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This book is dedicated to my
sister Gen, and her son, Barry.
Genevieve Fialk, who took care of me through
the hard times and let me share her bedroom.
Gen, now 91 years young lives a happy life
at Daughter’s of Israel Nursing Home,
West Orange, New Jersey under the watchful
eye of my favorite nephew Barry Fialk.
God bless them both.
Chapter 1
I was born, so said Mr. Dickens in his “David Copperfield.” The problem was I was born too late. Twenty-seven minutes too late to arrive on New Years day. It was day two of 1925. I don’t remember a thing. 1926 is also pretty hazy but things began to clear by Christmas of 1927. I had a Christmas stocking hanging on the mantle over the fireplace. My big sister, Gen, gave me a little chocolate Santa Claus sticking out of my stocking. I stood in front of the fire sucking on it. My hand was chocolate, my chin was chocolate and my bright white shirt was growing brown spots all down the front.
My Dad laughed, picked me up and carried me to the big Christmas tree that filled the corner of the room. “Let’s see what Santa Claus has brought you, Bruz.” He said sliding a huge green and red package out on the carpet. “This is yours. Come on, open it.” My mother and sister crowded around as I tore the pretty paper open. I saw silver handlebars. “OOOH,” I said.
“Hurry up, Bruz, I can’t wait.” My father urged. I kept tearing. A shiny red tricycle appeared, sparkling amongst the pile of shredded wrapping paper. “Bikey, Bikey!” I screamed, jumping on the black seat, pedaling off into the dining room. My mother, father and big sister smiling down on me, proud of what their little Bruzzilah could do.
I have a big brother named Jay. He isn’t there in my memory picture. He’s nearly fourteen years older than me. He’s almost a man. He was probably playing baseball in the park. He played ball anytime he could get a game. My mother named me Louis, after her father. Jay hated the name. “Let’s call him ‘Brother,’” he said, “Anything’s better than Louis. Hey, kid, let me hear you say Brother.”
I looked up at my brother Jay who was half a head taller than my father. “Bruzzy.” I said. And from that moment on I was Bruzzy. Kindergarten, I was Bruzzy, Grammar School I was Bruzzy, Bruzzy in Junior High,
Not until my second year in high school, when we moved to New York, did I become Lou.
I rode my Christmas present up and down the sidewalk outside our house on Pacific Avenue in Glendale. California, in 1927, was wide-open spaces. A wonderland populated by few people with very good weather. The rains came in February; the humidity was usually very low. In 1927 there were fewer people in the whole state than now live in Los Angeles County. There was no place better for a little boy to grow up.
My mom held my hand on the front porch as we waved goodbye to my dad who was off to work. He waved back from the open cabin in his old Ford truck. “Why don’t you ride Bikey while I straighten up, Bruz. The garage door is open.” I nodded and ran up the driveway.
I pulled the bike through the open door of the garage, sat on the seat, held my legs straight out and coasted down the driveway. I took a deep breath when the inside wheel lifted off the ground as I turned onto the sidewalk. I zoomed over the bump where a big tree root had cracked the walk, sailed past Tarpley’s Newspaper and Candy Store, looped around at the corner and flew into the return trip. I could do this for hours, my little legs pushing the pedals round and round as the multi colored houses sailed by. Ladies watched me from their porches, the mailman dodged past laughing while Mr. Tarpley stood on the stairs in front of his store waving each time I passed by.
I was speeding right along when Mr. Tarpley yelled, “Hey, Bruz pull over for minute.” I put my shoes on the sidewalk and slid to a stop right in front of the store. It wasn’t a real store. There weren’t any stores on Pacific Avenue. It was the basement of his house. They had dug away the ground, put a window and door in the basement wall and the store was born. “Don’t you need a rest, Bruz, you’ve been at that for more than an hour. I could offer you a cold drink or maybe some candy.”
“Candy, candy, prease.” I said jumping off the trike, doing the steps sideways so my little legs reached, following Mr.Tarpley into his store.
He took down a big glass container filled with balls of candy. Red balls. Green balls. Yellow, purple, all the colors of the rainbow. “They’re brand new, Bruz, they call them Jawbreakers, you can’t chew them, you have to suck them, interested?” I shook my head yes. “Can I have a yellow one?” He held out the candy, “Take what you like. Don’t chew. Suck.”
“Uh huh.” I took a yellow one and put it in my mouth. It didn’t fit. It was too big. I opened my mouth as far as I could, wiggled it around and slid it in between my teeth. My mouth was full, fuller than I had ever felt. I couldn’t spit it out! Terrified, I ran for my mother leaving bikey alone in front of the store. I ran up the street trying to yell Mommy but nothing came out.
My mother was sitting on the front porch crocheting, the long bedspread covering her lap. She saw me coming and put her work aside. I ran across the lawn and she came down the stairs. I pointed to my mouth and garbled something she didn’t understand. She grabbed me by my shoulders and sat me on the top step. “Relax, Bruzzilah, there’s nothing wrong with you, just relax, suck on your candy.” She spoke so softly and so confidently I could feel the terror melting away. She rubbed my neck, “just relax, sweetheart, suck your candy.” “No like candy.” I muttered.
“I gave him a jawbreaker, it’s too big for his mouth, Sorry, Mrs. Tyrrell. Here’s his bike,” Tarpley called from the edge of the lawn.
“Fine, Mr. Tarpley, he’ll be just fine in a moment. Are you sucking, Boobalah?” I nodded. I could feel the candy getting smaller. My Mom wasn’t scared at all so I just kept sucking. Suddenly I spit it out and it bounced onto the lawn. “I don’t like lemon, Mommy, it was a pretty yellow ball, but it was lemon, Mommy, and I couldn’t pit it out.”
“Well it’s out now, right there on the lawn. Next time you look at candy take a purple one. That’s grape and you love grape.” You go down and beg Mr. Tarpleys pardon, you scared him; after he was nice enough to give you candy.
Then, come home and we’ll have a nice lunch.” She bent over, kissed me, mussed my hair, climbed the stairs and started to push her work into a bag. I walked to Tarpley’s thinking I had a wonderful mother; there wasn’t another mother like her in the whole world.
Chapter 2
My father was born in a small town called Monroe in Pennsylvania on April Ninth, 1880. He graduated from high school when he was eighteen. His family were show people who traveled with light opera companies. For some unknown reason he joined the circus as a maintenance man. They called them roustabouts. They schlepped the ropes, drove stakes into the ground, dug holes for poles, dragged canvas and put up the tents. My dad was special, very handy with tools and kept all the circus equipment running.
Blood being thicker than water, he couldn’t ignore his show biz background, learned the art of slack wire walking and did his act at every show, after putting up the tent and fixing the door on the tiger’s cage, of course. He was 22 when the circus landed in Jersey City for a two week run. He remembered his Uncle Dave lived there. He got a bus to Journal Square where Dave lived in a fancy apartment house. He walked up three flights and knocked on the door. It opened. “What the hell are you doing in the circus? That’s the bottom rung of show business, Kid, even vaudeville is better, Your father can’t stand the Tyrrell name in such a low class business, now come on in, sit down and Belle will make some coffee.” He stepped back, smiling as his nephew shuffled into the room. Before the visit was over twenty-two year old Bill Tyrrell joined his Uncle Dave’s roofing business. He gave two weeks notice to the circus and bid a fond farewell to his slack wire career.
“Take me with you, Bill, I’m sick of this job. Maybe if I hang around here in the roofing business I can get back in my dad’s good graces.” The guys were sitting around a fire chewing the rag after the last show. Tommy Manville had run away from home and joined the circus. He and Bill had been friends for nearly a year. “What the hell, if I can learn the business why can’t you. Let me work it out with my uncle.” In less than a month Manville and Tyrrell lived in a one-bedroom walkup and went to work each day with the Dave Tyrrell Roofers. Within five years Bill and Tommy were experts, each with his own crew, while poor Uncle Dave was bed-ridden with some strange rare illness.
“You want to do the Linden job or the one in Ridgefield Park?” Bill asked Tommy sitting at the kitchen table in their fancy three-bedroom apartment, one floor down from Uncle Dave. “Let’s toss for it, Bill, Ridgefield Park is closer to home.”
“Call!” My father said, as he flipped a quarter into the air, slapping his hand over it as it hit the table.”
“Heads!” Tommy called. Bill lifted his hand, “Tails, you lose!”
“I always lose.” Tommy complained.
