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DEDICATION

Some men love women, some love other men, some love dogs and horses, and occasionally you find one who loves his raincoat.

Me, I love a hotel.

It is near Ocho Rios on the north coast of the island of Jamaica, and it is called the Tower Isle Hotel. It is spacious and serene and impeccably run and situated on a warm white beach on the warm blue Caribbean.

Here, in this blessed haven, I put this book together. Here, if luck is with me, I will soon return.

—M.S.


FOREWORD

Following are a bunch of true experiences that I wrote at various times of my life. All the experiences are about girls, because that is what my life is about—girls.

I’m not oversexed, mind you. But I’m not undersexed either. Let’s just say I’m sexed.

My interest in girls started when I was very young. I can’t give you the exact date, but looking back it seems to me that one day it was Slinky Toys and the next day it was girls, and that’s the way it’s been ever since.

Even now in the winter of my life—I will be thirty-two next birthday—my interest in girls continues unabated. I mention this not to brag, but to give hope and comfort to my older readers.

The following stories cover the high points in my life from the age of thirteen up to the present. Rereading the stories it occurs to me that there is a remarkable unity of outlook. You could call this consistency. On the other hand, you could call it arrested development. I leave it to you to decide. To help you make up your minds. I have placed after each title my age at the time of composition.

I hope you like these stories. I need the money.

—DOBIE GILLIS


CHAPTER ONE

GIRLS: THEIR CAUSE AND CURE

by Dobie Gillis, aged 13

At the time of which this true life experience takes place, there were many droll and amusing things at John Marshall Junior High School, of which I am a student. Like for instance there was a water fountain in the gym which a kid named Dickie Sutphen fixed with a screwdriver so no matter how easy you turned the handle, the water shot right up to the ceiling. There was a girl named Gidgie Tremblatt who played the cello in the school orchestra and she was so little that you couldn’t even see her behind the cello, and when she played, it looked like the cello had arms. There was a kid named Jimmy Anderson who had a swan that chased sticks like a dog and followed him to school every day. There was a kid named Chris Byron who could make a pinhole in an ice-cream bar and suck out all the ice cream without breaking the chocolate.

There were lots of other droll and amusing things at John Marshall Junior High School, but, for my money, the drollest and most amusing thing of all was a chart in the office of Miss Finsterwald, the school nurse. This chart gave the average height of boys and girls of junior-high-school age, and it said (this’ll kill you) that the average height of a thirteen-year-old boy was 62.6 inches and the average height of a thirteen-year-old girl was 61.9 inches.

Well, I don’t know who made up this chart, but I’ll bet my last nickel that either they were drunk or else they did their research among the pygmies of Central Africa. It just so happens that at the time of which this story takes place, I was a thirteen-year-old boy of 62.6 inches tall, and if that is the average for thirteen-year-old boys, how come every thirteen-year-old boy in John Marshall was taller than me?

But, frankly, that is not what bugged me. I mean it is possible to have a normal, healthy association with another boy even if he happens to be a few inches taller. I mean when people see you together they don’t right away start to nudge each other and snigger.

What bugged me was not that every thirteen-year-old boy in John Marshall was taller than me, but that every thirteen-year-old girl was taller. Except for Gidgie Tremblatt, the girl I told you about who was invisible behind a cello, I only came up to the noses of all the girls in the eighth grade and, in several cases, only up to the collarbone.

And I’ll tell you something else: most of the other boys in the eighth grade had the same trouble. They might have been taller than me, but the girls were taller than them. During the daytime when the girls wore flat shoes and the guys jumped around a lot, it was pretty hard to tell, but when they went to a dance or a party or like that, and the girls put on heels, there wasn’t half a dozen guys in the whole class that came over their girl’s eyeballs.

As you can see, this was a grave problem for all the boys in the class, but for me it was an out-and-out disaster. Here I was, one of the smartest boys in the class, but a failure with women. I mean I just couldn’t get a date to save my life. Like I would come up to Bonnie Morgan or Karen Jamieson or like that—girls I have known since kindergarten and have always treated like a prince—and I would say, “I got a couple of tickets for the Bo Diddley concert. How about it, hey?” And they would say, “No, thanks, Shorty.”

Well, naturally this bugged me because if there is one thing in this world I go ape for, it’s girls. I always say that a guy without a girl is like only half a guy. All the same, I couldn’t get one, so I began to brood and sulk and pick at my food, and my school work began slipping. Lots of times in class, looking around at all the girls I couldn’t have, I would lose control and start to whimper out loud and the teachers would panic and send me to Miss Finsterwald’s office to lie down, which is where I got so familiar with that chart that showed the average height of boys and girls.

At first I thought the chart must be right, and it was John Marshall that was wrong. I mean I figured that by some cruel quirk of fate, I had happened to land in a school full of freaks. But I soon found out this wasn’t so. It just so happened that my grandma and grandpa had a golden wedding, and I saw cousins of mine from California and Delaware and like that, and I checked with all of them about the size of girls in their area, and it was the same all over: they were giantesses!

Well, this bugged me even more because now I began to think that there was some strange, sinister force loose in this country—some obscene power that was making girls grow like sunflowers—and I got so shaky thinking about it that I finally decided to discuss it with my father, who is a doctor, on our Palship Walk one Saturday morning.

I’m a little embarrassed to tell you about our Palship Walks, but I guess I better. It’s one of my mother’s kooky ideas, which Pa and I fought against like a couple of madmen, but it wasn’t any use at all because when Ma gets an idea in her head you can’t knock it out with an elephant gun. She’s a wonderful woman, you understand. I love her and Pa loves her and whenever she gets sick, everybody in town comes running over with a jar of soup, but just the same, there is no use denying that she has got one of the truly hard heads of this country.

Anyhow, Ma got on Pa’s back a few years ago about him not spending enough time with me. “Herbert,” she screamed, “a man ought to be pals with his son. Why don’t you take Dobie for walks on Saturday morning and talk to him about nature and engines and like that?” Well, Pa and I both started yelling like maniacs because we didn’t want to go for a walk on Saturday mornings. What I like to do on Saturday morning is crack my knuckles. What Pa likes to do is stay in the sack. It is the one morning he doesn’t have office hours. But Ma just ignored us and put on our jackets and pushed us out the door.

So Pa and I stumbled around for a while, and it was pretty grim. At first he tried to talk to me about nature and engines, but that didn’t work too well because I kept thinking about cracking my knuckles and he kept thinking about the sack. Finally we sat down against a big oak tree on a point of land overlooking the ocean and moped till it was lunch time and we could go home.

After that we didn’t make any attempts at conversation on our Palship Walks. We just high-tailed it out to the oak tree where Pa had stashed an air mattress in a hollow limb and I had stashed a copy of Lolita. Pa blew up the mattress and corked off for a couple of hours while I read the book and then, both refreshed, we went home where Ma beamed at us and kissed us and gave us a special treat for lunch in honor of our palship.

But to get back to the day I was telling you about, Pa and I got out to the oak tree and he started to blow up the mattress and I said, “Pa, excuse me, but there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

“You would?” he said, pretty surprised.

“Yes,” I said.

“Okay,” he said and took the nozzle of the mattress out of his mouth.

I told him about my researches into the tallness of girls and how it bugged me. “What is the answer?” I said. “Do you think it’s got something to do with the atom bomb?”

“No,” he said. “It’s the matriarchy.”

“What’s that?” I said.

“A matriarchy is a society that is ruled by women,” he said.

“Like ours?” I said.

“Precisely!” he said. “But we were not always a matriarchy, Dobie. Not so very long ago this was a man’s country. Women baked bread, washed clothes, had babies, and ministered to their husbands. They did not drink or vote or make loud noises. They were shy, soft, submissive—”

“And short?” I asked.

“Of course they were short,” said Pa. “When women looked up to their men, they had to be short.”

“Gee, that must of been wonderful!” I said. “Then what happened?”

“A series of catastrophes starting with universal suffrage and culminating in store bread, automatic washers, automatic driers, no-rub floor wax, nursery schools, TV dinners and power steering. It used to be that when a man came home from work, no matter how tired he was, he could depend on it that his wife was even tireder. But now the poor guy comes limping into the house and finds his wife looking like she’s just spent a month in the country. Her eyes are bright, her nostrils are flaring, she’s full of plans. ‘Darling,’ she says, ‘don’t you think we ought to widen the terrace? Don’t you think little Waldo ought to go to school in Switzerland? Don’t you think we ought to have a split rail fence? Don’t you think we ought to flood the den and make an aquarium?’ All the poor miserable husband wants is to crawl into the contour chair and turn on the television, and she’s charging him like a young bull! So finally he just mumbles, ‘Okay, okay, whatever you say.’… Well, Dobie, you give a woman that kind of power and she will surely attain the size to match it. And that, my son, is why girls are growing so tall and now I’d be obliged to you if you’d blow up my air mattress; I’m out of breath.”

