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				Foreword

				What a Trip

				Dear John, 

				By the time I met Davy in these pages, I was already surrounded by the best books. Thanks to the magical boxes you sent several times a year, my world was alive with The Catcher in the Rye, Doctor Doolittle, Harriet the Spy, The Mad Scientists’ Club. I believed as much in those characters enlivening the pages as I did in what was supposedly real beyond their stories—even more. 

				That’s the way it is with books sometimes. They can mean more than actual moments because they might stay in our minds forever.

				When I’ll Get There … arrived, there was something instantly different about it. Not because Davy wasn’t cool or collected, or that he’d lost so much in life already. The more he thought about and felt what was happening around him, the more I did too. He was tender, he was deep. He was lost, not fake. His divorced parents were each a mess for their own reasons. 

				But he had Fred, most excellent dachshund, and their connection meant pretty much everything. Until Davy met Altschuler at school, when a whole different part of life began. 

				I remember asking you once, have you ever been in love? Only about fifty times, you answered. We laughed and rushed through the New York City streets on the way to the theater. You introduced me to ballet, to drama, to opera, your hunger to taste the stinging, the sweet, everything.

				When you died I thought, like Davy, that my heart could not bridge another separation. Yet life rarely offers the opportunity to go back to a world made exquisite with meaning, the world you brought into existence with I’ll Get There … . How lucky we are to have you back in these pages.

				My love and missing you always.

				Your niece, 

				Stacey Donovan
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				one

				The limousine drives up in front of the house. I am in the jump seat by the door closest to the sidewalk, so I open the door and fumble with the seat I was sitting on. I’m not getting anywhere with it.

				“I’ll take care of that, sir,” the driver says. He pounces out of the car and puts his hand on the door I opened. “Don’t you bother with that, Mr. Ross,” he says, emphatically this time.

				“I can get it,” I say. “I’m sure I can.” I don’t like him. He needs a haircut in the worst way. Not that I ordinarily care about haircuts, but for the limousine driver at my grandmother’s funeral, I thought they could at least have given us a guy who had had his hair cut.

				“Let him do it, Davy.” That is my mother. “We’re not all of us mechanics.” Then she laughs. Everyone looks at her, and she stops.

				“There we go, sir.” The driver folds the seat in half a second. I sort of smile at him as though I am thanking him. “Nothing to it, sir,” he says. The bastard. All that “sir” business. I don’t know what he takes me for. Twice before, once at a fancy restaurant and once when I opened a savings account in a bank, guys had called me “sir.” I thought it was pretty phony then, and I still do. This guy working for the funeral home takes the prize though. He must have called me “sir” about twenty times so far this morning. Maybe I’ll get used to it later. Maybe when I’m fourteen. I doubt it.

				Everyone files out of the car and onto the front porch. The driver is all smiles and has I’ll-be-seeing-you-in-rosiercircumstances looks, so I don’t even say good-bye to him. Everyone looks at me, and I realize I am supposed to open the door. As soon as I put in the key, old Fred lets out a howl from the inside, and I yell, “It’s OK, Fred. It’s just me.” He stops barking right away, and I can hear him near the door, sniffing away. I wait just a minute before I open the door because I think Fred gets a lot of pleasure from sniffing like that. It gives him a few seconds to decide who’s going to be coming through the door. Then I open the door, and Fred jumps on my legs. He gets so excited that he squirts on the floor.

				“Isn’t he trained?” my mother asks.

				“Oh, sure. He’s just glad to see me. That’s all.”