“Ridgefield Park is a nice town,” my father thought as his men unloaded a ladder and laid it against the front corner of the roof. It was a big house, he thought, wealthy people must live here. It was painted dark blue with white shutters at the windows; it had a wide lawn with squares of slate making a path to the big front porch. Two white rocking chairs moved in the warm breeze as the screen door flew open and a golden Springer Spaniel came bounding down the steps, sniffing around Bill’s shoes.
“Wait, Beauty, wait for me!’ a voice called out as the door swung open revealing a lovely young lady in a gold sweater and skirt, her red hair piled on top of her head. She was wearing white tennis shoes. Bill was struck by lightning. “Hey Bill!” His crew chanted, “The ladder is ready, the job is waiting!” “Son-of-a-bitch,” Bill thought as he dragged himself away to go to work. The lovely young thing hooked a leash to Beauty’s collar and strolled off up the road.
Bill climbed the ladder, joined his men to figure out the problems of the job. He checked the angles of the roof, the chimneys at each end then returned to the ground just as the lovely thing returned. “Good morning, Miss,” My father stuttered, “Could you tell your father the roofers are here?”
“Sure, he’s in the kitchen. It’s in the back of the house. He wouldn’t know you were here.” She took her dog and went in. Bill Tyrrell’s mouth watered as he watched her walk away.
An instant later she led a tall red haired man down the front steps. They approached Bill and he stuck out his hand.
“Lockman. Louis Lockman. You the boss?”
“Yes sir, Bill Tyrrell’s the name.” He shook the customer’s hand. “We’d like to start right away, if that’s okay with you.”
“You see any problems?”
“No, sir. Simple, straight forward.” Bill smiled. The lovely young thing stared at him.
“Well, any problems, just tell Dottie here, she’ll find me. Oh excuse me, Mr. Tyrrell this is my daughter, Dorothy Lockman.”
Bill and Dorothy were married two years later.
“Hey Bruz, I’ve got to go check on a job up in the hills, you want to come along?” I was watching the chickens scratching for their breakfast but there was no way I’d miss the chance to ride in the truck with my father. “Sure Dad!” I yelled running over to grab his big hand. The old Ford didn’t have a self-starter. It had a crank. You stuck it in the hole at the base of the radiator and spun it to start the engine. My Dad put me in charge of the choke. This was not an easy job. It demanded good eye-hand coordination. My dad spun the crank, the engine coughed, “Now!” He yelled. “Choke it!” I pulled the lever on the steering column and the engine coughed; caught and rumbled into life. “Good work, Son. You can choke for me anytime,” he laughed, shoving the crank into its place under the seat, climbing up behind the wheel. I sat straight up, proud of my father’s compliment. He drove out of the driveway turned right and headed for the hills.
We drove up pretty streets, past Hoover High where my brother was a junior and into the rich neighborhood of Glendale. Beautiful homes, one right after the other, no poor people here. Times were good and houses were popping up everywhere. People loved California. They would come for a visit and never go home. The more people the better the future of the roofing business.
It was a long low ranch style house that angled up into a second floor and went deep into the property. A big house built for big shots. The exterior was complete, they were working on the interior and dad was going to put on a red tile roof. Hundred pound barrels of tar were lined up behind a machine that melted the tar and kept it at the proper temperature for application. Stack after stack of red Spanish tile hid behind a wall of tarpaper rolls guarding the easily breakable tiles. “Stand over there by the tiles, Bruz, I’ve got to go up on the roof and see how we’re doing.” My dad lifted me down to the ground and we walked up the rise. I stopped by the tiles and he walked over to a keg of tar. He grabbed each end of the keg, swung it up on his shoulder and walked over to the front porch.
He put the keg on the ground, stepped up on the barrel, took hold of the roof with his right hand and pulled himself up. He put his left hand on the roof and pushed himself erect. I was mesmerized. My dad was a giant. He didn’t need a ladder, just a keg of tar.
A big man came to the kegs of tar. He picked up an axe, rolled a keg free, set his feet and cut the keg in half, cut the halves in quarters and kicked the wood splinters into the fire. He put four pieces of tar on a metal shelf that dropped the tar into a big pot that bubbled big black bubbles making a blub, blub noise. I saw my dad walking down the roof of the front porch, he kneeled down, grabbed the edge, hung himself off the roof and dropped to the ground. “My dad can fly,” I thought, “My dad can do anything.” A tinkling bell filled the neighborhood. The Good Humor man was coming along. “Hey, Bruz, come on, let’s get some ice cream!” I ran over and grabbed his big hand looking at him in awe.
We sat in the truck. One of his roofers was handling the crank and my father stole my choke job. We took a bite of our Good Humors while the engine turned over. We were half way home when my father threw his ice cream stick out on the street, I still had a couple of bites to go. I savored the last bites, licked off the little chocolate on the stick and noticed some writing. “What’s this say?” I held the stick out. He looked away from the road. “Free Good Humor.” He said looking back at the road, “You get a free Good Humor, I didn’t even look at my stick.” He stopped the truck. He turned it around and we drove back and found his stick.
He got out, picked up the stick and got back in. He looked at his stick. “Nope, No luck. Bruzzy, you’re the lucky one in this family.”
Chapter 3
My dad had just got home from work, he came in the front door and my mom ran out of the kitchen to kiss him. “You’re home early, darling. Is there something wrong?” She brushed some tar off his shoulder and put it in her apron pocket.
“Nothing, same shit. We ran out of tile and it would take longer to get it from Burbank than we had left of the workday, so we came home. No big deal. But I can sure use my big chair.” My dad had his own chair. Big. Overstuffed. It had a big square ottoman for his legs. We weren’t told not to sit in it, but none of us had the nerve to sit in our father’s chair. It was his. We all respected that. He walked over to his chair, lowered his tired body into it, swinging his legs up on the ottoman, he leaned back, breathed deeply and said to no one, “There’s no place like home.”
I was sitting across the room playing with alphabet blocks trying to spell the words my big sister was teaching me. At the moment I was working on CAT, which we didn’t have. The back door crashed open and Jay came bounding out of the kitchen. “Hi, everyone, I hit a home run! It rolled all the way up to the gym, I really caught the son-of a-bitch…”
“Watch the language, son, your little brother’s in the room.” Jay was being quietly reprimanded.
“You curse in front of him all the time, what’s the difference?” “Oh, Oh,” I thought, “Big mistake arguing with my father.” They always seemed on the verge of a fight. I was sure Dad had the advantage.
“All right, Jay, I don’t want any back talk. I’ve had a hard day. I’d like to be playing ball too. You’ll find out very soon what responsibility means, now take your bat and glove to your room. Supper will be ready soon.”
“Yes sir.” Jay answered, “Sorry I talked back. Sorry, Bruz, I shouldn’t curse in front of you.” Suddenly Mom appeared in the room, “Oh, Jay, Darling, did you have a nice game?”
“I hit a home run.”
“Isn’t that wonderful. You’re a terrific player. Now go get yourself ready for supper the ham is almost ready.” She watched him go up the stairs. “Bill, you should get that tar off your hands before supper, why don’t you use the sink in the laundry, there’s some turpentine in there.” She leaned down and kissed his thin graying hair.
“Yes, my love.” My father put both his hands on the arms of his chair and pushed himself up, he grabbed his wife, hugged her, kissing the top of her red head. “I love you.” He said and walked from the room. There was no doubt my father was in love with his wife and his wife returned the favor. Their bedroom was off limits and if it was really necessary to disturb them in their room, the rule was to knock and wait for permission to come in. That was the one unbreakable rule of the Tyrrell household.
I was learning a lot about personalities sitting there playing with my blocks. There was some problem between my brother and my father that I didn’t understand but I knew I would find the answer someday. Right now I was busy memorizing D-O-G, I knew Gen would be testing me very soon. I had to be prepared. I heard her voice and looked up. She was standing in the archway between the living and dining rooms. “Bruz, dinner is almost ready, don’t you think you ought to wash your hands and face before sitting at the dining room table? You’d make Momma very proud if she didn’t have to tell you.” I put the blocks in the box, the box in the coat closet, went upstairs to wash my hands and face. Why was everyone in this house smarter than me? It just wasn’t fair.
Dad sat at the head of the table, my mother at the foot, opposite the kitchen door; Jay was on her left and Gen sat next to dad. I had the whole side of the table to myself. I sat on a fat pillow so I could reach my plate. I had my own little silver service, a little spoon, a little fork and a little knife. I was an important person to have his own silver. My sister filled the water glasses with iced tea while my mother put a big baked ham in the middle of the table.
She brought in a tray of sweet potatoes and Gen delivered a bowl of beets. My father stood up and took a long knife and a big fork and carved slice after slice off the ham.
“Jay, please pass me your mother’s plate.” Jay put the plate next to my father.