Well, sir, there was no comfort to be had from Pa’s words. Obviously girls were going to keep growing and I was going to keep getting shut out, and if I wanted a girl there was only one thing to do, which the following Monday morning I did: I asked Gidgie Tremblatt to go steady.

If you knew Gidgie, you would know what a desperation measure this was. Gidgie was one of the authentic nuts of the Western Hemisphere. She never talked softly; she always hollered. She never walked; she always ran. And every place she ran, she always dragged along a musical instrument. Sometimes it was the cello she played in the school orchestra; sometimes it was a trombone, sometimes an oboe, sometimes a French horn, sometimes a snare drum, and once it was a glockenspiel. There was no instrument ever invented which you could put in this lunatic’s hands and she would not learn to play it in six minutes.

Besides hauling around these instruments like a pack animal, she had this weird habit of bursting into tears for no reason at all. I don’t mean she’d sob or cry or like that; I mean she’d be talking to you about this and that, or maybe she’d be reciting in class, and all of a sudden the tears would come running out of her eyes and run down her cheeks and plop on the floor, and she wouldn’t even notice it; she’d just go right on yacking away like nothing happened. The doctor said she had an extra set of tear ducts and it was nothing to worry about, but just the same, it was a pretty unsettling thing to see.

But she was short. She only came up to my armpit and, matriarchy or not, I felt confident that she would never catch up with me, so I walked up to her in the hall before class on Monday morning and asked her would she go steady.

“Would I?” she bellowed like a wounded buffalo. “Oh, Dobie, I have been waiting for this day since nursery school!”

“Try to keep it down, will you?” I said, looking nervously at the crowd that was gathering.

“I love you!” she shrieked and her eyes started running like a couple of fire hoses. If the bell hadn’t of rung right then for class, I would of died of mortification.

Well, I got to admit she did love me and she did try her best to make me happy. She was always bringing me little things to eat and she did my homework and she straightened the part in my hair and, to tell you the truth, it wouldn’t of been too bad if it hadn’t of been for the music. That’s what bugged me: the music. I like music, you understand. When I hear a tune with a good rocking beat, I am out there on the dance floor like Jack B. Nimble. If Gidgie would of stuck to rock and roll, I wouldn’t of complained for one second, but she would only play rock and roll once in a blue moon. The rest of the time it was Bach and Beethoven and even worse; she also composed stuff herself and that was the spookiest of all.

“Dobie,” she would scream, “you’ve got to try to appreciate good music! Try, try, try!”

So I would sit in the music room in her house, surrounded by about 30,000 different instruments, and she would hack away on a viola or tootle on a bassoon, crying all the while, and I would feel my legs falling asleep and my head toppling over on my chest, and just before I slipped into a coma, she would play a little rock and roll to revive me.

This went on every blessed day until I began to fear for my sanity. Believe me, I would of chucked it in a minute, but then what? Where would I find another girl my size?

And then, out of the blue, miraculously, I found one! I came to class one morning and there was Esme Lauterbach, a new girl in town. A smasheroo she was—a real zinger! Her hair was yellowish brown and her eyes were goldenish green, and her build was round and plentiful. And—best of all—her height was 61.9 inches tall!

Well, naturally all the guys in the class were ogling her with mad desire, so I knew if I wanted to nail down this little smasher, I would have to move fast. I made up my mind to grab her when the period was over and walk her to the next class.

As soon as the bell rang, I started for her desk, but halfway there I got stopped cold. I saw her take a little brown leather case out of the desk, open it, pull out a wire that was attached to the case, and stick it in her ear. Well, that bugged me, you may be sure! Was it a purse? Was it a hearing aid? Or what?

Everybody was gaping at Esme, but she didn’t pay any attention. She just walked down the hall with the leather case in her hand and the wire in her ear. She was kind of smiling to herself and her feet were moving in a little rhythm step.

That’s when it came to me—when I saw her feet moving. All of a sudden I dug it. She was carrying a portable radio—one of those personal portables that you plug in your ear and only you can hear it.

Then I knew what I had to do, and I didn’t waste a second. I came running up to her, held out my arms, and said, “Dance?”

“Crazy, dad,” said she. She stepped into my arms and laid her cheek on mine so I could hear through the ear plug too. It was Danny and the Juniors singing “At the Hop,” which gave Esme and me a chance to do some cool jiving all the way down the corridor to the history class while the whole school stood and watched us with their mouths open, including Mr. Lambretta, the principal.

And so began the happiest time of my life. Golden day followed golden day; I never knew such joy existed! There was only one bad spot, and that was when I had to tell Gidgie it was all over between us. Gidgie was a creep and pretty wild and all, but just the same, she had a good heart and I hated to break it. I tried to let her down as gently as I could, but before I even got two words out, she started to cry, but I mean really cry—all four ducts open and pumping. I hung around and patted her for a couple of hours, and finally she got control of herself and gave me a dreary little smile and said, “Okay, Dobie, if that’s what you want, I hope you’ll be very happy.”

I shook her hand and said, “Thanks, Gidgie. You’re a real human being.”

Then she started to cry again, but I couldn’t pat her any more because I had to go home for supper.

But except for this moist episode with Gidgie, life was beautiful. Esme and I got along like a house afire. She was just as wacked about music as Gidgie was, but this time I didn’t mind, because Esme was strictly a rock and roll bug, which so am I. In fact, Esme told me she liked rock and roll better than anything in the world, and in her book, the real geniuses of our time were not the guys who were shooting missiles at the moon but the guys who compose rock and roll music.

Well, of course I couldn’t compose rock and roll, but I could sure dance it, and, brother, we did plenty of that! They made us stop jiving in the corridor at school but every day after school we went over to Esme’s house and danced up a storm. On Saturday I would tear over to Esme’s as soon as I finished my Palship Walk with Pa, and we would dance the whole afternoon away. Saturday nights we went to the Teen-Age Canteen and danced till ten. Sundays we soaked our feet in brine.

Well, like I said, golden day followed golden day, and sometimes I would get a nervous feeling that things were too good. Something terrible was bound to come along and louse me up. I knew it in my bones, and I was right.

I saw the first signs of trouble about six weeks after I started going with Esme. We were dancing together one day when all of a sudden I noticed that her eyes, which used to be on a level with the bridge of my nose, were now on a level with my eyes. “Oy!” I said to myself, coming all over goose pimples, and I went home that evening in fear and trembling.

First thing in the morning I ran to the shoemaker and had some lifts put on, and that stemmed the tide for a month or so. Then one afternoon I saw her eyes come level with mine again, and I knew my days were numbered.

Sure enough, week by week her eyes crept up—first to my eyebrows, then to the middle of my forehead, then to my hairline. For a while I dazzled her with footwork. I leaped and bounded and spun and whirled and ducked and crouched and bucked and winged and made up steps that Fred Astaire never even thought of. But it was only postponing the inevitable. Finally there came that fatal day when she looked clean over the top of my head, and all was lost.

“Dobie,” she said, “go.”

I didn’t even argue. What for? When dancing is your whole life, which it is Esme’s, how can you go through life with a partner half your size?

Well, naturally I was all busted up, and the next day at school, I couldn’t even eat my lunch. All I could do was go outside and lay with my face in the grass and wish I was dead, which I did.

By and by somebody sat down next to me—Gidgie Tremblatt. “I know all about it,” she hollered, stroking my nape.

“Oh, blast off,” I said.

“Dobie,” she yelled, “life goes on. You must plunge into work and forget your heartbreak.”

“Hah!” I said with this bitter laugh.

“Work is the only solution,” screamed Gidgie. “Why don’t you build a boat or sell bluing door-to-door or like that?”

“Hah!” I said with another bitter laugh.

“I’ve got it!” she shrieked, suddenly all excited. “The annual eighth grade Talent Show is going to be held a week from Friday night. Why don’t you work up a little act and enter it? You could maybe balance things. That’s not hard if there’s not too many. You might even win a prize. In any case, it’ll help you to forget.”

“But I don’t want to forget,” I said with a sob in my throat. “If I can’t have Esme, at least I can have her memory, which might not seem like much to you, but to me, it is all that matters.”

Then I got to my feet and lurched into the setting sun, a tragic figure.

A couple of days later Gidgie grabbed me after school. “I love you,” she yelled.

“Please,” I said. “It’s no use.”