				My mother walks past Fred as though he weren’t there, and then my uncle and aunt come in, and then my great-aunt and her daughter, or daughter-in-law, I could never figure out which, but I sort of like her because she always kisses me in a friendly way, even though we only see each other on big family occasions. My other uncle, the one from Los Angeles who isn’t married, comes in last. He’s like a stranger. The only thing I remember about him until now is that when I was a little kid he told me not to eat some potato chips on my grandmother’s table one Sunday night before supper. He said there wouldn’t be enough for everyone else if I did. Needless to say, since this is my only connection with Uncle Jess, he never held a top position in my people book. But this time he was OK. I felt sorry for him more than for anyone else. He cried very hard when he saw my grandmother in her casket. He got all riled up and said he should have been coming East every year to see her, and that he had wanted to come up to Boston the last time he was in New York, but he couldn’t because if he didn’t get to London some terrible thing would happen, and it happened anyway, so what was the point. Uncle Jess used to send Grandmother a check every month. He didn’t have time to write letters though, and now he felt guilty as hell. He needn’t have, I think. Grandmother didn’t have much to say about Uncle Jess, just about things that happened a long time ago when he was in high school or growing up. He’s some kind of model. He had his nose straightened, and his hair is all fixed up to look blond. Old Fred keeps sniffing at him, but he hasn’t licked him. I don’t think Fred knows yet whether Uncle Jess wants to be licked. Dachshunds are like that. They respect you if you are not a big dog-lover. If you are though, watch out!

				Fred keeps running back and forth from me to all the people. Then I know I’m going to cry. He’s looking for my grandmother. I know it sure as anything. He keeps running around to everyone, and each time he sniffs and then runs back to me and jumps up. I hold him close two or three times, but he pops right out of my arms and runs around again. He finally goes to the door and just looks at it.

				“He has to make, David,” my mother says. Big dog-lover.

				“I don’t think so.” I have a hard time getting that out because Fred has shaken me up now. Grandmother went away for two or three days now and then. Fred didn’t like it when she was away. He didn’t like it when I was away either. Sometimes I would go to New York for the weekend to visit my mother, and once I went to Canada for a couple of weeks with my father on his vacation, and each time old Fred thought he was being deserted. But then each time I came back. And Grandmother came back. That is the difference this time. Fred knows she isn’t coming back. He looks at me and cries. Oh, God, that hurts. He has this short whine, and he uses it when he wants attention or when something is hurting him. It’s that whine Fred is using at the door, only it seems to me to be deeper. That does it. I can’t take it any more, so I run over to old Fred and fall right down there with him in front of the door, and I bawl my head off. We both do, and once I start I can’t stop. It gets louder and louder, and I have a hard time catching my breath, and my ribs start to ache. Poor Fred. He just keeps crying too. Everyone in the room stands there, dumbfounded I guess. Finally Mother kneels down next to me to pull me up.

				“Don’t do that, Helen,” Aunt Louise says. “It’s better this way.”

				“Oh, my poor baby,” Mother says. She runs her hands over my back. I look up at her. Her eyes are moist, and I throw both myself and Fred, I guess, into her arms. In a minute I stop bawling and calm down a little bit, so I pull away from Mother. Fred isn’t whining any more either, so I guess that crisis has passed. Everyone is staring at me as though I am a patient who has just come out of ether.

				“I’m sorry,” I say.

				They all say No, No, No and smile encouragingly, so I begin to feel a little dopey. There isn’t anything to say, so I breathe deeply once and get up from the floor.

				“Fred and I will take a run, I guess.” Fred won’t let me get two inches away from him now, so there is no problem in getting him out the front door. Sometimes he is reluctant, especially if he thinks there might be some food waiting to be begged for. Not now though. Poor Fred. I wish he could talk or let me know in some way he understands all the stuff I say to him.
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				two

				It is a good thing that I go out when I do because I know that they are all itching to get on with the inevitable conversation and that as long as I am in the room, or in the house even, they will just sit there being polite, trying not to hurt my feelings, and no one will say what everyone has on his mind. What becomes of me? I’m sure they want to get the whole thing settled in two or three hours. They won’t sit in the same room again until the next person in the family dies. If they want to get something talked out all together, it’s now or not at all. I am glad to be away from them anyway. I don’t really have anything to say to any of them. There aren’t many adults I have anything to say to, and now there is one less, with Grandmother dead.

				Our house is right near the beach, and whether I want to or not, that’s where Fred and I go to have a run. He loves the beach for two good reasons. The first is digging. He digs like a maniac. People are always stopping to stare at him on the beach, and at least once a week someone asks me if I know why Fred digs like that. They don’t believe me when I tell them I know why, so they tell me anyway—that his ancestors were badger hunters and that’s why dachshunds scratch so furiously at the earth and the sand. I don’t tell them I know all about this any longer. People like to think they are instructive. What the hell. If it makes them feel useful, I am glad to listen.