My father put meat, potatoes and beets, artistically arranged on the plate, a sprig of parsley in the center and asked Jay to pass it to Mom.
“May I have your plate, Jay, please?” My father asked.
“I don’t want any beets, please, dad. I hate pickled beets.” Handing his plate to his father.
“They’re your mother’s pickled beets. They’re delicious. She worked a whole week canning those beets last year. Just for us.”
“Bill! He doesn’t want any beets. Just give him ham and potatoes. Gen go slice up a tomato for your brother.” My dad didn’t say a thing, Genevieve got up quietly and went into the kitchen. Jay sat looking at the tablecloth until his father handed him his plate with a sprig of parsley in the center. My father fixed my sister’s plate, then put a piece of ham, a small sweet potato and some beets on my plate, reached over and cut up my food and dropped a spring of parsley in the center. He made his own plate. Gen brought Jay’s tomatoes, my father tasted his ham and dinner was underway. I tasted the beets. They were very good. What was Jay’s problem?
Dinner was delicious. We were enjoying my mothers marvelous cooking. “I got a job.” Jay said spearing a slice of tomato. “When I graduate, I can go to work for J. J. Newberry, I start in the stock room, but they start everybody there, I could work myself up to be president. How about that?”
“That’s wonderful, Son. Where would you work?” My father asked haltingly.
“L.A., but I can walk up to Brand Boulevard and catch the trolley, it’s no big deal.”
“Well, perhaps you should hear your father’s and my news and see how it might affect your plans. We’ve bought a new house, just over on Lake Street. It will be ready in two months, so you should check out how you get to L.A. from there.”
“I was hoping you would come in with me when you graduated, Son, I have a very good business and it could be yours someday. I wish you’d think about that.” My dad was practically begging.
“I don’t want to be a roofer, Dad. I hate tar all over me and the dirt and dust. I want to dress in a suit, with a tie and polished shoes. I don’t want to be a laborer;
I want to work in a store. Serve people. A nice clean store.” Jay looked straight at his father as he made his speech, I had a feeling he had practiced it many times.
“Well, you think about it. Find out how you get to L.A. from Lake Street, maybe you’ll see some advantage to getting your hands dirty.” He forked a piece of sweet potato into his mouth and sipped some iced tea.
“Jay-wah, baby, you do with your life what you want to do, we each get our chance and this is yours. You want to be a stock clerk in L.A.? Be a stock clerk and I’ll love you just as much. Your father and I will help you in any way we can. We just want to see you happy. Now, anyone for hot apple pie and vanilla ice cream?”
Chapter 4
The sun streamed in the wide window above the sink where my mother was preparing my favorite breakfast. Sugar toast! Toasted rye bread spread with butter and covered with sugar put under the flame in the broiler until the sugar was melted, speckled brown and crispy. I loved it with a big glass of cold milk, right out of the icebox. “Bruzzy, you and I have a lot of work to do. We have to be out of this house by the fifteenth of December, a little more than two months. You will be in charge of counting the animals, so we can figure out what we’ll do with the ones we can’t eat.” I giggled. I thought my mom was funny. “While you’re working on that I’ll gather everything we can throw out and put it in the garage. When I’m finished we’ll call the junkman and he will take it all away. That will save your father moving it to Lake Street. Would you like to do that? I waggled my head up and down. My mouth full of sugar toast made talking impossible.
I ran out to the chicken coop. I saw all the chickens, stretching their legs, spreading their wings, getting ready for a busy day scratching up their food. My dad threw a few handfuls of corn into the coop before he went to work and I was responsible for filling the mash feeders every afternoon. Mom thought I was too little for such a big responsibility, but so far I have never missed a day. The ducks stayed off by themselves. There were only three waddling around the coop, the others had gone into mom’s blue roasting pan. I remember the day I climbed up into my father’s big old truck and we drove through the hills past Eagle Rock and into Pasadena. My father knew a farmer there who supplied fertilized duck eggs. He bargained the price and finally settled for two-dozen eggs.
I followed my dad into the garage where his incubator was set up on an old table in a back corner. He had me count as he placed the eggs around the lamp. “Well, Bruz. Now we wait. Pretty soon those eggs will crack open and we’ll have a bunch of baby ducks to look after. If you’re good, I’ll let you take care of them. Would you like that?”
I got so excited I couldn’t answer so I just shook my head. He laughed, mussed my blonde curls, scooped me into his arms and carried me into the house. I forgot all about the ducks. I was very busy keeping bikey happy, going for milk at Tarpley’s, helping my mother shop at the Grand Central Market and best of all riding with my father to the gas station on Sundays to fill up his old Ford truck.
Then one morning my bedroom door swung open, “Hey Bruz! You asleep? Come on, rise and shine, there’s something you have to see in the garage.” I jumped out of bed, put on my pants and shirt and ran barefoot down the stairs and outside where my dad stood by the garage door. I ran to the door. There, before my eyes was a bevy of little yellow ducks falling all over themselves. They were hissing and bumping around on a big blue double mattress on the floor of the garage. “How many, how many daddy?” I implored. “Count them, you can count.” “One, two…I can’t they don’t stay still. I don’t care how many I love them all.” My dad showed me a bag of special food and the three little bowls to put on the mattress. “You have to fill those bowls three times a day and you must keep water in the water bowl. Then in a few weeks they’ll be big enough to go in the coop where you can watch them grow.” He didn’t tell me they would be our Easter dinner.
I did as I was told. I took care of those little ducks, watched them grow day by day. Make their messes on the blue mattress. Finally we put sixteen ducks into the coop. And now as we were preparing to move I could count only three ducks. I didn’t bother my head about it.
I reported to my mother on my animal counting task. We had three ducks, five Rhode Island Red hens, two White leghorn hens and six Plymouth Rocks. My father had taught me well.
My mother swung the garage doors open. One door laid against the fence the other pushed into the back yard. The garage was crowded with junk. The big blue duck mattress was rolled up and tied leaning against the sidewall. There was an old icebox, the top door hanging open, a rusted lawn mower, a broken bamboo rake, piles of newspapers, magazines, some old books, many pairs of shoes, all sizes and a torn beach chair.
My mother shook her head as the tinkle of the junkman’s bell sounded in the neighborhood. “Junk Man! Junk Man!” Mr. Orzatti crooned, in his almost baritone voice. My mother waved her hand from the drive and Mr. Orzatti pulled his old buggy over to the curb. Climbed down from his perch and strolled up the driveway.
“You need the Junkman Missus?” in his broken English.
Take a look at the stuff in the garage, please.” My mother asked. I watched them standing in the middle of the doorway discussing items, making estimates, working hard on a deal. Finally they settled and Mr. Orzatti laid two dollars and two quarters in my mother’s hand. He walked down the driveway, got up on his wagon driving his scrawny white horse to push it up the drive. He piled all the junk, the icebox, the papers, all the shoes on top of the junk already on board. Then he laid the mattress on the top, climbed back on the wagon, tapped his horse and was gone. Peace returned to Pacific Avenue.
Not twenty minutes later mom opened the front door to a very upset junkman. “Lady, your mattress kept falling off my wagon so I unrolled it and it’s filthy. Such dirty people used that mattress. How could anyone sleep on such a mattress? I just don’t understand how people can live in such filth. I bought that stuff in good faith. That mattress is worthless. You owe me fifty cents.” Mom paid quietly. She never mentioned my father’s ducks.
Chapter 5
It was a big tan stucco house, two bay windows with brown shutters on the ground floor. It had a wide front porch and a glistening Spanish tile roof. We were standing in the double driveway looking at our new home. It was huge. It looked like a mansion to me. I looked up the drive and saw the two-car garage far behind the house and then a very deep back yard. My mother spoke to my sister and me. “Your dad is putting his business in the back yard, there’s room for all his trucks and all the materials he keeps in Burbank, so he will be home a lot more than he has been.”
The house fronted on a wide green lawn with hedges down each property line. The walk was off the drive and curved up to the front steps. Three steps up to the porch where we met an imposing front door. Much bigger to little me than the door at Pacific Avenue, I hoped we could afford a screen door so I wouldn’t have to face opening that giant gate. My mother pushed a key into the lock and the big door swung open without a problem. I felt much better.
“Oh Mom! This is beautiful!” My sister Gen exclaimed. “Look at the big foyer and the staircase and the ceiling so high.” My mom just smiled. “It’s a lovely house, children,” she said. “You’ll both love your rooms. We’ll be very happy here.” I followed the ladies into the huge space. They chattered in the foyer, chuckled in the dining room, laughed in the kitchen, complained in the laundry room, swooned in the living room and we hadn’t climbed the stairs yet. Upstairs was even better. The master bedroom had a bathroom right in through a door in the bedroom. You didn’t need to walk out in the hall. Which was good because there wasn’t any upstairs hall, just a balcony that ran around the whole downstairs space.
