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Chapter One


Good-bye, Brooklyn

IFeople should watch the sayings they use, although I guess there’s no one saying that can please everybody. For instance, kids like “Better late than never.” Teachers don’t.

My own favorite saying happens to be one I made up myself: “Never make up your mind about people in a hurry, because you may find yourself changing your mind about them sooner or later.”

Take Mr. Gooden. He’s youth director of the Sunny Beach Community Center where I belong. The minute we looked at each other it was a case of hate at first sight. I hated him because he had a mustache. Maybe he hated me because I didn’t. How could I? I’m only thirteen and a few months.

It was my father’s idea that I should go to the Center. In fact, it was his idea that we should go to Florida altogether.

“Florida? Why Florida?” I asked before we left Brooklyn. “Look at it on a map, just hanging there. Why can’t we stay right here where we are? ”

“Because your mother’s got a touch of arthritis in her fingers and I’ve got an opportunity to go into business down there,” said Dad.

“Also, Florida will be good for your health,” said Mom. “Try to remember we’re moving partly for you, Artie.”

How could I forget? It still hurts where the Double Eagles gave me a going-over after school one day. And just when I had been arguing with Stevie Hartman about such things.

“This neighborhood is ruined,” Stevie said.

“Nuts to that,” I said. “I bet somebody once said, ‘Soon this neighborhood will be ruined— all Jewish.’ ”

“You know what I mean,” Stevie said.

“Sure, I know,” I said.

I did know what he meant, and I couldn’t blame him, not with all that stuff in the news about race riots. He meant he was afraid of guys like us getting clobbered.

Only he didn’t get clobbered. I did.

KWe want twenty bucks from you,” the Double Eagles said. I had noticed them following me up Bedford Avenue. They had all the guys in school—colored as well as white—scared.

“What are you, crazy?” I asked. “Where am I supposed to get twenty dollars?”

“Don’t ask us. Get it outa your mother’s pocketbook.”

They thought they were funny, so I was funny right back. “You can break me in a million pieces before I’d do such a thing,” I said.

So they tried to break me in a million pieces.

The police came to visit me at the hospital'. “Can you describe your assailants?” they asked.

I kept telling them the same thing. “The light was bad and I couldn’t see.”

How Mom and Dad carried on! I should have had a sister or brother to share all that worrying they did. An only child may receive more presents but he’s worse off in other ways. Mom and Dad expected that I should get straight A’s at school, like the piano, have perfect manners, go with them whenever they visited relatives, not know any dirty words—and never get a broken head.

I guess someday they’d like me to be a doctor, lawyer, dentist, and engineer. Dad’s crazy about baseball. He’d probably like me to be a big league player too, so he could sit in the boxes and point me out. It would take twelve brothers and sisters to become all the things Mom and Dad probably expect me to be.

You know why I stopped fighting about moving and went along quietly with them in the car six weeks later? It wasn’t because they tied me up with the seat belt. I figured when we got to Florida they’d buy me a new dog—someone to take Pete’s place.

Pete was my old dog. I had him three years. Then he ran away—or got stolen. “Probably Brooklyn was too crowded for Pete,” Mom said, and I guess she was right. If I were a Labrador retriever I wouldn’t have been happy on Avenue J either.

“Someday we’ll live where there’s more space and a dog can run free, then we’ll get a new one,” Mom said.

I wasn’t going to grab the first dog that came along. The one who took Pete’s place had to be something special. And I did want him to be able to “run free.”

As we disappeared into the Battery Tunnel I took one last look back at my beloved Brooklyn. It wasn’t only Nathan’s, the boardwalk, Loew’s Kings, and places like that I hated to leave. It was a friend of mine, Howie Mannheim. He still owed me a buck and a half.

Good-bye, Brooklyn, I thought. Good-bye, buck and a half.

The other guys? Stevie, Myron, Lefty, and Specs? I was trying my best not to think of them. I’d known them since I was born.

The funny thing is that I never got real mad at Howie about that money he borrowed. It’s part of my nature, I guess. Another guy would have taken a swing at him. Me? I just “chalked it up.”

I get that from Dad. “Artie,” he’s told me more than once, “if we let every little thing that comes along eat us up, we won’t last long. Chalk ’em up to experience.”

Of course if I had a temper, it would be different. But I don’t. So what am I doing all the time? Chalking.

All the way through three states Dad kept telling me how great it would be in Florida. “The baseball teams train down there,” he said. “You’ll be able to run around all winter in a bathing suit. Your friends will write and tell you how cold they are.”

“We’ll also be able to fry eggs on the sidewalk,” I said.

“Why don’t you pretend we’re birds migrating?” Dad suggested as he steered the Chevy down 301.

“Which birds migrate in July?” I asked.

That’s me. Fresh mouth. Dad didn’t answer.

“When we get to Florida can I have my own apartment?” I wanted to know.

“Certainly,” said Dad. “We can set you up in a penthouse overlooking the ocean while your mother and I go live somewhere in a tent. How does that sound?”

Dad wasn’t aware that 90 per cent of the conflicts between boys my age and their parents can be solved if the boy lives away from home, by himself. (That figure is my own, based on questions I’ve asked.) Of course the boy doesn’t have to live too far away. He can live close enough to get his meals or drop off the dirty laundry when there’s a pile of it.

I take back the meals part. As far as I’m concerned I could live on pizzas and hot dogs for the rest of my life, although I admit I might miss Mom’s pot roast—and no restaurant we ever ate in could tie her for meatballs, flanken, and a few other things.

“There’s plenty of time for you to have your own apartment,” Mom said. “Someday you’ll be going off to college, or working and entitled to a private life.”

“We should only live to see that day,” said Dad, and I kept quiet. All of a sudden I thought of myself living alone and realized how lost my parents would be without me. Who would they . have to yell at about leaving his clothes all over the house, brushing his teeth, taking a bath, and leaving lights on in every room?

The first half of Florida resembled Georgia or one of those other states. Then finally we began to see palm trees.

“Look at the palm trees,” Dad announced.

“Hooray,” I said.

He gave me a dirty look in the rear-vision mirror.

The funny thing is I really love my father. It’s just that we always clash—maybe because we’re so much alike. We’ve both got dark-brown wavy hair, freckles on our noses, and whenever I go to the refrigerator, he’s there.

I’m always writing Dad letters that he never gets to see. How can he when I tear them up and flush them down the toilet after I write them? I even wrote him one the last night at a motel.

Dear Dad,

Excuse me for being fresh today. How two nice people like you and Mom ever deserved anybody like me I’ll never figure out.

Your loving son,

Artie

That one went down the toilet too.

We pulled into a gas station near Miami. “Now, there may be some slight problem adjusting to the new climate,” Dad said as we got out to stretch.

Man, he wasn’t kidding. You should have seen us race for that air-conditioned diner next door!

We hated getting back in the car afterwards.

The first thing when we got to Sunny Beach, Dad began comparing it to Brooklyn. “Did you ever see a blue sky like that back there?” Dad asked. “Did you? Did you?”

“And such beautiful homes,” Mom said. “They’re even nicer than Westchester.”

“Looks pukey to me,” I said.

That didn’t discourage them. Before you knew it we were running around with a real-estate agent, looking at houses. He showed us a real snazzy one on the waterfront with a dock for our boat. The trouble was we didn’t have a boat, so Dad didn’t think we needed a snazzy house on the waterfront.

We settled finally for a small white house on a quiet street with palm trees and shrubbery. Compared to that four-story walkup on Avenue J, this was heaven. But what good was heaven if the guys weren’t around?

“Look, Artie, your own bedroom,” Mom said, all excited.

I guess she thought that would win me over. All my life I’d slept on a convertible sofa in the living room. That’s why I’ve always kept late hours. I could never retire until the company left.

“Very nice,” I said. “It’s a very nice room.” Then I went outside and poked around in the shrubbery.

“What are you looking for?” Mom asked, opening a glass sliding door.

“Alligators,” I said.

“The previous owner must have taken them with him when he moved,” said the agent. He winked at Dad, who was checking the garage.

Of course Dad had to throw some questions at that agent—one in particular. “How’s the neighborhood?” he asked.

“Fine. Your shopping is right close by. So’s the junior high. There’s a bus stop two blocks from here and—”

“I mean gangs,” said Dad.

The agent got nervous. “What kind of gangs, sir?”

“Hoods. Hoodlums. The kind that go in for mugging or breaking people’s skulls.”

“Oh, no, sir. We don’t have any of them. Sunny Beach is a fine community. The boys around here come from the finest homes, as you can see. They’re extremely well behaved, never any trouble at all.”

Dad gave him a look. You could see he was trying to X-ray him and see if he was telling the truth.

We bought the house after a few hours of fighting over the price. I could have told the agent he was taking on the heavyweight champion of the world at bargaining when he took on my father.

I remember the man who ran Camp Anawana-wana where I went two summers ago. He started out asking seven-fifty and wound up taking five hundred by the time Dad got through with him.

But after Dad got through with the agent there was one hitch. We couldn’t move into the house until our furniture arrived from up north. For a week we had to go live at a hotel. It wasn’t far from the house.

That was the week I started to go daffy. It was also the week the manager of the Sea Spray Hotel got sore because I tried to break open coconuts by dropping them out of our eighth-floor window.

“Artie, dear, you better stop doing that,” Mom said when Mr. Blivitz called up to complain. “Perhaps you can find a friend downstairs, on the porch or in the lobby.”

So I tried. But everyone in that hotel was at least a hundred, the same as the temperature.

Where had Mom and Dad brought me? To the old folks’ home? Give me Avenue J anytime, where the sky wasn’t so blue maybe, but at least there were always lots of guys.

Kids did pass by outside that hotel, but they were so busy laughing and kidding around, they didn’t notice me. Some kids. Did they want me to send up a rocket flare?

Why can’t kids see when there’s a stranger in town and take time out to make him feel at home? Someday I’m going to make that my life’s work—saying hello to kids the minute they arrive from someplace.

I was lonely. How could I wait for that dog? “Can I get my dog now? Please? Please?” I begged.

“Wait until we get into the house,” said Mom. “You’ve had patience so far. Have a little more.”

Mom was no better off than I was at the Sea Spray. Back in Brooklyn she was always running off to card games and luncheons. Here she could only sit around with those old folks.

“They remind me of your parents, may they rest in peace,” she said to Dad one evening.

It was too bad about Grandma and Grandpa. They passed away without hearing my bar mitzvah speech. Everybody said they would have been very proud to hear it, and I’m sorry they didn’t get the chance. Thank God I’ve got one grandmother left, though, and she enjoyed it.

“Why don’t you try that big community center on Ocean Boulevard?” Dad asked Mom. He saw the Sea Spray was getting her down. Mom’s got lots of pep in her, outside of that arthritis in her fingers.

“You’d probably be able to make a lot of friends your own age there,” said Dad. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Artie could find himself some interesting activities too. If I wasn’t busy setting up the new factory, I’d go myself.”

“That’s a good idea,” Mom said. “How about it, Artie? Want to come along with me to that Center and find out what it’s all about?”

“Sure, I’ll go,” I said.

What else could I say? I don’t like to have my mother walking into strange places all by herself. “Sure. Let’s go sometime,” I said.


Chapter Two


I Meet Irving

Ttlt seven in the morning there were people in the ocean already—old people. They weren’t swimming. They were just standing in the water, laughing and talking. That’s what woke me up.

People are always saying “Shut up, you kids.” I wanted to yell out of our hotel window—“Shut up, you old people.”

I put on my trunks and went down without waking Mom.

There was a boy about my age on his knees, digging a hole in the sand. He was skinny with big ears and brown skin from living in the sun all the time. Alongside him I must have looked like a ghost.

He paid no attention to me, so I started studying the bones in his spine because they stuck out and he had his back to me anyway. Maybe he felt me counting his bones and that’s why he finally turned around and spoke to me.

“Want to see what I’m digging?” he asked.

I went over and looked.

“It’s a grave for a jellyfish,” he said and pushed a glob of something into the hole, then covered it up. “In the winter we get men-o’-war. They’re jellyfish too, only they’re blue, with long tentacles that can give you an electric shock.”

“How do you avoid them? ” I asked, studying his big ears.                              .

“You can see them floating on the surface, like blue balloons, coming in from the southeast. When they’re real bad, the lifeguards clear everybody out of the water. Hey, you’re new here, aren’t you? ”

“I’ve only been in Florida a couple of days,” I said.

“I can tell by your white skin.”

“My mom won’t let me out in the sun too much. She says I’d get well-done, like a hamburger.”

The boy laughed. One tooth in front hadn’t come in straight. When he stood up I saw he was shorter than me by about two inches. But then I’m tall for my age. Last term I stood in the back row for our class picture, though I was almost lost back there.

“How would you like to follow footprints?” the boy asked.

“Okay,” I said. It sounded like a silly game, but any game is better than none.

We picked out a pair of footprints along the water’s edge and followed them until they vanished. Then we picked out another pair and followed them too. Some fun.

“Now there’s a pair that belongs to a lady with a red bathing suit,” said the boy.

Didn’t he think I could see the lady walking in front of us making those footprints? There’s nothing wrong with my vision. In fact, it used to be a standing joke with the guys the way I could tell first what was playing at the RKO Kenmore or if that was a Riis Park bus coming.

“How can you tell the color of a bathing suit from footprints? ” I asked, and he pointed to the lady and started laughing.

I let him keep on laughing because maybe he only liked to be friends with somebody dumber than himself.

“I’ll race you,” he said suddenly and we ran back across the beach to the Sea Spray. I let him beat me by twenty yards. That’s how worried I was about hurting his feelings.

“By the way, my name is Arthur—Artie Granick,” I said, flopping down on the sand next to him.

“I’m Irving Winkelman,” he said.

Ugh! His parents had given him an even worse name than mine. Well, maybe he was named after someone in his family. I’m named after my great grandfather Abraham, but at least they only used the initial.

“Where are you from, Artie?” he asked.

“Brooklyn.”

“I knew it. I could tell by the way you talk. I’m from Elizabeth, New Jersey, myself. That’s across the river. But I’ve lived here three years, since I was ten.”

Didn’t he think I knew geography? I may get mixed up with the East Indies and the West Indies, but one thing I know is where Elizabeth, New Jersey, is.

“What’s wrong with the way I talk? ” I asked.

“Nothing.” He laughed. “It’s just the way you pronounce things.”                  .

It always burns me up when I hear somebody make fun of the way people from Brooklyn talk, especially when they don’t sound like Rex Harrison themselves. But I let it pass.

“Do you have a best friend?” I asked.

“I sure do,” he said.

I couldn’t help feeling jealous. “What’s he like?”

“He’s small and I can trust him and he never asks me for a loan of anything.”

“Who is he?”

“My dog Fritzy! He’s a mutt but mutts are better than pedigrees, aren’t they?”

I agreed. Pete was no pedigree either and it never bothered us. If I could have gotten that old dog of mine back, I wouldn’t care vohat he was.

Boy, did I miss Pete! Not that he was a brain. He couldn’t do half the tricks of some of those dogs in circuses, like carrying a parasol or walking a tightrope. Sometimes Pete wouldn’t even come if you called him for an hour. But he was my dog—a “Flatbush Labrador retriever,” as Dad called him—and when you lose a dog you just never get over it. Never.

“I used to have a dog,” I said, and told Irving all about him.

“He sounds like quite a dog,” said Irving.

“I’m getting a new one any day,” I said.

“That’s great. What does your father do?” Irving asked.

“He’s in the dress business.”

“Gee, he must be rich!”

“What makes you say that? ”

“Look at all the women who wear dresses.”

Was Irving cracked? “All the women you see aren’t wearing my father’s dresses,” I explained.

“I was only kidding,” he said like he was worried about my sense of humor.

He pointed to a boat far out where the water was blue instead of green like the rest of the ocean. “That’s the Gulf Stream. I’ve been out there lots of times, fishing.”

“I’ve never been on a boat,” I said, “but I know about the Gulf Stream. We took it up last term. It flows northeast across the ocean and and gives warm winters even to parts of Europe.”

“You’ve never been on a boat?”

“Sure, rowboats and canoes—lots of times.”

That was in camp. You learn lots of things in camp—archery, handicraft, campfire songs. . . . At Anawanawana I also learned I didn’t want to be a cowboy. Boy, sitting on a horse without a pillow. They can keep it.

The only other thing I couldn’t learn in camp was swimming. I was willing to be convinced I was buoyant. My body wasn’t.

Irving rolled over on his stomach. “Are you going to attend Sunny Beach Junior High in September? ”

“Yes. I’m in the ninth.”

“I am too. Maybe I’ll be able to introduce you to all the kids. They’re swell—except Charlie Wolper.”

“Who’s he?”

“He’s poison. Stay away from him. He’s even got a police record. Steals bikes, money out of candy machines . . .”

“Do me a favor,” I said quickly. “If you ever meet my family, don’t mention him.”

“Why not? ” asked Irving.

I told him about the Double Eagles and showed him the stitches in my head. “If my father ever so much as hears about anybody like Charlie Wolper living here, we’d probably move again, no matter how much this place helped his business or the arthritis in my mother’s fingers.”

The sun was getting hot. I got up and brushed myself off. What good was making friends if one of us roasted to death?

“Will you be here tomorrow? ” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, and I ran back into the hotel.

Mom was up by this time. She nearly had a fit when she saw I had been running around without keeping covered. “You’re red like a beet!” she said and sprayed me with sunburn lotion while I got ready to eat. We had a “studio apartment” in the Sea Spray, which meant there was a stove as well as a refrigerator.

“It’s perfectly satisfactory for light cooking,” Mr. Blivitz, the manager, said when we took the place.

“There’s no such thing as light cooking where a growing boy is concerned,” Mom had answered.

The rest of the day I spent with Mom going in drapery stores and lampshade places. How was I beginning to feel about Florida? Slightly better. Irving Winkelman could never take the place of Stevie, Myron, Lefty, and Specs, but he could try, couldn’t he?


Chapter Three


I Flip

The Center was a new-looking glass building with a big sign in front on the lawn:

FOR CHILDREN OF ALL AGES

“That’s us,” Mom said, and she held my arm tight going up the steps like I might go running off before we got to the top.

What was she holding on to me for? I admit I was once shy and bashful. But hadn’t I made that bar mitzvah speech in front of half the people in Flatbush?

Inside, a lady behind a desk smiled at us. “May I help you? ” she asked.

“I hope so,” said Mom. “I’m Mrs. Granick, and this is my son, Arthur. If possible I’d like to join a bridge or canasta group and he would like to get in with some children of his age. He’s going on fourteen.”

“I’m sure we can arrange for you to meet a very lovely group, Mrs. Granick,” said the lady. “And if your son will go straight down the corridor, Mr. Gooden will be happy to take care of him. Mr. Gooden is our youth director.”

I found Mr. Gooden in his office eating a sandwich. He was big and fat with crumbs hanging from his mustache and you’d think the way he was eating he hadn’t seen food for a month. I couldn’t see what kind of sandwich it was, but I could smell it—salami.

Was this a youth director? He looked like he couldn’t run a hundred yards in nine minutes. My idea of a youth director is somebody who is a terrific athlete and at least has hair on his head.

“Excuse me,” I said politely. “I’m—”

“Is it a national emergency or may I finish consuming my lunch first? ” he asked, picking up a bottle of soda.

I was about to inquire since when anybody had lunch at ten in the morning, when a big girl— or woman—in a tight black sweater entered. She had long red hair, very high heels, and some kind of college pin on a chain around her neck. I could tell the youth director liked her, because he immediately forgot I was there. He even forgot about his sandwich.

“What can I do for you, doll?” he asked, springing up like the H-bomb had gone off under his chair and wiping his mustache with the back of his hand.

“I just came in to return your pen, Walter,” she said. Then she saw me and her eyes opened wide. “Why, it’s Julius Caesar!”

“No, ma’am,” I corrected her. “My name is Artie Granick.”

“I mean, we’re doing the play by William Shakespeare and the boy who had the title part just came down with mumps. Tell him, Mr. Gooden.” x

“Miss Fox here is director of theatricals for the Center,” said the youth director a bit jealously. “Apparently she thinks she has discovered a new Richard Burton or Marlon Brando.”

I could feel my cheeks getting red as usual. That’s one thing I can’t fight—blushing. Boy, the minute I shave I’m going to grow a beard so nobody can see when that happens.

The drama coach smiled. “I’m afraid you’re frightening the boy, Mr. Gooden,” she said and turned to me. “This is only a part-time job I have here, Artie. Actually I’m a saleslady at Saks. But who knows, if I put this play over, perhaps it’ll mean Broadway or Hollywood for me. Do come in to see me later and help launch my career, won’t you? ”

She went out, clicking those high heels and giving me a wink.

Mr. Gooden sighed and returned to his sandwich. After a few bites he returned to me too.

“It’s a bit late in the season,” he said, taking a slug of soda, “but perhaps we may have room for you on our baseball squad. Tell me, Granick, how are you at the national pastime?”

How could I answer? I can’t hit. I can’t field. All I can do is yell as loud as anybody else at a game.

So I didn’t say anything. I just stood there with my mouth shut. Mr. Gooden must have thought I was being modest. “Report to the diamond at eleven-thirty,” he said and closed the interview with a belch.

Lucky guys who can play! They look like gods in their uniforms. They get letters to sew on their sweaters at school. Everybody yells their name. But best of all, they have at least eight friends because it takes nine men to make a team.

When you can’t play, what have you got? Nothing but yourself. Boy, my advice to little kids just starting out is Keep swinging those bats and chasing after fly balls, otherwise you will wind up by yourself—like me.

I went out and opened the door to the gym. The place was full of girls playing basketball. “Get out! Get out!” they yelled when they saw me. “We’re supposed to have this place to our-_ selves now! No boys allowed in here!”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” I said and started backing away. I didn’t see the ball on the floor and went Flop!—right on my behind.

Naturally the girls thought this was very funny. They couldn’t stop laughing. What a dumb bunch of girls. I finally got out of that gym.

Mom was already in a card game in a room filled with a lot of other card players. The way she was dealing, it looked like the arthritis in her fingers was gone already.

We waved at each other and I went to inspect the indoor swimming pool, the steam room, and the auditorium. Then I had to find Miss Fox.

Acting’s easy, I thought. You learn some lines and you say them, or at a party when people ask if you’d care for more cake or ice cream, you say, “No, thank you, I’ve had enough.” That’s acting. Stuff like that.

I pushed open a door marked dramatic club and Miss Fox said, “Ah, here he is, the noblest Roman of them all. Come in, bubby.”

The boys and girls in the room stared at me. Most of them were holding sheets of paper, I guess with their parts on them.

“Roman senators and conspirators,” said the drama coach, “meet the new boy you will stab twenty-three times—Julius Caesar—I mean, Artie Granick.”

“Can we practice stabbing him now?” asked one boy with big ears. He smiled and I saw a tooth that hadn’t come in straight. It was my friend from the beach, Irving Winkelman.

“You’ll love this play, Caesar. It will kill you,” he said, and everybody laughed.

What kind of crack was that for Irving to make, just when I was glad to see him?

Miss Fox must have noticed me edging towards the door like I wanted to get out of there in a hurry, because she brought a girl over and said, “This is Calpurnia, your wife in the play.”

The girl had long yellow hair that swished from side to side whenever she turned her head, a tiny nose, and eyes the color of the Gulf Stream where Irving said he always fished. Suddenly I realized two things—one, Dad was a genius for thinking of moving to Florida, and two—I was a slave to Calpurnia.

“My name isn’t really Calpurnia,” said the girl, fluttering her eyelashes a mile a minute. “It’s Arlene Morgan.”

Arlene! In third grade I had been in love with a girl by that name, only she never knew. All I did was not report her for talking when I was monitor.

“I’m always glad to meet a wife of mine,” I said, and her face got red like I had said something terrible.

