisonous. La looked at Emily, H.D., Sylvia, Ann, Christina, and Elizabeth sitting on the love seat. Her mother had named them after her favorite poets. They stared back with blank doll eyes.

La wanted to cry, but she couldn’t. She felt like a Tiny Tears doll with no water inside.

“La,” said a voice.

She jumped and turned around. The closet door was open a crack. La never left the closet door open. She was afraid that demons would come out and get her in the night.

“La,” the voice whispered.

She held her breath.

The closet door opened a little more, and a tiny shadow tiptoed out.

Maybe, she thought later, Blue was really just her tears. Maybe Blue was the tears that didn’t come.

The creature came into the light. It had thin, pale, slightly bluish skin. It blinked at La with blue eyes under glittery eyelashes.

“Who are you?” La felt a slice of fear. “Why are you here?”

“For you.”

La rubbed her eyes. “Are you a demon?”

The creature looked about to cry. La shook her head, trying to make it go away.

“Now you should sleep, I think,” and the creature reached out its tiny blue fingers with the bitten nails and touched La’s forehead.

Almost immediately La was asleep.

She dreamed about the creature holding her mother’s hand and running through a field of wildflowers.

“Blue,” La’s mother said in the dream. “Your name is Blue.”

The house where La lived looked completely different now. When La’s mother was living there, the garden had been wild, but a garden — now the flowers were burnt up; crabgrass stitched the dirt. There had been bread baking, bowls of fruit, Joni Mitchell singing on the stereo, light coming through the windows. Now, the only light in the living room was from the television’s glow. La’s father stopped writing the novel he had been working on. Every night after he got home from the college, he corrected papers and watched TV. La’s mother had been a student in his English class, and he had fallen in love with her when he read her poetry. Wanting to protect her from a world that seemed too harsh, he had not understood how she dreamed of living in a commune, dancing barefoot in parks, and reading her poems, wearing silver Indian bells and gypsy shawls, even though these were the things that had drawn him to her.

La remembered when she was a little girl, how her mother had held her close and said, “Can you see the little dolls in Mommy’s eyes?” La had seen two tiny Las there. As she got older, she still looked for herself inside her mother. Now she tried to find that La in her father, but his eyes were closed to her, dull and blind.

La fixed herself a bowl of cornflakes and went into her room to talk to Blue.

“Did you know my mother?” La asked

“I can tell you things about her.”

“How do you know?” La was suspicious.

“I know because I know you.”

“Like what?”

“She wrote poetry.”

La thought about the journals with the stiff, creamy paper and thick, bumpy black covers that her mother hid at the bottom of the closet. La had looked for them after her mother had left, but they were gone. She had tried to remember some of the poems her mother had read to her from the books. She had opened a tiny bottle of French perfume that was sitting on her mother’s marble-top dressing table. As she put a drop to her throat, she remembered something about a girl dancing in a garden while a black swan watched her with hating eyes and one poem about a woman with black roses tattooed on her body. Something about a blue child calling to a frightened woman from out of the mists — begging.

“Did she want me?” La asked Blue.

“At first she was scared of you. You were so red and noisy, and you needed so much.”

La could feel her eyes stinging, but Blue said, “Then she changed her mind. After a while, you were all she really cared about.”

“Then why did she leave?”

Blue went and perched on the window sill. “That I don’t know.”

One day at lunch, Chelsea Fox came and sat next to La. Chelsea had shiny lemonade-colored hair tied up high in a ponytail, and she was wearing pink lip gloss that smelled like bubble gum. La thought she was the most beautiful girl she had ever seen. She made you want to give her things.

“Don’t you have any friends?” Chelsea demanded.

La shrugged.

“Why not?”

La said, “I like to play by myself.”

“I used to be that way,” Chelsea said. “I started talking when I was real little, and the other kids didn’t understand what I was saying. They just sat in the sandbox and stared at me. So I made up an imaginary friend I talked to. But my mother told me it wasn’t healthy.”

“I do have one friend.” La had been wanting to talk about Blue so much. And now Chelsea Fox was asking! La’s heart started to pound against her. She felt as if she were made of something thin and breakable, with this one heavy thing inside of her. “Blue is blue and lives in my closet.”

Chelsea laughed, all tiny teeth like mean pearls. “You still have an imaginary friend?”

“Blue is real.”

Chelsea made a face at La, flipped her hair, picked up her pink metal Barbie lunch box, and walked away. La crushed her brown paper bag with her fist on the lunch table where she sat alone now. Milk from the small carton inside the bag seeped onto the peeling, scratched table and dripped down.

After that, no one talked to La at all. Chelsea Fox had a birthday party. La saw the invitations with the ballerinas on them. She waited and waited. But she was the only girl who didn’t get one.

When Miss Rose found out, she asked La and Chelsea to stay after school. Miss Rose was a very thin, freckled, red-haired woman who always wore shades of green or pink.