Gen’s bedroom was very big, twice the size of Pacific Avenue and Jay had a great corner room with windows looking out into the backyard. “Where do I get to sleep, Mom, there’s no rooms left, don’t I get a room!” I pouted.
She smiled and took me by the hand. We walked out of Jay’s room onto the balcony, I saw a glass door at the head of the stairway. “Open that door, it’s a special room for our baby.” My mom pointed the way. I ran over and pulled the door open and was in a glassed in room that went halfway across the back of the house…it really was a porch but they had made it into a bedroom just for me. I was one happy little brother.
It was dinnertime on Pacific Avenue. My dad dished out my mother’s fabulous lamb stew and passed the bowls around. “We’re moving to Lake Street, this Saturday and Sunday.” My father said to the table. “My men and our three trucks will move us and we’ll sleep in Lake Street on Sunday night. I know you have ball games, Jay, and that’s all right, my guys are used to working together so you might just get in the way. Make sure you have all your stuff packed by Saturday except your Sunday clothes cause everything except beds and furniture will be moved on Saturday. Now let’s enjoy your mother’s stew.”
I heard the sound of trucks pulling up in front of the house. I ran out on the front porch and saw two Ford trucks exactly like my dad’s and six men in tar-spotted clothing climb out on the sidewalk. Things began to happen. Boxes piled up on the back of one truck and furniture started appearing on the other. I had to keep out of the way or I would be piled on the truck with the rest of the junk. Bikey traveled on the seat of dad’s chair and by noon both trucks were piled as high as they could be piled. My mother gave the men lunch and they headed off to Lake Street, about a twenty-minute drive. Mom drove our Essex out of the driveway and waved as she headed for the new house. Genevieve and I were left home alone. We spent the afternoon eating up all the fruit that was left in the icebox, sweeping up the empty rooms and waiting for our folks to come back. By suppertime Mom and Dad returned and fed us franks, baked beans and some of Mom’s canned peaches. Sunday morning, before the Examiner was dropped on our porch the trucks and men had returned. Pacific Avenue was fast emptying out. Jay helped. Carrying beds and pots and pans he became friends with all dad’s men, even rode on the back of a truck on the trip to the new house. Pacific Avenue was history; the Tyrrells now lived on Lake Street.
Everyone was working. Chairs moving around, carpets pulled here and there. Mom checking exactly where the dining room table should be. She was very happy. She had a new gas stove and a refrigerator. No more ice man. We had progressed. I ran for my room to escape the madness in the house. My room was peaceful, quiet. I could look over the backyard, watch a lovely brown horse graze in the fields beyond our fence. I could see a playground across the street. See kids playing in the schoolyard. My new room was great. I fell on my little bed and fell fast asleep.
My dad made his specialty for breakfast. We all sat in our new kitchen as he piled his Western omelet on our plates. The family was dead tired but it was Monday morning and here we were in a mansion and I was anxious to explore. I ran out into the back yard and discovered a new sandbox my dad had built, a big square with a seat that ran all around and piled full of white sand. Heaven. A few feet away from my sandbox was my dad’s new office. A little house about ten feet square. He would run his roofing business from there while I built sand castles in the sunshine.
The back yard was huge. The first third filled with kegs of tar, rolls of tarpaper and stack after stack of bright red Spanish tile. Then a sea of grass with beautiful flower beds on each side, fenced in by a 4 foot fence. It was ten times the size of our little triangular yard on Pacific Avenue. I would spend many happy days playing there.
I could hear yelling from the playground across the street where the School summer camp was in session. I walked to the fence to watch the kids. I wanted to join them. I skipped down the drive, ran around the corner sat on the curb and watched a game of kick ball in noisy progress. A tall man came out of the gate and walked to his car. “You look unhappy sitting there, young man, you want to play with the kids?” He called across the street.
“I can’t cross the street by myself.” He walked across the street. “Come, I’ll take you to the playground.” He grabbed my hand. He took me right into the play ground and left me standing watching the game. A boy kicked the ball and it came right to me. I caught it and threw it back. Another ball came to me. I caught it and threw it back.
A lady called out, “You want to play with us?” “Sure!” I yelled. The kids laughed. I was in the game. I was having a lot of fun when a loud bell rang out and the lady grabbed the ball. “Lunchtime, Kids,” She called, they all ran off into the building leaving me and the ball all alone.”
“Come, Bruzzy, let’s have lunch!” My mother was standing at the gate waiting for me. I ran to her. “Mommy, Mommy, I played kick ball with the kids and I kicked one right over everybody’s heads. It was a home run, I want to play some more. Can I play some more?”
“Come home, have some lunch and I’ll bring you back. You can play if they ask you.” She took my hand as we crossed the street.
“The man who crossed you knocked on the door. He told me you were in the playground. When I heard the lunch bell I came over to pick you up. You must have someone help you across the street, honey, or else you should find me and I’ll cross you. Just until you’re a little older, Okay?” Did anybody have a better mother? From that day on I practically lived in the schoolyard.
Chapter 6
Every morning when I opened my eyes I would stand by the window and watch the brown horse chewing his breakfast. I wanted to know that horse. He looked like a friend but he was in that lot and I was behind a wire fence. I’d have my breakfast and go to the playground and forget about my friend the horse. But the next morning I would see him and want to pet his shiny neck.
One day, after many days of watching the horse, I went out into the back and walked to the fence. All the trucks, the roofers and my father had gone off to work and I was alone in the huge back yard. I looked through the wire. The horse was very close it seemed. I stuck my Ked into the wire, grabbed the fence to climb. Too big, the fence was too big I had to start higher. I looked around the yard and saw a milk carton leaning against my father’s office. I investigated. I dragged the wooden box to the fence. I stood it on end against the wire. I got my knee up on top of the box and pulled against the fence till I stood. I could reach the bar at the top of the fence, my shoe went into the wire and I pulled up again. I was climbing. Suddenly I was lying on the wobbly top bar. I got my foot over into the wire and got down to the ground. I sat down catching my breath; I was struck with the fact that I could climb a fence. Imagine that. Now I could go meet my friend, the horse. I trotted across the big pasture and stood near the horse. He whinnied and stamped his foot. “I’m your friend, horsey.“ I called and came a little closer. He threw his head in the air and stamped again. “I want to be your friend, don’t be scared, I’m your friend. Don’t you want a friend? You’re out here all by yourself all day. I could be your friend.” I was standing right next to him. I could see his sides heave as he breathed in and out. I put my hand on his smooth warm neck and his skin wiggled under my palm. “You see? I’m not going to hurt you. I’m your friend. I’m going to call you Brownie. You like that name Brownie?” I kept rubbing his neck and he grumbled deep in his throat.
He was tied to a long thin rope so he had lots of walking room. I could see the grass marked by his hooves where he traveled at the end of his tether. There was a big brown box with a step built right where he could walk. If I could get him to go there I could climb up on the box and get on his back. I decided to try. I took hold of the halter he was wearing and gave a little pull. That great big horse came right along. I walked him to the box, he stopped right along side of it. Boy, I thought I was pretty smart to get the horse to stand right where I wanted him to stand. I climbed the step and stood on the box. I petted the big animal on his back and he made noises in his throat. He stood absolutely still. I took hold of his mane and put my leg over his back and fell into a sitting position. The horse took a couple of steps to the side. I said, “Nice, Brownie, walk Brownie, take me for a little ride, Brownie.” What else could I say I had never seen a cowboy movie so I didn’t know what you said to get a horse moving? Brownie turned his head, looked at me and began walking at the end of his rope around a big circle. I was in seventh heaven. I was riding a horse. Brownie was my horse and I was riding him. He walked past the box three times and then he stopped right at the box. He turned, looked at me and shook his head. “End of the line.” I thought so I slid off his back on to the big brown box. Brownie stamped his foot a couple of times and went back to eating his grass. I patted his neck and whispered in his ear. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I walked back to the fence where the box was propped. On the wrong side! I looked up at the top of the fence. I was in trouble. The box was inside and I was outside. If I wanted over I had to climb. I stuck my foot in the wire and pulled myself up, stuck my other foot in wire and pulled up again and suddenly I was at the top, I threw my leg over and got my foot into the wire. I climbed down, past the box, right to the ground. I could climb a fence. I could ride a horse. I was a big boy!