“Let me finish,” she said. “I love you, Dobie. I love you so much that I’m going to get you the only thing that will make you happy. I mean Esme.”

“You?” I said. “How?” I said.

“Listen,” she said, “what does Esme admire and respect more than anything in the whole world?”

“Rock and roll,” I replied, which she does.

“All right,” said Gidgie. “A week from Friday night you are going to get up at the Talent Show and play the guitar and sing a great rock and roll song—a song you wrote yourself—and you will win first prize in a breeze and Esme will be so impressed that she will take you back even if she is a whole head taller!”

I looked at Gidgie like she was from another planet. “Have you blown your stack? Me play the guitar? Me write a song?”

“I already wrote the song,” said Gidgie. “And it’s a gasser, if I say so myself. As for the guitar, I can teach you enough chords to fake it.”

“Gidgie,” I said, taking both of her hands in mine, “this is the noblest thing one person ever did for another, and I will never forget you!”

“Oh, talk, talk, talk!” said Gidgie. “Come on. Every minute counts!”

So we raced to her house where she took down her guitar and played me the song she wrote. She wasn’t kidding; it was a gasser all right! It had a real driving beat, but the beauty part of it was the lyric. Man, it was the coolest! Here, I’ll write it down for you:

Ooblee

Ooblee ooblee wa da

Ooblee wa da

Ka ooblee blee blee blee wa da da.

Well, I got a gal, her name is Esme;

I will kiss her if she le’s me.

Ooblee

Ooblee ooblee wa da

Ooblee wa da

Ka ooblee blee blee blee wa da da.

Well, I love her in history, I love her in science;

If she was a lawyer, I’d bring her some clients.

Ooblee

Ooblee ooblee wa da

Ooblee wa da

Ka ooblee blee blee blee wa da da.

Well, some day we’ll marry and live connubially

Singing ooblee ooblee ooblee.

Well, naturally I knew I couldn’t fail to get Esme back with a great song like this, and I kept trying to tell Gidgie how grateful I was, but she kept brushing me off. “Come on, come on,” she kept yelling. “There’s work to do.”

Boy, she was right! We worked like a couple of maniacs, day and night, night and day, but still it was touch and go if I could learn to chord that guitar in time for the Talent Show. We worked right up until curtain time and then we shook hands and Gidgie went and sat with the audience and I went backstage and trembled like an aspen.

The first act was Larry Duberstein playing a tambourine, and then came Bonnie Morgan throwing her voice, then Nate Gahagan did some back bends, then George Bassman imitated a chicken, and then came the last act: me.

Everybody in the whole John Marshall was sitting out there, and when I looked at their faces, I thought I was a goner. My knees were rattling and my head was spinning and my mouth was like wired shut. Then Gidgie caught my eye and gave me a smile and a wink, and I got a grip on myself and took a good, solid, spread-legged stance, and opened my mouth, and slammed that guitar, and let her rip!

Well, you’ll think I’m bragging, but it’s the simple truth: I broke up the joint. I mean I never heard such clapping and stamping and whistling and screaming in my whole life. Man, they did everything but tear the seats out of the floor and they would of done that if Mr. Lambretta, the principal, hadn’t of been there.

They never even bothered to take a vote for first prize. Mr. Lambretta just came out on the stage and pinned the blue ribbon on me, and that started the applause all over again.

Well, I stood there kind of stunned and bleary at first, and then everything came in focus. I saw Esme sitting in the first row, and there was no mistaking how she felt. Her face was dripping with love; her eyes bulged with mad longing. All I had to do was crook my finger and she was mine again without a doubt.

Then I looked over at Gidgie. Naturally her ducts were off and running. The tears came pouring down her cheeks like two little waterfalls, but she was smiling and clapping her hands, and every now and then she’d stick two fingers in her mouth and give a great big whistle.

I tried to take my eyes off Gidgie and look back at Esme, but suddenly I couldn’t. Suddenly it was like something busted inside of me, and I felt all hot and melty, and I knew I was nothing but a no-good, crummy heel.

I stepped forward on the stage. I raised my hand till the audience got quiet. I took off the blue ribbon. “This does not belong to me,” I said, holding up the ribbon. “This belongs to Gidgie Tremblatt and so does your applause because the song I sang was not mine, it was Gidgie’s. She gave it to me because she is a sweet, noble, self-sacrificing girl, and I have treated her mean and rotten. But this I cannot do: I cannot steal from her tonight’s great honor which she so richly deserves!”

I leaped off the stage and pinned the blue ribbon on Gidgie, and then I said, “Gidgie, will you do me the privilege to go steady with me?”

“Oh, no!” she screamed, crying on all four. “I can’t, Dobie! I am not worthy of you! I have been a rat—an evil, conniving rat! I plotted this whole thing tonight. I let you think that I was noble and self-sacrificing, but all the time I knew that you were going to do what you just did. I knew because it is you, Dobie, who are noble and self-sacrificing, and I am bad clean through!”

Well sir, that gave me pause, you may be sure! I stood there scratching my head and thinking, and she sat there looking up at me like a dog that has just done something you trained him not to. Finally I said, “Gidgie, come outside. I want to talk to you.”

“Yes, Dobie,” she said, not screaming for a change.

I took her out to the playground and we sat on a teeter-totter and teetered for a while till I collected my thoughts. Then I said, “Well, Gidgie, I got to give you this: it was pretty smart, that plan you figured out.”

“It was treacherous and deceitful!” said she, crying again.

“True,” I said. “But smart. I mean you were using the old noodle, which is something I should of been doing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what if I did get Esme back tonight? Sooner or later she’s got to find out I can’t write rock and roll music. So then what? Then she’s stuck with a guy who can’t write rock and roll and a midget into the bargain. So what does she do? She dumps me, that’s what.”

“But before she finds out, you might suddenly start growing and maybe catch up with her,” said Gidgie.

“Yeah?” I said. “And what’s she supposed to be doing while I grow—stand still? She’ll be growing, too, won’t she? Gidgie, let’s face it: I’ll never catch up.”

“You might,” said Gidgie.

“Sure, I might,” said I. “On the other hand, there’s no guarantee that she won’t go to eight feet, what with the matriarchy and all.… No, Gidgie, the only one I can be sure of around here is you.”

“You mean,” she said, breathing hard, “you want me back?”

“It’s not a question of want,” I said. “It’s a question of what’s available—and you’re it, I’m afraid. Sure, I’d just as soon have a girl without so many tear ducts, but on the other hand, there’s no danger of ever losing you, and surely that’s worth something.”

“Oh, I love you, Dobie,” she screamed, “and you will never, never regret this decision! Never!”

Which I haven’t. We’ve been going together for six months now, and it’s been chuckles all the way. Only one thing bugs me a little: Gidgie has started to grow. Oh, it’s nothing alarming. She’s moved up from my shoulder to my nostrils, which still gives me plenty of clearance. Anyhow, my mother keeps telling me not to worry. I will soon have my fourteenth birthday and Ma says Dr. Gesell, who knows everything, says that fourteen is the year of greatest growth for boys.

Well, let’s hope so. But meanwhile I’ve been doing a little casual scouting in the seventh grade. I mean it doesn’t hurt to be ready.


CHAPTER TWO

HAVE GIRL, WILL TRAVEL

by Dobie Gillis, aged 14

From trying to stand up tall I used to have a posture that was the envy of the whole eighth grade at John Marshall Junior High School, but now I am so bent and stooped that people sometimes retch and turn away. The reason I am so bent and stooped is because for the last six months I have had a 132-pound woman on my back. I mean my mother.

A million times I have tried to reason with her. “Ma,” I say, “why don’t you be a good fellow and leave me alone?”

“Alone?” she screams and clutches me to her bosom. (Ma always screams and clutches me to her bosom. I didn’t mind it too much when I was little, but now that I am a man of fourteen years old I would prefer a quiet conversation at a distance of like twenty feet. In fact, I would really prefer a dead silence.) “Alone?” Ma screams. “But you are not alone, Dobie! Always remember when things go wrong, your mother loves you and wants to help!”

“I appreciate that,” I say, which I do. I mean I am very fond of my mother, who is a fine, great-hearted woman, and you would certainly go far to find anyone who takes a greater interest in their family. I’ve got one younger brother named Dan, and a father named Herbert Gillis, M.D., but Ma still finds time to get on all our backs.

“Dobie,” Ma screams, “you must trust me. Tell me about the report card.”

“I can’t,” I say, which I can’t. I am not one of those guys who claim you can’t tell your mother anything at all. I say there are certain uncomplicated things which your mother can grasp without too much trouble, but this report card was definitely not one of them.