				The second reason Fred zips over to the beach at the least provocation is dead fish. Nothing makes Fred happier than a smelly dead fish. And he’s really got a nose for them. To tell the truth, I don’t much like it when Fred throws himself all over the fish, not because it isn’t funny to see him do it—it is—but because of later. He walks around smelling like a mackerel for two days after, and, to tell the truth, I would be just as happy to keep him at a distance when that happens. Except who can keep a big lover like Fred at a distance? He goes crazy just to give me a kiss whenever I come home.

				Fred and I run along the beach for a few minutes. He’s still acting as though he knows something is up. Ordinarily he would be scratching away by this time or would have his nose up in the air, sniffing for a fish. Not today. He sticks close to me. He never gets more than two feet in front of me, and when he gets even that far, he keeps looking back to check if I am still there. Usually I’m just jogging along, and Fred is a hundred yards ahead of me. I find a piece of wood and put it right in front of Fred’s face. Then I toss it about fifteen feet in front of him.

				“Go get it, Fred! Bring it to Dave!”

				Fred looks at me as though I’m crazy, so I just sit down on the sand. Fred sits right down too, and I rub him under the muzzle and then his neck. He purrs.

				“You’re not a cat, Fred. Or maybe you are. Are you half cat, Fred?” He looks up at me, his dumb face begging for a kiss, so I bend over and pull him into my lap. He cradles his head under my chin, and in two seconds his eyes are closed and he’s breathing heavily with the kind of instant and total sleep Fred seems able to fall into every time he’s contented. I laugh a little and fall back on the sand. No one is on the beach. It is the middle of October, and the sun is bright and comfortable. I wonder why no one else is here on a lovely day like today until I remember it is the middle of the week and most people are working or at school. Fred half opens his eyes when I fall back, makes a very easy adjustment to my new position, and is sound asleep again in half a second. I hold my arms around him so he won’t fall off my chest, and he sighs deeply. That was just the right thing to do, and I’m happy I did it. I think I fell asleep then too.

				Not for long. Fred and I wake with a start. A wave has cracked not too far away and made a noise different from the steady, even breaking of most of the waves. Fred is really mad, and he jumps out of my arms and dashes to the edge of the water. He barks at the ocean.

				“Give it hell, Fred,” I shout. And Fred barks again and again. Another wave breaks gently, and Fred barks at it before running back to me.

				“Good dog! Where does the sea get off—interrupting our sleep?” I toss Fred’s head around a little bit, from hand to hand, and he jumps up, more playful than when we first came to the beach.

				“That’s the good boy,” I urge him on. I pick up another small piece of driftwood and toss it out. Fred chases it and brings it back. We do this four or five times until Fred gets bored with it and begins to dig. Before you know it he has pushed a pile of sand through his hind legs and has a big hole ready for who knows what. In the summer Fred curls up in the holes he digs because they are cooler than the top sand. Not now though. He seems to be looking for a clam, which probably has buried itself deep when hearing Fred scratch away. I have never known him to get a clam in this way, but people are always telling me that’s one of the reasons for digging. People and their facts.

				Fred and I mess around some more, and then I guess that it’s time to go home.

				“OK, friend, now’s the time. It’s now or never.”

				Fred scratches away again and then squats to do his business. He looks at me for approval while he’s doing it, so I say, “That’s a good boy. Oh, that’s marvelous. Fred’s a good dog.” I guess he’s pleased because when he’s finished, he trots over and brushes by my leg.
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				three

				I never thought much about my grandmother. I came to live with her when I was about five, before I began going to school, and I don’t think that kids of five think too much anyway. I knew that most of the boys and girls I met at school lived with their parents. But they all had grandparents, and they occasionally talked about all the money they got from them on their birthdays and the good places their grandparents took them. None of them talked about their grandparents as though they really knew them, or even wanted to. I may have been a little embarrassed when I asked some kids to come home with me after school for the afternoon and introduced them to Grandmother and then waited for the question they all asked in their own ways. It is really funny to realize how tactful little kids can be in a blunt way. My favorite kid on this was Rosemary Mayer, who always had on neat dresses and did a lot of homework. When I introduced her to Grandmother, Rosemary turned to me and said, “And your parents, Mr. and Mrs. Ross, are they traveling in Europe?” That’s pretty good for a seven-year-old kid.