I dreamed of the big brown horse that waited for me in the pasture behind our house. I jumped up in the morning and there he was eating his grass. I’ll bet he’s waiting for me. I ran down for breakfast. My dad was sitting at the table with my mother. They were talking.
“Your father is working in his office today, Bruz, so if you play in the sandbox don’t make a lot of noise.” She patted my hand. “I’m making some sugar toast for you than you can go out and play.”
“Can I go across the street to the schoolyard, Mom. Maybe there’s a ball game.”
“Eat your breakfast and I’ll cross you. I’ll come get you at lunchtime. Are you having lunch with us, dear? I have some chicken, I could make some sandwiches.”
“I’d love to, Darling. I have some billing to do and I need to order tile. Call me when you want to eat.” He got up, leaned over and kissed my mothers head, messed my hair and went out the back door.” No horseback riding today, I thought.
The sound of the trucks pulling out of the yard woke me the next morning. I looked out. The trucks were loaded with tar and roofing paper and tiles, looked like the start of a new job. I looked at the fence. I looked at Brownie. I was going riding.
Brownie saw me coming and walked over to the box. I was amazed. I walked over, “Hello Brownie, how’s my good friend this morning?” He grumbled in his throat and tossed his head. I petted his neck. He pushed me with his head towards the big box. He wanted me on his back. He liked me on his back. I got settled on his back and he walked past the box twice and started to trot. I bounced up and down but held tightly on his mane. He passed the box and walked again, stopping to let me off. He had given me his ride. I stayed a few minutes petting him and talking to him then
headed for the fence, he walked with me as far as his rope allowed. He whinnied and went back to eating grass. I did the fence. My Mom took me to the schoolyard.
Every morning for the rest of the week I rode Brownie till he put me off. Climbed the fence and spent the rest of the time at the schoolyard. It was a great life. I watched Jay-wah play ball in the schoolyard on Saturday. Sunday my dad packed us off to the beach. I slept in the car with my head in Gen’s lap on the way home, a perk for being the baby of the family.
My dad woke me Monday morning and sat down on my bed. I sat up and wondered if I was in trouble. “Mr. Carle, who lives behind us, told me you’ve been riding his horse. Is that true?”
“Yes sir, Brownie, he’s my friend. He likes me to ride on him. Do I have to stop?”
“The horse you call Brownie belongs to Mr. Carle’s daughter. She has gone to live with her grandmother back east and the horse is very lonely for her. Carle figured out you were riding him because the horse was suddenly happier even though his master was still off in New England. He would like you to keep being friendly with the horse while he’s still around. He said you could pick some free apricots as a reward.”
I was so happy I couldn’t answer. I just laughed out loud. “Oh boy, that’s great. I’ll ride him every day. I’ll be his best friend.”
“Well, son, you do what you want but Mr. Carle thinks three or four times a week would be good, so if I were you, I would do what he wants. You could walk down School Street and around the front of his house come up the drive to get to the horse. That way you wouldn’t have to cross any streets or climb any fences. What do you think?”
“Oh, I’ll climb the fence. It’s easy and Brownie can see me coming and feel as happy as me. I won’t hurt your fence, Daddy. I’ll take care.” My father laughed, stood up and messed my hair. Patted my head and left my room. I ran over to the window to look at my friend Brownie in the pasture behind our house. Over the weeks Brownie walked, trotted, cantered and finally galloped around the big circle. I was very comfortable hanging on to his mane, keeping my knees tight against his sides. I was in another world. Then one Sunday morning I looked out my window and Brownie was gone. And Mr. Carle was gone. New people were picking apricots in his orchard. New people. People who didn’t know me, didn’t talk with my dad and didn’t live in the house. They just picked the apricots. I didn’t ride again for several years, but that’s another story.
Chapter 7
Summer was over. School was about to start. Genevieve into the fifth grade. Jay, a senior in Hoover High would graduate in January. I wormed my way into being a guest student in Kindergarten. I was best at recess. Sandbox was my second best subject. But the teacher, who ran the summer camp, loved me. She liked having me around. I could sharpen pencils, clean the blackboard and sit quietly while she read stories. It was hard work but I loved school.
My mother became very involved in school politics. She ran bake sales, put together raffles she conned out of local businesspeople, held luncheons for special teachers, helped the principal with various jobs and Tyrrell became an important name at Franklin School.
Sandra Blaine lived in the house next door to us on Lake Street. She was in first grade. My dad and her father would chat across the hedge when dad was trimming it or mowing the lawn. Sandra’s dad was a lawyer who saw my father as potential business. Mr. Blaine, a very tall man had long grey hair. He looked mean to me.
I sat in the sandbox at recess filling a bucket with wet sand making a row of sand cakes when Sandra sat down on the sand box. “You have such a beautiful sandbox in your own backyard. Much nicer than this why do you play in this one?”
I thought that was a dumb question. How could a first grader be so dumb? “I’m here. My sand box is across the street.” I answered.
“I know that. Do you think I’m stupid? Why don’t I come over after school and we could play in your sandbox?” She said, being very friendly.
“Sure. Come over at four. I don’t have to go in till five-thirty.” She shook her head, smiled and ran away just as the bell ended recess. Sandra was head and shoulders taller than me. She was very pretty with long red-blonde curls framing a cupid face.
She came over every day after school and we played in the sand box or played catch with a beach ball. One day she brought some jacks and taught me how to pick them up while the ball was still in the air. She drew a Hop Scotch plan on the back walk and we hopped and hopped on many afternoons. Sandra was fun.
My dad was leaning on the door of his office watching me pile sand up and push it over. “Where’s your young lady friend today, Bruz?” He called out.
“She’s coming in a little while, she had to shop with her mom.” I answered filling a sand bucket. “I’m going across to Fred’s, tell your mother if she’s looking for me.” He walked down the driveway just as Sandra arrived. She looked like a cheerleader in a white sweater, a short blue skirt and high-topped sneakers. We played some two-man kick ball making short kicks back and forth when she threw the ball into the sandbox. “Where’s your dad, Bruz?” She asked.
“He went across the street to his friends house.” I answered. “Come on,” she said, “I’m going to teach you a new game. Come into the garage.” We walked past my father’s office and into the back door of the garage. The only light filtered through the small windows in the front overhead door. An old carpet was rolled up against the sidewall. Sandra sat down and patted the carpet next to her. “Sit here, Bruz, I’ll explain the game to you.” I sat next to her and waited for instructions. “Have you ever played ‘showing sights’ before?” She asked. I shook my head. “How do you play?” I asked.
“Well, I show you something,” she pulled up her sweater and showed her belly button. “And you show me something.” I pulled up my shirt and you could see my belly button. “That’s right, you’ve got the idea. Want to play?”
“Sure. Do you always get to go first? How do you win?”
“Let’s play a little while you’ll figure it out. It’s a simple game.” She pulled her panties down and showed me her privates. I wanted to run but I was frozen on the carpet. “Isn’t that pretty? Now, show me your pee-pee.”
I didn’t know what to do. I fumbled with the button on my shorts. It popped open. I wiggled them down.
“Are you kids in here?” My father came into the garage. He saw us on the carpet “Sandra, put yourself together and go on home.” She ran out of the garage. “Pull your pants up young man and go into the kitchen we need to talk. I’ll be right in.” He stalked out of the garage. I held my shorts up and ran out of the garage into the house. No one was around. I ran into the kitchen. My father was going to kill me for showing sights. I couldn’t stop to button my shorts, I needed to hide from my father.
I climbed under the sink and pulled the door closed behind me. It clicked. It was a big space. Only a box of soap and a small wastebasket was under there. I slid around behind the pipes and leaned against the back wall. I would be very quiet. Maybe they would never find me. In a few minutes I heard my father come in. “Bruz?” He called. I didn’t answer. I heard him walk away.
“Hello! I’m home!” I heard my sister call out. Then I heard, “Oh hi Mom, where’ve you been?” “I was across at Aunt Bea’s, she wasn’t feeling well so I made her lunch and read to her. She fell asleep and I came home.” I heard them come into the kitchen. Then I heard the crunch of my father’s shoes on the tile floor.
“Hello, Ladies.” He said, “Either of you see Bruzzy? We need to talk.” Fear welled up in me. I squeezed back against the wall. I’d rather die in here than face my father. I remembered him hitting my big brother.
“What’s the problem, sweetheart?” My mother asked.
“I caught him and Sandra with their pants down.” And they both laughed. My sister Gen said, “that little Sandra is very wise for a first grader.” My mother and father were still laughing.
I didn’t understand. “Well, Bruz is somewhere. He’ll get hungry and come out.” “I’ll never come out.” I said to myself. “I’ll die in here first.” Then my sister said, “I have some homework. I’ll be in my room. Call me if you need help with supper.” I heard her walk out.