Miss Fox handed me some sheets of paper. “I’ll describe the play once more for your benefit, Artie,” she said. “It’s the feast of the Lupercalia and all Rome is celebrating Julius Caesar’s victories. Only there are some people who want to get rid of him. The night before, Calpurnia has a dream and tries to warn her husband not to leave the house. Caesar refuses to listen to her, or to the soothsayer’s warning about the Ides of March, and goes to the Senate meeting anyway.

Sure enough, he gets killed. Then his best friend, Marc Antony, pretends to join the conspirators, to bring about their downfall.”

“Hey, didn’t they get that plot from an Untouchables I once saw on television?” Irving asked.

“Shakespeare wrote his play about four hundred years ago,” said Miss Fox. “Long before Eliot Ness was bom.”

We read through our parts, stumbling over words and laughing at each other’s mistakes. We made so many mistakes that Miss Fox looked like she was ready to kill herself.

“That will be all for now,” she said finally, and I wasn’t sorry. I wanted to talk some more to that girl Arlene.

I ran out in the hallway, chasing after her.

“Here’s your part,” Miss Fox said, coming after me with those sheets. “Try to memorize the lines and I’ll hear you say them next week.”

“Sure, sure,” I said. I had that yellow hair to catch up with. . . .

“Do you live in Florida?” I asked Arlene.

What a dumb question! She certainly wouldn’t belong to the Sunny Beach Community Center if she lived in Alaska, would she?

“Sure, we’re in the big house on Bay Drive and Twenty-Eighth,” she said. “Do you know where that is?”

Gosh, was she inviting me to visit her?

“We’ve got an Olympic-size pool. Come over and use it sometime. All the kids do.”

Swimming! That let me out. Not only because I didn’t know how, but I’d never let her see me in trunks. It’s my chest. You’d think with all the deep breathing I did it wouldn’t stay so darn flat.

And I didn’t just do those exercises in the morning when I woke up. I did them all the time. In fact, if there’s one thing I’m always doing for that chest of mine, it’s deep breathing. That’s why once when we had company back in Brooklyn my Uncle Leon asked me if I was smelling something.

Arlene went running off into a room marked sewing, so I followed Cassius, Flavius, and Irving outside to the baseball field.

Mr. Gooden was leaning on a bat, fanning himself with a catcher’s mitt. “Granick, how would you like to play third base for us?” he asked.

“I’ll try it, sir,” I said.

I ran out to that position, regretting I hadn’t gone to the sewing room instead, and Mr. Gooden starting hitting grounders at me.

What was he trying to do—kill me? Clunkl I finally stopped one with my Adam’s apple.

“Now let’s see you bat,” he said.

Bat? I was worried if I’d ever swallow again!

I stepped into the batting cage and the youth director wound up. Whizzzzz! Right past my head. “Hey, watch it!” I wanted to yell, but he might have thought I was chicken.

At last I got a piece of one—right on my shin.

“Nice stance,” he said.

He probably meant the way I was hopping around on one foot.

“Boys, meet our new third baseman,” Mr. Gooden announced, and there was a big cheer from the rest of the kids. They sure must have been hard up for players on that team!

A two-inning practice session was enough. It wasn’t the heat. It was the Coke machine. The youth director couldn’t get us away from it.

“Okay, gang, last one in the pool deserves a sunstroke,” he said and led us back to the building at a dogtrot, his belly shaking like Jell-o.

“.What’s the matter, Granick,” he called to me. “Why are you lagging behind? ”

“Pm no swimmer, sir. Pm a land animal,” I answered.

I wasn’t ashamed to say it. After all, the lion is also a land animal and he does all right for himself, doesn’t he? Not that I considered myself in the same class with the king of beasts.

“Fear of water is a phobia,” Mr. Gooden said as we put on swim trunks furnished by the Center. “I guarantee that Pll not only cure you of it, Pll make you into a skin diver.”

And he tried. Glub! Glub! Was this the plan? To hold my head under water twenty minutes, then give me mouth-to-mouth resuscitation with his salami breath? They didn’t do that even at camp.

I finally struggled free, and the youth director went floating out to the deep end with his belly sticking out of the water like an iceberg. Then he seemed to fall asleep out there in spite of all the screaming and yelling the guys were doing, jumping in and out of the pool. I guess when it came to swimming, I was hopeless.

A little later when I left the Center, Irving Winkelman walked me home. “Whatcha gonna do tomorrow?” he asked. “Whatcha gonna do Saturday afternoon? Sunday morning?”

He wasn’t going to make a pest of himself, was he?

“I never like to make plans,” I said.

All the way back to the hotel Irving didn’t shut his mouth once. “You’ll love the Center,” he said. “Once a year we have a strawberry festival and a big show. All the comedians come over from the hotels and entertain for free. The mayor makes a speech. Last year I stood right next to him—the mayor. Hey, do you like water skiing? I’m great at it. My cousin has a twenty-five-foot boat. Maybe he’ll take us both out on it sometime. It’s fun. . . .”

Dad was just pulling up in his car as we got to the Sea Spray. I ran over to him. When I was small, I used to love to kiss Dad on his cheek when he came home from work and rub my face against his whiskers. Now all we did was say hello to each other.

“Hello, Dad,” I said as he got out of the car. “How are you? ”

“H’ya, Artie,” he answered. “Whew! Never try to open a factory in a strange state. Such problems! I only hope your mother has a king-size aspirin ready for me.”

“This is Irving Winkelman,” I said.

“How do you do,” said Dad, shaking hands and looking at Irving closely. Maybe he was trying to see if Irving was a gangster.

“And what did you both do today?” Dad asked when he saw there were no concealed weapons behind Irving’s ears.

I described the Center.

“Good,” said Dad. “It sounds like there’s really a nice bunch of kids in Sunny Beach.”

“There is, sir,” said Irving. “With the exception of Charlie Wolper.”

The sap. Hadn’t I asked him not to mention that name to my family?

“Charlie Wolper? Who’s he?” asked Dad.

“Just some kid with a police record,” said Irving, completely ignoring my frantic signals for him to keep quiet.

Dad’s face was long and grim at the dinner table that evening. “Stay away from this Charlie Wolper,” he said to me. “Just remember we didn’t come down here looking for any more Double Eagles.”

“What your father means is we don’t want you to get another broken head, dear,” Mom explained.

I dug my fork into some barbecued spareribs, but I sure wished they were Irving Winkelman’s ribs instead.

“Stop eating so fast,” said Mom. “It’s important for the digestive system that we chew our food carefully.”

Who was worried about a digestive system? I was worried about Irving and his big mouth. And that girl Arlene—had she noticed the pimple on my chin? (I’d been eating too much sweets lately.) Also my shoulders—the left one is at least an inch lower than the right—not to mention my breath. Had I been standing too close to her? If she smelled bad breath on me, I’d kill myself!

Dad was saying something. “Artie, I’m thinking of buying you a TV set of your own when we move into the house. How would you like that? ”

“Okay . . . okay . . .”

“Artie, your father’s talking to you,” said Mom.

“Huh? Oh, excuse me, Dad. What was that you said? My own TV set? My very own at last? Oh, boy! Thanks a million! ”

How lucky could a guy get? Maybe I’d be lucky in other things too, I hoped. Maybe I’d get that new dog soon.


Chapter Four


Some Bad Habits

Irving shouldn’t have blabbed about Charlie Wolper. It made me sore. Pm through with him, I told myself.

I guess another guy would have walked over to Irving and said, “What’s the idea getting my parents all worked up? ” then punched him in the mouth. Me? I was just “through with him.”

Haw! Like fun I was! Irving kept phoning me at the Sea Spray all day. They must have been going crazy at that hotel hearing Call for Artie Granick! Call for Artie Granick! every minute.

And what did he want to talk about? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. His cousin’s boat. His water skiing. His dog just learned a new trick. . . .

Not only that. I couldn’t move a step outside without having him right there behind me— even when I tried to get a look at that big house on Bay Road and 28th.

“Artie, what are you doing here?” he asked.

“I might ask you the same,” I said. “What’s the idea following me?”

“I just wanted to see where you were going, Artie.”

“I’m not going anyplace.”

“Isn’t this Arlene Morgan’s house?”

“Who?”

“You know, the girl with the long yellow hair. Calpurnia. Your wife in the play.”

“Oh, her! Is this where she lives?” I asked, and walked away from him quickly before he could figure out if I really didn’t know.

Then I started worrying I had hurt Irving’s feelings and waited for him to catch up with me. That’s how I am. I can’t stay sore at people. I couldn’t even stay sore at Howie Mannheim after he owed me that dollar-fifty for over a year.

We walked toward the Center together.

What was the use trying to explain it?

We went into the gym where all the kids were and found Mr. Gooden blowing his whistle.

“Listen, who wants to go on a hike Sunday?” he asked.

Everybody started making noise, especially the girls. “We do! We do! Take us! Take us!” they screamed.

“If he takes them, I’m not going,” I thought. I still didn’t like the youth director in spite of finding out he once played college baseball.

Arlene Morgan was the only girl I would have been willing to make an exception for. With her along I could walk to Brooklyn and back on only a Hershey bar.

“Sorry, this is strictly for boys,” said Mr. Gooden. “Hiking is enough trouble without taking both sexes.”

The girls kept yelling, “Take us! We’re just as good as they are! Take us! Take us!”

By that time I didn’t know if I wanted them along or not. On the one hand, if some kid fell into quicksand, it would have been great having Arlene there to watch me pull him out. On the other hand, if there was any real danger, or if I was the one to.fall into the quicksand, it was better if she stayed home.

“Only boys, and that’s final,” said Mr. Gooden, blowing his whistle and ending the debate.

That left only the problem of getting permission from our parents. I had no trouble with Mom and Dad. They were probably glad to get rid of me.

Irving’s parents must have felt the same. “They’re only sorry it’s just for one day,” he called up to tell me.

A little later I had to go over to Food Fair to get some things for Mom. Irving wasn’t around, so I went ten blocks out of the way just to pass Arlene’s house. I just wanted to look at the place where she lived, walk on the ground where she walked, breathe the same air . . .

Breathe? I took enough air into my chest to fill up a blimp and I walked straight as an usher even though I had our shopping cart with me.

Was that someone moving behind a curtain on the second floor? I beat it away from there fast.

Irving was on his porch reading. “Want company?” he asked when he saw me going by with that shopping cart.

It’s a pain in the neck running around by yourself trying to figure out where the ketchup is, the cornflakes, the liquid starch . . .

“Come on,” I said and waited for him.

First he showed me his book, The Creature 'with Lavender Eyes, with a picture on the cover of planes and infantry trying to blast some kind of octopus with hundreds of arms and legs.

“This thing has landed on earth from another planet and is wiping out one country after another,” said Irving, leaving the book on his porch. “Our government is trying to capture it in order to study the brain and learn all its technological secrets.”

“Why don’t they just kill it? ”

“Because the C.W.L.E. is immune to any of our weapons, and nobody with normal strength and reflexes can go near it. Our hopes are pinned on only one man—Derek Fremont, who is attempting to contact it with mental telepathy.”

“Let me know what happens,” I said, impressed that Irving could put down such a wonderful book just to go shopping with me.

Then we got around the corner and I wasn’t so impressed anymore. He reached into his pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes.

“How long are you smoking? ” I asked, watching him light up one and let a big cloud of smoke out through his nose and mouth. That smoke didn’t seem to bother Irving, but just watching him sure bothered me.

“Long enough,” he said.

“Can’t you break the habit?”

“Why should I break it? I enjoy it.”

“It’s only your imagination, Irving.”

“Okay, so I enjoy smoking my imagination.”

He went right ahead puffing on the cigarette.

I guess he didn’t see it was making me sick.

“Irving, please do me a big favor,” I said.

“You want me to blow the smoke the other way? ”

“No, I don’t want you to blow it anywhere. I want you to stop smoking.”

“Are you crazy or something?”

“I’m not the one that’s crazy, Irving. You are.”

“Me? How do you figure that?”

“You don’t think it does you any good taking nicotine into your lungs instead of air, do you?”

“It so happens I take in all the air I need, Artie.”

“Of course you do. Otherwise you couldn’t live. We all know that. But don’t you know with every breath of smoke you take, you’re shortening your life? You never heard of a mile runner who smoked, did you?”

“Who wants to run a mile when you can take a bus?”

“Okay, did you ever hear of a fighter who trained on cigarettes?”

“No, but I’m not training to fight anybody.”

It was obvious I wasn’t getting anywhere with Irving. How could I handle him? What could I do to save him?

“Surely you’ve heard about the link between smoking and cancer, haven’t you?” I asked impatiently.

“Aw, who cares about cancer? We give money to it every year.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t get it, just because you give money to a cancer fund. For God’s sake, Irving, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. If you can’t think of yourself, think of your father and mother.”

“Lay off, will you, Artie? Stop lecturing me. If I want to smoke, I’ll smoke all I want.”

He took the cigarette out of his mouth and lit another one with it.

“You’re just smoking because you think it proves you’re grown up,” I said. “Well, I just think it proves you’re a show-off.”

Before I knew what I was doing, I reached over and knocked the cigarette out of his mouth.

Irving looked at me in surprise like he was trying to figure out why I had done such a thing, and I guess I stood there looking back at him in the same way.

“The hell with you, Granick,” he said finally and walked away.

“I only did it for your good, you sap,” I yelled after him, but he kept on going. I guess he went right back to his stupid science fiction.

I went to Food Fair by myself and I was so upset I forgot to get the bananas. Mom called it to my attention when I got back to the hotel.

“I’ll pick them up later myself,” she said like I was always forgetting bananas.

“How long can a person live if he starts smoking before he’s fourteen?” I asked Mom later.

“You’re not thinking of starting, are you?” she wanted to know.

“No, I’m just inquiring for a friend,” I said and went to turn on some TV quick before Mom could hand me the same lecture I had just handed Irving. Mom and Dad don’t smoke, thank God. That’s all I needed—to worry about them getting cancer!

Who knows what I watched on that set? All I could think of was what rotten luck I had—one good friend in Florida so far and he has to kill himself with cigarettes.

“How’s your friend Irving? ” Dad asked that evening when he came home.

“Fine,” I said.

“A nice-looking boy, that Irving,” said Dad.

I could imagine what he’d say if I told him Irving smoked!

Some people can stay mad. I can’t. I went downstairs to the phones in the lobby and called up my one and only friend in this state. I wanted to talk to him while he was still alive.

“I’m sorry for what I did before,” I said. “If you want to kill yourself, it’s none of my business.”

“No, Artie, you were right,” he said. “I was only showing off. I’ll never smoke again as long as I live. I swear!”

“Hooray!” I shouted. I wasn’t going to lose him after all.

Early Sunday morning I met Irving in front of his house and we walked over to the Center for that hike. It was funny. We both had liver-wurst sandwiches. I wonder what Daniel Boone’s mother gave him to take along when he went on a hike?

Could I be a Boone? “Look how silently that new boy walks through the forest,” they might say. “Not a leaf crackles, not a twig snaps under his feet. Only Indians walk like that-. That’s what Granick must be—part Indian.”

Irving sounded very happy. “Derek Fremont was able to contact the Creature with Lavender Eyes by mental telepathy,” he said, “and it agreed to give up trying to conquer the earth and to help us wipe out poverty and ignorance instead.”

“That’s great,” I said.

I don’t believe in science fiction personally but always feel better when we have those creatures on our side.

About twenty of us waited around until almost noon, when Mr. Gooden finally showed up wearing an enormous pair of shorts. Irving and me, plus six’more kids, could have fitted into those pants. That’s how big they were.

“Excuse me, boys,” he said, yawning. “I got in late last night. Big poker game.”

“Poker game, my foot,” Irving whispered in my ear. “I bet he was out with Miss Fox. He’s got a crush on her, you know.”

“Hup, two, three, four—hup, two, three, four,” said the youth director and we started marching.

We marched across town, stopping only for red lights. Was there really something going on between Mr. Gooden and the drama coach? He certainly kept looking at her in a funny way at the Center all the time.

But what could she see in him? After all, he was fat and bald. Could she be impressed because he was a former college star?

My Aunt Sarah saw something in Uncle Henry and he was fat and bald. But Uncle Henry was a million laughs. Like if there was a funeral in the family, he’d say, “This is a great cemetery. Everybody’s dying to get in here.” Or if somebody was pregnant, he’d say, “Two to one it’s either a boy or a girl.”

Was Mr. Gooden a million laughs when you got to know him? Or didn’t Miss Fox have to see anything in him to kiss him? Back in Brooklyn boys and girls were always kissing and many times they hardly even knew each other.

It nearly happened to me once, at a clubhouse—the Bengals. They met in a basement every Saturday evening. I met this girl there— Roberta. “What’s in the back room?” she asked while a lot of kids were dancing, and I showed her the sign, for members only. “Are you a member?” she asked, and I said no, but we went in anyway. It was dark in there and kids were kissing. But when I tried it on her, she said, “You sure act like a member,” and walked out on me.

By this time we were out in the country.

“Observe the lakes of Florida many of which are connected by subterranean channels,” said Mr. Gooden. “The Everglades are almost three million acres in area and poor drainage causes the water to remain on the surface most of the year . . .”

He certainly sounded like he was trying to get our minds off him and Miss Fox.

“On our left we have those very hardy trees, the live oaks, with their small evergreen leaves. The Spanish moss hanging from the branches is covered with tiny hairs that absorb moisture from the air . . .”

How could Miss Fox stand him kissing her, anyway, with that mustache of his? Didn’t it tickle?

“Millions of dollars have been spent by our state and nation to reclaim these vast wastelands by building a system of canals, and already great cities have risen . .

Irving had no right to say the youth director and Miss Fox made love unless it was absolutely true. After all, they weren’t even married.

“Twenty years after Columbus discovered the New World in 1492, expeditions were already coming here seeking a legendary Fountain of Youth, right here in this state . . .”

I was a dope. Since when did people have to be married to make love? It was the animal instinct we took up in biology last term.

“Some people say Ponce de Leon actually found that Fountain of Youth,” Mr. Gooden concluded, “and is still living here in one of our retirement hotels.”

We all laughed.

“How about time out for lunch? ” asked a boy named Barry Fenton.

“I second the motion,” said Irving.

Mr. Gooden blew his whistle and we started eating, sitting on tree stumps or right on the ground. What kind of sandwich did the youth. director take out of his own pocket? Salami. That settled it. Nobody could kiss him after one of those.

When we were finished eating, some of the guys started horsing around. They found a coconut and threw forward passes with it like it was a football.

“Here! Here!” Irving yelled, going out for a long one.

Little Herby Ellis didn’t have the strength to throw so far. He beaned Mr. Gooden with the coconut instead. Wow! We thought that knock killed Mr. Gooden. But it didn’t. He just got very angry and started blowing his whistle.

“Fall in!” he ordered. “Hup, two, three, four —hup, two, three, four . . .”

Was the youth director merely sore, or had little Herby Ellis done permanent damage to his brain with that coconut? It didn’t look like he knew where he was taking us, or cared. Florida may look narrow on the map, but never try walking across it.

On and on we went.

“Ow, my feet,” Irving moaned.

Mine didn’t feel any better.

When Mr. Gooden called a halt at last, there weren’t any more lots for sale signs and his own legs must have been coming off from carrying that big belly without a wheelbarrow.

“The problem now is to figure out where we are,” he said.

Instantly we all went scrambling up a tree. “In heaven’s name, be careful,” said Mr. Gooden. “We don’t want any broken limbs, and I don’t mean that tree.”

Irving got to the top first. He could climb like a monkey!

“Is there any sign of civilization?” the youth director called up to us.

“Just a Howard Johnson,” said Irving.

In no time at all we were trooping into the roadside restaurant where Mr. Gooden insisted the ice cream (28 flavors) was on him. I guess he was that glad Navy planes didn’t have to come out looking for us.

“You know, I think I’m beginning to like Mr. Gooden,” I told Irving as we wolfed down pistachio cones.

I felt sure of it a little later when we stood outside waiting for him to get his change and some of the kids accidentally leaned against somebody’s car.

“Get off that car, you little brats, before I murder you!” a big man yelled, running at us and shaking his two fists.

“What’s the idea picking on those kids?” Mr. Gooden shouted, coming out in the nick of time. “You want to pick on somebody, pick on somebody your own size. Come on, pick on me!”

Can anybody ask more of a youth director than that? Anyway, that man got in his car fast and drove away. I guess he was afraid of getting butted to death by a big belly.

A short while later Mr. Gooden again showed concern for us—and himself. He blew his whistle at a bus stop and we rode back to Sunny Beach— with air conditioning and tinted glass yet.

“Let me call you sweetheart, I’m in love with you,” he started singing in the bus. What was he trying to do—get us to sing love songs? And who was he thinking of—Miss Fox?

Everybody was dog-tired and went straight home when they got off that bus—except me. Fallen arches or not, there was something else I had to do first.

“Where you going? ” Irving asked.

What was he? Glue?

“I’ve got to meet my father,” I said and hurried away before he could cross-examine me.

I only wanted to walk past Arlene’s house, but I couldn’t tell him that, could I?


Chapter Five


The Lady Killer

Yippee! At last the van was due to arrive from Brooklyn with our furniture. Mom, Dad, and I checked out of the Sea Spray to go to the house and wait.

In a couple of ways I felt glad about leaving the hotel. Our house was much closer to Arlene Morgan’s. Also, the sooner we got in there, the sooner I’d get my new dog.

But it’s a funny thing. When I get used to a place, I’m sorry to leave it—much as I hated it when I first got there.

I was even sorry to leave those old people. After all, you can’t dislike people for being old. They used to be young once themselves. And some of them looked real sad all the time, like everyone they knew, is gone and all they’ve got left is themselves.

“Mazel tov,” those old people said as we left with our valises. You didn’t have to know Yiddish to know it meant “good luck” the way they said it.

Mom felt sorry about leaving them too. She cried. I guess she was still thinking of Grandma and Grandpa.

How long are you supposed to miss people when they’re dead, anyway? Dad wasn’t crying and they were his parents. Don’t men cry? They cry when they’re boys. I still cry. I mean, sometimes I cry. Like if I’m in agony with an appendix attack (they took it out when I was ten) or if I can’t have something I need real bad—a .22 repeater rifle to shoot targets with, for instance, like the one I asked for when we lived on Avenue J.

And when Pete disappeared. . . .

When would I stop crying? Or am I the type that will go on doing it for the rest of his natural life?

Getting back to the house, though—it was beginning to shape up, especially my room, which had all new things in it because I never had a room of my own before. There were even t’wo beds in case I ever had a friend sleep over— and that new TV set Dad mentioned.

The outside looked good too with a brand-new paint job. And there were oranges and lemons on some of the trees in back. Boy, what would the guys in Flatbush say about that? My own oranges and lemons—not some fruit store’s!

That backyard? It was just begging for a dog.

After waiting for the van all morning, Dad must have noticed me fidgeting. “You don’t have to hang around,” he said. “Go take a walk and see the neighborhood.”

I thought that was a good idea. You know how it is. You move into an area, you want to look it over—see how you fit.

Mom was putting lining in the kitchen cabinets and she called to me. “Oh, Artie, it’s so wonderful being in our own home at last, isn’t it? Say you love it. And come back saying you love the neighborhood, too. Go forth, my son, go forth and inspect everything. Only please stay out of the sun!”

So I went forth. But there weren’t any people to inspect. Just dogs. They came out of those houses, growling and snapping at me like I was stealing their precious sidewalks.

Wow! Dogs sure ran around free here—all over the place! Why didn’t their owners keep them tied up? Weren’t people- entitled to run around free too?

I tried to calm down those poodles and shepherds, but it was no use. They didn’t speak the same language as my old dog and me. Good old Pete! He’d only howl at you if you were a crook or murderer. Who knows how many times he saved us from being robbed or killed just by making enough noise to be heard way up in the Bronx?

Boy, make my next dog like Pete! Or wouldn’t a Labrador retriever care for palm trees and hot sun shining all the time, even two seconds after it stops raining?

So I walked in the gutter to satisfy those other dogs, until I happened to glance in between two houses and saw two boys from the hike, Barry Fenton and little Herby Ellis. They were hiding behind a garbage can, reading a magazine.