				The thing about Grandmother was how orderly she was. Everything had a place and fit into its proper place or it was out—she’d have nothing to do with it, or she’d forget it if she could. She was a great one for saying “Don’t pay any attention” when some bum would come up to us on the street in Boston, asking for money. Or if something terrible happened, like the time I threw a metal compass at some kid I was mad at in school, she would pretend it had never happened after I had had my punishment, not because she was ashamed of me or anything like that, but just because it was too rough on her to think of what I was really doing when I did this terrible thing to that guy. I got nervous about myself after that episode. I can’t even remember what I was mad at now, but I certainly know that I have a temper. I really wanted to talk with her about this, but every time I brought it up even indirectly, she cut me off with a look.

				When I look back over it now, it must have been pretty rough on Grandmother. I don’t know how old she was, but I guess she was over sixty. And here she was with this boy about to go into school when she must have been getting ready to relax and take things easy for life, as easy as she could anyway. Like I said, everything in her house had a particular spot, and God help anyone who moved it. Me especially. When I was a little kid, I naturally picked up a lot of things to examine them. This used to drive Grandmother buggy, and the buggier she got, the more things I picked up. First it was ashtrays. I figured it didn’t make any difference if I broke one because Grandmother didn’t smoke and always emptied ashtrays at the end of each cigarette when some visitor came. This was her way of curtailing the smoking of a second cigarette. But if that didn’t work, she opened all the windows in the room where the smoker was sitting, and he usually got the hint. Some people didn’t though, and Grandmother caught a few colds as a result.

				I liked to pick up a lot of other things too, and it wasn’t long before all her stuff was either locked up or put up so high that I would have needed a ladder to reach it. This is what I mean by how rough it must have been on her. She had laid out her house without kids in mind, then had to lay it out again with me in mind. She didn’t make a great big thing of it though. She just did it. It was only a year or so before she died that she began to bring things out in the open again. I guess she never got a chance to be old in the way most people are.

				She always tried to ask me questions about schoolwork and friends. She worked very hard at being a good parent. She never had the pleasure of being a grandparent. Poor good girl. Now she never will.

				It was Grandmother who realized first that she was never going to bring it off and that with her and me it would always be a friendly, but awkward situation. When it got close to my eighth birthday, she said, “David, I’m not going to ask what you want this year. Is that all right?” I didn’t know what to make of what she said, so I just nodded. I had gotten a twenty-five-dollar birthday check from my father that morning, so it didn’t make much difference what else I got.

				Two days later, on my actual birthday, when I came home from school, I heard a funny noise in the kitchen. I ran back to see what it was. There was Grandmother bending over a box filled with newspapers, stroking about ten inches of black dachshund. It was Fred. She picked him up and handed him to me.

				“Happy birthday, David.”

				My eyes must have gotten as wide as two tennis balls. I reached over to get Fred. He was wiggling in Grandmother’s hands. As I held him to me he squirted all over my jacket. Grandmother and I laughed. Fred, the nut, he just licked away at my face.
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				I don’t know how long Fred and I have been gone from the house, but it is long enough for there to be tension in the air when we get back. I can see through the front windows that they are sitting around in the living room. Mother has got out of her black dress and is wearing pants. Everyone else looks somber though, so Mother looks funny. I can hear a lot of loud talk long before I reach the house, but it isn’t clear from the street whether there is an argument or a party. It doesn’t take long for me to find out.

				“What do you think New York is?” I hear Mother shout. “If you’d come over to see me more than once every five years, you’d know what a perfectly lovely, friendly, marvelous place New York can be!”

				I am right outside the door now.

				“David isn’t a city boy. It’s unfair to him to make a change now.”

				“He won’t be going to Russia!”

				I am going to turn away, but Fred is jumping on the door, scratching away, and they hear him. Silence. Then Uncle Jess opens the door.