“Chelsea, don’t you think you should invite La to your birthday party?” Miss Rose said.

La looked down to hide her red face. She remembered what Blue had told her about how red she had been as a baby, how it had frightened her mother.

Chelsea shrugged.

“Go ahead, Chelsea, ask La. It isn’t nice to leave her out.”

Chelsea smiled so her small white teeth showed. They reminded La of a doll’s. “La, would you like to come to my party?”

La was afraid to look up or move. She hated Miss Rose then.

“She doesn’t want to,” Chelsea said.

“I think she does,” said Miss Rose. “Don’t you, La?”

“Okay,” La whispered, wanting her teacher to shut up.

“Why don’t you bring an invitation in tomorrow?” Miss Rose said.

“Just don’t bring any imaginary friends,” Chelsea hissed when they were dismissed onto the burning asphalt. La imagined Chelsea spitting her teeth out like weapons. The air smelled grimy and hot like the pink rubber handballs.

La walked past some boys playing volleyball. The insides of her wrists were chafed from trying to serve at recess; her knees were scraped from falling down in softball; her knuckles raw from jacks. Sometimes her knees and knuckles were embedded with bits of gravel, speckled with blood. She had mosquito bites on her back.

“There goes Wacko,” one of the boys shouted.

La felt chafed, scraped, raw, and bitten inside too.

La wasn’t planning to go to Chelsea Fox’s birthday party, but she saved the invitation anyway. La’s father saw it. He hardly spoke to his daughter anymore, but that morning, he said, “Is that a party invitation?”

La nodded.

“Good,” said her father. “It’s about time you did something like that.”

La went mostly because her father had seemed interested in her again and she wanted to please him — she wanted him to see her. But the next weekend, when he drove her to Chelsea’s tall house with the bright lawn, camellia-and-rose-filled garden, the balloons tied to the mailbox, and the powder-blue Mercedes in the driveway, he was as far away as ever.

Maybe it is better that he doesn’t offer to walk me in, she thought. I don’t want them to see him anyway.

She wanted to go home and play with Blue, but instead, she jumped out of the car and went up to the door where a group of girls waited with their mothers.

Chelsea answered, wearing a pastel jeans outfit. The girls kissed her cheek and gave her presents. When it was La’s turn, she gulped and brushed her lips against Chelsea’s face. Chelsea reached up to her cheek and rubbed away the kiss with the back of her hand.

Inside, the house was decorated in floral fabrics — huge peonies and chrysanthemums — and lit up with what seemed like hundreds of lamps. Little pastel girls were running around screaming. There was one room all made of glass and filled with plants and leafy, white iron furniture. In the middle was a long table heaped with presents. La sat in a corner of the room by herself. After a while, Chelsea’s mother came in, leading a chorus of “Happy Birthday” and holding a huge cake covered in wet-looking pink-frosting roses. Chelsea’s mother had a face like a model on a magazine cover — cat eyes, high cheekbones, and full pouting lips. She was tall and slender, her blonde hair piled on top of her head, with little wisps brushing down against her long pearled neck. La watched Chelsea blow out eleven candles in one breath.

“I’ll get my wish!”

She probably did get her wish, La thought, watching Chelsea’s small hands tearing open the presents — Barbies, Barbie clothes, Barbie cars, stuffed toys, roller skates, jeans, T-shirts, a glittery magenta bike with a white lattice basket covered with pink plastic flowers.

La had brought the almost-empty bottle of perfume that had belonged to her mother. Even though the fragrance inside it was the only thing that seemed to bring La’s mother back, La had decided to give it to Chelsea. Maybe it would make Chelsea like her, La thought. It was her greatest treasure.

When Chelsea opened it, she said, “What’s this? It’s been used!” and threw it aside.

Chelsea’s mother let the girls stay up until midnight, and then she told them to get their sleeping bags. La’s belonged to her father — blue with red flannel ducks on the inside. The other girls had pastel sleeping bags with Snoopy or Barbie on them. La put her bag down in a corner and listened to the sugar-wild giggles all around her.

Suddenly, she heard Chelsea say, “La, tell us about your imaginary friend. La has an imaginary friend.”

“She gave you an imaginary present,” Amanda Warner said.

Snickers. They sounded mean with too much cake. La was silent.

“Come on.” The girls squealed. “Tell us.”

La said, “No I don’t.”

“Your mom left because you are so weird,” said Katie Dell.

“I think her mom was pretty weird too. She was a hippy,” said Chelsea.

La buried down in the musty red flannel of her sleeping bag.

Blue, she thought, to keep herself from crying.

Near morning, when the other girls were finally quiet, warm thin arms the color of Chelsea Fox’s eyes wrapped around La’s waist.

“Write about it,” Blue whispered. “Write it all.”

That was the same thing Miss Rose said the next day in class. “I want us all to write about someone we love.” She looked straight at La. La noticed for the first time how sad Miss Rose’s brown eyes were.