“H’ya,” I said, walking into the alley. But they paid no attention to me.

“Whatcha got there?” I asked, and they still didn’t answer.

I stood there like a sap waiting for Barry and little Herby to get finished looking at that magazine, but they went on taking their own sweet time.

“How do you like this one?” Barry kept asking. “How about that one? Wait till you see the one on the next page.”

“Oh, boy!” Herby said.

Naked pictures! I got a quick flash of one!

“What’s new, fellows?” I asked. “Boy, that sure was some hike we had, wasn’t it?”

They ignored me.

“Pretty nifty pictures!” Barry said.

“And how! ” little Herby said. -

“Is that all you have to say? Maybe these pictures don’t mean anything to you, Herby Ellis.”

“They do so.”

“Then why don’t you say so?” .

“I was thinking, Barry.”

“What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking what nice builds those girls have.”

Poor dumb Herby. I felt sorry for him. “Here, let me see those pictures,” I said, trying to grab the magazine out of Barry’s hand.

Barry pulled it away.

“Aw, let him have a look,” said Herby.

“Why should I ? What did he ever do for me? ”

“You know him. He’s Irving Winkelman’s friend.”

“Artie Granick,” I said as if we had never been on a hike together.

Barry hesitated. You’d think my whole life depended on him and his pictures.

“Okay, you can look,” he said, holding out the magazine.

I just stood there.

“Here, look.”

“Keep your stinking pictures,” I said.

“What are you, crazy or something? One minute you want to see these pictures, the next minute you don’t.”

“No, I’m not crazy—I just don’t want anybody doing me any big favors.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning if I wasn’t good enough to see those pictures before, I’m not good enough to see them now.”

“Aw, cut out being sensitive,” Herby Ellis said.

“I’m not being sensitive. Anyway, back in Brooklyn I saw lots of pictures. You’d be surprised how many pictures we used to have up there. I bet I’ve seen more of them than anybody.”

I started walking away.

“Aw, c’mon back and look at these,” Barry Fenton pleaded. “Just let me know how they stack up with those other pictures you’ve seen.”

“Maybe some other time,” I said and kept going. But I could have kicked myself, because if I wasn’t really sensitive like Herby Ellis said, I would have seen those pictures instead of acting so high and mighty about it.

The van was already in front of the house when I got back—zucker brothers, MOVERS, UTICA AVENUE, BROOKLYN, NEW York. I could have cried looking at that sign because it made me think of Stevie and Myron and the rest of the guys I left behind, as well as my old school and Prospect Park.

All right, half the time those guys wouldn’t give me a game of ball, the school was a hundred years old and had an iron gate around it to keep you out of the yard, and it wasn’t safe to go in the park day or night. But still and all, Brooklyn was the place where I was born and raised and my roots were there.

While Mom and Dad checked the furniture I checked something else—my bike. Sure enough those dumb Zucker Brothers had bent one of the fenders. This didn’t make me happy. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about bikes it’s that once a fender is bent, it wants to stay that way.

After getting myself all knocked out trying to straighten that fender, I decided to take off both of them. The bike sure looked different when I was finished.

“Why did you do that?” Dad asked, joining me in the garage.

“There’s no use trying to reason with a bent fender,” I explained.

“Sure not. Just ruin your whole bike,” he said, “instead of taking it over to a repair shop and having it fixed properly.”

Dad was so sore about the bike I decided to skip bringing it up about a dog.

I rode over to Irving’s just to see how it felt, riding without fenders.

“Wait, I’ll get my bike and we’ll go for a ride,” said Irving. But I told him some other time —there was too much to do at my house.

“Okay,” he said and made a face.

I was halfway home when there was a terrific

noise behind me and two boys shot by on a motor scooter. “GETTTOUTTTTATHE-WAYYYY!” they yelled.

“Who for? ” I answered back.

That scooter turned around and came right back to where I had stopped my bike. “For me,” the boy driving said without taking the toothpick out of his mouth. He had a husky build and thick brown hair.

“And who might you be?” I asked.

“Charlie Wolper,” he said.

Something inside of me fell out. Maybe it was on account of what Irving had said about him, or the way his muscles twitched while he was holding the handlebars.

I tried twitching my own muscles, leaning on the bike, but nothing happened.

“You don’t own the street,” I said. “It belongs to everybody.”

“Who?”

“Everybody.”

“Hey, Manny, you hear that? This guy thinks he’s everybody. Is he everybody, Manny? ”

“Nah, he ain’t everybody,” said the boy in back, also with a toothpick in his mouth.

“See? Even Manny says you’re not everybody.”

“Anyway, I have as much right to use the street as you,” I said.

Charlie Wolper looked closely at me. “You just move around here?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Brooklyn.”

“Then you’ve gotta have a passport. You got a passport? ”

“Nobody needs a passport to go from Brooklyn to Florida,” I said, starting to get angry.

“I say you do need one.”

“And I say you don’t.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“I’m just telling you not to think you can get away with handing me any bull,” I said.

Good old guts! I had them back. Hooray for guts!—unless they got me another broken skull, of course. .

The boy in back grew impatient. “Let’s go, man,” he said.

“Maybe we’ll see each other again,” Charlie Wolper said, flicking his toothpick at me.

He turned the motor scooter around and they roared away.

I guess Dad heard the racket they made. He was standing outside when I rode up, a hammer and nails in his hands, looking after them. Mom came out and joined us.

“Who was that?” Dad asked.

“Just some kids,” I said.

What would be the sense telling them that one of those boys was the notorious Charlie Wolper? Or didn’t I have to tell those parents of mine anything* Dad was still staring up the street, and Mom said, “Stop worrying, Joe. I’m his mother, and I don’t do half the worrying you do.”

Who was Mom kidding? The rest of the day, long after Dad simmered down, she was still peering through the window, trying to see up the street.

Later the phone rang and Mom answered. Boy, did she flip! “It’s a girl, Artie—for you,” she said.

Dad started chuckling. “Our son, the lady killer,” he said, and Mom seemed to think that was pretty funny. “It’s a good thing we didn’t take an unlisted number,” she said, laughing.

(Mom shouldn’t have made such a fuss. That wasn’t the first girl who ever called me. Back on Avenue J, I had a girl calling me all the time— Shirley Rothenberg. Only Shirley never said anything. The minute I answered the phone, she’d hang up. Lost her nerve, I guess.)

I’m glad for long telephone wires! I took the call in my own room with the door shut tight. “Hello,” I said.

“This is Arlene Morgan—your wife,” said a voice, and immediately there was a lot of giggling.

Imagine! She was calling me—me\

Another girl’s voice broke in: “Hello, Artie

Granick? Arlene thinks you’re cute!”

“Who’s that?” I asked, and there was a lot of noise like they were arguing.

“That was my cousin Sandy and she's the one who thinks you’re cute,” said the first voice again, Arlene Morgan’s.

“I’m glad someone thinks so,” I said.

Arlene laughed. “Not that I don’t think so too.”

“How can I argue? It’s two against one.”

The other voice screamed, “Why don’t you come over here to my cousin’s house?”

“What, and be alone with two girls? ” I asked.

I had to talk low. Mom might have been listening at the door.

“Don’t you have a boy friend? ” asked Arlene.

“How about Irving Winkelman?” I asked cautiously.

“Ugh,” said Arlene.

“Can he dance?” her cousin screamed.

“He never stepped on my feet,” I said, and I heard both girls start laughing like they thought this was very funny. '

“Bring him over!” said Arlene.

I went out to the garage and lifted my barbell a few times—the barbell Dad didn’t want me to bring from Brooklyn because the moving people charged by the pound. My Uncle Seymour got me that barbell for my bar mitzvah and I lift it whenever I get a chance because although I love and admire Dad, I’d rather look like that guy who plays Hercules in the movies.

Then I washed and put on a clean T-shirt, then dabbed my face with shaving lotion. To me the important thing is smelling like you shave, even if you don’t.

“Don’t be late,” Mom said as I started to leave, “and remember we’re here now, not at the hotel.”

I found Irving sitting in front of his house with a radio stuck against his ear. I had to say hello six times, that’s how loud he was playing that radio. “Shut that thing off! ” I yelled several times.

Finally he heard me. “What’s up, Artie?”

“We’ve got a date with Arlene Morgan and her cousin!” I shouted.

His face lit up.

“Yummy, yummy, girls,” he said and ran into the house, saying he’d only be a minute.

Irving’s house is not as nice as mine. His father is a house painter. I know because they have a sign on their car that says m. Winkelman, HOUSE PAINTING AND DECORATING, then their address and phone number. The sign can be taken off when they go out for pleasure.

I waited outside. I didn’t want to take a chance on getting involved with Irving’s mother. She likes to talk to me in Yiddish and all I know is a few words. Mom and Dad only speak it when they don’t want me to understand things they’re saying, like my cousin Sam going with a shicksa (a Gentile girl) or my Aunt Hannah is mishugeh (off her.rocker).

It isn’t that Mom and Dad aren’t good Jews. They just don’t keep two sets of dishes—one for meat and one for dairy—and only go to temple for weddings and bar mitzvahs. But the first thing they did when we moved in here was hang up mezuzahs on the doorways. And they always say “Gesundheit” (God bless you) when somebody sneezes.

I guess Irving’s family are real Jews—orthodox. His father always wears a yarmulke (skull cap) and on Saturday Irving can’t get any money because it’s Shabbos.

Sure enough, Irving’s mother spotted me from the window. “Halo, mein scheine kind” she said, “vos makht du? Ess is mir ah fargenign!” Then she called to her husband in English, “Come, look at his face! Isn’t he cute! Isn’t he sweet!”

Boy, if there’s one thing I hate it’s people saying I’m cute or sweet!

Irving came out at last with a couple of records instead of the radio. “What do you need them for?” I asked, and he did a quick dance step. “Dah-dee-ah, dah-dah,” he sang, snapping his fingers.

That was that—Sammy Davis Winkelman! He could dance all right!

As usual he fell in behind me as we walked.

“I’ve got a great idea, Artie,” he said after a while. “You know all those guitar players and folk singers? We could make a fortune.”

“We?” I asked.

“Sure, you and me. We could become folk singers and entertainers. What do you say? ”

“But I don’t know anything about music, Irving.”

Two years of piano didn’t count, did it? Poor Mom had kept hoping I’d be a second Van Cli-burn.

“Who has to know anything, Artie? We could take lessons. I bet none of those stars knew anything before they took lessons.”

I laughed. “You might as well know, Irving. I can’t sing.”

“Singing’s all breath control, Artie. I read that in Reader's Digest. All a person has to have is lungs.”

“Maybe I’ve got gills.”

“I even have a name for us—Irving and Artie, the Sunny Beach Serenaders! How does that sound?”

“The name sounds great. How would we sound? ”

“We’d sound great, Artie. What do you say? Let’s find out about taking lessons tomorrow, huh?”

Thank goodness we had arrived at Arlene’s house or I might have had to sign a contract right then and there. Arlene’s father’s a doctor. I guess he does better than my father and Irving’s put together.

The girls were standing at the front door and they let us in quick, like they were afraid we might change our minds. A maid looked sore because they didn’t give her a chance to do the opening.

Boy, what a house! There was stereo music pouring out of somewhere, big crystal chandeliers, and thick rugs.

“This is my cousin Sandy,” said Arlene, swishing that long yellow hair of hers. Her eyes seemed bluer somehow, her nose even littler.

“Happy to make your acquaintance,” I said, turning to Sandy and bowing politely.

Dopey Irving couldn’t say the same thing and let it go at that. He had to stand there with his mouth open, staring.

Okay, I could have stared too. Not that Sandy’s face was so attractive, but she happened to have that kind of a development—if you know what I mean. Or maybe it was just the bra she was wearing.

“Wow!” said Irving, and Sandy seemed insulted.

It didn’t look like the two of them would hit it off right at all. But Irving found out where that stereo was coming from and without asking questions, put on one of his own records—a real crazy one. Then he pulled back a rug, grabbed Sandy, and they started to dance.

Arlene took me by the hand and led me out in back of the house by the swimming pool. The sun was just going down and there was a nice smell from the night-blooming jasmine. We have the same smell over at our place, but there is no pool.

Arlene sat down on a glider and motioned for me to sit down next to her. We sat for a few minutes just gliding.

“I guess I’m the luckiest guy in the world,” I said after a while because I’m sure a girl doesn’t just want to glide all night; she wants conversation as well.

“How do you figure that?” Arlene asked.

“Well, I could have spent the evening just sitting with my stamp collection. Instead, here I am with you.”

“You could have brought your stamps over here and sat with them too/’ she said teasingly.

“Aw, I don’t really care for stamps like some people do. I guess I’ll never be a philatelist.”

“A what?”

“A stamp collector. Did you know that the first postage stamp was printed in 1840 and that one stamp, the British Guiana One Penny Magenta, is worth a couple of hundred thousand dollars?”

Arlene stared at me in amazement. “It must be wonderful to have all that information.”

“I could bring over all my stamps sometime and tell you a lot of things about them. Just think —there’s a story behind every stamp.”

“And I thought all they were good for was to mail letters! ”

I told her about the Cape of Good Hope Triangle, the U. S. Inverted Center Airmail, the Great Britain Penny Black, the Hawaii Missionary, the Brazil Bull’s Eye, the Canada Bluenose . . .

The maid brought out Cokes and pretzels.

“Thank you, Fanny,” said Arlene, and the maid left us alone again.

I went right on talking about stamps. How could I stop? I didn’t know what else to talk about.

Arlene must have been worried about something too. “Perhaps I ought to turn on the lights,” she said.

“Why don’t you? ” I asked.

“Are you afraid of the dark, Artie? ”

“Me? Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not either.”

“Then leave it the way it is,” I said nervously.

Irving’s records were still playing inside and I could hear him and Sandy dancing. Did Arlene expect me to ask her to dance too? It didn’t seem likely that she would have taken me way out in back of the house if that was what she wanted.

Arlene Morgan must have taken me out there for a purpose. Did she want me to kiss her? Wow! I started sweating, thinking about it.

There was only one way to find out.

I slowly reached my arm around the back of the glider and moved it towards her, a zillionth of an inch at a time. My arm almost got paralyzed by the time it reached Arlene and I was about to bring it back where it belonged when there was a blood-curdling scream inside the house, followed by: “Look what you did! Look what you did, Irving Winkelman! ”

It was Sandy.

Arlene and I went running inside. The maid came running too, from another part of the house.

“He tore my blouse,” Sandy wailed. “My pretty Hong Kong blouse! ”

“All I did was swing her around,” said Irving, blinking at us.

I tried to see the damage, but Sandy turned and faced the wall.

“Maybe it can be mended,” said Arlene.

The maid took a look. “That blouse can’t be mended,” she said, glaring at me as well as Irving and leading Sandy out of the room.

“Well, don’t worry about it,” Irving called after them. “Artie’s father makes women’s clothes. He’ll get you all the blouses you need.”

I gave him a shove. “What are you talking about? Your father paints houses. Can you get him to paint a house just because you say so?”

That stopped Irving. However, when Sandy came back wearing something else, she started in right where she left off. “My blouse! My blouse! My pretty eight ninety-five Hong Kong blouse! ”

“Oh, stop worrying,” I said.

All I meant was for her to keep quiet. But Sandy must have thought I was going to get her a new blouse from my father’s place. She threw her arms around me. “Thanks, Artie,” she said, and Irving, that rat, was grinning like nothing ever happened.

“That’s that. Let’s call up and order a pizza,” he said and picked up a phone. “We’ll split later, Artie,” he whispered.

The three of them tore into that pizza like horses. Me? I just nibbled on my portion. That’s one thing about my appetite. It can’t be normal when I’m worried if I owe somebody a blouse.

But Sandy was fine now, laughing and kidding around. Maybe she hadn’t misunderstood my meaning after all.

“Let’s play Scrabble,” she said. .

I love Scrabble. You have to have a good vocabulary and it’s a real challenge trying to make a word of your own out of someone else’s.

But we weren’t playing five minutes when Sandy laid out the letters B L O alongside my USE for ninety points.

BLOUSE!

££Aw, who wants to play this lousy game?” I said.

Arlene or not, I couldn’t wait to get out of that house.

How did Arlene feel about me leaving? Heck, she was on the phone already with some other guy. You could tell it was a guy the way she was giggling.

As Irving and I started down the street, I said to him, “I ought to break those records over your head.”

“They’re plastic,” he said.

“So’s your head! Why can’t you learn how to dance with a girl without tearing her clothes?”

He grinned. Even in the dark I could see that stupid tooth of his.

“What do you think my father’s going to say? ” I asked.

“What’ll he say, Artie?”

“You live three blocks away. You’ll hear for yourself.”

The sky was full of stars. “Do you think there’s any life up there? ” Irving asked.

The wise guy. He was just trying to change the subject. N

“Maybe the Creature with Lavender Eyes came from one of those stars, huh, Artie?”

“Stars aren’t planets. They’re only made of gases.”

“Still I don’t think the earth is the only place where there’s life, do you, Artie?”

“Suppose we leave that to science to figure out.”

We heard footsteps behind us and turned. A dark figure slunk into the shadows.

“M-maybe that was a Martian,” said Irving.

“Baloney,” I said. “That was Charlie Wolper.

He almost ran me down on a scooter early this evening.”

“Ch-Charlie?” Irving called into the darkness. “Charlie Wolper?”

There was no answer.

Irving and I continued walking—much faster. We didn’t bother speaking to each other. We were just trying to see who could take longer steps.

Lucky Irving! We got to his house first and he ran right inside. He couldn’t stand on his porch one single half-second, and watch me make it down to the corner. I swear, that’s the very least I would do for a friend—see if he got down there in one piece.

Was it possible I was wrong and it wasn’t really Charlie Wolper back there but some kind of creature from another planet?

A minute later when I came bursting into the middle of our living room, puffing and panting, Mom and Dad turned around from the TV set and looked at me.

“Who was chasing you?” Dad asked.

“Spacemen,” I said.

“Don’t get funny when I ask you a simple question, young man. And what’s the idea coming in so late? We just moved in here and right away you start keeping crazy hours. Remember, I want you home on time hereafter.”

“Okay, Dad.”

Mom had been waiting to say something and she finally said it. “Take some milk, Artie. And there’s a brownie on the table.”

I took it.


Chapter Six


Boys for Hire

I didn’t sleep too well that night, and it wasn’t Charlie Wolper’s fault—or anybody’s up on some planet. Nor was it Dad’s fault either, although I think there are better ways to put a son to sleep than by telling him he can’t have one lousy blouse from a factory.

What really kept me up was worrying about the impression I had made on Arlene. What was I, some kind of moron that I didn’t know right away she wanted me to kiss her the minute she took me out on that glider? Why had I gone on talking about stamps all night?

So okay, I’m still slightly on the shy side. I could still have found more interesting things to talk about. For instance, I could have mentioned my cousin Richie in Jackson Heights who has asthma and can’t catch his breath (he’s the one who should really be living in Florida), or my poor Uncle Benny whose picture is always on Dad’s dresser and who I never even saw because he got killed in World War IL

But maybe that would have been like asking a girl to feel sorry for me and that’s something I’d never do unless I happened to have an arm or a leg in a cast. Which won’t ever be, I guess, because I never break things—all I ever get is sprains.

What I could have done was tell Arlene about the woman whose life I once saved in the subway. She fainted just as the train was coming into the Nevins Street station and would have fallen on the tracks if I hadn’t .caught her in the nick of time.

Well, actually, two men standing nearby did the catching and all I did was lay a Daily News under the woman’s head. (How could I catch anybody who weighed about 600 pounds? )

That’s the trouble with me. I can’t be a hero. In all the years we lived in Brooklyn, I never once got a chance to put my finger in a dike and save the whole place, like that kid in Holland did. And with my luck, if Arlene Morgan ever catches on fire, somebody else will be around to roll her in a blanket.

The way I finally got to feel after tossing and turning all night was that if Arlene Morgan didn’t appreciate me, it was too bad about her. I’m tall for my age, have a pretty good build (outside of that sunken chest), and will probably make a lot of money someday if I ever go in for law or some other field where a good mouthpiece is necessary. You should have heard me when I gave my bar mitzvah speech: “Dear parents, relatives and friends.” Everybody started right in clapping. Or maybe they just wanted to get on with the dinner.

Actually, I don’t know exactly rwhat I want to be yet. Dad, of course, is in the dress business. But he says he’d kill me if I went into that.

Dad says he’d like to see me become a surgeon. That would kill me altogether. Who wants to cut up people and look at their guts?

Engineering might be fun, but math is my worst subject. I can just see any bridge or tunnel I built caving in the minute it was finished. So that’s out.

I’d really like to become an inventor, but so far everything I’ve thought of has already been invented. I guess I’ll just have to keep an open mind as to what I’ll be.

After spending half the night thinking, I finally fell asleep.

In the morning Mom handed me a present—a box of stationery and a pen. “Grandma in Ben-sonhurst would love to get a letter from you,” she said. “How about giving her a blow-by-blow description of everything we’re doing here? ”

I took the stationery and pen, but I didn’t write my grandmother. Instead I wrote Arlene’s name and initials, intertwining them with my own. Seeing them next to each other, and intertwined, made me feel that’s how Arlene and I would always be in person—together\

After using up a few sheets doing that, I started writing Arlene letters.

Dearest Arlene,

You are the most beautiful girl in the world. You are more beautiful than anybody on television—even those girl contortionists.

Darling Arlene,

Sir Walter Raleigh laid down his coat in a puddle for the Queen. If you ever see a puddle, just call me.

You won’t have to pay for the dry cleaning either.

Arlene dearest darling.

Whenever I think of you I hear bells ringing and it isn’t the Good Humor man.

Angel of My Heart,

Here I am on the battlefield bleeding to death from shrapnel wounds. But it’s a pleasure because I’ll soon be in the Red Cross hospital where you are a nurse.

This is the letter I finally stuck inside an envelope and went out to mail after I finished eating.

Dear Arlene,

If anybody ever tries to get wise with you, please let me know and I will take care of him with my bare hands.

Yours truly,

Arthur Granick

On the way Irving yelled out from his house, “Where you going, Artie?”

“To the mailbox/’ I said, hoping he wouldn’t follow me.

That’s exactly what the pest did.

“What are you mailing?” he asked.

“A letter,” I said. “What do people generally mail?”

“I mean, who is it to?”

“It’s a letter to the Pacific Northwest Lumberman’s Association,” I said. “I may decide to become a lumberjack.”

“Gee, a lumberjack,” said Irving. “Let’s see.”

“What’s there to see? The envelope’s closed.”

“I just want to look at the address.”

“Why? Don’t you believe me?”

“Sure I do, Artie. But I may want to write to them myself.”

“You? They’d never take you, Irving. You couldn’t pass the physical.”

“What kind of physical?”

“You have to be able to swing an ax this long and chop down giant trees in two minutes.”

“Wow!”

“Also, lumberjacks have to be able to roll on a log in the middle of a river to break up log jams, and they usually eat at least twenty-seven eggs apiece for breakfast.”

“Ugh! I hate eggs.”

“I know, therefore you can’t be a lumberjack.”

At the mailbox I hesitated while Irving held it open for me. Would Arlene think I was sappy for writing that letter? Would she pass it around to her girl friends and let all of them enjoy a big laugh at my expense?

I broke into a sweat thinking about it.

“Come on back,” I said finally and started walking away.

“What about that letter?” Irving asked.

“Aw, my handwriting wasn’t clear, I’m afraid. I’ll try writing it again some other time.”

I tore that letter into a million pieces and dropped it down a sewer where even he couldn’t get it.

“Okay with me,” said Irving, watching.

We walked over to his house and I heard a clopping noise inside.

“What’s that? A pile driver?” I asked.

“Naw, it’s Friday,” said Irving. “Every Friday my mother chops liver. Doesn’t your mother chop liver on Friday?”

I shook my head.

“You’re Jewish, aren’t you? ” he asked in sudden alarm.

“Sure, but my mother buys it in containers, prepared.”