				“Hi,” I say. I try very hard to seem out of breath, as if maybe I had just run up onto the porch. I don’t want any of them to think I stand around listening to their dumb arguments. Personally I couldn’t care one hoot what they argue about. Boy, are they quiet when Fred and I come in. Mother smiles at me as though I’m some object she is thinking of buying in a store. Aunt Louise looks wan and frightened, and my great-aunt looks ossified.

				“Have a good run, Davy?” Uncle Jess finally asks. 

				“Oh, sure.”

				Fred lopes around from person to person, gets no encouragement from anyone, and finally throws himself down over my feet. I am standing there, no more than two or three feet inside the door, with Uncle Jess standing next to me, and the quiet is like you can serve it.

				“Did I interrupt?” I finally ask.

				No, No, No, they all say, and I get the feeling that everyone feels sorry for me, which I don’t like at all. I shift my feet, and Fred looks at me as though I’ve got nerve to disturb him.

				“I was thinking,” I begin, “with Grandmother dead, I guess you’re all worried about me. Where I’ll live, I mean.”

				They fall all over themselves trying to say No again. I don’t know what makes them so embarrassed. Two minutes ago they were screaming at each other about this very subject, and now they pretend it never crossed their minds. Fred has a great sense of timing. He throws himself over on his back and starts wagging his tail like a madman. This is his sign that he wants his belly rubbed, so I bend down and give his underside a good massage. He acts like a cat again. Usually I say a lot of goofy things to him when I rub him like this, but I don’t do it in front of these people. I used to do it in front of Grandmother. She used to do it too. Fred relaxed her a lot. I look around her living room now and think that there probably isn’t anyone else in the room except maybe my cousin, the warm kisser, who would have even thought of rubbing Fred’s belly. Uncle Bert, Aunt Louise’s husband, was petrified about a million years ago. I smile at Julia a little bit, and she smiles back. She’s OK, I guess.

				“That’s good,” I continue, “that you’re not worried. I thought that maybe I could stay on here.”

				They all look at me as though I had taken a shot at them.

				“It’s my house now, isn’t it? I’d like to take care of it. Grandmother would want it taken care of.”

				Mother laughs. She’s always laughing. She has a big laugh. It’s fake. It’s a cover for the fact that she wants to say something sarcastic—not that she’s shy about being sarcastic. She laughs a lot when she’s being sarcastic too.

				“Of course it’s your house now, Davy,” Aunt Louise says, “but you can’t live in it.”

				“Why not?”

				“You’re only a boy. Boys don’t live in houses by themselves.”

				“Fred will be here with me.”

				Now everyone laughs, and I half laugh. Maybe they buy that, the business about Fred being here. A dog is good protection, and maybe they’re worried that I would get hurt or robbed or something like that.

				“Among other things, we’d be arrested for leaving a minor alone in a house like this,” Aunt Louise says. “But that’s not the real problem. It’s you we’re thinking of, Davy. Without Mother, you can’t live here alone. Who would cook your meals, and take care of you when you were sick, and see that you did your homework and went to school?”

				It would be great to be in the house alone with Fred. I wouldn’t mess things up. I’d leave everything the way Grandmother wanted it—except that she doesn’t care anymore. I guess I’d make a few changes. I’d take down the curtains. That would be the first thing. And I’d throw away a lot of dishes, especially the ones with the flowers on them.

				“David,” Uncle Bert croaks, “your aunt and I would like you to come and live with us. We’d be pleased to have you in our home. You’d be welcome.”

				Aunt Louise looks at me anxiously, then at Mother. Uncle Jess looks at the floor very hard. My great-aunt is still looking ossified, but Cousin Julia is smiling in an encouraging way.

				“Of course, if you’d like to come to Los Angeles,” Uncle Jess stammers, “there will always be room for you with me, Davy. Would you like that?”

				That really kills me. Me in California! Uncle Jess looks nervous, as though I might take him up on his invitation.

				“I don’t know,” I finally say. “I really like it here.”

				Aunt Louise looks cheery, and I look at Mother. She has been smoking cigarettes as if they were going to be outlawed tomorrow and not saying a word. One cigarette is half-finished in the ashtray in front of her, and she is smoking another.

				“What do you think, Mother?” I ask.