“What’s for supper, Mother?” My dad asked.
“There’s lamb stew from yesterday. I made peach cobbler this morning and got some vanilla ice cream. I think it will fill you up.” I heard my dad laugh. He didn’t seem too worried about me. My mouth watered when my mom said peach cobbler.
“Well, I think I’ll give Bruz another fifteen minutes to show up before I call the police.” My dad said in a stern voice. I couldn’t see him wink at my mom. What was I going to do? I didn’t want to see any policeman. Maybe I should give myself up. I slid around the pipes, pushed the door open and wiggled out on to the kitchen floor. My mother and father watched. I looked at my father. “You ready to take your medicine, young man? Sit up here at the table and tell me what happened. I climbed up on the chair. “She said she wanted to teach me a new game, I followed her into the garage and she showed me her belly button so I showed her mine. Then she wanted to see my pee pee and I couldn’t get my pants down and you walked in and spoiled the game, I didn’t have a chance to win. I thought you were going to kill me so I hid.” I started to cry.
My father hid his smile, “Well, Son, this is a good lesson for you. Never play a game unless you understand the rules. Especially playing with a woman. You’ll discover that when you go into a dark place with a pretty girl the rules of the game change pretty fast. I recommend we forget all about this incident and put our minds on your mothers peach cobbler under a pile of vanilla ice cream. You go upstairs and wash so you’re ready for supper.”
I ran to my room. I couldn’t believe I was still alive. I made myself a promise. I would never ever again in my whole life go into a dark place with any girl. Sorry to report, I wasn’t able to keep that promise.
Chapter 8
I held my mother’s hand as she took me across School Street for today’s guest appearance in kindergarten. Mr. Weller, the principal was standing by the gate. “Good morning, Mrs. Tyrrell, you’re just the person I wanted to see. I have a problem and you can help me solve it.”
“I’ll be happy to give you a hand, Mr. Weller, if it’s something I can do.”
“Oh, you can do it all right. I hope you can make the time. You know our budget problems this year and I’ve just been told we need new books for the Glee Club and math books for the sixth grade, almost a thousand dollars, Mrs. Tyrrell, and we don’t have any extra money at all.”
My mother looked down at me, “Run along, Bruzzilah, I’ll pick you up for lunch, I have to speak with Mr. Weller.” I smiled and ran off to the big kindergarten room. I had an important game of dominoes with my friends.
“Can you come into the office for a few minutes, Mrs. Tyrrell? Maybe if we put our heads together we can figure this out. Fifteen minutes later, sitting in the office with Mr. Weller and his assistant my mother gave them a plan. “I’ve been thinking about a Christmas party for the school, all the kids, all the parents. We could make it outdoors on the front lawn I’ll get some of the ladies to make finger food and some will bake cakes and pumpkin pies and we’ll give Christmas presents to every kid in the school.”
“We need to make money, Mrs. Tyrrell, not spend it.”
“Certainly, Mr. Weller. Each family will buy a ticket. We’ll charge two dollars and fifty cents. We’ll spend fifty cents each for the presents. I’ll buy the wrapping and tags. If I’m right we have 480 families in the school, so that would make a little less than what you need so I’ll get three merchants to donate some merchandise for three raffles. The kids will sell the raffles for a quarter. If we sell two hundred tickets we’ll have another 150 dollars and you can buy your books.” She smiled and sat back.
“That’s a wonderful idea but it’s an awful lot of work, Mrs. Tyrrell, are you sure you want to take it on?”
“I’ll get lots of help, the ladies of this school are workers but I do want one thing from you, Mr. Weller.”
“Certainly, Mrs. Tyrrell, anything.”
“I want to be Santa Claus. I want to give out all the gifts. The kids will line up and come across a dais to get their presents. I want to be Santa Claus and give them out.”
Mr. Weller laughed, “I think you’ll make the most wonderful Santa Claus who ever visited Benjamin Franklin Grammar School.” My mom had the job.
When my mom had a job to do she did it. She did it better than anybody. She got many women to help make the food and wrap the presents. My sister got 18 kids from her class to sell raffle tickets and my mom got Sears in downtown Glendale to donate a washing machine and raised the price of that raffle to fifty cents. The Grand Central butcher gave her a Christmas turkey and the paint store came up with five gallons of enamel. My mom had great confidence in a successful ticket sale. The printer gave her the books at cost and she turned the project over to my sister to complete.
My dad was carving a leg of lamb at the dining room table. He put three slices of meat on the plate, a small mountain of mashed potatoes and filled the empty space with green peas. “Gravy, Son?” He asked my big brother. “Please, Dad, “ Jay answered, “Can I have a little extra mint jelly?” My dad laughed, put of glob of green on the plate and handed it to Jay. “I’m going to work this Saturday for J.J. Newberry at the main store in LA. I’m going to work weekends till I graduate after Christmas. It will be great experience. Saturdays I’m going to be stock boy and help out on the floor and Sunday we’ll re-stock the store. I get twenty-five cents an hour…that’s four bucks a week, I’m going to be a rich man!” My mother and father laughed, my sister reached over and patted Jay’s hand. I felt very proud of my big brother.
“Wonderful, Son. I don’t know about rich, but four dollars is four dollars. You’ll have to spend forty cents on the trolley. Mom will make you a sandwich so you won’t have to waste money on lunch. You may come home with nearly four dollars. I think that is a fine start to your career.” Jay smiled.
“We’re very proud of you, Jay, my mom said. “You said you wanted the job and you got the job. Very good. Maybe you can get me some Christmas paper for the school party. See if you can get me a break on twenty rolls of wrapping paper, some tags and Christmas seals. Would you?” Jay laughed out loud.
“Golly Mom, I haven’t even met anyone and you’re looking for discounts. I’ll see what I can do. After all, a stock clerk is a big deal.” Everyone at the table laughed. I wondered what was funny.
All the notes home had been sent, all the raffle books were delivered. The presents were wrapped in the paper Jay got at a bargain price, each tagged with the name of a lucky student and stuffed in a gunny- sack provided by my father. It was Saturday, December 22nd, 1928 and Mrs. Tyrrell’s Christmas party was to be held on the lawn at Benjamin Franklin at one thirty in the afternoon. 475 tickets had been sold, the grass had been trimmed, cloth covered tables were arranged on the lawn. A foot high stage had been constructed and the big fir tree was hung with red and green decorations. It would be a party to remember. And hanging on the back of the door in my mother’s room was her Santa Claus outfit. A beautiful outfit lined with white fur, the hat with a big white ball, a wig and a long white beard waited to turn Mrs. Tyrrell into Mr. Claus.
My mother led my sister and me across the street at half past eleven. Gen carried a big pot of Swedish meatballs and I had a sack of a thousand cookies Mom had baked.
The cafeteria people were taking care of food service and all the teachers were there to visit with the guests. Tables were covered with Christmas canes, and bowls of Christmas candy. Gen delivered her meatballs and I handed a lady the cookies. My mother was everywhere. Checking this, checking that. Gen and her sales group were meeting on the steps of the main entrance so I sat down on the front edge of the stage and watched the show.
The guests began to arrive. A car pulled up, the door swung open, kids and mothers spilled out while the daddys pulled around on School Street to park. No parking on Lake Street. The crowd grew. The noise grew. Gen’s salespeople started to work. I could see money and tickets changing hands. Kids were licking candy canes, eating cookies and slices of cake while grownups had paper plates with meat balls and little franks and mushrooms. The food was being demolished. My Dad sat down next to me. “Hey Bruz, aren’t you going to eat anything?” He said. “I only like my mother’s stuff and it was all gone before I could get there. I’ll save room for supper.”
“Not a very good idea today, your mother’s very busy. Come on, let’s see what there is to eat.” We walked over to the food. The place was jammed with parents, hungry kids, busy cafeteria people and a couple of local mutts wagging their tales looking for hand outs. My dad grabbed a couple of little franks and handed me one. We stood smiling and chewing on the tough little hot dog. My dad laughed. I loved how his eyes sparkled when he laughed. “Hey, look, there’s the good humor man. Come on.” We beat everyone to the curb. I got a chocolate sundae in a cup with a wooden spoon. My dad and I sat on the edge of the stage slowly eating the sundaes. I was feeling very happy. Time flashed away. We had to get off the stage because Mr. Weller was about to make an announcement. We joined the crowd forming around the stage. My dad scooped me up and put me on his shoulder.