Somehow I felt guilty saying that—guilty for Mom, I mean. I hated to let Irving feel that his mother was giving him a better upbringing than I was getting, as far as homemade chopped liver was concerned anyway.

“Do you fast on Yom Kippur? ” he asked.

Stupid question number 1,286,943.

“No, we have twelve-course dinners,” I answered angrily. “And by the way, speaking of atoning, you owe somebody eight dollars and ninety-five cents. My father’s not making us any presents, and that’s how much Sandy’s Hong Kong blouse cost, you may recall.”

“Aw, I don’t have to pay Sandy back, Artie. I’ll never see her again anyway. She’s got a big nose and did you ever see such skin? I’ve seen better skin on a grapefruit.”

“Listen here,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if you’ll never see Sandy again. You owe her that money and you’ll have to pay it.”

“For crying out loud, Artie, where am I going to get eight dollars and ninety-five cents? ”

“That’s your problem. Why don’t you ask your parents?”

“And have them think I go around ripping girls’ blouses on purpose? Have a heart.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you how you can raise that money, Irving. We can both get jobs.”

“What kind of jobs? ”

“Lots of kinds. What about washing people’s cars? ”

“No good. My father would make me wash ours—for free.”

“How about carrying shopping bags at Food Fair?”

“And get a hernia? Don’t be silly.”

“You weren’t so weak last night when you were flinging Sandy around.”

“That was different. We were dancing.”

“All right, Irving5 you think of something.”

He thought.

“Gee, Artie, I can’t think of anything.”

“Keep trying.”

More silence.

“Any luck, Irving? ”

Maybe he didn’t hear me. “Let’s go over and ask Mr. Gooden,” I said. “He’s a youth director. He’ll know what we can do.”

We got on our bikes and rode over to the Center. Mr. Gooden was standing on the front steps chatting with Miss Fox, his eyes nearly coming out of his head when he looked at her. How could she stand anybody ogling her like that?

“Good morning, boys, nice to see you,” the youth director said, but he didn’t sound like he meant it.

Miss Fox smiled at us. “Well, well, if it isn’t Caesar and Brutus. How are you coming along with your parts?” she asked.

Irving struck a pose. “ ‘What means this shouting?’ ” he said. “ 4 do fear the people choose Caesar for their king.’ ” And I said, “ ‘Ha! Who calls?’ ” which was pretty good, I thought, considering that I had only looked at the script once.

“Excellent! Spoken like real actors,” said Miss Fox, winking at us, and she went up the steps clicking those high heels of hers.

We told Mr. Gooden how anxious we were to find jobs, but I doubt that he even heard us. He had his eyes on Miss Fox’s shape.

“Excuse me, boys, I must tell Sophia how well she looks in that skirt,” he said and went galloping up the steps after her.

Some youth director!

A colored boy about our age was helping the gardener rake up leaves on the lawn as we rode away. “That’s Jerry King,” said Irving, waving at the boy. “Sometimes he plays ball with us. Lucky Jerry. At least he’s got a job.”

“What luck?” I asked, noticing how Jerry was sweating. “He probably started early this morning while we were still asleep.”

I pedaled away fast because it gave me a guilty conscience having that boy see us with nothing to do except ride around on our bikes.

Irving caught up with me. “How about that hotel where you and your family stayed? Do you think the manager there would hire us? ”

“Who, Mr. Blivitz? Let’s go ask him.”

We went riding over to the Sea Spray.

Sure enough the same old people were sitting on the porch. “How are you all feeling? ” I asked as we got off our bikes.

“Oz/ Se teet unz veyhl” the woman said, and several started to groan.

Would Mom and Dad get old someday? I hated to think of it. Please, Mom and Dad, don’t ever desert me! And stay young forever! I don’t want you to ever get old. I love you both the way you are. Please, God, do what you want with me, but don’t let anything happen to my parents!

We went into the lobby and that’s where we found Mr. Blivitz, examining the ashtrays to see if they were clean.

“Sure, I can use some beach boys,” he said. “See Frank out at the cabanas.”

We went out near the ocean and Frank hired us. He sat down in the shade while Irving and I ran around spreading out chaise pads, handing out clean towels, taking back dirty ones, bringing sun tan lotions, ice water, decks of cards, umbrellas . . .

It was a good job, but every time we collected a tip, Frank came over and collected it from us.

“What’s the big idea?” I asked.

“It’s for my social security,” said Frank. He was about twenty years old and six foot four at least.

“The overgrown crook,” Irving said, and we quit.

“Now will you try Food Fair?” I asked.

We headed in that direction.

On the way Irving had to stop at a sporting goods store and look at the snorkels in the window. “Boy, I wish I had one of those snorkels,” he kept saying over and over again.

He’d still be standing there saying it if I hadn’t said, “Come on, come on, come on already,” and started riding off without him.

A block from the market a lady with some shopping bags smiled at him. “She used to be my baby sitter,” he said, blushing.

“That’s it!” I exclaimed. “We can be baby sitters! ”

We went over to a playground with trees and benches. A bunch of mothers were watching their kids in a sand pile or helping them on the swings, seesaw, and sliding pond. Those mothers really looked pooped.

“How do you do,” I said. “Are you in need of a couple of baby sitters?”

They ignored me and went on playing with their children. Who could blame them? Mom would never have handed me over to a couple of strangers either.

I was ready to give up and leave the playground, when Irving started running around making a sand castle for one group of kids, helping others on the seesaw, lifting up some who wanted to reach the water fountain for a drink . . .

Smart Irving! I saw what he was doing and did likewise. In a few minutes we had those mothers looking at us like we were lifesavers.

Then Irving took me by the arm and started pulling me away. “C’mon, Artie, we’ve got lots of better things to do,” he said loudly.

“Wait a second,” said one of the mothers. “Perhaps you boys would like to stick around and take care of my child for a couple of hours.”

“Gert, are you crazy?” asked another mother. “You don’t know these boys from a hole in the ground.”

“It happens that I’m the son of Mr. and Mrs. Morris B. Winkelman on Palm Tree Avenue,” said Irving quickly, “and this is Artie Granick who is also reliable.”

“Winkelman? Is your father the painter?” asked the first mother. “I know him very well.”

Irving nodded proudly.

“Then I guess it’s all right to leave the children with them,” she said, and the other mothers agreed.

They went off after making a financial arrangement with us, leaving a dozen kids from four to six in our care. “Please take good care of them,” they kept calling to us.

“We will, we will,” we said.

Irving and I played with the kids in the sandbox and on the swings, seesaw, and sliding pond. It was great fun except that just when we were getting tired the kids were just getting started.

“What’ll we do next?” they kept asking.

“Let’s take them over to your house and give them milk and cookies,” said Irving.

Those kids didn’t need extra energy, but he and I did. So we all went over to my house.

When Mom came in and saw such a mob eating, using the bathroom, and wrecking the place, she said, “Oh, what adorable children! Aren’t they cute? Aren’t they sweet? What are their names?”

She helped us blow their noses, get them down off the walls, and clean them up. That’s Mom— a real mother. She even squatted on the floor with the kids and played with them.

Then Mom said, “Artie, it’s over an hour now that you have these kiddies here. Perhaps their mothers have returned and are wondering where they are.”

So Irving and I took them back to the playground, but their mothers hadn’t returned yet. We had to start playing games with them all over again.

At last the mothers showed up. “How did the

boys treat you, children? ” they asked. Not “How did the children treat you, boys?”

With Irving and me half dead!

But the mothers gave us money—nine dollars to be exact—and we forgave them.

We rode over to Arlene’s house with the money for Sandy’s blouse. Arlene’s father, the doctor, answered the buzzer.

“That’s mighty decent of you boys,” he said when we explained why we were there, “but I don’t see why you should be penalized for an accident. Why don’t you just keep that money? I’m sure you can use it.”

“Sir, in Elizabeth, New Jersey, people always pay for an eight ninety-five blouse when they tear one,” said Irving. Then he remembered I was there and added, “also in Brooklyn, New York.”

Irving had a pained look on his face when he said that, probably because he was still thinking of that sporting goods store with the snorkels in the window.

Dr. Morgan was very impressed with us. “That’s very commendable,” he said. “I congratulate both of you.”

He took the nine dollars and gave us a nickel change.

“Cheer up,” I told Irving as we rode away.

“We can always baby-sit again.”

“Over my dead body,” he said.

We split a five-cent box of Chiclets in the drug store, then went our separate ways.


Chapter Seven


For the Birds

I was sweeping dead leaves off our driveway when a girl came up the street—a girl with long yellow hair. Arlene Morgan! What was she doing here? I hid in the garage and watched.

She came straight down the block, looked at our house, and continued walking. Did she know I lived here? I hoped not. Our house wasn’t nearly as fancy as hers.

Arlene turned around at the corner and started coming back again. Was she looking for me? Did she want to talk to me about that play we were in? Heck, I had just tried reading it and— what was Shakespeare talking about anyway?

At least if I had my dog Arlene could have stopped and petted him, then we’d both have him to talk about. Why didn’t I make Mom and Dad get me that new dog already?

So I stayed hidden, watching Arlene walk back and forth, up and down the block about five times. Then I remembered my stamps. Maybe she really had been interested in hearing about them the other night and came over to see the collection!

I ran into my room, dusted off the big leather album, and hurried out in the street with it.

Arlene was gone!

Maybe I could catch her around the corner, I thought, and started there. But Irving happened to turn it just then, wearing his baseball uniform.

“H’ya, Artie,” he said. “Ready for the game later? We’re playing the Baysview Giants on their field at noon, you know.”

“Sure, sure,” I said. “Listen, did you see a girl pass this way? ”

“What girl?”

“Er . . .”

“What color hair did she have?”

“Aw, skip it.”

“Did she have blue eyes? Brown?”

“I said skip it!”

I turned away and started back to my house.

“Is that your stamp collection you have there, Artie? How about showing it to me?”

“Some other time, Irving. I’m busy.”

I walked into the house and got ready to close the door. He was right behind me!

“Didn’t I say I was busy?” I yelled and slammed the door in his face.

Rude? It was worse than that. But maybe if Irving hadn’t come along just then, I would have caught up with Arlene and been able to talk with her.

I went outside to apologize, but Irving was gone. I even went up to the corner looking for him. Then I returned to the house, really feeling miserable because I knew how hurt he must have been.

Oh, heck! I finally thought. I’ll make it up to him later.

I spent some time with my stamps, thinking of those different faraway places they represented and wondering if I’d ever get to see any of them. That’s what’s great about stamps. They’re only little pieces of paper, but they can make you think so much about so many places.

Then I thought of something else. Growing. It would be nice to keep a record like I did on Avenue J.

T pushed the clothes aside in my closet and laid a pencil flat on my head, ready to make a mark on the wall in there, when the phone rang. So I went to answer it.

“Stay away fom Arlene Morgan if you value your life,” a voice said.

“Who’s that? ” I asked, but the line went dead.

Had that voice been Charlie Wolper’s? It certainly couldn’t have been any of the Double Eagles. They had plenty of other skulls to break back in Brooklyn.

“Stay away from Arlene Morgan if you value your life.” The only satisfaction was that somebody thought I was near her—which I wished I was!

Lucky Mom and Dad weren’t around to hear me get that call. And lucky I was too busy that morning to sit around worrying. We had that baseball game Irving mentioned.

As usual I stunk up the game.

“Who did you play with in the pony league?” Mr. Gooden asked as I came trotting in at the top of the fifth. “Ponies? ”

He had been needling me throughout our last two games, though I must admit he was pretty patient the first six.

“How about trying me in the outfield?” I asked. I was black and blue from trying to stop grounders.

“That’s fine with me, but how far out are you willing to go? Out of the country? ” he wanted to know. And him a former college star!

Everybody started booing when I stepped up to the plate. Some vote of confidence! I was so sore I lashed out at the first pitch—and hit it back to the mound.

“What, again?” a girl groaned in the stands as they threw me out by ten steps—a girl with yellow hair swinging this way and that.

Arlene Morgan! Boy, I felt like returning straight back to Brooklyn instead of to the bench.

“We’ll get ’em next time, Artie,” Irving said.

Fortuneteller Irving! He’d been saying that my last forty-eight times at bat. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but even he was getting on base.

Jerry King, the colored boy who helped the gardener, got up and hit a homer. That settled it! Tomorrow I’d apply for a job helping the gardener too. Maybe that would help my batting!

I didn’t mind when our team lost, as usual. What I did mind was Arlene running off with Barry Fenton in the eighth inning just as I caught a line drive (the ball stuck in my glove when I held it up to protect my face) and not having her hear the nice hand I got, even from Mr. Gooden.

And Barry Fenton, of all people! What kind of taste did Arlene have, picking him?

In spite of how I felt I tried to cheer up the rest of the team on the way home in the bus.

“Come on, fellows,” I said. “Let’s hear it for the Sunny Beach Community Center. Hip-hip, hooray! Hip-hip, hooray! Hip-hip . . .”

I was the only one cheering!

Okay, I could sit like a deadhead too.

I sat there so dead the bus driver had to wake me up at the last stop. Some teammates! They didn’t even let me know they were getting off.

Naturally one teammate stuck with me— Irving. True-blue Irving.

He followed me home. He sat in the backyard with me.

I finally got rid of him. He remembered he had to go home and practice his part in that play.

“How about you, Artie?” he asked. “Are you going to practice your part too?”

“Sure,” I said.

But I was in no mood for Julius Caesar. I had enough troubles of my own.

I sat in the backyard by myself. Let those other guys come looking for me in front, they’d never find me. I sat and I thought—what a section! Back in Brooklyn I once struck out all summer. But did that change Myron Ketchell and the rest of the guys’ feelings towards me? Heck, no! We were still the best of friends after they flung me off the team.

I sat there in my trunks and I was glad Mom was out playing cards, so she couldn’t ask me why I was sitting alone. I never saw anything like it. The minute you’re alone, they think something’s the matter. What’s the matter, Artie? Did you have a fight with your friends? Artie, why are you sitting alone? Where is this one, Artie? Where’s that one, Artie?

Boy, was I sore thinking about Arlene Morgan! What a sap I had been walking past her house so much and writing her secret letters! From now on if I did any letter writing it would be to my grandmother in Bensonhurst—the only grandmother I had left.

Poor Grandma living up there all alone— Grandma who always slipped me a dollar when she saw me, baked cookies specially for me, and bought me shirts a mile too big, because I was her “great big grandson.”

I got out my stationery and wrote her immediately, feeling like a rat for not having done it sooner.

Dear Grandma:

Why don’t you come on down to beautiful Sunny Beach right now or at least the minute it starts snowing?

I’ve got two studio beds in my room and you can use one of them.

Your loving grandson,

Artie

P.S. Please check my shirt size before sending any more. Dad is now wearing the last one.

After writing that letter I felt better, because my grandmother really deserved it and also it proved I could write to somebody else besides Arlene Morgan.

Then I figured, what the heck, Arlene is still my wife in that play, so I got out the manuscript and tried to study my part again.

It was no use. Birds were singing and whistling all over the place. They didn’t care what Julius Caesar had to say.

Lucky birds! They never muff easy grounders and let runs score, or go hitless in eight consecutive games.

I took a towel and went down to the beach. I was just going to sit there and ignore everybody —have nothing to do with the human race.

But Charlie Wolper and his gang, a half-dozen strong, came along and started fooling around. They chased each other all over the beach, kicking up sand and bothering people. Then they settled down, and guess what those idiots started doing. They tried diving on poor innocent sea gulls who were only scrounging in the sand, looking for something to eat.

That’s one thing I can’t stand—anybody picking on birds!

“Hey, cut that out!” I hollered.

They stopped and looked over at me.

“Why?” asked Charlie Wolper.

“Because what you’re doing is cruel and inhuman.”

That started them singing “Crooooo-el and in-yooo-man, crooooo-el and in-yooo-man” until their leader held up his hand.

“Are these birds relatives of yours? ” he asked.

“No, they’re not.”

“Do you own them? ”

“No.”

“Then it’s none of your business what we do with them. Right?”

“Wrong. It is my business, and nobody’s going to harm those birds while I’m around.”

Honest, I wouldn’t have cared if Charlie Wol-per and his whole gang jumped on me. That’s how I feel about birds, especially sea gulls who just want to eat a little garbage.

But those guys didn’t jump on me. All of a sudden they went running into the water.

Some people have all the luck! They could swim like fish!

I stayed on shore watching them swimming and riding the waves. Then it got so hot I couldn’t stand it. I went in the water myself.

I started kicking my feet and pushing with my hands. Suddenly I was swimming!

“I’ll race you to the jetty,” Charlie Wolper said.

I couldn’t tell him I had just learned that second. Then he and his friends would probably have tried to drown me!

“Okay, I’ll race you,” I said.

In a flash Charlie Wolper was cutting through the water, while I stayed right where I was, floundering around like a dead herring.

“Where is that guy I raced? ” he yelled when he reached the jetty.

He and his gang started diving below the surface as though they were looking for me. Just then I felt something drop on my head. I took it off and looked at it. Seaweed.

“Who did that?” I demanded.

“Maybe a bird dropped it on you,” said Charlie Wolper, and they all laughed.

I threw the seaweed at them and walked out of the water, back to my towel.

Someday I’d be a lifeguard, I decided—a big, brawny lifeguard, and all those guys would be out there, caught in an undertow. “Help us! Please help us, Artie Granick! We’re being swept out to sea,” they’d yell, and I’d just sit there on my tower, watching them go down, one by one.

I was kidding. I could never do that. I’d lug these guys in and give them artificial respiration. If I were a lifeguard, I couldn’t have it in for anybody!

The gang stayed in the water bothering other bathers, then they came out and bothered people on shore again. At last there was nobody else to bother, so they went running off and everybody was happy—even the sea gulls.

Irving came down to the beach with something in a glass jar, one of these quick-crawling things I had seen around our place on the ground, in the grass, or sometimes even inside the house.

“Hey, Artie, meet Mike,” he said.

“What’s Mike, a chameleon?” I asked, looking in the jar.

“He’s a salamander.”

That salamander was like a prisoner in there. He kept trying to climb up the sides, moving his head and tail very fast. If Irving didn’t keep pushing him back, he would have gotten out in a second.

“Chameleons can change color,” I said. “And they have long sticky tongues that can shoot out and catch insects.”

“Salamanders don’t change color,” said Irving. “They stay the same way. And I wouldn’t let Mike eat insects anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s disgusting. That’s why.”

“What would you prefer having him eat? Pizza? ”

“I’m going to feed Mike lettuce and grass.”

“That’s very nice. But all lizards have to have a diet of insects.”

“How come you’re such an expert on lizards? ” Irving asked.

“Because I was sick once and spent a whole day in bed reading about them in the encyclopedia,” I said. “And whether you like it or not, they prefer flies, crickets, and grasshoppers.”

Irving looked worried. “Where am I supposed to get those things for Mike?”

“You’re not supposed to get him anything. He’s supposed to get them himself.”

“You mean you want me to let Mike loose? ”

“I don’t want you to do anything. But how long do you think that lizard’s going to last in captivity? How long would you last if somebody put you in a jar and didn’t let you run around eating insects?”

“Cut it out, Artie. You’re making me sick.”

“How do you think Mike feels?”

“Okay, okay, I’ll turn him loose,” said Irving.

I took my towel and followed him over to a place a block from the beach, outside a hotel where there were some trees and bushes.

Irving bent over and very gently dumped Mike out on the ground. Quick as a flash that salamander went shooting into the bushes.

“Come back!” Irving called. “I’ve changed my mind!”

Mike stayed wherever he was.

“It’s your fault,” said Irving. “You made me lose him.” He had tears in his eyes.

“Don’t blame me,” I said. “You freed Mike because you thought it was the right thing to do.”

“You made me lose him,” Irving repeated, and he swung at me. I ducked.

He swung again and this time I blocked his punch with my shoulder.

Irving kept throwing punches at me and missing. It wasn’t that I’m such a good boxer. It’s just that he was so wild.

He finally got tired of trying to land one and sank down on the grass. He didn’t even look at me. He just sat there with the empty glass jar, staring straight ahead.

“Aw, come on, let’s be friends,” I said.

“Drop dead, Granick,” he answered.

“I’m not walking away from here until you shake hands.”

“You can stand there for a million years for all I care.”

I sat down nearby and waited for Irving to change his mind. I might as well have stood on my head.

“All right, it’s my fault Mike got away,” I said. “Let’s find out if it was the right thing to do. Let’s ask somebody.”

“Who cares what anybody says,” said Irving.

I stopped a man.

“Excuse me, mister,” I said. “Is it fair to keep a salamander in a glass jar?”

“Is it a clean jar? ” the man asked.

“What’s that got to do with it, sir?”

“Well, if I were a salamander I certainly wouldn’t want to be kept in a dirty jar. On the other hand, I might feel entirely different about it if it were a clean one.”

Was the man some kind of a nut?

“The jar was perfectly clean,” said Irving, holding it up.

“That had nothing to do with it,” I said, sore because now I had two of them against me. Take my word—if you’re ever trying to prove anything in the street, watch out who you stop.

“A salamander is supposed to run around free, isn’t it?” I asked.

“So are wild animals,” said the man, “but sometimes we keep them locked up in cages, don’t we? Man himself once ran around wild, but he’s learned to adapt himself to living in a different way.”

“Haw! Haw! Haw!” said Irving.

Ask some people a simple question and right away you get a whole lecture! I couldn’t wait for that man to get going and mind his own business.

Then Irving and I resumed just sitting there, not talking to each other.

“Want to be friends now?” I asked.

“No, I’d rather join Charlie Wolper’s gang. At least they keep promises to each other—even if it means going to jail.”

“When did I ever break a promise to you? ”

“You promised we’d both take up the guitar and become folk singers.”

“I never promised any such thing.”

“You did so!”

“Okay, I’ll ask my folks if I can take lessons,” I said. “Is that agreeable with you?”

“Great!” he shouted, grinning and showing that front tooth for the first time in about an hour.

It was nice to make up, but who likes hanging around in wet trunks? I left Irving sitting there looking for Mike and went home.

There were some letters in our mailbox. Heavenly days! Three of them were for me— from my old bunch back on Avenue J.

Dear Artie:

Here I am holding the fort in good old Brooklyn.

Your old pals the Double Eagles are still running around loose but something new has been added. We now have a > “Young Citizens Action Committee. (All races, all colors.)”

Guess who’s recording secretary.

Your old friend,

Steven Hartman

P.S. How’s the mosquitoes?

Dear Pal Artie:

It was very nice of you to drop me a line reminding me I owe you $1.50. I

want you to know I intend paying that det back.

Don’t think because you are down south and I am up north I have forgot.

Regards from my whole family,

Howie Mannheim

Dear Art:

Thanks for the picture postcards. It sure looks pretty down there in Sunny Beach. Tell me one thing, are you allowed to climb those palm trees and pick the coconuts?

Sincerely yours,

Myron Ketchell

P.S. I hope your hittings improved.

That new stationery was sure getting a workout. I answered one of those letters as fast as I could.

Dear Howie:

Your letter received one minute ago.

I’m certainly glad to hear that your family sends their regards.

But how about that $1.50? ? ? ? ? ?

I notice you don’t say when you’ll re-

turn the dollar-fifty—only that you haven’t forgotten it.

If I may be so bold as to point out, when you borrowed that $1.50 you said you would pay it back as soon as possible.

Can you make it sooner?

Waiting to hear from you,

Yours truly,

Arthur Granick

P.S. While you’re at it answering this letter, why not just send the $1.50?

I was getting stamps out of Dad’s drawer when something shot across the ground on our back patio. A salamander! For a second I wanted to pull open the sliding glass door and go after it so I could make Irving a present. Then I thought, Why start that all over again?

Instead I picked up the picture of my Uncle Benny, the one who got killed in the war, and studied it.

Everybody says I’m the image of Uncle Benny, but of course I wouldn’t know because that war ended before I was born;

What I do know is that in at least one way we were different. He killed twenty-eight Japs. I could never kill anybody. Okay, 'playing war I used to do it. “Bang! Bang! You’re dead!” But in real life? No!