				Everyone turns to Mother, who begins to look like an experiment in a chemistry laboratory. She keeps changing color, from pale white to flush pink and back, and the smoke is pouring out of her mouth and her nose almost at the same time. She takes a big drag on one cigarette and then lights another from it. “You’re getting so many offers of bed and board that I really feel ashamed. You belong with me, David. I am your mother. These other people, they all love you, but it is you and I who are closest. Of course you will come to New York to live with me. I won’t hear of anything else.” She squashes out her cigarette in the ashtray. This one isn’t even one-quarter gone.

				Fred whimpers a little bit.

				“I guess he wants some water,” I say. I go out to the kitchen. Fred follows along. I toss out his stale water and fill up his bowl again. As soon as the tap is running, there is noise from the living room, but I don’t want to hear it, so I turn the water higher and start singing to myself. Not just to me, but to Fred too. I’m not singing anything special. Sort of a combination of “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “Onward Christian Soldiers,” but faster and more up-to-date than they usually sound. I’m a regular hummer when it comes to musical talent, but sometimes even hummers have to sing a song or two. I turn the faucet on and off frantically—on one second, off the next; on one second, off the next—and I’m shouting away so they can all hear: “Onward Christian soldiers, on to victory … on to victory.”
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				five

				My great-aunt and Cousin Julia leave late in the afternoon. Everyone is kissing everyone else. My great-aunt is the last living person in the family who is about Grandmother’s age, so she probably figures that the next time we all get together it will be for her. I feel sorry for her on account of that, so I kind of kid around with her.

				“I’ll come to live with you, if you want me to, Auntie,” I tell her.

				Auntie almost croaks right there in front of me when I tell her that.

				“I’m kidding,” I say.

				Auntie still looks like she’s croaking.

				“How about you and me?” I say to smoochy Julia. Julia thinks that’s great and gives me one of her warm hugs. Honest to God, she ought to go into the circus as Miss Lovable or something like that.

				Mother and Uncle Jess are staying in the house with me. There are four bedrooms. Grandmother’s is up front, right over the porch. You can sit in the window up there and look at everything going on up and down the street. When I was a little kid and had to stay home because I was sick, I used to drag my own chair up to Grandmother’s window and enjoy myself for an hour or two every afternoon. I find that I get a lot out of staring at people, just to see the way they walk, for example. Some women in particular walk like their feet hurt, but if you look at them a long time, from down the street to when they pass out of sight, you can imagine that it isn’t their feet. It’s some terrible thing at home. They don’t have enough money to buy meat for supper, or their kid plays hooky all the time. When men walk down the street, they don’t show you as much about themselves as women do. I think women are more obvious than men. That’s just one thought I have had while sitting at Grandmother’s window, which of course I still do from time to time. It makes me a little scared to think that I may not sit there too many more times. I even think maybe I’ll move into her room tonight, because it’s my house now, so I might as well live in the room where you can see everything. But I decide that I’d better not. I’ll stay in my own room. Mother and Uncle Jess are sleeping in the small bedrooms. I guess it will be uncomfortable for whoever is the first one to sleep in Grandmother’s bed, where she died, even though I think she wouldn’t have minded. She was only sick for a few hours anyway. When you have a heart attack, sometimes they can’t even get you to the hospital.

				After my great-aunt and Julia have gone, Aunt Louise says that we’ll all go over to her house for supper. Mother says No, and they have a big dumb argument about who’s going to make the supper and who’s going where to eat it. They begin to yell at each other, so Fred starts to bark. Both Mother and Aunt Louise scream “Shut up!” at Fred, who runs over to hide behind my legs. I don’t blame him. The ladies themselves are surprised at their vehemence, so Uncle Jess steps in to save the day.

				“I’ll go buy Chinese and bring it back,” he offers. “How’s that?”

				Everyone thinks that’s a great idea, especially me. Grandmother hated Chinese food, but I like it, so this will be a big treat. Uncle Jess piles me and Fred into Uncle Bert’s car, and we zip off to the Chinese restaurant to buy supper. While we’re waiting for the meal in the restaurant, Fred is yelping away out in the car. Uncle Jess and I take turns going out there to shut him up, which is impossible. On one of Uncle Jess’s trips out he stops in the liquor store next to the restaurant. He puts about four bottles into the car with Fred, who has a great time ripping the paper bag to pieces. At least he is quiet until the restaurant cashier has our cartons ready for us. We zip back to the house, where Mother and Aunt Louise are at fever pitch once again.