This card was my midterm report from John Marshall Junior High School and it showed an F on every single subject—F for Flunk—and naturally Ma got pretty tense when she saw the card, especially since I never before brought home anything less than an A. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not saying I’m a genius or like that. It just so happens that I’ve got a good memory. Like some people happen to have blue eyes, I happen to have a good memory. Believe me, it has nothing to do with intelligence. If you put me up against a new situation where my memory can’t help, I will goof nine times out of nine.

Well, Ma took one look at the report card and she turned a kind of pale blue and she clutched me to her bosom and screamed, “What happened?”

“Oh, well, you can’t win ’em all,” I said with a little chuckle, trying to pass it off as a joke, like.

“Oh, darling, how have I failed you?” screamed Ma, squeezing my head.

“Relax, Ma. It’s just one of those things,” I said, but she just kept on riding me and I just kept on telling her nothing.

Later that night she sent my father up to my room to talk to me, which was very unusual because once my father gets in his contour chair after supper, he never leaves it except to switch from Channel 4 to Channel 2. Pa actually doesn’t like television too much. What he likes is to lay there in the contour chair, but if he hasn’t got the set on, Ma will come over and talk him into a stupor.

Anyhow, Pa came up to my room and we stood around for about twenty minutes not saying anything, which is the way we usually carry on a conversation, and to tell you the truth, it suits me just fine. Pa’s a great guy and I love him and like that, but what do we need with conversation? I mean Pa used to be a boy so he knows how things are with me. As for my knowing how things are with him, I’d frankly rather not.

So we stood for about twenty minutes and then Pa said, “Is there anything you want to tell me?” and I said, “No,” and Pa looked relieved and went back to watch I’ve Got a Secret.

Then Ma sent up my kid brother Dan, who is a natural born stool pigeon, to see what he could worm out of me, but I flung him out of the room, and then Ma came up herself and stayed on my back till midnight.

Well, sir, I wouldn’t tell Ma anything so she came to her own conclusion and, man, it was a gasser! She figured that I was turning into a juvenile delinquent! Is that the end? Me, Dobie Gillis, who wouldn’t know a switchblade from a croquet mallet, turning into a j.d.!

I laughed like a loon, but Ma wouldn’t budge. She said the report card was the first step, the switchblade would come later. She said I was a member of the shook-up generation, born into a time of strife and tension. She said I was full of ferment and torment. She said my report card was a protest, a blind, unconscious protest, against a world built on false values.

Well, this was so far out that I was tempted to tell Ma the truth. In fact, I would of if I could of. But how could I of? Ma would never understand about Alma Gristede. In fact, I have all kinds of trouble understanding it myself.

Alma Gristede was the cause of all those Fs on my report card. It wasn’t a world built on false values or strife or tension or ferment or torment. It was Alma Gristede—with an assist from that dirty rat Nate Gahagan.

I can forgive Alma because, after all, I haven’t known her too long, but Nate Gahagan has been my best friend for three whole years. That’s how long Nate has been living in the house next door to mine, which is the longest anybody has ever lived in the house next door. Let me tell you about that house.

It’s a nice enough house, you understand. I mean it’s real modern and it’s got big windows and room dividers and storage walls and radiant heating and all kinds of up-to-date jazz like that. There was even an article about it once in House Beautiful with a picture of the architect standing there with a big, proud smile on his face. Well, he’s not smiling now. In fact, he’s hiding. Last I heard, he was drinking himself to death in Honduras or Tahiti or someplace that doesn’t have an extradition treaty with the U.S.

What the architect did was he put a flat roof on the house, which was one of the major errors in the history of architecture. You see, we live on a street called Ocean View Drive. It is called Ocean View Drive because if you drive far enough you get a view of the ocean. Anyhow, all the houses in the neighborhood—except the one Nate lives in—are New England seaport type houses. I mean they’re big and old-fashioned and built out of weathered shingles with widow’s walks upstairs and—this is the important part—peaked roofs. Nate’s house is the only one with a flat roof, and it didn’t take the sea gulls long to find out about it.

We’ve got about ninety jillion sea gulls in our neighborhood, and when people talk about bird-brains I wish they would exclude sea gulls because these birds are smarter than dogs. In fact, they are smarter than a lot of people. What these sea gulls do is they go down to the beach and dig up clams at low tide. Then they fly around looking for a place to drop the clams so they can crack open the shells. Well, a peaked roof is no good for dropping clams because they slide right off. But a flat roof is perfect. So twice a day at low tide these gulls, wave after wave of them, come zooming down on Nate’s house and drop their clams on the roof. Man, the noise! I mean it sounds like the St. Valentine’s Day massacre or Chinese New Year’s or like that. Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat! Bam! Bam! Bam! I’ve been in Nate’s house a few times when the gulls came over and I thought I was inside of Gene Krupa’s drum.

Well, naturally most people move out of that house as soon as they can. In fact, I remember two different families who moved out the same day they moved in. But Nate stayed three whole years. He isn’t a very sensitive type, and I guess his folks must be pretty insensitive too, or maybe a little deaf, but anyhow they stayed. So Nate and I got to be great buddies. I mean we were together all the time, day and night, night and day.

There’s only one thing Nate and I didn’t agree about—girls. I love girls—always have—but all Nate cared about was baseball and football and basketball and like that, which is all very well, but you got to agree it will never replace girls. Still, I didn’t worry about Nate. I figured he’d be catching up with me any day. But his thirteenth birthday rolled around and he still wasn’t interested in girls and then—would you believe it?—he turned fourteen and he still wasn’t interested!

It was a crying shame because by this time Nate had a terrific build and he was the best athlete in John Marshall Junior High School and he could of had any girl he wanted to, but he didn’t want to. Many is the time I sat and tried to straighten him out, but Nate, frankly, is not too bright and logic doesn’t make much impression on him. Still and all, we stayed good friends, but not really what you would call intimate, because how can you be intimate with a guy who goes through life dribbling a basketball and ignoring the sex drive?

Well, you can see how far back I go with Nate. But Alma Gristede I didn’t even meet till last fall when school started. It was lunch time on the first day of school, and I was carrying my tray around the cafeteria looking for a place to sit, when all of a sudden I saw her sitting alone at one of the little tables for two. About eight other guys spotted her at the same time, and they all started leaping over tables and chairs, trying to get to her, but I had a head start and I skidded in and plunked down my tray and threw myself into the chair.

“Can I sit here, hey?” I said.

“If you like,” she said.

“I like,” I said and leaned forward and peered into her face. Close up it looked even better than far away, which is very important in a face. I looked at her face a good long time and came to a decision: this girl had, by a very wide margin, the best face in John Marshall Junior High School.… Mind you, I didn’t say she was the best-looking girl in John Marshall; all I said was she had the best-looking face. The best-looking girl in John Marshall is our drum majorette, Maybelle Elihu. Maybelle’s face, I’ll grant you, is no match for Alma Gristede’s, but she more than makes up for it with the most gorgeous pair of kneecaps it has ever been my privilege to see. Of course, sitting in the cafeteria, I wasn’t able to look at Alma Gristede’s kneecaps, but all the same, I felt sure they were not in a class with Maybelle Elihu’s. Kneecaps like Maybelle’s do not appear more than once in a generation.

I had long ago made my pitch to Maybelle Elihu, but I had come up empty. She always had ten or twelve guys hanging around her, and she told me I was welcome to join the group, but I declined with thanks. Convoy duty was not my idea of romance. What I wanted was a girl of my very own, which is why I was so pleased to come upon Alma Gristede.

I finished examining her face and sat back and smiled and said, “My name is Dobie Gillis.”

“I am Alma Gristede,” she said. “I am beautiful.”

Well, sir, this took me aback, you may be sure! “Hey,” I said, “that’s my line.”

“I know,” she said. “I am trying to save time.”

“What’s your hurry?” I asked.

“I need to find a steady boy friend,” she said, “and I need to find him quickly.”

“Alma doll,” I said, reaching for her, “your search is over!”

“Don’t interrupt when I am talking,” she said, frowning.

“All right,” I said, also frowning. She had a great face all right, but I was beginning to wonder about the head.

“My father builds bridges,” Alma continued. “He is going to build one here. That’s why we moved to town. We will stay here two years, maybe three, and then we will move to another town where my father will build another bridge. That is the story of my life—moving from town to town, from bridge to bridge, never staying long enough to sink roots. That is why I do not have any emotional security.”

“Poor baby!” I said, taking her hands.

“Yes,” she said, taking them back. “But I am beautiful.”

“You are that,” I agreed, taking her hands again.

“Let go of my hands,” she said. “I sometimes have to make gestures to emphasize a point.”

“Sorry,” I said, returning her hands.