What would a war hero like him think of a nephew who resembled him becoming a folk singer?


Chapter Eight


All in Tune

j\d o m and Dad thought it was a great idea for me to take guitar. Dad even wanted to rush right out and get me one.

I was disappointed. I thought they’d turn me down because after two years of music lessons, they didn’t even bother taking the piano along when we moved.

“Artie’s doing very well,” the teacher used to say every week.

Very well! You should have heard me. You’d have gone crazy like those people underneath us on Avenue J.

Not that I felt so sorry for them. The one who really had my sympathy was Ludwig van Beethoven. It was such a shame what I did to his “Fur Elise.” Mom liked the way I played that song. But she would have liked it even if I played

those notes with my toes. Anything I do is okay with her.

Mr. and Mrs. Winkelman were in favor of their son taking guitar too. Only they suggested that we rent instruments until we knew what we were doing. I agreed because hell hath no fury like my father when he sees something he bought me just lying around gathering dust.

Like my ice skates. I was going to be world’s figure-skating champ once when Davega’s ran a sale. So what happened? Those skates stayed in the box after I used them only twice. My ankles were weaker than I thought and there was always some real champ showing off at Rockefeller Center whenever I went.

Irving was on pins and needles in front of his house when I came along to go with him for that first lesson, and his dog started howling. Fritzy’s voice is like a soprano. He can’t help it. He’s only a poodle. My Labrador retriever Pete was more of a baritone.

“Fritzy’s voice sounds better than mine. Why don’t you team up with him instead of me?” I asked.

I had to yell. That’s how far Irving was walking ahead, of me for a change, in such a sweat to get to that music studio.

“Some nut’s been calling up warning me to stay away from Arlene Morgan,” I yelled. “What do you make of that? ”

He couldn’t hear me. He was on the next block already.

We sat around the music studio reading comic books, but it was impossible to concentrate with the racket going on in there. Some mothers sat there too, waiting.

“That’s my Philip playing ‘The Blue Danube,’ ” said one. “He’s only been taking accordion six months and listen to him.”

“The violin is my son,” said another. “ ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’ is such a beautiful piece, don’t you agree?”

A third mother wasn’t talking. Maybe that was her son banging the drums.

Was I being fair to Mom, not giving her a chance to be proud of me]

At last the music teacher came out, looking like he had a splitting headache. Then he saw us and smiled like the man smiles on TV after his wife starts using the right brand of coffee.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” the teacher asked.

“Guitar players and folk singers,” said Irving.

The teacher took us into a cubbyhole, next to the drums, and picked up a guitar. “You have chosen one of the oldest of musical instruments,” he said, tuning it, “a member of the violin family that evolved almost a thousand years ago.”

He strummed a melody for us and Irving’s mouth fell open. “Just think, boys, how many ladies have been serenaded on balconies in all that time with guitars,” the teacher said, smiling.

Was Irving thinking of himself doing some serenading? I admit I started thinking of myself under Arlene Morgan’s window on Bay Road and 28th.

“There are six strings in a guitar,” said the teacher, “and if we place the fingers of one hand on them in a certain way and strum them with the other hand, we are playing chords.”

Twang! Twang! Twang! He played a few chords for us.

Then he showed Irving and me how to place our fingers on the strings and play the same chords. Irving was sweating. Maybe he did have somebody he wanted to serenade.

I paid close attention to the teacher too.

Pretty soon Irving and I were twang-twanging pretty well. The teacher got out a book of music and turned to a certain page: “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers.” Well, whaddya know? That’s what he had us playing before we knew it, with two chords!

An hour later Irving and I left the studio with our rented instruments and music books. “We’re on our way,” said Irving.

We ran smack into Arlene Morgan and her cousin Sandy. When I saw Arlene I could have walked through the water fountain in the plaza without feeling anything. I guess love is like that.

How could I help it? The last time I had seen anybody as pretty as Arlene was in a book of fairy tales I took out of the library when I was a kid, and this girl with yellow hair just like hers was turning some frog into a handsome prince.

If only Arlene would touch me with a magic wand.

“Ooh! I didn’t know you boys played,” said Sandy, noticing the guitars hanging from our necks.

I was about to explain that we had just taken our very first lesson, when Irving had to open his big mouth.

“Certainly we can play,” he said.

“That’s wonderful,” said Arlene. “Then perhaps you’ll both entertain at a party I’m having at my house next Saturday evening. How about it?”

“We’d be delighted,” said Irving, bowing like a butler in the movies.

After the girls were a block away and Arlene’s swinging hair was out of sight, I let him have it. “Why did you want to do that? ” I yelled.

“Do what?”

“Tell them we could play when all we’ve had is one stinking lesson. Now what are we going to do come Saturday?”

Irving grinned. “Aw, today’s only Monday, Artie. Anything can happen between now and then.”

“Sure,” I said, “like I might murder you.”

But it wasn’t bad thinking of going to that party and having all the kids notice how nice Arlene and I looked together and . . .

Hey, where was Irving? He was parading around letting everybody look him over with that guitar. Well, if he could do it, so could I!

We paraded all over the shopping center, making people’s eyes open wide when they saw us. “Look at those kid musicians,” we could hear them saying. “I wonder if they’re professionals.”

I bet some of those people thought they had seen us on television already!

After a while Irving stopped in front of a weighing machine and started making faces at himself in the mirror. “Doggone this front tooth of mine,” he said. “Why did it have to come in crooked? Why? Why? Why?”

“Maybe it takes after a tooth in your family,” I said. “Do either of your parents have a crooked front tooth?”

He got sore for absolutely no reason. “Leave my parents out of this, Artie.”

“Okay, how about your grandparents? Did they ever have a crooked front tooth?”

“Leave them out of it too! ”

Irving certainly was touchy all of a sudden. Had he forgotten we were a team already? Or did he think I was insulting his family? What kind of friendship was this that could break up over one lousy remark?

“Well, if it’s not hereditary, your children won’t have a crooked front tooth,” I said.

“Who cares about my children?” he exploded. “Let them worry about their own teeth. I’m gonna have plastic surgery anyway.”

Poor Mr. Winkelman! His son didn’t want to look like him. But I didn’t want to look like my father either.

In my case I happen to have Dad’s nose and that’s what I don’t like. Not that I have anything against big noses. I think they have much more character than small ones. It’s just that Dad’s nose is not broken and neither is mine.

I’d like a broken nose because it makes you look tough, and when you have one, people think twice about starting up with you.

Lots of times I’ve pushed my nose against my face while looking in the mirror and one thing’s for sure. I’d never start up with anybody who looked like that. Nobody in his right mind would.

Someday maybe I’ll have luck and get my nose broken.

After a while Irving and I left the shopping center and began walking up and down the side streets. I guess we wanted the whole city to see us.

“What do you think of Irwin Wink?” my friend asked suddenly.

“Who’s that? ” I wanted to know.

“Me. I’ll need a professional name, won’t I?” “What’s wrong with Irving Winkelman?” “It’s too Jewish—don’t you think?”

I thought a minute. “Lots of people did all right with Jewish names. Look at Einstein, Dr. Salk, Sandy Koufax . . .”

Irving wasn’t impressed.

“What do you want to do, change your religion?” I asked. “If people want to hate you, they’ll hate you anyway, won’t they?”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“Suppose you were a Negro. Would you try to have doctors put a white skin on you? ”

That stopped him. “Geez, it’s a rotten world, isn’t it, Artie? ”

“Yes, but it’s getting better all the time,” I said.

Was that true? I didn’t know, but I had to tell it to Irving anyway, just to make him feel better. There certainly was still plenty of hatred in the news and we both knew it. But maybe hatred really was dying out, or would go out of style completely someday.

I was about to say this to Irving when we rounded a corner and he went, “Uh-uh! ”

Charlie Wolper and his gang were standing there like jackels waiting to pounce on the first pair of helpless lambs that came along, especially if those lambs happened to be carrying guitars.

“Shall we turn back?” Irving whispered.

“I should say not,” I said.

Was I brave, after all, like my Uncle Benny? Would some future nephew of mine look at my picture on his father’s dresser and wonder why I died, not on a battlefield but with a guitar in my hands?

Charlie Wolper winked at his friends as we came closer and spread his legs wide apart, blocking the sidewalk.

“Would you mind sassing to one pide so we can move?” asked Irving, nice and safe behind me.

They stared at him.

“Would you mind piding to one move so we can sass?” Irving continued. “I mean, would you mind moving to one side so we can pass?”

“First play us a number,” said Charlie Wolper, chewing on his toothpick.

I looked him square in the eye. After all, it was broad daylight. What could happen to us?

“Speaking of numbers,” I said, “you wouldn’t happen to know my phone number, would you?”

He shifted the toothpick. “And why should I know your phone number, pray tell?”

“Because my name is Artie Granick and I’ve been getting some very mysterious calls lately.”

If looks could kill I’d have been in a long wooden box right that second.

“I wouldn’t waste a dime calling you, Granick,” he said.

“Oh, yeah? I’m not so sure,” I answered.

He stared at me, amazed. I guess lions in Africa stare the same way when zebras or other little animals talk back to them.

“I said I didn’t make any calls!” he yelled. “Now, for the last time, will you play something?”

“What if we won’t?”

He smiled and turned to his friends. “I believe this guy wants a broken skull.”

What did everybody want from my skull? Why couldn’t people leave it alone? Maybe I wanted to leave my skull to the Museum of Natural History and they wouldn’t accept it if it wasn’t in one piece.

Charlie Wolper threw away his toothpick and his gang did likewise. Then they moved around us on all sides.

“Very nice—five to two,” I said.

“Five to one” Irving whispered in my ear. “I d-don’t feel well, Artie.”

That music teacher didn’t say anything about grabbing a guitar like a baseball bat, but that’s what I did. Maybe I couldn’t hit a ball, but heads are bigger. Maybe breaking skulls was fun and that’s why more and more people were going in for it.

Irving started holding his guitar the same way and Charlie Wolper and his gang must have thought we were at bat. They picked up things and threw them at us, anything they could lay their hands on.

“I’ll get you next time, Granick!” he yelled as we raced off the block, swinging and missing —lucky for those rented guitars.

Irving and I didn’t stop running until we were back in our own neighborhood. Then we collapsed on the curb, leaning against a fire hydrant.

“One thing bothers me,” I said. “If it isn’t Charlie Wolper who’s been making those threatening calls, who else could it be?”

“Search me,” said Irving.

That afternoon I exercised harder than ever with my barbell. Isn’t that what nations do when they’re threatened? Start getting ready? Calling all muscles!


Chapter Nine


A Practical Joker

Wav before Saturday I was in a panic. There was no news of Arlene postponing her party and it didn’t look like I’d get laid up with anything by then.

It’s a funny thing. There’s never a cold germ around when you want one.

Irving! Irving! What did you get me into?

Times like these are when a dog really comes in handy. You can tell him what a dumb friend you’ve got or that everybody in the world is crazy except you and he’ll just stand there wagging his tail in agreement.

I had been on the verge of reminding Dad about a dog last night, but he started yelling the second he came home. “That dirty foreman I hired! One week on the job and he’s stealing from me already. How do you like that, Bea? I caught him leaving the factory with a car full of dresses! ”

“Take it easy, Joe,” said Mom. “You know there’ll always be thieves in the world, but don’t let it get you down. Thank goodness the majority of people are honest.”

“Not when they come to work for easy-mark Joe Granick! Didn’t I have the same thing in New York? That no-good cousin of my best salesman! He would have taken the plumbing fixtures out of the place if I didn’t bounce him with my salesman together!”

It was no time to ask for a new anything.

There was only one thing to do about that party: confess that we couldn’t really play the guitars (except for “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers” with two chords, if we could find the right ones) and explain that the only reason Irving had said we could was because there was insanity in his family.

I wouldn’t dream of saying such a thing if there really was mental illness in Irving’s family. But I knew there wasn’t or he would have admitted it when I told him about my aunt who is mishugeh.

I went to the Center and by the time I got there the kids were already rehearsing in the drama room. Irving was talking to little Herbie Ellis. “ ‘That must we also, what it is, my Cains,’ ” he said. “ ‘I shall unfold to thee, as we are going, to whom it must be done.’ ” And Herbie answered, “ ‘Set on your foot, and with a heart new-fired I follow you . . .’ ”

Those guys sounded like they understood Shakespeare, and it was still a mystery to me. Wasn’t I concentrating enough? Sometimes when I read about one thing, my mind is someplace else entirely. Like if I’m reading the label on a Baby Ruth I can be thinking of what’s on TV.

“All right, Artie, let’s hear from you and Calpurnia,” said Miss Fox.

Arlene was right there in front of me. Holy mackerel, how could I break the news to her?

“ ‘Alas, my lord, your wisdom is consumed in confidence,’ ” Arlene said. “ ‘Do not go forth today. Call it my fear that keeps you in the house and not your own. We’ll send Marc Antony to the senate-house and he shall say you were not well today. Let me upon my knee prevail in this.’ ”

“Listen,” I said, “about your party Saturday. I think you should know that Irving and I—”

Miss Fox interrupted. “Would you mind showing me where Julius Caesar said that?” she asked.

She made me stick to the script.

“ ‘And you are come in very happy time to hear my greeting to the senators/ ” I said, “ ‘and tell them that I will not come to’—er . . . that party Saturday.”

“I will not come today” said the drama coach. “ ‘Cannot, is false . . .’ ”

“ ‘Cannot is false, and that I dare not’—er . . . show up at that party—”

“ ‘I dare not, falser^ ” hollered Miss Fox. “Artie, what’s wrong with you? Now, please try to concentrate.”

Concentrate? With my “wife” still not understanding what I was trying to tell her?

I staggered through a few more lines until the drama coach looked like she’d save those Roman senators the job of stabbing me and do it herself.

“If I hear any more, I’ll get sick,” she said, signaling that the rehearsal was over.

I started out of the room after Arlene, but Miss Fox stopped me. Her shoulders were shaking and she had a handkerchief to her eyes. Was this more acting?

“Is there anything wrong, Miss Fox? ” I asked.

“I’m-ruined,” she sobbed.

That dirty dog Mr. Gooden! What had he done to her?

“Oh, Artie, if I don’t make good with this play, it’s behind a counter at Saks for the rest of my life. Artie, have you ever been a saleslady?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then you don’t understand what it’s like standing on your feet all day—and the guff we have to take from the customers! They’re always right, Artie, the customers. Now, you <will try to help me, won’t you? ”

“Oh, yes!” I said.

“Then learn your lines, please, so I don’t wind up with varicose veins, and try to be a good Julius Caesar? ”

“I’ll know the part perfectly, Miss Fox.”

I would have promised anything to get out of that room already.

“Good boy, Artie,” she said, and I went racing out into the hallway.

But there was no Arlene waiting—only Irving, holding a basketball. “Hey, Artie, how about shooting some baskets?” he asked. “I bet I can sink more foul shots than you.”

“Do you realize that party is now only fortyeight hours away? ” I asked him.

“What party?”

“Arlene’s. Where you so brilliantly arranged for us to play our guitars after we had only one lesson. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right! Hey, Artie, I got an idea. Let’s sing at that party too. Whaddya say? ”

The dope! If I was the type that flew off the handle, I would have socked him.

Arlene wasn’t in the sewing room, or anyplace else in the Center that I could see. Nor was she outside her house when I walked past there. So I went home.

If only Pete was there to greet me! That’s what I needed to forget my troubles—a dog jumping all over me, yelping! I should have a dollar for every time that Labrador retriever made me forget a bad report card, losing a hat at school, or not having any guys to talk to because they all ran off to the movies without me.

Pete, you lousy mutt! Why did you ever leave me?

When Dad came home, he was smiling. “The orders are starting to come in,” he said. “I don’t mind saying that for a time there I was worried about this move we made, Bea, but now it looks like we’ll do all right.”

“I have no regrets about Florida,” said Mom, “if you only don’t kill yourself working like you did in New York, Joe. You know the old saying: ‘Where a husband makes his living, that’s where his family belongs.’ ”

“True, Bea, but if you’re not happy, we can always go back. I can make just as good a living up there as down here.”

“Who’s not happy, Joe? I’ve got more friends than I can handle now, thanks to the Center, and aside from one or two of the girls on Avenue J, I couldn’t ask for a thing. Of course I miss Mama and I feel terrible that she’s all alone up there in Bensonhurst, but she mentioned last night she got a letter from Artie inviting her to use one of the beds in his room, and she’ll be down just as soon as it starts snowing.”

Dad laughed. He certainly was in a better mood than yesterday, so I put it right to him. “Dad,” I said, “when are we going to get that new dog? ”

“Why, the minute you say so, Artie,” he answered. “Do you want to go out to a kennel the Sunday after next? I’m tied up this weekend.”

“Oh, great,” I said. “Thanks!”

“Have you decided what kind of dog you want? ” Dad asked.

“Any kind as long as he’s like Pete,” I said.

He and Mom looked sad for a minute. That’s how thinking of our old dog always affects us. Then Dad said, “Maybe a short hair would be better down here in this warm climate.”

“I don’t know,” said Mom. “I saw an Afghan today that looked very well adjusted.”

We all laughed at that.

I took the phone into my room and closed the door. Then I called Arlene.

“Hello, this is Artie Granick,” I said when she answered.

“Oh, the guitar player! ”

“That’s right, I mean—”

“You and Irving are coming to my party, aren’t you?”

“Yes, we’ll be there.”

“Yippee!” she yelled. “Terrific!”

I tried to cut in. “Listen, Arlene—”

“Thank you, Artie. Thank you so much. You don’t know what this will mean to me, having you and Irving there, playing. It’ll save the party, I just know it will. Honest, everything would have been ruined if you were calling to say you and Irving couldn’t make it, after all the plans I made.”

“What kind of plans?”

“Telling everybody there’s going to be real live entertainment. Ooh, I think it’s just wonderful of you and Irving! I’ll never forget this as long as I live. Never, never, never!”

Only a heartless rat could break that girl’s heart. And I’m no heartless rat. The only thing I felt like breaking was Irving’s head.

If I got run over, it would end my troubles. But we lived on a street with no traffic. (I’m only kidding, of course. Nothing makes me sick like somebody getting run over.)

I went outside and took myself for a walk and I kept on thinking: Irving, Irving! What did you get me into?

Naturally I stayed clear of the block where he lived, because if there’s one thing I hate it’s passing people’s houses when I’m sore at them.

However, like an absent-minded sap I had to go past Arlene’s house. That’s what a habit it had become. Her father, the doctor, was on his knees pruning some bushes in front.

I tried to slip past, but be saw me. “Hello there,” he said. “Hot, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” I said and wanted to keep going, but he came towards me holding the garden shears. Had he found out I had wanted to kiss his daughter?

“How would you like to take a nice dip in our pool?” he asked.

What a relief! He was putting down those shears!

“Thank you, sir, but I... er, can’t right now,” I said. Fat chance of me showing off my Australian crawl yet.

His wife came out with a cold drink for him. “Oh, I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t know you had company.”

“That’s all right, ma’am,” I said. “I’m not thirsty anyway.”

Arlene’s mother is a very beautiful woman. In some ways she’s as beautiful as Mom except that her hair is bluish-gray, while Mom’s is blond. Mrs. Morgan has a nice friendly smile just like Mom’s and I guess both families will get to know each other just as soon as somebody in mine gets sick.

Back in Brooklyn we were very friendly with our family doctor and he used to drop in all the time, even when we weren’t sick. Then Dad started asking the doctor for so much free advice, he stopped coming.

“Dear, this is one of the boys who brought over that money for Sandy’s blouse,” said Dr. Morgan.

“Oh, yes! You’re what’s-his-name’s friend, aren’t you? That boy with the—”

“Irving Winkelman,” I said quickly. Irving may have big ears and a crooked front tooth, but I hate to hear anybody else mention it.

“Why don’t you step around back and join Arlene and her friends in the pool?” asked Mrs. Morgan pleasantly.

“I just invited him,” said her husband.

They certainly were being nice to me. I guess they knew all I had ever done with Arlene was sit around and talk about stamps.

“Some other time, thank you,” I said. “I’m on my way to keep an important appointment with an aunt of mine.”

How George Washington used to manage without telling lies once in a while is beyond me.

The maid opened the door. “Your office is calling, Doctor.”

“Thanks, Fanny,” he said and took his wife into the house.

I wondered if Barry Fenton was back there in the pool with Arlene. I walked halfway around to the rear of the house and peeked through a bush. No, there were just girls. Arlene herself was stretched out on the diving board, soaking in the sun, her long yellow hair almost touching the water. She had on a tiny black bathing suit.

What a bathing suit! I was sure glad Barry Fenton wasn’t there to see it—or any other guy for that matter. I even felt like a rat myself, seeing Arlene in it.

If only I had a decent build I would have walked right over with all those girls there and said, “Excuse me, while I do a half gainer off that diving board.” And they’d say, “Gee, Artie, where did you get that physique? Did you ever do any wrestling? ”

Nuts. I backed away before they could see me and continued walking.

I walked about sixteen blocks and at least sixteen grown-ups looked at me and smiled. Big joke. They thought I was funny because I’m a kid.

Those people didn’t know the half of it. I just wondered how they’d cope with it if they had best friends who spread it around that they could play guitars in order to get invited to a party.

Downtown at the Sunny Beach Cinema I noticed they were showing Bob Hope in some picture, and I started to laugh just thinking about that guy, because I happen to think he’s very funny.

Suddenly I thought to myself, Why don’t I get up at that party of Arlene’s and tell some jokes a la Bob. All she wants is entertainment, and what’s the difference if I don’t play the guitar as long as I keep her guests amused?

Not that I considered myself another Bob Hope or had ever gotten up at a party and told jokes before. But I could try. For Arlene’s sake I would.

If somebody really insisted on hearing the guitar, I could always introduce Irving. “And now here he is,” I’d say, “that well-known folk singer and guitarist, Irwin Wink.” (Naturally, I’d get Irving off the hook with some laughs. I’m no sadist.)

How nice it would be to show Arlene and all the kids in Sunny Beach what a great sense of humor I had anyway. “Ha, ha, ha! That Artie

Granick, he kills me/’ they’d say. “We haven’t laughed like this in years.”

Now that I had everything figured out, I didn’t mind passing Irving’s house on the way back. I found him sitting on the lawn, throwing a stick to that dog of his.

I swear, the dog kept running back and forth for the stick at least a hundred times while I was watching.

“Hey, Artie, I’ve been thinking about that party Saturday,” Irving finally said.

“And what have you decided?” I asked.

“I wonder, Artie, could they have a big spotlight on us when we’re entertaining, just like real performers? ”

I was so mad I wouldn’t have cared if Mr. Irving Winkelman, alias Irwin Wink, took out a pack of cigarettes and started smoking again!

I left him sitting there with Fritzy and went home.

Then I cooled off. What if Irving <was dumb? We all have to help each other in this world. That’s one thing the rabbi taught us in Hebrew school—the rich have to help the poor, the strong have to help the weak, and the smart have to help the dumb.

Okay, I would help Irving. But I would help him by not talking to him. In that way, perhaps, deprived of my friendship, he would learn that it’s not right to go through life saying people can play guitars when they can’t.

And that’s what I did. From then until Saturday whenever Irving called up or came over, I was “too busy” to see him—which I really happened to be anyway. I was trying to remember jokes for that party.

“When is a door not a door? ” I asked Mom.

She looked at me.

“When it’s a-jar,” I said.

Mom went back to the roast she was preparing.

“Did you hear about the drunk who put a nickel in a parking meter? ” I asked. “He thought he weighed only sixty pounds.”

“Artie, do me a favor,” Mom said. “Go to the store for me.”

I went. But I was so worried about those jokes, I forgot the bananas again. This time Mom made me march right back and get them. I guess she was afraid I’d try out more jokes on her.