				“They’re arguing about dessert now,” Uncle Jess says.

				We both kind of laugh. He’s OK, I guess.

				Since they shut up like clams when we open the door, I figure out right away that they’ve been at it about me again. When people try to hide things from you, they shouldn’t be nice to you. They ought to ignore you or throw a pie at you or do something other than smile.

				I’m carrying the Chinese food, and Uncle Jess has the bottles. Mother jumps up when she sees Uncle Jess.

				“You’re a darling!” she says in this phony way. She takes the bottles to the kitchen, and the next thing I hear is the refrigerator door opening and ice cubes being popped into glasses.

				No one pays attention to the food, so I bring it to the kitchen too. I’m not even out of the room before Aunt Louise says, “Jess, how could you?”

				“What do you mean, how could I? I want a drink.”

				“But, Jess,” Aunt Louise continues, “you know …” She never finishes the sentence.

				Mother is bustling around the kitchen. She gives me a big smile, a really friendly one, and I think that she can be a pretty attractive woman when she puts her mind to it.

				“What do you have there, darling?” She kind of coos at me.

				“Supper,” I answer.

				“Of course, dear. Put it over there.” She points to the stove. “We’ll warm it up in a few minutes.” She pokes her head into the living room and sings away, “Scotch or bourbon, friends?” They all say something in answer and Mother comes back to the glasses.

				“Very weak, Helen,” Aunt Louise calls. “A lot of water.”

				“Yes, dear,” Mother answers. She fills all of them about halfway to the top and pours in tap water. She sees me standing there. “Nothing for you. Not this year, precious.” Everyone is darling and dear and precious, and I’m ready to konk her over the head with the chow mein if she doesn’t shut up. Fred is smelling the food and sitting there on his hind legs, begging for a taste. I stoop down and play around with him for a while. Mother sails off into the living room with the drinks, so I lie on my back and let Fred give my face one of his famous lick jobs since it doesn’t look as though any of us is going to have a taste of the Chinese in the next ten minutes.

				Fred and I roll around on the floor for some time, and I must admit I’m getting a little hungry. I open one of the cartons on top of the stove, and the food has already begun to look as though someone melted a layer of wax paper over it. I turn on the oven, which I always liked to do for Grandmother. It’s a gas oven, and she used to say she got nervous holding the match to the little hole you stick it into, so wouldn’t I do it for her. To tell the truth, I know she didn’t get nervous about this particular thing. She just knew that I liked to hear it go pop when it caught, so she always had me do it. Then one day I read somewhere in a paper or a magazine that the thing to do with a match after you had used it was stick it in water just to make sure it was out before you threw it in the trash, and I told her about this. She said Yes, that was a good idea and she’d try to remember to do it. I somehow got it in my mind that she wouldn’t remember and that if I weren’t there to irrigate her used matches her house would catch fire. She let me be responsible for a lot of things like that, or she let me feel responsible anyway.

				Mother comes in from the living room, followed closely by Aunt Louise.

				“One is all Bert and I take, Helen,” my aunt says.

				“Don’t be silly, darling.” Mother has all the glasses and is popping ice cubes into them so fast that Aunt Louise has a new drink in her hand before she knows what has happened. Mother glides over to the stove and dips her finger into the opened carton.

				“Yummy!” she says, then kisses me on the forehead. “It’s yummy, darling. We’ll put it together in a few minutes.” She takes my hand and more or less pulls me into the living room. She steps on Fred’s tail, and he yelps.

				“That’s what you get for being so long,” she says to Fred. I can see that Mother and Fred are having the love affair of the century.

				We’re all sitting around in the living room. Fred has jumped into my lap and is fast asleep, and Uncle Jess is telling Uncle Bert about a modeling assignment he had in Ibiza two months ago. Uncle Bert says he would like to go to Ibiza, and Mother interrupts with a sort of shriek. “Bert! You in Ibiza! It’s too funny!” She laughs very loud. Aunt Louise and Uncle Bert look angry.