“Where was I?”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Yes, I am beautiful. Wherever I go, dozens of boys come swarming around. But I do not want dozens of boys. That only breeds confusion. What I want is one boy to go steady with so I can sink roots and develop emotional security, even if it is only for a little while.”

“Like I said, your search is over!” I cried, lunging for the hands again.

She snatched them away. “Wait!” she said. “Remember, I am beautiful. I don’t have to go with just anybody. I can have my pick of the top boys in the school.… And I need a top boy, Dobie. For my emotional security, I need it.”

“Well, I’m top,” I said.

“Oh?” she said doubtfully. “Are you a Champion Athlete?”

“No, but—”

“Are you a marvy Jazz Musician?”

“No, but—”

“Are you Editor of the school paper? President of the Student Council?”

“No, but—”

“Well, who are you then that you should rate a girl a beautiful as me?”

I chuckled. Now I had her. “It just so happens,” I said casually, “that I am the smartest guy in the whole ninth grade.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Well, that’s something,” she allowed. “But how do I know it’s true?”

I chuckled some more. “Since the first grade I have got nothing but straight A’s. My mother saved all my report cards. I will bring them to you in the morning.”

“No,” she said, “that won’t prove you’re the smartest guy in the ninth grade. That will only prove you were the smartest guy in the first, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth grades. Who knows what will happen this year? Maybe you’ll go into a slump. Maybe somebody smarter will come along.”

“But—”

“No, Dobie, I can’t risk it. I must have a boy who is top right now, and all you’ve got is a potential.”

“Listen,” I said, starting to sweat, “wait till the marks come out. You’ll see how top I am.”

“This is September, Dobie. The marks won’t be out till January. I can’t wait that long for emotional security.”

“Alma—”

“Goodbye, Dobie,” she said and stood up and walked away and I got a look at her kneecaps which, while they were not on a par with Maybelle Elihu’s, were still in the upper ten per cent of kneecaps. Even more important, those beautiful kneecaps were attached to a pair of short legs, and for somebody in my height bracket that was a boon more precious than platinum. Suddenly my heart was heavy and my throat was so tight that I could not eat my lunch because I knew that unless I could have Alma Gristede for my own there was no joy in the world.

The next morning I brought my old report cards to school, but Alma wouldn’t even look at them. All day long I chased her, and all day long she brushed me off. But worse than that, guys kept flocking around her and I saw her interviewing them, one after another, and I knew she would soon make her choice and I would be cooked for good and all.

I guess I must of looked pretty miserable when I got home that night because Ma clutched me to her bosom and started screaming, “Dobie, what’s wrong?” but naturally I didn’t tell her anything because this is not the kind of thing you tell your mother. Besides, when you get involved in a conversation with Ma, the end is never in sight. I just pried myself loose and slunk up to my room and pressed my fevered brow against the cool windowpane.

Leaning there against the window, slack with misery, I noticed Nate Gahagan in his back yard next door shooting baskets, which he does every night of the year (he wears a miner’s cap for light) and suddenly I was hit with the greatest idea of my entire life. I opened my window, slid off the eaves, ran next door and grabbed Nate. “Nate, buddy,” I yelled, “I want you to do me a big favor. I want you to start going steady with Alma Gristede.”

“You got to be kidding,” said Nate.

“I know you don’t like girls and all,” I said, “but please do this for me. I want you to go steady with Alma so none of the other guys can grab her. It’s only till next January, because in January the marks come out and I will be top in the class like always, and then I will take Alma off your hands.”

“I don’t dig,” said Nate.

“Never mind,” I said. “Just do it, okay?”

“But I hate girls,” said Nate. “What I like is hockey and Greco-Roman wrestling and like that.”

“Nate, I am shocked,” I said, which I was. “Nate,” I said, “who is your best friend? Who showed you how to dial the telephone? Who was your catcher the day you pitched a no-hitter in Little League? Who taught you fire by friction? And who lets you copy their homework every night?”

“You,” said Nate.

“And now after all these years when I finally ask you a little favor, you tell me no. For shame, Nate!”

“Oh, all right, I’ll do it,” said Nate and we shook hands and the next morning he asked Alma to go steady, which of course she was thrilled to do as what girl wouldn’t be with the best athlete in the whole John Marshall even if his brainpower wasn’t everything a person could hope for?

And me, I just grinned and studied very hard so I would be sure to get the best marks in the class in January, and the time went by, not fast, not slow, and Christmas came and New Years and the first two weeks in January, and then it was exam week.

If I live to be a hundred—which is doubtful because I don’t think I’m going to make fifteen—I will never forget that first day of exam week. I came to school a happy, rosy-cheeked youth. I was ready for the tests; I was going to get Alma back; the world was my oyster. Whistling like a bird, I walked down the corridor to my homeroom. There, outside the door, stood Alma and Nate.

“Good morning,” I said cheerfully.

They didn’t answer. They didn’t look at me.

“What’s up?” I said, feeling a first tiny chill.

“Alma,” said Nate, “you go inside. I’ll tell him.”

“All right, Nate,” said Alma and went into the homeroom.

“Tell me what?” I said, licking my lips.

“Dobie,” said Nate, turning red and looking at the floor, “this is a pretty crummy thing to do, but I can’t help it.… Dobie, I’m not going to give Alma back to you, no matter how good your marks are.… Dobie, I’m going to keep her.”

“Huh?” I croaked.

“Yeah,” he mumbled, getting redder. “All of a sudden I dig girls. Anyhow, I dig Alma, and I can’t give her up.”

I stood there with my jaw hanging open.

“You can hit me with all your might in the stomach if you want to,” said Nate.

But I couldn’t hit him. I couldn’t talk, couldn’t think. All I could do was shamble into the room and flop at my desk, and when they put the exam in front of me, it might as well have been Egyptian hieroglyphics for all I understood it. And the same with all my other exams, and now you know how come I got all Fs on my midterm report card.

And so began the winter of my discontent. I wish I didn’t have such a good memory so I could blot out the whole horrid mess, but it stays with me, every loathsome detail. Ma was on my back all the time—screaming, clutching me to her bosom, frisking me for switchblades. But that wasn’t the worst; the worst was seeing Alma and Nate at school every day. When I watched them exchanging notes in class, holding hands in the corridor, blinking at each other in the cafeteria, such a sadness would come over me that I would often have to run into a broom closet and—I’ll admit it—weep.

And to rub more salt into my wounds, Nate Gahagan, who was already the best athlete in John Marshall, suddenly became the best athlete in the whole city! It was love which inspired him. He would come out on the basketball court and see Alma in the stands blowing kisses at him and his eyes would get all shiny and he would start shooting baskets from every angle of the floor—hook shots, push shots, set shots, jump shots, lay-ups—close, far, medium—and no matter how many guys they sent to guard him, he just couldn’t be stopped.

Well, naturally he got to be a bigger and bigger hero, and I got to be more and more miserable, and I was seriously thinking of chucking everything and taking holy orders, when all of a sudden, out of the blue, Fate stepped in and took a hand.

It was the night of the game between John Marshall and Daniel Webster. We beat them 74 to 21, and Nate alone scored—are you ready?—62 points! Can you believe it? Nate Gahagan in one game all by himself scored 62 points!

Well, sir, it was pandemonium! The stands were screaming and yelling like maniacs all through the game—everyone but me—and when the game was over, they gathered outside the locker room to wait for Nate and cheer him some more.

Nate took his shower and dressed and came outside grinning like an ape. A mighty roar went up and Nate doffed his cap and started walking over to Alma. But he never got to her. Maybelle Elihu, our drum majorette with the gorgeous kneecaps, suddenly came running out of the crowd and flung herself on Nate and said, “Nate, you are divine! I will give up all my other boys if you will go steady with me!”

Well, sir, that gave Nate pause, you may be sure! He stood there scratching his head for a while. Then he looked at Alma’s face and then he looked at Maybelle’s face. Then he looked at Alma’s kneecaps and then he looked at Maybelle’s kneecaps. Then he made the only possible decision a guy could make. “Okay, hey,” he said to Maybelle and gave her his arm and they walked off together into the night.

I’m kind of ashamed to say it, but for a minute I was glad. In fact, real glad. “Ha, ha! Serves you right!” I yelled and gave Alma a whack on the back.

Then I looked at Alma’s face—droopy and miserable—and I wasn’t glad any more. I was full of pity and tenderness, and I laid my hand gently on her shoulder and said, “Alma baby, I’m sorry. Let me help you pick up the shattered pieces of your life and together we will make a bright new tomorrow!”

“Oh, go away, you wretched, runty, nondescript boy!” snarled Alma, pounding my chest.

“Alma!” I cried.