La went home and shut the door of her room. She lay down on her belly on the floor, with a pen and a piece of paper. There was a creaking sound, and the closet door opened. Blue came out.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m supposed to write about someone I love. I want to write about my mom, but I’m afraid.”

Blue began to whisper things in La’s ear. She picked up her pen and wrote.

La wrote how she had been named La for the musical sound and also for the city they lived in — not for the dry, flat, chain-link-fenced, train-track-lined, used-car-lot-full valley where their house was, but for the city over the hill. In that city, La’s mother — wearing a paisley dress, her long hair hanging to her waist — took La to eat honey-colored cornbread at a restaurant with a mural of an Indian temple on the outdoor courtyard wall and soft candle cubes flickering like chants on every table. She took La to the museum where they saw jewelry in the shapes of fairies with stained-glass wings; to a temple in the hills full of gentle-faced Buddha statues and people planting trees, the air almost lavender with clouds of incense. They walked around the lake tucked into the Hollywood hills, feeling the cool, wet air on their cheeks, looking out at the expanse of water and the small, magical bridge lined with white globes; La imagined a princess receiving her guests there. They rode wooden horses on the carousel at the pier, feeling the smooth, wooden horse flanks, caressing the ridges of wooden roses on the saddles, watching the circle of lights that seemed to make the tinkling music. On dusty trails, they rode real horses, and La’s mother pointed out the wildflowers peeking at them from behind rocks. When they got home, they zigzagged handfuls of wildflower seeds into the earth — primrose, columbine, lupine, and cornflower. They painted wildflowers on the walls of La’s room — “So you will always have them,” her mother said.

La wrote about her mother coming into her room at night sometimes, to read La poetry by Emily and H.D. in the pinkish light, the words like her mother’s perfume wafting around them. Sometimes, La’s mother read her own poems. La felt the secret of sadness bonding them together then.

“I will love you forever,” La’s mother had said. “No matter where I am on the planet, I am always loving you.”

La wrote about all of that and about the perfume bottle shaped like a teardrop that had brought her mother back.

“This is wonderful, La,” Miss Rose said. “Would you like to read it to the class?”

La shook her head, cringing, pressing her back against hard wood and metal.

“I really think you should,” said Miss Rose.

Chelsea Fox said, “I’d love to hear your story.” She said it so sweetly that for a moment La believed her. But then she saw Chelsea glance over at Amanda Warner, and a silent laugh swelled the air between them.

“Go ahead,” Miss Rose said.

La couldn’t breathe. She felt like throwing up.

But when she started to read, something happened. She forgot about Chelsea Fox, Amanda Warner, and everyone else in the class. The words La and Blue had written cast their spell — even over La. She could smell the perfume and bittersweet wildflowers; she could hear Joni Mitchell’s For the Roses playing softly.

When La was finished, she looked up. Everyone was silent, watching her.

“That was beautiful,” Miss Rose finally said.

The bell rang, and everyone scattered. La went into the fluorescent-lit, brown and beigy-pink hallway. Her heart was beating fast but in a different way this time. She felt as if she had physically touched everyone in the room, as if she had played her favorite song for Miss Rose and lifted an open, tear-shaped bottle of fragrance to Chelsea Fox’s face.

“Your mom sounds like she was cool,” Chelsea said, catching up with La. “My mom isn’t like that. She doesn’t spend time with me except to go shopping and stuff.” La looked into Chelsea’s blue eyes. The pupils were big and dark. There was no laughter in them now. La nodded.

Chelsea tossed her hair and ran to catch up with her friends.

When La got home, she ran inside to tell Blue. Her father wasn’t on the couch watching TV where La expected him. She heard his typewriter keys and peeked into his office. The windows were open and Vivaldi was playing; he had a cup of coffee at his fingertips.

“Daddy,” La said.

When she handed him the story, his eyes changed.

“It’s about Mom,” La said, but she knew he knew.

“I’m writing something about her too,” he said. He held out his hand, and she went to him. He sat up and kissed her forehead.

“Thank you, honey.” He looked as though he hadn’t slept or eaten for days. But he took off his glasses then, and La saw two small images of herself swimming in the tears in his eyes.

La went to her room to tell Blue. In the closet, there were only clothes and shoes and shadows now.
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“I wrote ‘Blue’ based on certain aspects of my childhood, although much of it is very far from my reality. I lived in a house like the one described in the story, and I had an active imagination that I used in my writing as a way to feel connected to others. The main difference between my life and the story is that my parents were always together and very supportive of me.

It was their love and encouragement that influenced my decision to become a writer. I was at first hesitant to present the parents in ‘Blue’ in a negative light, since the story was meant to be at least semi-autobiographical, but I made certain choices because I wanted to add drama to the piece. My father, who is no longer living, always told me to write whatever I needed to write and not to be afraid or inhibited as an artist.”
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