When I returned somebody was talking in the kitchen—Mrs. Winkelman. “Irving’s got some head on his shoulders,” she said. “My husband says his stocks should only go up like that boy’s marks at school. You know what he’s always doing? Cutting out coupons in magazines: ‘How to Be a Forest Ranger,’ ‘Learn How to Stuff Animals in Your Spare Time,’ ‘Be a Secret Agent.’ God knows what that son of mine will become. Anything he puts his mind to, I guess.”

“Artie’s pretty brilliant too,” said Mom. “Anytime there’s garbage to take out, I never have to tell him. And if there’s dishes in the sink, he’ll do them. I tell you, a hundred kids cried when he moved from Brooklyn.”

I was dying to go into that kitchen and eat something, but Mrs. Winkelman might have started in again with that “Isn’t he cute? Isn’t he sweet? ” bit of hers.

So I took the bananas into my room and went to work on them instead. Soon they were all gone. That’s one thing about bananas. If you’re going to start eating them, never leave the store.

I was about to go back to Food Fair to get more, when the phone rang.

“I’ll take it,” I called to Mom, and she let me because she was in the middle of some story about me and my appendix operation. Besides, the phone was in my room anyway.

“This is the voice of doom warning you, Artie Granick! Stay away from Arlene Morgan if you value your life,” that same voice on the other end said.

“Don’t think you’re scaring me whoever you are!” I shouted.

Mom came running in. Holy smoke, I had forgotten to close the door. “What was that all about? ” she asked, all excited.

“It was nothing,” I laughed, “nothing at all. Merely some character at the Center. A practical joker.”

And Miss Fox thought I needed rehearsals at that dramatic club. Do you think if I hadn’t been able to act Mom would have gone back to that kitchen and continued telling about when I was a baby?

“Where was I, Mrs. Winkelman? Oh, yes— one day Artie got hold of this bed sheet and he thought...”


Chapter Ten


The Party

Saturday evening I commuted Irving’s sentence. I granted him an unconditional pardon so he could accompany me to Arlene’s party. It wasn’t big of me. I was afraid to go alone.

Boy, I don’t mind walking into a haunted house or a graveyard in the middle of the night, but don’t ask me to go to a party by myself. The reason is more than once I’ve gone like that and stood around all evening, alone. If you go with somebody, you’ve at least got him.

Even then, of course, there’s no guarantee of a good time. At a few parties I had no one to talk to except Stevie Hartman. We practically had to dance with each other.

There was only one trouble now—finding Irving to tell him he was off the hook.

“Gott vaste vu er ist” Mrs. Winkelman said on the phone. aEr is a nudnick. He’s been acting jarblunjet lately, just sitting around the house all day, playing that guitar and singing. Tell me, sweetheart, did you have a fight with him?”

Had Irving gone to the party without me? I couldn’t believe he would do a thing like that, but anything’s possible, isn’t it? His last words oh the phone had been all jumbled up anyway.

“Squoosh—mush—glubble,” he said.

Maybe he had been eating a peanut-butter sandwich at the time.

Were Irving’s feelings hurt because I had ignored him the last two days? After all, he did have feelings. Everyone has feelings—even a cat. If a cat finds out you’re only keeping him because you can’t have a dog, I bet his feelings are hurt.

What right did I have hurting anyone’s feelings, especially my best friend’s in Florida? Attaboy, Artie, I told myself, keep it up hurting people and you won’t have a friend left in the world. Law? Engineering? Medicine? You need friends to get along in any profession. You better start practicing how to hold a tin cup instead.

By eight o’clock I had lifted that barbell so many times it didn’t feel heavy anymore. I figured I couldn’t go on waiting for Irving.

“Where are you going all dressed? ” Dad asked, taking his eyes off the TV for a minute.

I had on the same suit I had worn for my bar mitzvah, though it felt a little tight all of a sudden. Was it possible my arms and chest were beginning to fill out?

“Mom knows,” I said. “There’s a party on Bay Drive and Twenty-eighth.”

Dad whistled.

“Doctor Morgan, the neurologist,” said Mom. “Artie is acquainted with his daughter. We’ll probably be reading about it in the society columns tomorrow: ‘Brooklyn Boy Crashes Florida Upper Crust} ”

“Come on, I’ll run you over there,” said Dad, and I followed him out to the garage with my guitar.

But I asked Dad to stop the car a block away from the Morgan house. “This is far enough,” I told him.

“Some class,” he said, peering through the windshield.

“You can drop me here,” I said.

“Why? The Morgans live on the next block.”

“That’s okay, Dad. I can walk the rest of the way. Stop the car! Let me off! Let me off! ”

“Okay, Artie, but I don’t know what’s got into you.”

By the time Dad made a U-turn and left me standing there, I was already writing him one of . those letters. That’s what I do sometimes. I write them in my head. They’re even better that way because you don’t have to flush them down a toilet.

Dear Dad,

Please forgive me. I wish you had driven right up to the Morgan house so I could introduce you to everybody.

Someday I’ll be a big success and get you and Mom a house just like it, I swear.

Your loving son,

Artie

P.S. I don’t really think a car has to be traded in because it has only 95,000 miles on it.

I meant every word about that house for Mom and Dad. The one I buy them will be like a castle, with Dad sitting on the throne. And there’ll be so many servants, Mom won’t be able to pick up a dust cloth if she drops it.

I felt like a skunk treating Dad like that just because we were driving up to a fancy house and he had an old, beat-up car. Just for acting that way I decided that the first chance I got I would come right out and tell Arlene my father drove a car with 95,000 miles on it, and if she didn’t like it, she could lump it.

If only Irving had showed up before I reached the front door, I would have jumped with joy. That’s how I dreaded meeting some of those kids from the Center drama club.

As for the baseball team, they’d never be friendly. My batting average was now down to .oo/'a and Mr. Gooden had tried me in every position on the team except pitcher. “I’m saving that for when we want to kill our opponents,” he said.

I finally pressed Arlene’s doorbell, hoping it would be out of order. No luck. It worked.

However, I could have gone on pressing it all night, that’s how much noise was going on inside that house. What could I do but walk in, since the door was wide open anyway?

Georgie Buchsbaum, our shortstop, was there, but the way he waved his hand meant stay away. Nice guy, Georgie! He was probably sore because I always left him stranded on base.

Barry Fenton was there too, running from girl to girl.

I couldn’t see Arlene, which surprised me. A hostess is supposed to be at the door to greet her guests, isn’t she?

There was no sign of Irving either. I buried the guitar under a sofa and went around from group to group, watching them dance and listening to them talking and laughing. But nobody noticed me.

Okay, I thought, if that’s the way they want it, I know what to do. I’ll eat. That’s one thing I’ve learned at parties. If you find the refreshment table, you don’t have to look for anything else.

So I ate—and I ate and I ate.

What had happened to Irving? Had he been kidnaped on the way here?

Then I found Arlene out in back near the pool, on “our” glider. Only she wasn’t alone. Little Herby Ellis was with her. And he wasn’t wasting time talking about his stamp collection, either. All of a sudden it wasn’t refreshments I had been eating. It was cement.

Some Arlene Morgan! For two cents I would have told her off right on the spot. But it wouldn’t have been proper to interrupt her while she was in the middle of kissing somebody.

I turned to go and bumped into her cousin Sandy.

“Notice anything?” she asked. “This is the blouse I bought for the one your friend tore.”

Sure, I noticed—what anybody noticed when they looked at Sandy. Why hadn’t I noticed before? Sandy was very attractive, if you didn’t look at her face. Who needed Arlene? If she could kiss somebody else, so could I.

I grabbed Sandy and kissed her!

What was the use? When Sandy and I finished kissing, Arlene and Herby Ellis were still at it.

I marched back inside the house. All I wanted to do was grab my guitar and get out of there. But just as I was ready to leave the house with my guitar, someone tapped me on the shoulder— my dear sweet hostess, and she wasn’t kissing anybody for a change.                •

“Artie, I’m so glad you got here at last,” she said. “Where’s Irving?”

“It so happens I’ve been here one whole hour,” I replied coldly, “and I don’t have the slightest idea where he is.”

That crazy girl started waving her arms and shouting, “Quiet, everybody! Artie Granick will now entertain us! ”

Everybody was looking at me. Everybody was waiting for me to do something.

Where was Irving? Irving the rat, Irving the traitor, Irving who left a pal when he was needed most.

Okay, Irving Winkelman, I thought, stay where you are! I’ve got prepared material. I don’t need you. But just remember, someday you may need me, then you’ll find out you’re not so smart because I’ll be the one who’s missing!

“Er . . . ah . . . hmmm . . . harumph,” I said. “G-g-ood eve-eve-evening, everyb . . . bub-bub-body. . . .”

Gosh, what came next? All I could remember was “And so now, as I stand on the brink of manhood, fully conscious of the heritage of my people, I solemnly vow to uphold the noble traditions of my race and rtinain a good Jew in all circumstances . . .”

But they wouldn’t want to hear my bar mitzvah speech, would they?

“Well, what’s he gonna do? ” somebody asked. “Dance? Sing? Play that guitar? ”

A few kids were laughing. They probably thought my face was funny.

“Wh-when is a door not a door? ” I asked.

Everybody waited.

Gosh, how did the rest of it go?

“Well?” asked Arlene.

“When it’s a-jar,” said Barry Fenton.

Wise-guy Barry! He couldn’t stay in the den with that girl. He had to come out and show how smart he is.

It was all coming back to me now!

“Do you know why a cousin of mine runs every time he sees a squirrel?” I continued.

“Sure, because he’s nuts,” said Barry.

“What did the farmer say to the two skunks? ”

“Keep your two scents out of this.”

“Guess what my mother does when she wants to get rid of a headache? ”

“She sends you outside,” yelled Barry.

I was about to tell Barry Fenton I didn’t need any help from him, when there was a loud racket outside—the sound of motor scooters pulling into the driveway.

“It’s Charlie Wolper and his gang,” said one of the girls at the window. “What do you suppose he wants here? ”

“He probably thinks he’s going to crash this party,” said Arlene. “But don’t worry; he’s got another think coming.”

She ran to the door and bolted it.

“Let him come in and I’ll flatten him,” said Barry Fenton.

I was surprised to hear this because I had thought Barry was only good for chasing girls— or butting in when somebody’s trying to tell jokes.

Fists pounded on the door and loud voices outside shouted, “Let us in! Let us in! ”

“Go away, you weren’t invited,” said Arlene.

It’s a miracle the door didn’t cave in with all that pounding. “C’mon, open up,” said the voice of Charlie Wolper.

“No, I won’t,” she said.

“Then I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house in,” he yelled, then laughed.

“Please go away,” said Arlene.

She looked scared and helpless. Maybe champion-kisser Herby Ellis could stand there and watch her like that, but I couldn’t.

“Let me talk to them,” I said, going to the door.

“Don’t open it or they’ll come in,” said Arlene.

“Over my dead body,” I answered.

What was I, balmy? Here was Arlene Morgan going around kissing everybody else in the place except me, and I was telling her I was ready to die for her.

“Listen out there,” I said. “You better go away while the going is good.”

They were quiet.

“Who’s that? ” Charlie Wolper asked.

“Never mind who it is. I’m just telling you to beat it.”

“Why don’t you open that door and tell us? ”

“I don’t have to open any door if I don’t want to.”

“What are you, scared or something? ”

“No, I’m not scared.”

“Then why don’t you show it by opening the door? ”

I looked around for Barry Fenton, who had been ready to do some flattening a minute ago. He had disappeared.

“I dare you to open that door!” Charlie Wolper shouted. “I double dare you, I triple dare you, I fourple dare you, I Apple dare you . . .”

What was he trying to do? Show us how high he could count? Before Arlene could stop me, I opened the door.

“You?” Charlie Wolper asked. He hadn’t even bothered brushing his hair to crash the party, or thrown away his toothpicks.

“Yes, me,” I said, trying to sound just as tough.

“I’m getting sick and tired of having trouble with you all the time, Granick.”

“That’s too bad. I’m sorry to hear it.”

“What are you looking for anyhow? A punch in the nose? ”

“No, I’m not looking for any punch in the nose.”

“Then why are you always sticking your nose in my business? ”

“I’m not always sticking my nose in your business.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Is it my fault that you come around here and try to crash a party where you’re not wanted?”

“Don’t you tell me where I’m not wanted. You don’t own this place.”

“Arlene Morgan owns it and she told you you’re not wanted, didn’t she? ”

Charlie Wolper flicked his toothpick away and

stepped towards me, spitting on his fists. That made me disgusted. I don’t mind a person landing on me with his fists, but I don’t want there to be spit on them. That’s like germicidal warfare, where one side tries to give the other side diseases.

Anyway, while I was thinking of spitting on my own hands so I could fight germs with germs, someone pushed me gently but firmly aside— Fanny the maid. She was holding a big frying pan.

“Get off this property,” she ordered Charlie Wolper and his gang.

They stood there without moving.

“I’m warning the bunch of you . . .”

“Sticks and stones may break our bones, but frying pans will never harm us,” Charlie Wolper taunted her.

“Dr. Morgan will be very angry when he hears about this, young man.”

“The mad doctor! ” he said and began moving about stiffly on the lawn like one of those monsters in horror movies. His friends thought this was very funny and fell all over themselves laughing.

“Don’t you dare make fun of my father, you big baboon!” Arlene shouted.

She would have run straight out at Charlie Wolper and scratched his eyes out, I guess, if Fanny the maid and I didn’t hold her back.

“Let her go,” he said, laughing. “I’ll tie knots in that pretty yellow hair of hers.”

Now Arlene and the maid were holding me back. “Lemme at him,” I said. “Lemme at him.”

“No,” said Fanny grimly. “I’m calling the police. They’ll know how to take care of these roughnecks.”

That’s all Charlie Wolper and his gang had to hear. They jumped on their motor scooters, yelling all kinds of remarks, and went roaring away.

All the kids were slapping me on the back. I was a hero. Me!

“It was very brave of you standing up to those bullies like that,” Arlene said, holding my arm.

“It sure was,” said little Herby Ellis admiringly.

They should have known I might have fainted if a real fight started!

Barry Fenton reappeared. “Hey, Artie, know any more jokes?” he asked.

“I know one,” said Arlene coldly. “You threatening to flatten Charlie Wolper.”

He slunk away.

Somebody was coming up the driveway— somebody with big ears and a guitar. Irving!

“Am I late?” he asked, grinning and showing that idiotic tooth of his.

“Where’ve you been?” I growled.

“Composing,” he said, “I’ve written us a song, Artie. You know those chords we learned? It’s the same ones, and ...”

We went back inside and nobody had to introduce him or prompt him. He started playing that guitar and singing:

We’re Irving and Artie,

Here to save the party,

We’re Irving and Artie, Here to save the party . . .

Twang! Twang! Twang! Twang!

Rodgers and Hammerstein Winkelman! I twang-twanged along with him. I even sang.

“More! More!” everybody yelled.

They probably admired our nerve carrying on like that.

Irving and I kept playing and singing, and I’ll say one thing for that song he wrote—it sounded worse each time!

“Please keep playing it,” said Arlene politely.

But the least she could have done was stick around and listen instead of going off somewhere, probably back to that glider with Herby Ellis.

Girls!

After a while the party broke up and we all went home.


Chapter Eleven


Blow by Blow

(Zjall me an elephant—I can’t forget so fast when a girl treats me like Arlene did at that party. And I was taking it out on Irving by blasting a ping-pong ball at him when Mr. Gooden blew his whistle.

“Boys,” the youth director said, stroking his mustache, “I have an official announcement to make. The City Council of Sunny Beach feels that we have not been attracting a sufficient number of young people. They suggest a gigantic membership drive. Therefore, kindly urge all your friends to drop in and start using the facilities of the Center and let’s see how many new members we can get. That is all. You may go on with what you were doing, except you, Bloomberg—please keep your thumb out of the eye of that boy you were wrestling.”

I turned back to Irving. He was making a face. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Hordes of people coming in here,” he said. “That’s what’s the matter. Who wants to have to wait in line an hour to use a ping-pong table or shoot a basketball? ”

“A community center isn’t supposed to be like a private country club,” I said. “It’s supposed to be for the whole community, isn’t it? ”

Mr. Gooden overheard. “That’s quite correct, Granick,” he said, patting his belly. “I couldn’t have explained it better myself. By the way, I trust you’ve been preparing for that play. It—er, means a great deal to Miss Fox, you know.” He went back to his office.

“I don’t care what anybody says,” said Irving. “I for one will do nothing to bring in new members. I like the Center just the way it is.”

“And I feel quite the opposite,” I said. “You should have seen the East Flatbush Community Center—Negro, white, Irish, Jewish, Puerto Rican. So okay, sometimes there were fights, but what a basketball team we had!”

I wasn’t kidding. Double Eagles or not, it used to give me a real thrill sitting in the gym cheering my head off with so many different kinds of people. After all, anybody can get along with his own kind. The trick is to do it with others.

“Look, Artie, I don’t want fights and I like our basketball team just the way it is,” said Irving. “Now, shall we get on with our little game? ”

Either I thought Irving was being a snob, or I wasn’t myself on account of a lot of reasons— Arlene’s behavior last night, Howie Mannheim’s dollar-fifty still not arriving in the mail, and another one of those threatening phone calls that morning, also Irving was already way ahead of me in the ping-pong match—but I said, “If you feel like that, you can play by yourself,” and went storming out of the gym.

I ran smack into Harvey Golding, who weighs about as much as a Baltimore Colt linesman. “H’ya, Artie,” he said. “I come to fetch you to the senate house.”

“What are you talking about? ” I asked.

“Don’t you remember? It’s in the play. You’re supposed to say ‘And you are come in very happy time.’ ”

“How can I remember when you just knocked me senseless? ”

I got up and started down the hall, but sure enough, Miss Fox stopped me. She was wearing a short red skirt. If Mr. Gooden saw her in that skirt he’d lose his eyes altogether.

“Artie, where are you going? ” she asked. “You haven’t been avoiding me lately, have you? ”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good. Then you’ve been studying your part in the play?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Thank goodness. After all, you’re our star. Without you there’s no show. Would you like to come in and let me hear those lines now? ”

“Er—I’d rather make it tomorrow afternoon, or the day after, Miss Fox, if that’s okay with you.”

“With the performance less than a month away? Really now, Artie, have a heart, will you? Naturally I don’t expect you to know those lines perfectly. You just joined the Center and haven’t had as much time to study them as the other boys and girls. But I 'would, like you to come in and at least let me hear how you sound.”

“Please ma’am, can’t we make it tomorrow morning maybe? ”

She leaned towards me and I got a whiff of her perfume. Wow! Did she want me to look at her google-eyed like Mr. Gooden?

“You’re not being fair, Artie. Not really.”

“Er—I’ll be right back,” I said. “I have to see my mother first.”

I ran off before she could try anything else to stop me. But I didn’t go to the card room where Mom was. Instead I left the building. I felt like a louse doing that to Miss Fox, but I didn’t want her to see I just wasn’t prepared at all.

Who do you think I met coming up the front steps? Calpurnia herself.

“Can’t you say hello? ” she asked as I was passing right by her.

“Hello, Jezebel,” I said.

That’s a movie I saw on the Late Show. Man, did she fool around! I only hoped Arlene stayed up and watched so she could learn what happens to girls like Bette Davis.

“Just exactly what does that crack mean?” Arlene asked, fluttering those eyelashes of hers full speed.

Actually all that fluttering was going to waste because I was hardly looking at her.

“Nothing,” I said and kept on going. I didn’t have the heart to tell her because I had a feeling one of us might get hurt. Me.

It was better like this, I figured, giving her the old silent treatment. Only if I happened to run into her darling lover boy, Hot Lips Herby Ellis, that second, I might not have been so silent. I might have belted him.

Gee, I thought, it must be great sometimes to belt somebody.

I cut across the park where old people were playing shuffleboard, and crossed the softball field. “Hey, get off the diamond,” some small kids yelled. “Can’t you see we’re having a game?”

Fresh kids. They didn’t even look scared when I gave them a dirty look.

Before I knew it I was on the other side of the shopping center, right in Charlie Wolper’s neighborhood. Some men were repairing telephone lines, and guess who was watching them— Charlie Wolper himself, a toothpick in his mouth as usual.

I walked over to him. Maybe if I asked him in a nice way to stop those telephone calls, he’d agree.

“H’ya, Charlie, may I have a word with you?” I asked.

I asked him in a nice way, with lots of respect in my voice.

Charlie Wolper answered with equal respect. They say when you treat a person with respect, that’s how he’ll treat you.

“Why, I’d be delighted, Granick,” he said, tossing away his toothpick. “Won’t you please step this way?”

I followed him into an empty lot, thinking we were going to be friends after all. Why was I always jumping to conclusions? Why couldn’t I learn to judge people? Why didn’t I—

Wham!—Charlie Wolper turned and hit me in the belly, then he hit me again, in the jaw.

Next thing I knew Charlie Wolper appeared to be ten feet tall, because there I was stretched out on the ground, looking up at him. Everything hurt and I wanted to cry, but I’d sooner have died than let him see me doing that.

I lay there a minute, thinking of my record back in Brooklyn from the time somebody first picked on me—four fights, three losses. One ended in a draw. (Louie Miller’s mother called him home for dinner after we had circled each other for ten minutes without throwing a punch.)

The trouble with me is I have no temper. Even if you call me a jerk, I’m not apt to get sore. I’m more apt to start wondering if there’s some truth to your remarks, because, let’s face it, a lot of guys can be jerks and not know it until it’s called to their attention.

If only one of those guys who picked on me back in Brooklyn had made some kind of crack to drive me into a blind, rage, things might have been different. I might have wound up with at least one decision.

Well, whaddya know? Charlie Wolper made such a crack!                     .

“Go home to your mother’s apron strings,” he said as he stood there looking down at me.

Boy, you can make any kind of crack about me—the way I comb my hair, tie my shoelaces, drag my feet when I walk. But don’t say anything about Mom.

Before I knew it I was on my feet like my Uncle Benny, the war hero, ready for action and— Wham I Charlie Wolper hit me again!

What would Uncle Benny do now? Throw a hand grenade? Why didn’t I have one?

I kept getting up and Charlie Wolper kept knocking me down. Some stamina. He didn’t seem to be getting the least bit tired doing that.

A crowd was gathering. •

“Give it to him, kid!” they yelled. “Use your right more! Watch his left! Keep your chin tucked in . . .”

Which one of us did they mean?

Then, suddenly, somehow—Bang!—there was Charlie Wolper on the ground next to me and we were staring at each other. Had I accidentally hit him when I held up my arm to protect myself?

The crowd was drifting away now, no longer interested in us.

It seemed silly to sit there without speaking, two guys who had almost just killed each other.

“How would you like to join the Sunny Beach Community Center?” I asked.

“What for?”

“We have a swimming pool, library, drama club, punching bags, baseball team, judo classes, basketball, and”—I thought of Irving—“ping-pong.”

“Nuts,” said Charlie Wolper.

“Drop around tomorrow and see for yourself,” I said and got up.               •

“Hey!”

I turned around.

“Did you say that place has judo classes?”

“Yes.”

“And punching bags? ”

“Of course. What do you say now? Will I see you there tomorrow? ”

He didn’t answer, so I left him sitting there in the lot and started home. On the way I met Irving.

“Holy gee, Artie, what happened to you? ” he asked.

“I had a fight with Charlie Wolper,” I said.

He stared at me in amazement. “And you’re still living?”

“Yes, I’m still living.”

“Gee, I wish I had been there to see it, Artie. Hey, Artie, what’s the idea having that fight and not waiting for me? ”

“Perhaps we could arrange to have it all over again for your benefit,” I said sarcastically.

“Did you hit him at all, Artie?” he asked. “Did you? Did you?”

I nodded.

“How? What kind of a punch did you use?”

What could I tell him—that I had hit Charlie Wolper by mistake?

“By the way,” I said, “I have invited him to the Center tomorrow.”

“You what? ”

I couldn’t waste time going into particulars— everything was beginning to hurt. “Excuse me,” I said, and hurried inside.

Mom took one look at me when I walked in and she started carrying on. “Oh, my baby! My poor baby!”