“Go, go, go!” she hollered and spun on her heel and stormed away.

Well, if I was miserable before, now I was six times as miserable. Or maybe sixty times. Maybe even six hundred. All I know is nobody else has ever been this unhappy and lived to tell it.

I slunk around the streets, gnashing and moaning, till all hours of the night, and then I made the mistake of going home. Ma was in shock. She was positive I’d been out holding up gas stations, and she screamed and clutched and carried on like a wild thing, and if Pa hadn’t of come in and restrained her with a hammerlock, I never would of got to sleep.

The next day was Saturday and at ten A.M. the following people came into my bedroom: Mr. Lambretta, principal of John Marshall; Mr. Weitz, boys’ gym teacher of John Marshall; Officer Mulcahy, cop on the beat at John Marshall; Nate Gahagan; Ma; Pa. There was also my kid brother with both eyes and ears wide open, but he got pushed out of the bedroom and the door was closed in his eager face.

I sat up in bed. I rubbed my eyes. “Huh?” I said.

“Oh, Dobie!” screamed Ma, clutching me to her bosom. “Why did you do it?”

“Please, Mrs. Gillis,” said Officer Mulcahy. “I will do the investigation.”

Ma stepped back. Officer Mulcahy stepped forward. “Dobie, where were you last night?” he said.

“No place in particular,” I said. “Just walking around by myself.”

“You didn’t stop anywhere?” asked Officer Mulcahy. “Nobody saw you?”

“No,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Dobie,” said Mr. Weitz, the gym teacher, “last night, after the basketball game, somebody got into the locker room and opened Nate Gahagan’s locker and took out all his athletic equipment and hacked it to pieces.”

“Oh, Dobie, why did you do it?” screamed Ma.

“Now, Mrs. Gillis,” said Mr. Lambretta, the principal, “we are not accusing Dobie. He is not the only suspect.”

No, thought I, I am not the only suspect. There is another one and her name is Alma Gristede and she did it as sure as death and taxes. Nate took away her emotional security and she flipped her wig and snuck into the locker room and hacked up his athletic equipment. It was clear as crystal. It was beyond a doubt.

“Mr. Lambretta,” I said, “have you talked to the other suspect yet?”

“Not yet,” he said.

I nodded. I knew now what I had to do. I would confess to the crime. I would shield the woman I loved. And Alma would know I was lying to protect her, and her heart would be chock-full of love and gratitude and shame, and she would know that I was a top guy, and she would be mine, mine, mine!

“Officer Mulcahy,” I said, “you don’t have to look any further. I did the deed.”

Ma slammed a headlock on me. “Why, baby, why?” she screamed.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess because I’m full of ferment and torment.”

Ma dropped me and clutched Pa to her bosom. “Oh, Herbert,” she screamed, “we must do something! We must take steps!”

Officer Mulcahy turned to Nate. “Do you want to press charges?”

“Heck, no,” said Nate. “I was mean and rotten to Dobie and I’m glad he got even.”

“Well, it’s no longer a police matter,” said Officer Mulcahy.

“But it’s still a school matter,” said Mr. Lambretta. “Dobie, be in my office at eight-thirty Monday.”

Then they all left except Ma and Pa. Ma paced like a tiger and screamed like an eagle, but I didn’t pay too much attention because I was thinking about Alma. I knew the news would get to her soon, and then I knew she would call me, and sure enough she did. Promptly at noon the phone rang.

“Dobie,” she said in a strange, small voice, “when can I see you?”

“I’ll be right over,” I said and ran like the wind to her house.

“Dobie,” she said, big tears standing in her big eyes, “what you did was the finest thing I ever heard of in my whole life, and if you will have me, I am yours.”

“Alma, I will have you,” I said and kissed her beautiful face.

Well, I suppose you’re thinking this grim and grisly story has a happy ending after all. Well, you are wrong by a country mile. Ahead lays tragedy. I mean real tragedy. I mean all the disasters I have told you about so far are like summer showers compared to the calamity which hit me next. I mean in case you think I am exaggerating my troubles and you don’t really believe there is a curse on me, just read on, that’s all.

My tragedy happened the very same night. I spent all Saturday afternoon with Alma, nuzzling and smooching and like that, and when I got home I was a serene and fulfilled man. But the minute I walked into the house I knew something was amiss. I looked around. Then I saw what it was: Pa was not in his contour chair. He was standing up. Ma was standing up too, but she was standing behind Pa, which is not where you usually find her. Also my kid brother was quiet, a condition which is not normal to my kid brother, or anybody else’s, either.

“Hello, Dobie,” said my father. This was maybe the second or third time he ever spoke to me.

“Hello, Pa,” I said, looking around warily.

There was a silence of three or four minutes, and then Ma poked Pa in the back and then he spoke. “Dobie,” he said, “your mother and I have been discussing your case, and we have come to a conclusion, so please do not argue because your mother has made up our mind.”

“Yes?” I said, getting scareder by the second, knowing in my bones that I was not put on this earth to be happy. And I was right because here is what Pa said. I quote:

“Dobie,” he said, “you are a member of the shook-up generation, as evidenced by your last report card and your vandalism in the locker of Nate Gahagan. Therefore, for your sake and the safety of society, your mother and I have decided to send you away to a military academy, so you will kindly go upstairs and start packing because you leave first thing in the morning.”

I looked at Pa and I looked at Ma behind him, and I knew argument was no use, so I gave one loud, hoarse animal cry and went upstairs and packed and today I am at a military academy on the banks of the Monongahela, three hundred miles from Alma Gristede.

Life is barren and I would have hurled myself into the Monongahela long ago, but one slim hope sustains me. There is a bridge near the school that is getting rickety and I cling to the slender possibility that maybe the town will decide to build a new bridge and maybe they will call Alma Gristede’s father to build it and maybe she will be mine again.

But, like I say, it’s a small, small chance, and I better not depend on it. What I better do is get good marks, so I can get lots of off-duty time and buy a sledge hammer and start hacking away at the supports of the bridge. I mean, the Lord helps those who help themself.


CHAPTER THREE

PUBERTY IS HERE TO STAY

by Dobie Gillis, aged 15

Puberty is when boys start turning into men and girls start turning into women, and if you want to know the truth, I don’t understand it at all.

I understand all right about the changes that happen to your body. My father explained that to me very carefully on one of our Palship Walks. He explains everything to me very carefully once I can get him to talk. I mean I can go up to him any time and ask him about internal combustion engines or the solar system or all kinds of scam like that, and he’ll always come up with the answer. He’s a very generous man with information; it’s money that he’s stingy and loathsome with.

I know these are hard words to say about your father, but what else can you say about a man who thinks you can get along on a dollar a week? I often point out to him that this insane stinginess mars an otherwise darling character, but he only snarls and says, “I am not going to raise your allowance. If Red Knees Baker can get along on a dollar a week, so can you.”

Red Knees Baker is the girl next door. When I came home from the military academy—(Ma took me out after one semester; she couldn’t stand it without somebody around the house whose back she could get on. Of course, she had my kid brother Dan and my father, but that wasn’t very satisfactory because Dan just kind of vagues off when Ma starts riding him and Pa gets into the contour chair and glazes up or, when it gets too tough, he goes down to the hospital and makes rounds, even when he has to wake up his patients to do it)—well, like I was saying, when I got home from the military academy, I found a family named Baker living next door. The sea gulls had finally driven Nate Gahagan’s folk kooky and they moved out and these Bakers moved in with their daughter, if you could call her that, named Red Knees.

Her real name is Alice, but to me she is Red Knees because I have never seen her without a scab on her knees. Usually they are actively bleeding. She is definitely not the right person to compare me with, and I say so to my father. “Sir,” I say, “in the first place Red Knees is only thirteen and I am fifteen. In the second place, Red Knees does not get along on a dollar a week. She gets most of my allowance too.”

Which is true. Red Knees has got a very massive brain. Although she is only thirteen years old, she is already in my grade at school. What’s more, she knows practically everything there is to know. I mean she knows algebra and plane geometry and the subjunctive mood and the passive voice and the names of state capitals and the kings of England and all kinds of scam like that. I’m always going next door to ask her questions about my homework, because since having girls on my mind I don’t like to clutter it up with facts, and anyhow I have discovered there is no sex appeal in an A average—except maybe to your mother. Well, Red Knees is always ready with the answers—for a price. This girl wouldn’t give you the time of day for nothing. She charges a nickel to find a square root, seven cents to parse a sentence, and a dime to tell you where the Orinoco River is. Sometimes when you’re really in trouble—like who fought in the Hundred Years War—she sticks you for seventy or eighty cents. Red Knees is one of the genuinely greedy women of our generation.