				“Why not Ibiza?” asks Aunt Louise.

				“Bert is not exactly an international island-hopper, darling,” Mother answers. “Can’t you see Bert in Ibiza?” she asks Uncle Jess, who looks embarrassed.

				“I’d like to know what seems so funny to you about Bert in Ibiza,” Aunt Louise says. She is boiling mad.

				“If you’d said Nantucket, that I could have understood,” Mother says. “But Ibiza! Come on, darling.”

				Aunt Louise jumps up. “I’ll go warm up the supper. We’re all starving.” She runs out to the kitchen, and I can hear a lot of dishes being rattled around.

				“Let me help, darling,” Mother calls out. There is no answer, and Mother doesn’t move, so we all sit waiting for Aunt Louise to bring in the Chinese. Mother finishes her drink. “I mean it, darling,” she calls again, getting up. “Let me help.” She goes out to the kitchen, and they have a few words with each other before Aunt Louise brings in the supper. Mother helps her. She gives Uncle Jess and me plates, and we all sit down to eat. Mother has a new drink.

				“Well, my dear,” Mother says to me. “It’s all settled. Right?” I think I know what she’s saying, but I don’t know how to answer her. “You want to come to live with your momma, don’t you?”

				I’ve only eaten a couple of mouthfuls of my supper, but I’m not as hungry as I thought.

				“New York is the greatest city in the world for kids. There is absolutely no other place like it in the world. There’s more of everything there. Got it? More of everything. Whatever you want, New York’s got it. You agree with me, don’t you, Jess?”

				Uncle Jess looks at his food. “It’s a great city, of course,” he says. “It’s nothing like Boston.”

				“What did I tell you?” Mother says. “So it’s all settled. Right?”

				I don’t know if I’m supposed to answer or not. Is she asking me or telling me? No one helps me. Everyone is looking the other way as though I were a criminal or had done something wrong.

				“Well …” I try to say something. “I don’t know, Mother. It’s like I said. I like it here. This is my home.”

				“A kid’s home is with his mother,” she says.

				“Sure. All the kids have got parents.”

				Mother looks at me very quickly when I say that, and not in a friendly way.

				“And all the kids live with their parents, right?” she says.

				“Sure.”

				“So what’s the big discussion about? You come live with me. I’ll find you a good school, and your father will put you in it. OK?”

				I look dumb, I guess.

				“We’ll have a time! There are places in New York I have wanted to see for twenty years! What a time it will be, seeing them together!” She begins to sound as though she really wants me, and I must admit that for the first time it seems remotely feasible.

				“I don’t know …” I blurt out.

				“What’s there to know? You’re coming! In a few weeks! I’ll make a few changes in the apartment, and then you’ll come! OK, sweetheart?” She sounds so enthusiastic now that I’m sure it will work out fine.

				“Well, I guess it will be OK,” I say, “if it’s OK with everyone else.” They all keep looking away. Aunt Louise sighs deeply. Hardly anyone has touched his Chinese. Fred woke up a minute ago and is going crazy trying to get within licking distance of a plate. “What about Fred?” I ask.

				“I’m sorry, dear,” Mother says. “You’ll have to give Fred away.”

				“No!” I say. Everyone looks surprised. “I wouldn’t give Fred away!”

				“But, sweetheart,” Mother says, “it’s only a little apartment. I mean, just squeezing in one more person—” She stops before she can finish her thought.

				“I don’t care if you squeeze me in or not,” I say. I’m yelling. “I don’t care what you do. Any of you. None of you matter to me anyway. None of you really loved Grandmother like Fred and me. Grandmother wouldn’t have let anyone split us up.”

				“Of course she wouldn’t, dear,” Mother says, “but that doesn’t have anything to do with bringing Fred to New York. Mother would never have wanted Fred to come some place where there wasn’t room for him.”

				“If there isn’t room for Fred, there isn’t room for me!” I say. I get up. “Excuse me,” I say. I go to my bedroom. Fred follows and jumps on my bed when I throw myself on it. He whines a little bit, the bright bastard. He knows what has happened. I guess I cry for a couple of minutes. Fred stops whining and licks away the tears rolling down my cheeks.
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