“Please, Mom, I’m not a baby. I’m going on fourteen.”

“You’re going on bleeding to death,” she cried, running for a towel and peroxide. And when Dad came home a short while later she was still crying. “Joe, they’ve murdered our boy. They’ve killed Artie.”

“Who’s dead? ” I tried to ask with her holding the ice pack against my mouth.

Dad nearly hit the ceiling. “The whole gang that did this will pay for it. I swear by everything holy! Give me their names, Artie, each and every one of them! ”

Mom had the ice bag against my left ear now. “There was no gang, Dad. Honest.”

“No gang?”

“No, sir.”

“One boy did this to you? Who?”

I refused to say.

“Artie, give me his name!”

Enemy agents couldn’t get that information out of me if they pulled my fingernails out with pliers.

“Was it that boy your friend Irving mentioned once—what’s his name—Charlie Wolper?”

I still wasn’t talking.

“Then it 'was Charlie Wolper. Hand me the phone, Bea, I’m reporting him to the police this second.”

He was already dialing.

“Wait, Dad,” I said. “Please. I—that is . .

“Well?” He stopped.

“I can’t tell you who it was, Dad. Not unless you want me to be a—a stool pigeon.”

“Artie, I’ve investigated that boy. He’s a menace. He steals hubcaps, breaks into stores . . .”

“I still can’t say, Dad. Please try to understand.”

“Listen, son, it’s my responsibility as your father to find out who beat you up, and it’s your civic responsibility to tell me. Now, for the last time, will you or won’t you tell me the name of the boy involved?”

I shook my head.

Mom was calmer now. She took Dad aside. “You know kids, Joe,” she said. “They sometimes have their own code of ethics about these things.”

Dad started to look a little less sore as he thought about it. Maybe he was thinking of a time when somebody clobbered him and he refused to tell his father who it was. He even smiled a little.

“Okay, Artie,” he said in a gentle voice, “but you must be punished anyway. Your mother and I can’t have you running around fighting and getting yourself killed. Tomorrow you can’t go out of the house. You’ll have to stay home for the entire day. Understand?”

“Yes, Dad.”

He might have talked even gentler if he knew the letter I was going to write him later.

Dear Dady

I’m sorry about what happened and I know how worried you and Mom are about my face. However, I’m sure that once the swelling goes down you’ll be able to recognize me with no trouble.

Your loving son,

Artie


Chapter Twelve


The Missing Earrings

The next day Charlie Wolper and his gang showed up at the Center, all right. But I wasn’t there to welcome them. I was in exile, like Napoleon—only Napoleon didn’t have to sweep out a garage or clean up his room.

I got the report later how everybody’s mouths fell open when those guys burst into the building, laughing and yelling. Poor Mr. Gooden. He almost blew his lungs out with that whistle. I guess he hadn’t counted on them for his membership drive.

Irving telephoned me. “Artie,” he said helplessly, “are they still keeping you in?”

I had told him my punishment on the ten o’clock news report the night before.

“Yes,” I said.

“Well, it’s too bad because we sure could use

you over here at the Center now.”

“Whaddya mean, you sure can use me now?”

“Charlie Wolper and his gang have taken over the whole gym, that’s what I mean. If you don’t hear from me again, it means we’re dead.”

He hung up.

I hadn’t counted on Charlie Wolper making any real trouble. I thought when he got inside the Center and saw what a nice place it was, he’d settle down.

Would he and his gang hurt some of the kids? Wreck property?

“Mom,” I said.

“What is it, Artie?” she asked.

Mom was wearing a pink dress, the kind all the ladies wore who did volunteer work at the hospital.

“Mom, they need me at the Center. Irving just called. It’s an emergency. They need me real bad. Please, Mom, can’t I go? Can’t you square it with Dad?”

She must have sensed how important this was to me because she smiled and said, “Your father told me before he left that if you behaved you could go out by noon, and I see it’s about that now.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom,” I said, and rushed out as fast as I could.

What a relief! The Center was still standing in one piece when I got there.

Miss Fox was in the hallway, outside the drama room. I tried not to see her.

“Yoo-hoo,” she called.

I waved and tried to keep going, but she came running after me. “Really, now, Artie, I’m losing my patience. It isn’t a bit fair of you to keep promising to come to rehearsals, then not show up.”

“I’ll be in later, ma’am. Honest.”

“Do you have any idea of how many times you’ve said that? Tell me, Artie, is that the only line you know how to say? How am I supposed to put on a play if my star keeps putting me off? ”

Some of the girls were listening to her yell at me. Why didn’t she at least pick a time when they weren’t around?

“Just remember, Artie, if the performance of all the boys and girls of the Center is a flop, it’s your fault!”

“I’ll be in later, Miss Fox. Honest.”

That 'was the only thing I knew how to say!

I hurried into the gym. Charlie Wolper and his pals with the toothpicks were enjoying a leisurely game of basketball. That is, they were just horsing around having fun taking up the court. Georgie Buchsbaum, Irving, and a few other regulars stood on the side watching.

“Why aren’t you all playing?” I asked.

“On account of the new element you invited here,” said Irving. He must have told the others it was my fault Charlie Wolper was there, because they were giving me dirty looks.

“We might as well ask a stone wall,” said little Herby Ellis.

“Where’s Mr. Gooden?”

“He’s resting from blowing his whistle,” said Irving. “Maybe he was out with Miss Fox last night. How should we know where he is? ”

Well, this was my doing. I walked out on the floor, the big peacemaker.

“H’ya, Charlie,” I said. “How about a game? ” “Can’t you see we’re playing? ” he asked.

“That’s not fair.”

“You said it’s free, didn’t you?”

“Sure, but the facilities here are for everybody to use—not just a few chosen individuals.”

“We’re not just a few chosen individuals,” he said. “Hey, gang, are we?”

“No, Charlie, we’re not,” they answered.

“See, Granite? I told you.”

“My name’s Granick,” I said, “not Granite.”

He threw the ball over my head and I tried to catch it. One of his pals caught the ball and threw it back to him.

“You’re Granulated,” said Charlie Wolper.

I ran from one to the other, trying to grab the ball. Pretty soon I was staggering all over the place in a daze.

“Here’s the ball,” Charlie Wolper said and bounced it off the back of my head.

Mr. Gooden came dashing into the gym in time to hold me back. “Just a minute now, Artie,” he said sternly. “We can’t tolerate any rough stuff like that around here. I thought you were the one who realized this is a community center.”

“All we want is a chance to play them,” I said, good and sore.

“That’s a splendid idea,” said the youth director. “I’ll ref.”

He blew his whistle as Charlie Wolper and his gang took positions on the court, opposite us, and got ready to throw up the ball.

“It won’t be a fair game,” said Georgie

Buchsbaum. “They have toothpicks in their mouths.”

Mr. Gooden made them remove the lumber.

“Hold it,” said Charlie Wolper. “You’re short a man.”

“We’ll play you four against five,” I said, still angry.

It wasn’t necessary. Jerry King entered the gym.

“Want a game?” Irving asked, and the gardener’s assistant came running out on the floor, grinning.

“We’re not playing,” Charlie Wolper announced.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because he’s colored.”

“So what?” yelled Irving. “Would you like somebody not to play with you because you have blue eyes? Around here everybody can play!”

Good old Irving!

“If you don’t want to play, you don’t have to,” said little Herby Ellis. The idea of anyone not wanting to play with Jerry made even him sore.

“The boys are right,” said Mr. Gooden, addressing our visitors. “This is a community center and for everyone here, regardless of race, creed, or color. Now, make up your minds if you’d like to play.”

Charlie Wolper started to walk off the court.

“Maybe you’re ajraid, to play against Jerry,” Irving taunted him.

“Whaddya mean, ‘afraid’?”

“Maybe you’re afraid Jerry’s too good a player for you.”

“I’m just as good as he is!”

“Oh, yeah? Prove it.”

Charlie Wolper didn’t answer. His eyes were drinking in that gym of ours like it was for the last time—the rowing machine, the punching bag, the wrestling mats—the notices on the bulletin board: judo class meets Tuesday MORNING. . . . SWIMMING TEAM MEETS

THURSDAY AFTERNOON. . . . ATTENTION ALL BOYS INTERESTED IN BOXING: THERE WILL BE INSTRUCTIONS SUNDAY AT 2 BY A LEADING HEAVYWEIGHT CONTENDER. . . .

“Prove it!” Irving repeated.

Charlie Wolper took a deep breath and said, “Okay, I will!”

We started to play and I was so proud of Irving for getting the game started that I didn’t yell at him once when he booted the ball instead of catching it, or passed to one of their men instead of ours. How could I? I’m no Harlem Globetrotter myself.

. I’ll say one thing for Charlie Wolper, though. It didn’t take him long to appreciate that fancy pivoting of Jerry’s and those trick dump shots of his.

“Nice,” he started saying. “Nice going.”

Soon he was slapping Jerry on the back whenever he made some sensational play. Sportsmanship!

Miss Fox entered the gym. Why’d she want to do that, just when they were leading? Did she expect me to rehearse nonjol Hadn’t I distinctly told her I’d be in to do it later?

The drama coach walked over to Mr. Gooden and whispered to him. Then he blew his whistle, stopping the game. One day he was bound to swallow that whistle, the way he looked at her.

“Boys, excuse me for interrupting,” Miss Fox said, “but it happens I’m missing a valuable pair of earrings from my desk drawer.”

A robbery? Right here at the Center? Our side looked at each other.

“Geez, nothing like that ever happened around here before,” whispered little Herby Ellis.

“I don’t remember anything like it either,” Georgie Buchsbaum agreed.

Miss Fox continued. “Did anybody here happen to see those earrings, by any chance? ”

Nobody spoke.

“Very well, if they should turn up, please bring them to me in my office,” she said and left the gym with Mr. Gooden waddling after her.

We just stood there staring at one another. Then, as one man, we looked around—straight at Charlie Wolper, who was holding the ball. Even I was looking at him!

“Er—how about continuing the game?” I suggested.

Nobody moved.

“What was the score again?” I asked Charlie. “Thirty to twenty-eight, your favor?”

He didn’t answer.

“Let’s go, fellers,” I pleaded. “Whaddya say?”

Suddenly Charlie Wolper flung the ball all the way across the gym, smack against a window. It’s a good thing that window had a wire screen or the ball might have crashed through and hit somebody six blocks away.

“Why don’t one of you guys say it? ” he yelled at us. “You think I stole those earrings, don’t you? ”

“We didn’t say that,” said Irving.

“Come on, Charlie,” I said. “Let’s get on with the game.”

“Nuts! I don’t need the game!”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean, I don’t need this whole stinking place!”

He strode out of the gym and his gang followed him.

For a while the rest of us hung around the gym, shooting baskets. But our hearts weren’t in it, especially Irving’s and mine. We went out in the street.

“Do you think he did it?” I asked.

“Charlie Wolper has a long record,” he answered.

“Yes, but did he take the earrings?”

“I doubt if he’d have stuck around to play basketball if he did.”

Dick Tracy Winkelman!

“I feel sorry for Charlie Wolper,” Irving said. “He’s an orphan.”

That’s all I had to hear. If there’s anybody I feel sorry for it’s kids without a mother and father. Boy, how many times I’ve awakened at night, worried about losing mine. Please, Mom and Dad, don’t desert me, I’d say to myself. God, don’t ever let them die. I need those two people more than anything in the world. .

But Charlie Wolper had had it happen. He was alone in the world.

“Maybe ewe could find the guilty party,” I said. “It would be a terrible thing if Charlie Wolper didn’t really take those earrings and everybody thought he did.”

“I once saw this picture,” Irving said, “in which a man really didn’t commit the murder but because everybody thought he did, he even thanked the judge when they sentenced him to hang.”

“What a terrible thing to have happen,” I said, visualizing Charlie Wolper as the hangman adjusted a noose around his neck.

We walked around the streets, looking for suspicious characters. “Look for large ear lobes,” said Irving. “I once read that’s a sign of criminal tendencies.”

Holy smoke, whose ear lobes were bigger than his own?

“Too bad I don’t have my old dog,” I said.

“Pete might have helped us solve this case.”

“Why, Pete wasn’t a bloodhound, was he?” asked Irving. “I thought Pete was something else.”

“Sure, he was a Labrador retriever, but they can help find criminals too.”

Actually, Pete couldn’t even find his own way home half the time. But he was plenty smart in other ways, like never chewing on Dad’s good shoes, and knowing which of us had a treat for him. If my next dog was like Pete, I’d be satisfied.

“Let’s start by eliminating those who couldn’t possibly have taken the earrings,” said Irving.

“Okay, there’s both of us,” I said. “Who else? ”

“Wait a minute, Artie. Sometimes robberies are committed by people who aren’t even aware of what they’re doing.”

What was my dear pal suggesting? That I was a kleptomaniac? I turned my pockets inside out, a little bit worried.

What a relief! No earrings!

“Now let’s see yours,” I said.

He was “clean” too.

Who else could have taken those earrings without knowing it? Harvey Golding? Georgie Buchsbaum? Barry Fenton? Little Herby Ellis?

Gosh, it could have been any one of fifty boys.

What about girls? Weren’t they ever kleptomaniacs too? Arlene Morgan! Suppose she was the one! Suppose she had taken the earrings! A beautiful, yellow-haired daughter of a rich doctor who had no idea she was a crook and stole simply for the thrill of it!

“Don’t worry,” I’d tell her. “I’ll take the rap for you. I’ll tell the police I did it.”

Then every visitors’ day she’d come to the state penitentiary until I’d say, “You have your whole life ahead of you, Arlene. Marry little Herby Ellis or Barry Fenton.”

“No, no, Artie! I’ll wait for you forever. Maybe even longer. . . .”

Suddenly I thought of something and stopped short. Naturally Irving piled right into me on account of his dumb way of always being on my tail.

“Maybe whoever’s been warning me to stay away from Arlene is the same one who took those earrings,” I said.

Irving tried to hide his face.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“G-gee, Artie, I’ve b-been meaning to t-tell you about that.”

“Tell me about what?”

“You promise not to get sore?”

“Tell me!”

“I—I was afraid Arlene Morgan would take you away and I wouldn’t have any more best friend. So I disguised my voice and—”

“Yew made those calls? ”

His head was practically on the ground.

“I ought to kill you! ” I yelled. “Do you hear?

I ought to murder you in cold blood! ”

“Go ahead and do it,” Irving moaned.

How could I do anything* He looked dead already.

“Let’s go home,” I said.

What a mess! Charlie Wolper had once been falsely accused of making those phone calls—by me. Now he was facing accusations again for something else.

Was he guilty this time?


Chapter


Thirteen


The Case Is Solved

Irving and I might have wrapped up the Case of the Missing Earrings, but Miss Fox saved us the trouble. She found them herself.

“Just think, I had them in my bag all the time,” the drama coach was saying in Mr. Gooden’s office when we got there the following noon.

An uneaten salami sandwich lay in the wastebasket. That’s how upset the youth director was over Charlie Wblper.

“That boy walked out of here yesterday because we regarded him as a thief,” he said. “It’s now our job to find him and apologize so he and his friends return to the Center.”

“Irving and I could go,” I said, and my pal standing next to me nodded eagerly. I guess he was willing to forget the reception we got on

Charlie Wolper’s block last time too.

Mr. Gooden shook his head. “I think not/’ he said, drumming on his belly. “It should be someone who wasn’t involved in that ruckus in the gym.”

“How about us? ” a girl’s voice inquired.

Arlene Morgan! She was standing in the doorway with her cousin Sandy.

“We could do it,” said Arlene. “Anyway, I know Charlie better than these boys. He was in my Spanish class last term.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” said Mr. Gooden. “Good luck, girls.”

She and Sandy disappeared.

“Sometimes girls have a way of being much more effective with the opposite sex,” the youth director explained, addressing me.

“Besides, time is running out,” said Miss Fox. “Now that I’ve got you here, Artie, you’re not going to get away this time.”

“What do you mean, ma’am?”

Mr. Gooden said, “What our dramatic director means, Artie, is that you can no longer procrastinate. You’ll simply have to get down to business at last and start rehearsing. Or didn’t you know the Center is offering its production of Julius Caesar in exactly three weeks? ”

“Just give me one minute,” I pleaded and ran out of the room after the two girls. Irving ran with me.

“Hey, Arlene, where do you think you’re going? ” I yelled.

“Well, well,” she said, turning and whipping her yellow hair around, “if it isn’t Mister Artie Granick! I thought you weren’t speaking to me.”

“I’m speaking to you now,” I said, blocking the front door.

“How nice! I’m flattered. I really am. Now, tell me what you want and make it snappy because Sandy and I are in a hurry.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” I repeated.

“I can’t see where that’s any of your business.”

“It is my business.”

“Really? How?”

“Charlie Wolper is a tough egg. I don’t think you ought to go near him.”

“Oh, no? Well, you listen to me, Artie Granick. Nobody tells me where to go or what to do!”

“I know,” I said. “You’re just a spoiled brat.”

“Look who’s calling me spoiled! That’s a laugh! I suppose you’re not spoiled yourself, eh? ” “No, I’m not. I’ll have you know that back in Brooklyn I shined shoes, delivered papers, washed cars, sold Christmas cards, and worked three summers as a bus boy at camp.”

I hadn’t really done half those things, but what harm was it saying so? All I wanted to do was keep anything from happening to Arlene.

She and her cousin shoved right past me.

“Aw, let them go,” said Irving.

Sure, it didn’t matter to him. He wasn’t in love with anybody.

“I’m waiting, boys,” Miss Fox called from the drama room, and Mr. Gooden was standing there waiting with her, his hands on his hips.

“Come on,” said Irving. “Let’s go in and rehearse, Artie.”

Sure, he knew his part. I didn’t know mine. I didn’t know anything.

I ran out of the building without him!

I went home. I didn’t care if I never saw the Center again. And Florida? You could keep it. I never had so much trouble in all my years in Brooklyn. If Irving would only move to Avenue J, I’d go back there tomorrow.

At dinner I said to Dad, “Why don’t we go out on a boat, fishing? You’ve never taken me out on a boat. I’d like to see the Gulf Stream. Irving Winkelman has seen it. His father takes him out on boats all the time. They practically live on the water.”

Why did I think of fishing? Was it because I had just seen this rerun of Spencer Tracy and some big fish on TV? Or did I just have to ask for something*

“Who’s got time to go out on boats, fishing?

I have to support this family,” Dad said. “Remember? ”

“We have lots of money, don’t we?” I asked.

“Sure, barrels of it.”

“We’re not poor, are we?”

“Of course not. I only work for a hobby.”

“Do we have a half million dollars?”

“Guess again,” Dad said.

“Higher?”

He looked at Mom.

“A quarter of a million? ”

“Try once again.”

“Do we have more money than Irving Winkelman’s father? ”

“How do I know how much money someone else’s got? At the end of the month I’ll issue a financial statement and you’ll see how much Pve got.”

Mom put a meatloaf on the table and sat down. ‘‘It’s just a normal boy’s curiosity,” she told Dad.

“Curiosity be hanged,” Dad said. “My father never told me how much money he had.”

“Well, I think it would be fun if we did know how much you have,” said Mom with a straight face. “Why don’t you empty out the bank sometime and we’ll all sit here and count it? ”

“Good idea. I’ll bring it home in nickels so it keeps us busy a while,” said Dad, chuckling.

Big joke!

“Can we go? Can we go?” I asked. “Can we go out on a boat, fishing? ”

Dad leaned back and thought. “Last time I went out was Sheepshead Bay. Boy, oh, boy, all day long—rockety, rockety, rock; rockety, rockety, rock—”

“Your father means ‘seasickness’,” said Mom. “People throw up and wish they were dead.”

“Believe me, that’s what we all wished.” Dad laughed.

Irving had come in and was listening. No knocking on the door or anything.

“Getting seasick depends on the ears,” he said. “There’s a certain channel that gives us balance.”

“Canal,” said Dad. “Not channel.”

“I never have trouble,” said Irving. “I guess I have good canals in my ears.”

Mom and Dad looked at Irving’s ears, but I guess all they saw was how big they were.

“We had a lot of trouble with Artie’s ears when he was a baby,” said Mom. “He got this case of mastoids when he was three and . . .”

She was off again!

After Irving left, Mom came into my room. She laid down on the bed and wrapped her arms around me.

“Hey, Mom! ” I yelled.

“Oops, excuse me,” she said, staying right there. “I forgot my son is so old now that I can’t lie down next to him anymore.”

“It isn’t that.”

“What then is it? Tell your poor old mother everything.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

She put her fingers on the tip of my nose. “Intuition, Artie—it’s standard equipment with every mother. If something’s bothering you, I can feel it. I don’t need to look in a crystal ball or wait for you to come and tell me. But don’t worry. From now on if you don’t confide in me, I’ll understand it’s a sign my Arthur is becoming a man with secrets he can’t tell his mother anymore.”

Holy cow, were those tears in her eyes? What had I started?

“Listen, Mom . . .”

“Don’t say a word, Artie.”

Mom got up and went to the door. She was smiling now. “Know what? I think I’ll get your father to take you out on a boat fishing, after all. Maybe it’ll do you both good.”

“Hey, Mom! Mom, wait a minute!”

I ran to her. “What about Irving? Will you get Dad to take him too? Will you, Mom? Will you?”


Chapter Fourteen


No Hard Feelings

So dad took a day off from the factory and Irving and I took a day off from the Center to go out on a charter boat, fishing.

It was very nice except that half the time Dad wished he was back at the factory and half the time I wished I was dead.

Dad offered us some seasickness pills before we left the house, but Irving said he didn’t need any, so I didn’t take mine either.

As we drove to the pier Dad said, “Son, I know I’ve been too busy to spend much time with you lately. Here’s hoping today is just the first of many such holidays for us.”

“Gee, I hope so, Dad,” I said.

“Maybe next month we can take in the Miami Seaquarium and the Monkey Jungle. How does that sound? ”

“Great, Dad! Great!”

“And don’t forget the baseball team. They’ll be training not far from here when the grapefruit season rolls around, and we’ll have all those games to see, not to mention the circus winter headquarters at Sarasota.”

“Yippee! Do you hear that, Irving? My Dad’s taking wj!”

That’s how I automatically figured Dad meant it.

Irving started right out at the dock showing how much he knew. “Black buoys mark the left side of the channel and must be passed on the left or port side. Do you know what six feet is, Artie?”

“How tall we’d like to be? ” I asked.

“It’s a fathom, you jerk.”

Who cared what he called me as long as he didn’t remind me of a certain somebody. And he didn’t—until he pointed out a white cabin cruiser, the Arlene.

“That’s Dr. Morgan’s boat,” Irving said. “It sleeps four and even has a billiard table. I’m going to be a doctor myself someday and get me a boat just like it.”

Wasn’t that nice of him making me start thinking of Arlene all over again? I might have gotten sore, but to tell the truth, I hadn’t stopped thinking of her anyway. When you’ve got a girl like Arlene Morgan on your mind, you just don’t forget so easily. .

So I looked at that boat, the Arlene, and I wished I was on it with her, holding the wheel and steering while she stood next to me, her long yellow hair flowing in the breeze.

Could I ever own such a boat? Everything I get, Mom and Dad have to give me. What could I ever do by myself someday that would get me anything—let alone a boat like the Arlene}

Did the people who own such boats once wonder how they might get nice things too?

Our own charter boat, the one Dad, Irving, and I were on, was okay in the calm and peaceful bay. But once we got far out on the ocean, don’t ask! Or maybe I’m just not a sailor.

Irving didn’t mind how rough it got on The Pelican. “I wonder if this tub could make it to Europe,” he said.

There were about twenty-five passengers on board with us. But only one person ran around yelling things like, “Batten down the hatches!” and “Point that bow to windward!”

Irving Winkelman.

When they lowered the anchor, it’s a wonder they didn’t lower him.

Dad gave us little pieces of shrimp to tie on our hooks and I pulled in one little fish that immediately blew himself up until I thought he would burst.

“That’s a blowfish,” said Irving and threw it back.