I argue with her. “Red Knees,” I say, “we have been friends ever since you moved into that sea gull refreshment stand. Why do you keep gouging me?”

And she says, “Because I need the money.”

And I say, “What for?”

And she says, “To buy things.”

And I say, “What things?”

And she says, “Girl things.”

And I say, “Like what?”

And she says, “Like black lace underwear.”

And I say, “You can’t wear black lace underwear. Your mother will kill you.”

And she says, “I know it. But some day I will be allowed to wear black lace underwear, and when that day comes, buster, I mean to be ready!”

Well, black lace underwear is not the whole story. I mean this monster has been cutting my throat for several semesters now, and even if she’s gone and bought a whole store full of black lace underwear, she’s still got about a million dollars left. But she won’t lend me a penny of it. I keep asking her, but she keeps saying no. She says I’ll never pay her back, which is true. I figure anything I can squeeze out of her is rightfully mine anyway.

I hate Red Knees like poison, but I’ll tell you a funny thing: sometimes I kind of like her. I mean sometimes I can’t help it, she’s so cuckoo. She’s got the biggest braces on her teeth of any girl I ever saw, and her hair is a million laughs because she keeps cutting it with a nail clippers. Sometimes when I look at that comical hair and the braces and the red knees which she keeps skinning because she is always running and falling down, I can’t help myself, I just have to bust out laughing. This gets her pretty sore, and she calls me a moron and hits me over the head, which I let her do for a little while and then I grab her and hug her to calm her down. That’s the only time Red Knees is really quiet—when I am hugging her.

Well, enough talk about Red Knees. What I started to tell you about was puberty, which is a subject that does not concern Red Knees because if she is having any puberty, it sure is not visible to the naked eye.

I was saying that I don’t understand puberty. I understand all right about the changes that happen in the body. Some of them are pretty unlikely, but just the same, I understand them. What I don’t understand is the changes that happen in the mind. I mean the mind of girls, not boys. What happens in the mind of boys is very simple: they start thinking about girls all the time. But what do girls think about? What strange, mysterious, evil thing happens that makes them so goofy? Why can you never tell what they’re going to do next?

I’ll give you a perfect example: Tuckie Webb. Last spring at John Marshall Junior High, after my reprieve from military academy, Tuckie and I had a romance that warmed the heart of the entire school. I mean Alma Gristede had been just a feeble flicker by comparison. Every time we walked down the hall holding hands everybody would smile and say, “Here comes Tuckie and Dobie walking down the hall holding hands.” Even Mr. Knabe, the tin shop teacher, would say it, and he hated me like poison because I once used up fourteen feet of sheet brass trying to make a charm for Tuckie’s charm bracelet.

Tuckie and I were together all the time. We came to school together every morning. We went to classes together. After school we got on our bikes and went to the Sweet Shoppe together for a lime Coke, Dutch treat. Every Wednesday night we went to the early show at the Bijou, Dutch treat, and Friday night we went to the late show at the Bijou, Dutch treat. Saturday mornings I picked her up at ten and we played tennis, or went to the beach. Saturday night there was always a party at one of the kids’ houses, and we ate little tiny sandwiches and looked at television and kissed each other. Tuckie only let me kiss her on Saturday night, which was all right with me because kissing really takes it out of a guy.

All this was last spring. On June 17 we graduated from John Marshall, which was the next-to-the-last time I kissed Tuckie. The last time was Saturday, our regular kissing night. I tried to kiss her Sunday morning at the station too but her father kept giving me hostile looks. Her whole family was down at the station to put her on the train to New Hampshire where she was going to spend the summer as counselor at a girls’ camp.

Myself, I don’t go to camp. I hate greenery. I think trees are nowhere, and grass is about as dull as it can get. To tell you the honest truth, I wouldn’t mind if the whole world was paved.

But Tuckie likes that kind of scam, so she went up to New Hampshire and spent the summer pulling little girls out of poison ivy, and I just stayed home and laid around all summer carving my initials in things. At night I would usually go next door and chew the fat with Red Knees Baker. Red Knees’ parents leave her home alone nearly every night because they have to go out on business. They’re interior decorators. They’ve got this spooky antique shop on the Post Road, all made out of cruddy old barn siding, and they get about four million dollars apiece for brass door knockers and wooden fire-screens and hobnail glasses and all kinds of Early American scam like that. At night they go over to people’s houses to advise them on decoration. What they do, they come into your house and look over your furniture and keep giving you a kind of pitying smile and shaking their heads and clicking their tongues. Pretty soon they get you so shaky that you can hardly wait to run down to their store and stock up on brass door knockers.

While her mother and father go out sneering at people’s furniture, Red Knees stays home alone, and I’ll tell you something you won’t believe: she’s scared. Wouldn’t that snow you? This girl who knows where the Orinoco River is, who’s got more money than Fort Knox, who won’t let man or nature stand in her way when she makes up her mind to go after something—this tiger is afraid to stay home alone at night. On the nights last summer when I couldn’t go over and keep her company, she would barricade the doors and crouch all night behind the sofa.

Well, naturally, I came over as often as I could. I hate to think of any girl crouching behind a sofa all night. And, besides, I didn’t have too bad a time. We played a lot of Scrabble, at which she would always beat me, but on the other hand, I was six times as good as she was at darts and smoking. Her folks would get home about ten, and we’d all go into the kitchen and take out some cottage cheese and Sally Lunn bread and have Early American Sandwiches.

So it wasn’t too bad—for a fill-in, that is. Naturally, I didn’t intend to make this a steady thing. I mean spending my evenings with Red Knees. It was only a way to kill time till Tuckie got back from camp. Then, thought I, we would pick up right where we left off—the star-crossed lovers of John Marshall Junior High. Only we wouldn’t be at John Marshall any more; in fall we were going up to Central High School. But that wouldn’t make any difference, I felt sure, because our love, Tuckie’s and mine, was deep and strong and abiding and would easily survive the journey from John Marshall to Central.

Hah! That’s all I knew about it.

Tuckie came home from camp the day after Labor Day, and I was down at the station to meet her. She got off the train looking absolutely smashing. She was tanned and bright-eyed and much rounder than when she left. Obviously she’d had a lot more puberty during the summer.

My heart gave a big leap when I saw her, and I yelled, “Tuckie! Tuckie!” and went running over to her, all ready to give her about four hundred kisses. Then I stopped dead in my tracks because Tuckie was not getting off the train alone. She was getting off with Murder McIntyre.

Murder McIntyre is this monstrous kid who lives over on Ashland Avenue. He is seventeen years old, weighs about six hundred pounds, stands at least nine feet tall, has hands like a pair of clam rakes, and a forehead so small that you can’t get the edge of a ruler between his eyebrows and his hairline. And here he was walking out of the train with Tuckie, carrying both of their suitcases in one hand.

“Oh, hello, Dobie,” said Tuckie to me—casual-like, as though I’d just left her fifteen minutes ago. “You know Murder McIntyre, of course.”

I knew him all right; he was practically a tourist attraction in our neighborhood. “Hello,” I said.

“Hiya,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze that I can still feel in damp weather.

“Murder was counselor this summer at a boys’ camp right next to mine,” said Tuckie. “Weren’t you, Murder?”

He nodded his big bulbous head.

“Did you know,” said Tuckie to me, “that Murder set the New Hampshire state speed record for eighteen-foot canoes this summer?”

“No, I didn’t,” I said truthfully.

“Well, thank you very much for helping me with my luggage, Murder,” said Tuckie, smiling up at him tenderly. “And thanks for all those dreamy nights on Lake Widgiwagam.”

“Duh,” said Murder. Conversation is not his long suit.

“When will I see you again?” asked Tuckie.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Coach says we got to go in training right away.” That was the longest speech I ever heard him make.

“Call me,” said Tuckie and leaped up and kissed him on the cheek. He grunted with pleasure several times and then turned red and ran all the way home—a distance of four and a half miles.

Well, sir, I won’t pretend that I wasn’t concerned about Murder McIntyre. Lumpy and retarded as he was, he’d still had a whole summer alone with Tuckie, and that was something I couldn’t shrug off. But just the same, I wasn’t in any panic. I figured that as soon as Tuckie and I got back into our old routine, I’d blot out the whole ugly memory of Murder McIntyre.

Hah! That’s all I knew about it.

Our old routine was something that Tuckie wanted no more part of, which I learned on the very first day of school. After classes I took Tuckie, the way I used to, to the Sweet Shoppe for a lime Coke. The man brought our lime Cokes and I put down my dime, but Tuckie didn’t make a move toward her purse. “Tuckie,” I said, “the man is waiting to be paid.”