“Welcome Ladies and Gentlemen, to the first Benjamin Franklin Christmas party. I want to thank Mrs. Tyrrell and all the ladies for this wonderful job. Genevieve Tyrrell reports that all the raffle tickets have been sold so what do you say if we have the drawings before the presents?”
Boos from all the kids. Loud applause from all the adults. My sister brought three wastebaskets to the principal. He put them in a row on a table, the paint, the turkey and the washing machine.
“First were going to see who wins the five gallons of paint from Alec’s Paint Store on Ventura Boulevard. Thank you Mr. Burton for your generous donation. Mrs. Burton would you do the honor of selecting the winner. A little applause as a nice looking lady made her way up on the stage. “Now, stir those tickets around, dig deep and give me the winner.” She handed him a ticket, he read the number, no on answered. He read the number again. Quiet. “Last chance to be a winner! No one answers this time we draw another number, please check your tickets for 3-7-1-6. “Oh! Oh!” A lady screamed, “It’s me.” It was the fifth grade teacher, Mrs. Skinner. “Well congratulations, Mrs. Skinner, you’re a winner!” “I’m so happy, I really do need a new washer.” She ran for the stage.
“That’s wonderful, Mrs. Skinner, but you get five gallons of paint.”
“Oh, well, Mr. Skinner will have to paint something.” The crowd applauded. Weller finished the other drawings without incident and called for quiet.
“And now Ladies and Gentlemen, we’re honored to have our friend from the North Pole here to visit us. Let’s give a great big Glendale welcome to Santa Claus!!”
The double doors of the school main entrance opened and there was Santa Claus, a big bag slung over his shoulder. With everyone cheering, he made his way up to the stage, smiling and nodding. He put his big sack on the floor, stuck his hand in the bag and pulled out a package. He looked around at the crowd. “This present is for Tommy Tarpley!” he said, “Please come quickly for your gift.” Tommy Tarpley came across the stage, took his gift, said “Thank you Santa.” And stepped off the stage. And so it started. Over and over his hand went into the bag, out came a present up came a kid across the stage, took the gift, said “Thank you Santa Claus” and returned to his folks. Boys and girls came, “Thank you Santa Claus.” They said. My mother was happy she had convinced the kids that she was Santa Claus. What a wonderful day.
Slowly the bag emptied. Finally the last gift was in his hand.
“Sandra Blaine.” He said. I watched my girl friend cross the stage, take the present and say “Thank you Mrs. Tyrrell.” The crowd laughed. My mother’s heart sank.
She made the money Mr. Weller needed. Paid for the Glee Club’s songbooks, paid for the sixth grade math books but she failed in her impression of Santa Claus. Still, for the next two years on the Saturday before Christmas, she would hand out presents to the kids.
Whether they thanked Santa Claus or Mrs. Tyrrell she was a very happy lady.
Chapter 9
Something was shaking my shoulder. I opened my eyes. It was dark night. I blinked my eyes and made out my sisters face smiling down at me. “Wake up, Bruz, you want to see if Santa came?” She said. “It’s dark, Gen, I’m sleepy.”
“Come on, lets go see what’s going on. Maybe we’ll catch him decorating the tree.” She smiled a big smile. I jumped out of bed. She took me by my hand; she put a finger to her lips to be quiet. She led me out on the balcony. We tiptoed up to the railing. There, in the bay window, my dad and mom were decorating a huge Christmas tree. A tall stepladder was open on the floor. I watched my dad hang silver and gold ornaments on the high branches of the tree. Gen sat on the floor letting her legs hang over the edge through the railing. Monkey see. Monkey do, I copied her. We sat together watching our parents bring Christmas to the house on Lake Street.
Two stockings hung over the fireplace. I figured Jay had outgrown the stocking age. I could make out a chocolate Santa in the top of one stocking. I hoped that was mine. I kept falling to sleep as the folks labored on the living room floor. Gen kept nudging me. My dad climbed up the ladder and put a beautiful Angel at the top of the tree and my mother clapped her hands, the job was done. My father folded the ladder and leaned it against a wall as my mother arrived with a pile of boxes. “These are for Jay, Bill, where should I put them.” “Put Jay on the left, Bruz in the middle and Gen on the right, that’s probably best.” She made a nice pile of Jay’s presents while my dad brought a second pile and put them on the right. They both left and returned with their hands full, big boxes, small boxes, round boxes and an orange bag, “Wow!” I thought, “Those are Bruzzy’s presents!” They placed them under the tree in the middle and fell into the big living room chairs. “That’s got it for another year, Dear, let’s get some sleep.”
Gen grabbed my hand, got me up and pushed me into my room. Kissed me on my head and was gone. I jumped into bed and lay there looking at the ceiling until the sun came up. I heard some noise. It must be my mother so I scrambled downstairs and approached the tree. I looked at the pile of packages I knew were for me. Very excited. I saw a round package. That had to be Tinker Toys. I played with them in school, now I would have my own.
“Merry Christmas, Darling.” My mama said. “You’re up bright and early this morning.” I looked at her and smiled. I couldn’t talk. I was too excited. “Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas!” Genevieve called coming down the stairs, “Happy Christmas to all!” She laughed. “Gen, you and your little brother go through your stockings while I get Jay and your father up. Then we can see what Santa Claus brought. I stood looking up at my stocking. It was high over my head. I couldn’t reach it. I didn’t think it would be a good idea to get a chair, Gen said she would be right back. “Here’s a soup bowl for you, Bruz, we put all the stocking stuff in the bowl, then eat it.” She laughed, handed me a bowl and my stuffed Christmas stocking. I sat right down on the floor. I pulled the chocolate Santa out and thought about biting off his head.
“Don’t eat anything, Bruz and Gen, we have a huge breakfast after we open the presents.” I looked up at Gen. She looked down at me. Her eyes said, “no eating only looking.“ A grumpy big brother came down the stairs. “Christ! I didn’t get home till almost one o’clock this morning. I need my sleep.”
“Oh! Shut up, Jay!” Gen said, “It’s Christmas. Merry Christmas. Look at that pile of presents. You can sleep anytime.” Jay started to laugh, Gen laughed, jumped up and kissed his cheek, “Here, have a brazil nut.”
My dad arrived in his white pajamas and the bathrobe he got last Christmas. “Time to open presents!” He yelled, “Dottie get in here, Jay’s going to open his presents.” Jay sat on the floor as mom arrived, wiping her hands on a stripped dishtowel. I watched my dad get down on the floor, next to Jays pile. He picked up a box. “This is for Jay from Mother.” He handed it to Jay.
“Thanks Mom, I’ll save up my money this year so I can buy you a present next year. They’ve got some great beer glasses at Newberry’s.” Everybody laughed. What would mom want with beer glasses, I wondered. But I smiled anyway. Jay tore the wrapping off and opened the box. “Oh! Tissue paper, Just what I’ve always wanted, tissue paper.”
His mother laughed at the standard Christmas joke, “Stop wasting time, the ham is almost ready.” “Look. Three shirts, wow, they’re swell. I could have used them this week; they’re perfect for the floor. Thanks Mom, you are the greatest.” He went through several packages, ties, hankies, two sweaters, socks, then Dad handed him a small present. Jay read the tag. “Merry Christmas, big brother. Bruzzy.” I didn’t buy anybody Christmas presents, this was a mistake. It was a key ring with Jay spelled out on a silver tab. “This is perfect, Bruz, how’d you know I needed a key ring. I have house keys, store keys and closet keys in the stock room. This is perfect.” I didn’t know what to say. Then mom piped up, “I helped Bruzzy shop we decided you would need a new key ring. You have a smart little brother.” I didn’t know what to say so I kept quiet. Jay reached over and patted my shoulder. Jay looked around, no more presents. “I guess that’s it, folks, I need clothes and I got clothes. Father Christmas fills the bill.”
“Hey, Dottie, isn’t there another package for Jay in the hall closet, I thought I saw it there last night.” My dad said smiling.
“Let me go check, dear, you stay right where you are.”
We all looked at each other and my mother came back with a long box wrapped in silver foil with a big red ribbon. My mother handed the box to my father. My father checked the tag. “The tag says to our oldest son, Love, Mom and Dad. Hey Bruz, are you the oldest son?”
“No, I’m the baby.” I laughed. “Right.” Dad said, “So it must be for you, Jay.” He handed him the box.
“Wow! That’s heavy.” Jay said putting the long package in his lap.
He took the silver foil off very carefully folding it over and over. He was holding a long blue box. He pulled off the top and peered into the box. “Holy shit.” He said. My dad didn’t say a word. My mom smiled. Jay reached in the box and pulled out a blue steel rifle. “Jeeze, Dad, a ten gauge shotgun. Exactly what I wanted. Fred is going to be blue with envy. I can’t wait for deer season. Thank you. Thank you, Mom, Dad. This is great.”