I pulled in another little fish that kept grunting while we held him.

“That’s a grunt,” said Irving and threw that one back too.

I didn’t mind Irving throwing those fish back. Who wanted fish anyway? All I wanted was Arlene . . . Arlene . . . Arlene . . .

By now the charter boat was groaning and creaking and going rackety rackety, rock; racketyrackety, rock, just like Dad had said, as well as bumpety^ bumpetyy bump; bumpety, bumpety, bump.

But all I could see in front of me was Irving, eating, eating, eating. . . .

That was all I needed. I lay down on the deck feeling awful.

“Artie, Artie, please don’t die,” Irving said, biting into a sour pickle. “If you do, it will be my fault because I made you not take that pill. I really took mine when you weren’t looking.”

Dad was green himself. “I didn’t take my pill either, Irving,” he said. “You shamed me out of it when you said you weren’t taking yours.”

What was Irving trying to do? Wipe out my whole family?

“I’ll . . . never . . . talk . . . to . . . you . . . again,” I swore.

And I didn’t for about six hours, until we got back on land. Then all of a sudden I felt as well as ever.

“Irving, what a fool I’ve been,” I said as we drove home with Dad. “What difference does it make who brings Charlie Wolper into the Center as long as he joins? ”

“You’re so right,” he agreed.

“And how dumb I was, thinking I owned Arlene Morgan just because she invited me to her house once.”

“Sure, you were dumb, Artie.”

My pal. He didn’t have to agree with me about that^ did he? He might have said something nice like, “I don’t know about that, Artie. It seems to me you were entitled to feel that way because Arlene was quite nuts about you. In fact, if you ask me, she still is.”

Okay, but what can you expect from some guys? Stevie Hartman might not have said it either. The important thing was that now I felt differently about a lot of things. I wouldn’t act sensitive or sore or bossy anymore. I’d apologize to Arlene. I’d apologize to Charlie Wolper. I’d even write Howie Mannheim and tell him to forget that dollar-fifty he owed me.

Everybody would marvel at the new Artie Granick and wonder how one boy could be like that. “Artie’s got such a wonderful disposition,” they’d say. “He’s so mature.”

Mom noticed the difference at dinner. “Artie,” she said, “you combed your hair.”

And Dad said, “You didn’t grab all the meat off the platter.”

Irving noticed a difference too when he came over on his regular evening visit. “Are you okay, Artie?” he asked. “You didn’t give me a look for not ringing the doorbell.”

The next day the sun was shining, the sky was blue, the birds were singing. . . .

“Meet you at rehearsal,” I called up Irving to say, and he was so surprised to hear how pleasant

I sounded he could hardly answer.

I went bouncing into the Center, right over to Miss Fox in the drama room. “I’m ready,” I said. “Where do you want me to stand?”

“Oh, Artie,” she said, “I’m afraid we have a new Julius Caesar. It got absolutely impossible snaring you for rehearsals anyway, so I figured you didn’t really want—”

“A new Julius . . . ? ”

“Yes, that new boy—a real find. Such stage presence! What’s his name? Helper? Volper?”

“Charlie Wolper?”

“That’s the one! I asked him to read the part for me this morning and he was sensational. A photographic memory too. Looks at a speech and knows it immediately. Oh, Artie, I can’t tell you what a relief it is. I guess the play will be a success after all! And I’m sure you’re relieved too because you were just doing it to help me out anyway.”

I went out to the back of the building. Maybe I could take my feelings out on a baseball—if I could just lay a bat on one.

Mr. Gooden was hitting grounders to a boy— a boy who didn’t need a haircut and had no toothpick in his mouth. Charlie Wolper’

He speared them on his left. He speared them on his right. He held on to them right down the middle. Didn’t he ever fumble one?

Somebody next to me whistled. Irving.

“Lucky catch,” he said. “Lucky catch. Lucky ...”

What was he trying to do? Make me feel better?

“Shut up,” I said.

“Now let’s see you bat,” said Mr. Gooden.

Charlie Wolper stepped into the batting cage and the youth director tossed them in.

Crack! A ball went over the fence.

Crack! Another ball followed it.

“Explain that,” I challenged Irving.

Mr. Gooden was hugging Charlie Wolper. “Oh, boy! Oh, boy! Just what we needed!” he shouted. “Just what we needed on third base!”

Charlie Wolper caught up with me as I was sneaking away from the field. “I—I’m sorry, Granick.”

“What for? ” I asked. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“I never expected to get a part in a play or be on the team.”

“I know.”

“Listen, if you don’t want me to horn in, just say so.”

“Don’t be silly, Charlie. I never wanted that part. As for baseball, I’ve got lots of other things to do. I’m going to be a lumberjack, you know.”

“You’re sure there’s no hard feelings? ”

“Not at all.”

He held out his hand and I shook it. Then I had to get out of there. I didn’t even want Irving near me.

I went home and I sat around by myself thinking what luck I had running into so many rats in Florida. Brooklyn was never like this place, even if they did have a couple of rats up there too— like Howie Mannheim.

All day long I sat around feeling sorry for myself. It’s a wonder I didn’t call up a florist or send myself some condolence cards.

“You poor, poor boy,” I thought, “the whole world is your enemy and everybody is plotting against you.”

Was this the way my poor mishugeneh Aunt Hannah started? When Pete used to see me sitting like that, he’d start howling as if to drive away the evil spirits. Now there was nobody to howl.

Well, that Sunday was finally approaching when we’d go to a kennel. It was about time!

In the evening Irving dropped in for his regular visit. I looked up and there he was on the other bed. “Poor Artie,” he said.

“What’s so poor about me?” I asked.

“Well, losing your part in the play and not being our third baseman anymore.”

“So what? Who wanted to be an actor anyway? And they can keep third base too. That stuff was keeping me from what I really wanted to do anyway.”

“What’s that?”

“Aerial acrobatics. Dad’s fixing up the garage with a trapeze so I can practice. I’ll probably wind up with some circus.”

“Gee, can I come over and watch sometime, Artie? ”

“Sure.”

“Maybe you’ll let me try it too, huh?”

“Are you kidding? One flop and you’re finished.”

“Isn’t your father putting in a net?”

“Nah, the trick is to start right out learning to take those falls.”

We both lay there watching my TV.

“Anything happen at the Center after I left?” I asked.

He was silent.

“I asked you a question, Irving.”

“Huh? I didn’t hear it, Artie.”

Who was he kidding? The sound wasn’t on that loud.

“Did anything happen at the Center after I left? ”

“N-nothing.”

I wasn’t in the mood for games. “Look, when I ask you a question, I’d like an answer.”

He hesitated. “Aw, Artie, it was nothing worth repeating.”

“Repeat it anyway.”

“Charlie Wolper and . . . and . . . Arlene Morgan. They walked home together holding hands. Hey, Artie, whattsa matter? You look sick all of a sudden.”

I wasn’t sick. I was dying.

“It’s nothing, Irving, nothing at all. Just that show. It must be on tape. I think I’ve seen it before.”

I got up and changed channels so he’d believe me.

“Artie, you should have seen how that Arlene was looking at him. Honest, she never looked at Herby Ellis or Barry Fenton that way. It was disgusting.”

How could Arlene do such a thing? Hadn’t she called Charlie Wolper a big baboon at that party and acted as if she wanted to kill him? What were girls anyway? Crazy?

Irving watched part of another show with me, then left. It’s a good thing he didn’t hang around longer or I might have told him my real feelings.

Disgusted is how I felt—sick and disgusted. I was a flop in Brooklyn; I was a flop in Florida. If there was a next world, I’d be a flop there too. What did Arlene Morgan think she was—the only girl in the world with a small nose and yellow hair?

From now on I’d never look at another girl as long as I lived. Monks in caves got along without them. So could I.

Even if Arlene Morgan came to me on bended knee and swore that the only reason she held hands with Charlie Wolper was because they were crossing a street at the time and she was afraid of being hit, I wouldn’t change my mind. “Please, Artie,” she could say, “I beg your forgiveness. Would you prefer I got flattened by a bus? ”

The TV weather man came on and spoke about a tropical storm moving towards the Florida coast. Who cared? Let the whole place blow away.

A little later Dad came into my room. “I saw the light under your door, Artie. Are you all right? ” he asked.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I forgot to turn it off.”

“What’s the matter, son?”

“Nothing, Dad.”

“Can’t you fall asleep?”

“Sure, I was just thinking.”

“Is there anything bothering you? Anything you’d like to tell me about?”

“No, Dad.”

“You’re happy here in Florida, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You don’t want us to move back to Avenue J, do you?”

. “Huh-uh.”

“Suppose I were to say we are moving back. Would you be glad or sorry? ”

How could I tell him I’d pay for the moving van if I had the money?

“Sorry, Dad. We aren’t really moving, are we? ”

“No, I just wanted to hear what you’d say.”

Dad sat down on the edge of my bed. “Just remember this, son. Sometimes troubles that seem very large at the moment turn out to be very small troubles in the end.”

He leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. Dad hadn’t done that for about five years. His whiskers still felt the same.

“Good night, son,” he said, “and don’t forget what I said about troubles.”

He went out, turning off my light.

Sure, Dad was right in what he said. In the end my troubles would seem like small ones. Only when was the end? And what was I supposed to do until then. Just hang around? Let everybody in Sunny Beach give me the horse laugh?

When I finally fell asleep I didn’t dream about anyone in Florida. I dreamed about my Uncle Morty in California, of all places. The sun was shining out there, just like here, and he was holding out a box to me—a big, glittering box, but I couldn’t see what was in it.

“Come and get it,” Uncle Morty was saying. “Come and get the bar mitzvah present I never sent you, my dear nephew!”


Chapter Fifteen


The Best Kind of Friend

tVow, that wind! It tore at my hair as I stood near the Sunshine State Parkway with some things tied in a dish towel—a spare T-shirt, an underwear change, and a couple of pieces of fruit from the refrigerator.

Twenty cars had slowed down and stopped for me already. Some Southern hospitality! Why didn’t they at least wait for me to raise my thumb? The drivers looked puzzled when I didn’t get in.

Was there a prize offered for the one who got me out of the state? Why was I so popular all of a sudden? How did those cars know I didn’t have a gun in my pocket or a switchblade knife, instead of just a handkerchief and a dollar-fifty? (Howie Mannheim had finally come through in the mail that morning, just before I left the house. Good old Howie! It only shows you have to have patience with people.)

Not that I didn’t want a hitch in one of those cars. It’s just that I don’t believe in rushing into things—especially when it means giving up a comfortable home and all that goes with it.

Dear Dad,

Please break the news to Mom. I’m on my way to California to pick up that confirmation present from Uncle Morty and also to seek my fortune.

When I have found it I will send for both of you.

Above all don’t worry. I am thirteen and perfectly capable of taking care of myself.

Your loving son,

Artie

P.S. Please don’t call in the FBI on this.

That letter proves I was serious, doesn’t it? And I hadn’t just written it in my head or flushed it down a toilet. It was on Dad’s dresser, leaning against my Uncle Benny’s picture where they’d be sure to find it later if I really went through with this.

Poor Mom and Dad! When I thought of all they had endured on my behalf—getting me toys whenever I cried for them, Asian flu shots every winter, making my bar mitzvah the biggest affair in the history of that caterer. Maybe they should have stayed single and saved the three of us a lot of agony.

Charlie Wolper? I had nothing against him and I wasn’t blaming him for anything. In fact, I felt proud that I had helped get a boy into the Center and saved him from a whole lifetime of just chewing on toothpicks and keeping barbers from making a living.

I had nothing against Mr. Gooden either. He was only trying to do his job. Was it his fault he had a big belly and a mustache with crumbs on it half the time? Let him kiss Miss Fox all he wanted. It was nobody’s business. Besides, how did anybody know it was true?

“Arthur Granick, on behalf of the City Council, we thank you for your part in making somebody a better citizen, even as we know Charlie Wolper himself must be thanking you.” I could just hear Mr. Gooden—or the mayor himself—making a speech like that.

Well, who wanted a speech? You can’t sit on a glider with a speech.

Glider? I hadn’t said one more word to Arlene Morgan. What good would it do? Her father’s the one who should say something. He’s a doctor. Why didn’t he examine her and find out why she had to sit on a glider with every boy who came along?

Of course it could, be that Arlene was just trying to make me jealous kissing little Herby Ellis, running off places with Barry Fenton every time my back was turned, and holding hands with Charlie Wolper so everybody could see. But how would she like it if 1 did those things with other girls?

Poor Arlene. I hoped she would be very happy with Herby, Barry, and Charlie. Although it was too bad—I could have made her happier than all three of them put together. That’s how much I had liked the girl.

We might even have stuck together and gotten married someday. Who knows? Dad knew Mom when they were kids living near each other in Brooklyn, and they stuck. Well, that’s how it goes.

Only one person had I actually told goodbye—Irving, on the phone.

“Irving,” I said, “don’t ask any questions. In one hour I’ll be on the Sunshine State Parkway. It was nice knowing you. Good-bye.”

That was over two hours ago. You’d think the little rat would have showed up already to try and stop me.

But no, what was his hurry? He probably had to read some more science fiction or smoke a few cigarettes.

Me? If a friend called me up and said he was running away from home, I’d drop what I was doing and get right over there to stop him.

Some Irving. Maybe he 'wanted me to go. Maybe our friendship never really meant anything to him. Maybe he was glad to get rid of me and was over on the beach right this minute making a new friend and following footprints in the sand with him.

Okay, Irving Winkelman, I hope your new friend will stick to you through thick and thin like I would have. If you don’t need me, I don’t need you. I got along without you the first thirteen and a half years of my life, I’ll get along without you the second half.

Wait, something was moving in the tall weeds on the side of the road. Irving at last. Irving, my friend, my companion. Old Faithful Irving. He’d never let me down. I knew what he’d say when he came out of there. He’d say, “I’m sorry I’m late, Artie. I was delayed due to circumstances beyond my control.”

Okay, Irving, come out already. I know you, Irving. Stop playing games....

But it wasn’t Irving. It was a dog—a brown and white, short-haired dog with big sad eyes.

He came over and rubbed his nose against my leg. The least a person can do is let a dog rub his nose against him like that.

“Haw! Haw! Haw!” I chuckled at that dog. “Do you know I used to have a dog who rubbed his nose against my leg just like you’re doing, and his name was Pete? ”

That dog’s tail started wagging faster and he grinned from ear to ear like he knew what I was saying.

“What a nice mouth and teeth you have,” I said, observing his gums and molars. “And you have a nice glossy skin too. You’re a good dog, all right, aren’t you, a good dog.”

I knelt down and looked him square in the eyes and he looked right back at me the same way. That’s what I like, a dog who looks right back at you square in the eyes.

“Oh, what lovely brown eyes you have,” I said, “nice, nice brown eyes—pretty brown eyes.”

Do you know what that dog was saying back to me with those eyes of his? “You have nice, nice brown eyes too, Artie. Nice, nice eyes.”

Wasn’t that something? We both started saying it together out loud, me with my voice and him with his yelping. “You have nice, nice eyes —pretty, pretty, nice eyes.”

Those cars passing by must have thought we were nuts.

What was I doing, falling in love with a stray dog? He must have belonged to someone. Therefore I could never keep him. People just can’t go around taking other people’s dogs just because they happen to be lonesome and need a dog anyhow. There are laws against that sort of thing.

“Go home, dog,” I said, holding onto both his paws very tight. “Scat. Go on. Home, boy, home.”

He grinned at me.

“You’re a crazy, crazy dog,” I said, stroking his head and back. “A real crazy, crazy dog. Do you know that?”

His ears. You must never forget a dog’s ears, otherwise he’ll think you don’t know anything. I bent over and scratched him behind them and those eyes of his seemed to say, “Thanks, Artie, thanks a million. Man, do I love to be scratched like that. Please don’t ever stop.”

So what could I do but keep right on scratching that dog’s ears? “Go on home, feller,” I said. But my heart wasn’t in it, not in it at all.

Didn’t he miss his owner? I stood up, stopped playing with him. “Scat! Beat it!” I said.

That dog didn’t move.

“Listen, boy,” I said. “This wind’s beginning to blow real hard, so go on, go home where you’ll be safe.”

He stayed right where he was.

I took the dog and tried to press him against my legs so the wind wouldn’t blow on him too much, and he liked that. I liked it too because that’s a dog—he’ll always make you feel so important when he’s shivering against you.

We were standing there together, that dog and I, shivering when his royal highness Irving showed up at last, with his crooked front tooth and big pair of ears. I swear, those ears were so big it’s a miracle the wind didn’t blow him away.

“Artie, where you going? ” he asked like I was only on my way to Food Fair.

“I’m going away, hitchhiking,” I said. “Three thousand miles.”

“Can I come along?”

“I’m sorry, Irving. There’s all kinds of danger taking hitches.”

“Like what?”

“Like being picked up by some kind of nut.” “Then why are yozz going?”

“Oh, just to have some fun.”

“If it’s fun, why can’t I go along? ”

“Well, of course it isn’t all fun. There’s a hard part too.”

“What’s the hard part?”

“Leaving your family and friends. Believe me, that’s not easy, even for me.”

“I guess it isn’t,” said Irving. “Well, have a nice trip.”

How do you like that? He wasn’t even going to try to make me stay!

“You mean, you don’t mind me going?” I asked.

“Artie, this is your idea. Remember? ”

What could I say to the little sap?

“Take good care of yourself,” I said.

“You too.”

Neither of us moved.

“Aren’t you going to raise your thumb?” he asked.

“I will. I’m just resting it.”

“Want me to raise my thumb for you, Artie? ”

I exploded. “Boy, what a friend you are! You don’t even care if you never see me again! ”

“Sure, I care, Artie. But what good would it do? ”

For the first time he noticed the dog. “Who’s the hound? ”

“Just some dog. He must belong around here somewhere.”

“Not the way he’s sticking to you. I’ll bet he doesn’t belong to anybody.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He’s got no collar around his neck.”

“So what? Lots of dogs have no collars. Maybe he just ran out of his house or yard.”

Did Irving think I was stalling? I raised my thumb.

“I didn’t think you were a quitter,” he said.

I dropped my thumb in a hurry. “What do you mean, ‘quitter’?”

“One who quits.”

“I’m not a quitter.”

“Then why are you running away from things just because you can’t have them? ”

“What things?”

“Plenty of things I don’t have to mention.”

“Just mention one thing I’m running away from, Irving Winkelman.”

“I’d rather not.”

“You started something. Come on, finish it. I don’t like people who start things and don’t finish them.”

He couldn’t have known what was on my mind. Hadn’t I done a great job convincing him last night?

“All right,” he said. “Arlene Morgan.”

My God! He knew! My hand went up again —and this time I was waving at those cars, desperately.

“She really likes you, Artie.”

Somebody stop! PLEASE!

“Arlene told me so herself. She said she likes you more than any other boy she ever met.”

I took a quick look at him. He was lying.

A brand-new Cadillac slowed down and was coming to a stop a hundred yards up ahead. I went running toward it.

Irving came running after me, yelling, “Quitter! Lousy yellow-bellied quitter!”

The dog was running after me too, barking his head off.

I’ve heard of people getting big send-offs but nothing compared to this. What could I do with those two chasing me except come to a halt?

“What are you both going to do?” I asked. “Follow me all the way across the country?”

Irving didn’t say anything. At least the dog kept barking. How could dumb Irving do even that? He was too busy sniffing and searching in his pocket for a handkerchief. I finally had to throw him mine.

“What’s the matter? Got a cold? ” I asked as he blew his nose.

“No, it’s just something in my eye,” he said.

The driver of the Cadillac was yelling from his car. “Hey, whaddya say, kid? I haven’t got all day.”

I took a deep breath. So did Irving. Was I crazy? That dog took a deep breath too.

So many lives depended on one little move I made now—Mom’s, Dad’s ... Who would Mom have to press an ice pack against if I didn’t come home clobbered once in a while? Who would Dad have to keep him busy worrying about gangs, or to take to see the ball teams in spring training?

I was important to my parents. I was important to Irving. I was even important to this strange dog. And when a guy has importance in this world, he just doesn’t throw it away, does he?

I waved at the Cadillac. “Thanks, mister,” I said. “I’ve changed my mind. Thanks anyway.”

Before the car shot away, Irving was jumping up and down, cheering, and that dog was running all around me, barking and acting as if he’d go out of his mind.

“It’s no use, I can’t do it,” I admitted. “I never intended running away in the first place—not really.”

“HOO-RAY! HOO-RAY!” Irving yelled, and the dog was trying to jump into my arms.

“I guess I’m too old for silly games like that,” I said.

“Too smart, you mean, Artie. After all, a person has to solve his problems, not run away from them.”

“Maybe you’re right, Irving.”

“I know I’m right. A person can do anything if he just tries.”

“Can he be Julius Caesar?”

“Gee whiz, Artie, Miss Fox only gave Charlie Wolper that part because you didn’t come to rehearsals.”

“What about the baseball team?”

I had him there.

“Well, let’s face it, Artie. You do stink as a player. But I’ll bet you could improve if you practiced.”

Could I? In Brooklyn they were probably still saying I was the worstvplayer they ever saw. Still and all, if I really put my mind to it. . . And if I put my mind to Shakespeare?

Aw, what was the use?

“Suppose there’s somebody who can hit and throw and catch and bat and has wonderful stage presence and is so good-looking when he takes a haircut and has no toothpick in his mouth, he takes your girl friend away. What do you do then?” I asked.

“Like Charlie Wolper? ”

I nodded.

“At least give him a run for his money, Artie! ”

I thought of myself—Artie the flawless infielder and .400 batter, Artie the Shakespearean actor reading those lines, Artie the lover boy on that glider with Arlene . . .

And if anyone, but anyone, tried to push me out of those desired spots—Irving was right, Irving the wise, Irving the intelligent, Irving the genius—

Give him a run for his money!

The wind was howling now. A State Trooper pulled up in his car and yelled at us. “Hey, you kids! Don’t you know there’s a tropical storm brewing? ”

Irving grinned at him. “That’s funny, officer. We didn’t notice.”

We left the parkway. Irving was lagging behind again, as usual. “Move a leg,” I said. “There’s a letter I have to get hold of before my father sees it.”

Someone else was back there, following. That dog.

“Go on home,” I said.

He kept on coming.

“Home, boy, home.”

“It’s no use, Artie. He likes you. I think he wants to be your dog.”

“I told you, he must belong to somebody.”

I turned around. “Go on home, you dumb mutt!” I yelled.

On he came.

I let him walk into my arms. “Look, you sweet dog,” I said, “I love you like I loved my old dog Pete, but maybe there’s an owner looking for you right this second, an owner who’s crying his or her heart out because you’re gone. Don’t you want to go back now before it’s too late? ”

He whined softly.

“Irving, listen to him,” I said. “He doesn’t want to go back because he has no place to go. He wants to stay with me.”

“I told you, Artie. I told you, he’s your dog.”

I hugged that dog and rolled on the ground with him. “Listen, you beautiful member of the wolf family, you most faithful creature in the universe,” I said. “Do you want to come home with me and live with me?”

What else was that dog saying but “Yes, yes, yes.”                     .

“Okay, dog,” I said. “If you stick with me and nobody comes to claim you, you’ll be mine and I’ll be yours—provided it’s agreeable with Mom and Dad, of course.”

We went home.

Dad was there already, standing in the doorway—with that letter of mine in his hand. I guess he was about to come after me.

“Well, well,” he said, looking relieved. “What made you change your mind, Artie?”

“This dog for one thing,” I said. “He needs a home.”

“Doesn’t everybody? Bring him in.”

We went inside. Mom got out a bone with meat on it, Pete’s old brush and leash. That dog was running from one of us to the other, not knowing who to play up to first.

“I better get home myself,” said Irving. “Whatcha gonna do after the storm, Artie?”

“Take my dog for a walk,” I said. “Then I’ve got some thinking to do.”

“About what?”

“Giving somebody a run for his money. Don’t you remember?”

He grinned.

“You know,” I said. “I think I’m beginning to like Florida. Really like it.”
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