He heaved the gun to his shoulder and aimed at the Angel atop the tree. “Bam!” He said and laughed. “I told you he would hate that, Honey, I knew the suede jacket was what he wanted.” The whole family laughed. My dad shook Jays hand. Jay pulled himself up and kissed my father, kissed my mother and carried his shotgun to the living room couch. He sat down. I could see tears in his eyes. I never forgot that Christmas.
My mother broke the silence. “I think we ought to have breakfast now and we can finish with the presents later. Anyone with a better suggestion?” No one spoke. I was going to do whatever I was told. I saw my brother kiss my father. That was the best Christmas present anyone could ask for. “Well then, Gen, come give me a hand. You guys go wash your hands, we’re eating in the kitchen.” My mother and sister left. We three men went upstairs. We got to the balcony. Jay said, “Want to carry my gun, Bruz?”
“Sure. Sure, if you let me.”
“Just take it into my room, okay?” He handed me the big gun. It was the heaviest thing I ever held, but I wouldn’t let myself drop it. I lugged it through his door and laid it on his bed. “Terrific, kid.” He said and messed my hair. Why did everyone mess my hair, couldn’t they just shake hands? “Go wash your hands Bruz, and go to the kitchen. You’re big enough to appreciate Mom’s Christmas breakfast this year.” I ran off.
My dad sat at the head of the table, my mom at the foot, my sister sat alone on the stove side and Jay and I sat on the other side. I liked it like this. I liked sitting next to my big brother. I loved my sister, she was swell but there was something special about my brother Jay.
A big glass of fresh squeezed orange juice sat in front of each place, a roast ham filled the center of the table with two platters of sunny side eggs on either side. My dad served as he did in the dining room. My mom was the greatest cook in the world. I was full of ham and eggs when Gen put a big fruitcake in the middle of the table and dad gave a slab of dark cake to each of us. My slab was more a slice than a slab but it was a lot for a kid who would be four in a week. We finished eating. Everyone returned to the living room and fell into chairs. Except, Mom and Gen who did a quick clean of the kitchen before getting back to Christmas. Gen oood and awed through her presents. I was overwhelmed with a little wind up train with a round track and a station in the middle. Tinker toys, Chinese Checkers and a tiny catcher’s mitt from my dad.
Finally it was mother’s turn, she got the usual tea pot, a grill for her stove top, three hanks of string for her crocheting, a bottle of something and then dad stood up. “Dottie,” he said, “Jay got the gun he’s been wanting for years. Now he’s big enough to handle it so he got it. You’ve been complaining about that poor old Essex and worrying every time we head for the beach. So to stop your complaining and worrying I got you a special present. Bruz bring your mother out to the front porch.” I jumped up and grabbed my mom’s hand. She was kind of out of it. I led her to the front door. Dad opened it, I pushed the screen door open and she came out on the porch. “A Clux a ma Laben!” She said, looking at a brand new 1928 four door Studebaker. My father laughed, “The top car of the year for the best wife and mother in the world.” Jay, Gen, dad and me, all hugged her at once. Like I said, a Christmas I’d never forget.
Chapter 10
I was four years old. I got three presents. My mom made a chocolate birthday cake with four candles. We had roast chicken for dinner. Mom served my birthday cake with vanilla ice cream for dessert. Jay graduated on Friday, Saturday he became a full time employee of J. J. Newberry. He worked six days a week, no longer an hourly employee he was paid the weekly sum of eighteen dollars. His future looked bright.
Christmas vacation was over. I went back to school, once more a guest of the kindergarten. Our teacher, Mrs. Miller, welcomed us back. She complimented my mother for the great Christmas party and all the kids clapped their hands. I felt like a big man. “Children,” the teacher said, “In two weeks we begin the second semester of the year. Mr. Weller and I have decided that Bruz Tyrrell will become a member of this class, no longer a guest but a full-fledged Kindergarten student. Now, how about some kick ball outside!” I was dumbfounded. I belonged. Not a guest. A student. Wait till I tell my mom and dad. Won’t they feel proud? Jay graduates from high school and I become a real student. 1929 will be a good year.
The Kindergarten decided to have an end of semester supper party. As usual they asked Mrs. Tyrrell to help. My mother planned a “help-your-self” buffet supper. Lettuce, tomato and cucumber salad, meat balls, boiled new potatoes and pickled beets, the main course with apple pie and cubed American cheese for desert. She got two of the mothers to help and was ready to feed the families of 32 kindergarten kids. Mrs. Miller got the Glee Club to sing and the principal wanted to stage a make-believe boxing match between two kindergarten boys. Naturally he told my mom, my mom told my dad and my dad offered my services. He would be the referee and I would fight Jimmy Fields, one of his roofers’ sons in the Kindergarten class. Jimmy Fields was nearly six, nearly a head taller than me and a tough kid. I wanted no part of him.
“I don’t want to fight Jimmy Fields, Mom. He’s big and he’s mean. He picks on the girls and pushes people around. I don’t want to fight him.”
“This is not a real fight, sweetheart, this is an exhibition. You’ll wear big pillow gloves, even if he hits you it won’t hurt. You’ll look so cute in boxing shorts with your name printed on your tee shirt. It will be a lot of fun.” She patted my long blonde curls.
Mom made French toast for breakfast. My sister was having cold cereal. Jay had already gone to work. My dad sat down. “I bet Big Jim a buck my kid would beat his next week. How about that Bruz?” I looked at him and lost my appetite. My mother spoke up, “Bet? There’s no reason to bet, this isn’t a fight it’s a show. Bruz is four and that kid is nearly six. What kind of stupid bet is that?”
“It’s all in fun, honey, but somebody has to win, why can’t that be Bruz?”
“Ugh. Men! Men can be so stupid.” I excused myself and went to school with Gen. I hated this fight. The kids talked constantly about the supper. All their folks were coming, half the class had sisters or brothers in the glee club but I knew my sister would be the best. Then the day of the supper arrived!
They dressed me in red shorts with a red tee shirt, B-R-U-Z printed on the chest; my opponent was in blue, J-I-M-M-Y J-R on his shirt. My father’s friend Fred was my second and Jimmy’s dad was his. My father was the referee. I wanted to be home in bed.
“Just keep your hands up in front of your face, Bruz,” Fred was coaching me. “Keep knocking his hands away. When you see an opening punch him in the mouth!” I didn’t have the slightest idea what he was talking about. Then I heard my father.
“Ladies and Gentlemen. Now, for the feature attraction. In this corner wearing the red shorts, Lake Street’s own, Bruz Tyrrell!” The crowd cheered and applauded.
“And in the blue shorts, the king of Thompson Avenue, Jimmy Fields, Junior!” The crowd cheered and clapped, some one called out “GO get him, Jimmy!” He danced around his father and clapped his hands together. Fred pulled big gloves onto my hands. They felt heavy and very strange. Brown leather pillows on my hands. Stupid. The referee called us to the center of the ring. Fred pushed me ahead of him; Jimmy bounced right over and glared at me, like I was some kind of bad guy. I didn’t like him. My father stepped between us, “Fight fair, no hitting below the belt, break when I ask you and don’t hit after the bell. We’ll fight three one minute rounds. Any questions?”
“I’m not mad at him, Daddy.” I said.
“That’s good, son, boxing is a game, you should never be mad.”
“Come on let’s get going!” Jimmy’s second said.
“Right, the referee said, get back to your corners and wait for the bell. Come out fighting.”
“I’m not going to fight him, Daddy, I’m not mad at him and this is dumb.”
‘I’ll kick your ass!” Jimmy said. “Shut up!” His second said.
The audience stamped their feet.
“I’m not fighting.” I crossed my arms. Mr. Weller came through the ropes. “Okay Bill, you tried. Bruz is right, he’s not mad so let’s skip the fight.” My dad was speechless. Mr. Weller held up my hand and held up Jimmy’s hand, “Let’s give a nice round of applause for our stars. Jimmy Fields and Bruz Tyrrell, give them a hand.” The people clapped while the Glee Club marched up on the Kindergarten stage. A piano played. They sang the “Pilgrim’s Progress.” My sister sang a solo in the second chorus, my family could be proud of one of their kids. Everyone thought it was a terrific party.
I kept a low profile around the house. I didn’t want to be alone with my dad. I knew he wasn’t very happy with me. Mom went along as if nothing happened. I was getting into bed when my brother came into the room. “I hear you were great at school the other night, Bruz, you really taught the old man a lesson. I’m sorry I was working, I would have loved to have been there.”
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