“So pay him,” said Tuckie.

“But we always go Dutch treat,” said I, which we did.

“Look,” said she. “Did you or did you not ask me out on a date?”

“Yes,” I said.

“So pay the man,” said she. “That’s what you do on dates—buy things for girls.”

“You mean,” I said, my heart sinking, “there’ll be no more Dutch treat for us?”

“Certainly not,” she answered. “In the first place, it isn’t done in our set. That’s junior high school stuff. In the second place, I need my money.”

“For what?”

“For lipsticks and pancake and nail polish and barrettes and nylons.”

“And black lace underwear?”

“Well, if you must know,” said Tuckie, “yes.”

I heaved a great sigh. An era was ending; things would never be the same again. Still, I was not in despair. It would not be easy, but I felt sure that somehow, somewhere, I would raised enough money to finance the wooing of Tuckie Webb.

Hah! That’s all I knew about it.

I did manage to scrape up enough to take Tuckie to the movies on Wednesday night. By clutching my cruel father around the knees and weeping piteously, I finally persuaded him to let me have two weeks’ allowance in advance. Rich and happy, I rushed to Tuckie—to heap upon her such expensive pleasures that at the evening’s end she would be mine forever and ever.

The trouble began immediately. “Where are we going?” asked Tuckie as I pedaled up to her porch.

“To the Bijou,” I replied. “Where else?”

“I don’t want to go to the Bijou,” she said. “I want to go to the Rivoli.”

“Whatever for?” I gasped. “The Bijou is three blocks from here; the Rivoli is way downtown. The Bijou costs thirty-five cents; the Rivoli costs sixty.”

“Because,” answered Tuckie, “I do not wish to see Roy Rogers in The Scourge of the Mesa. I wish to see Montgomery Clift in The Gentle Passion of Roger Mayhew.”

“But it will come to the Bijou in a few months,” I pointed out.

“I want to see it now!” said Tuckie.

“All right,” I sighed. “Get your bike and let’s go.”

“A girl does not go to see Montgomery Clift on a bicycle,” she declared.

“Streetcar?” said I.

“Oh, I suppose so,” she answered crossly. “Why don’t you ask your father to buy you a car?”

That kept me laughing all the way downtown in the streetcar—fare, fifteen cents apiece—and then we went to the movie—tickets, sixty cents apiece. At the movies Tuckie had a candy bar for six cents, and I weighed myself four times with the change.

I had forty cents left in my pocket when we came out of the movie, of which thirty cents was needed for carfare. “Look!” cried Tuckie. “There’s the Yum-Yum Sweet and Soda Shop right across the street. All the gay Central High crowd goes there!”

“Gee, I don’t know, Tuckie,” I said doubtfully, but she wasn’t listening. She was propelling me across the street and into the glittering spa. The place was jampacked with heirs and heiresses consuming costly dishes. “No booths,” said I, much relieved.

“Here’s one,” said Tuckie and shoved me in it. “Ah,” she said, examining the list on the jukebox selector in our booth. “Here’s Rosemary Clooney singing ‘The Maladjusted Mambo.’ Give me a nickel.”

“Tuckie—” said I.

“Quickly,” said she.

I gave her a nickel. That left thirty-five cents, of which thirty cents had to go for carfare. What, I wondered, could I do with the extra nickel? My question was soon answered; Tuckie wanted to play “The Maladjusted Mambo” again.

A waiter came over. “Oh, I’m simply famished!” cried Tuckie, snatching a menu. “What should we have, Dobie?”

“Here is our choice,” said I. “We can have a modest snack and walk home, or nothing and ride.”

“Well, I never!” she said hotly, and she would have said a lot more, only at this moment, Murder McIntyre’s pointy head came peeping over the back of the booth.

“Hiya,” he said.

“Why, Murder!” said she, batting her eyes like a madwoman.

“Who you with?” said he.

“Nobody really,” said she, and then he reached over and plucked her out of the booth and that’s the last I saw of her that evening.

I walked home instead of taking the streetcar; I wanted to save my thirty cents to buy a gun and kill her. But by the time I got home I wasn’t sore any more—just feeling miserable and left out and unwanted.

I didn’t feel much like sleeping; instead I went next door to see if Red Knees was still up. I peeked in the window. She was cowering behind the sofa, so I knew her folks had left her home alone again. “It’s me,” I called, and she let me in.

“Oh, thank goodness!” she cried, grabbing me. “I’ve been so scared tonight. Strange noises all over the house.”

“You mean besides the sea gulls?” I said. “Probably burglars. They must have heard about all the money you’ve got hidden.”

She whacked me over the head. “Don’t you joke about that,” she said angrily. “You know how scared I am to be home alone.”

“All right,” I said, “but don’t you whack me any more. I had enough lumps tonight.” I told her all about Tuckie. “That rotten gold digger,” I said, concluding my remarks.

“No,” said Red Knees.

“No what?”

“She’s not a gold digger. She’s just too old for you.”

“Are you nuts?” I said. “She happens to be exactly my age. In fact, three weeks younger.”

“That’s just the point,” said Red Knees. “She’s too old for you.”

“I don’t dig.”

“Listen,” she said. “There’s something called puberty—”

“Don’t you mention that loathsome custom to me,” I said with a rush of feeling.

“All right, let’s call it maturity—emotional maturity.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means that girls mature earlier than boys. Tuckie is a woman—or almost, anyhow. You’re still a boy. You’ve got nothing in common any more.”

“Aaah!” said I.

“No, really, Dobie. It’s a scientific fact. Girls reach emotional maturity about two years ahead of boys. That’s why they prefer older men; they have more in common with them.”

“Aaah!” said I.

“What you need is a girl at your own emotional level. In other words, a girl two years younger than you.… Like me, for instance,” she said, climbing into my lap.

“You are a beast,” I said, dumping her, “and if you don’t stop pawing me, I will go away and leave you all alone.”

“All right,” she said. “But don’t forget what I told you.”

Which I didn’t. In the weeks that followed I often wondered if Red Knees hadn’t been right about Tuckie. I couldn’t make any headway at all with her. She just kept running around with Murder McIntyre and paying me no mind, even when I tripped her in the hall. Once I came to her with eight dollars in my hand which I had wormed out of my stingy father by threatening to get all Fs again. “Look, Tuckie,” I said, “let us go out and spend all these riches in one evening of mad abandon.”

“No, thank you,” she said politely and went off clutching Murder McIntyre’s bulging arm.

“You see?” said Red Knees, who is always skulking around watching me. “What’d I tell you? She’s no gold digger. She’s just too old for you.”

At this point it looked like Red Knees was right, which made me so depressed that I went out and spent the eight dollars on a new klaxon horn for my bike to cheer myself up.

But then the very next day I knew Red Knees was wrong. Because Tuckie came up to me in the cafeteria and said, “Dobie, would you like to take me on the Moonlight Excursion?”

Well, sir, I thought my eyeballs were going to pop right out of my head. Do you know what the Moonlight Excursion is? Only the most important social affair of the entire Central High School year, that’s all. I mean when you take a girl on the Moonlight Excursion, you’re practically telling the world that you’re going steady. I mean that’s how important it is.

The way it works, there’s this old side-wheeler steamboat. It’s all painted up nice and the decks are decorated with Japanese lanterns and all kinds of scam like that, and they get two orchestras so that anywhere you go on the ship there’s music and dancing. You take a three-hour cruise down the river, sailing along the shore so you can see the lights, and then you cruise back again. And all the time you’re dancing and eating refreshments. Also smooching when you can get away from the chaperons.

The chaperons are teachers and they watch you like a bunch of hawks. In fact, they keep an eye on you even before the Moonlight Excursion; nobody can go who’s fallen below a C average in his studies. But it’s such a terrific affair that everybody studies like a maniac so they can be eligible.

Well, sir, when Tuckie asked me to take her, I knew that Red Knees was full of hot air about that emotional maturity scam. Sure, things had been bad for a while between me and Tuckie, but it was all fixed now. Otherwise why would she ask me to take her to this terrific affair? “You bet your pretty neck, I’ll take you,” I told Tuckie, and gave her a big pinch and ran home to shine my shoes although the Moonlight Excursion was more than a week away.

While shining my shoes a dark thought occurred to me; the usual dark thought: money. Tickets to the Moonlight Excursion were one dollar and twenty-five cents apiece. That made two dollars and fifty cents. Then there was a corsage for Tuckie—another three dollars. Then there was Sen-Sen, ten cents. I would need about six dollars, counting tips and miscellaneous.

And where would I get six dollars? Not from my father—not after just squeezing eight dollars out of him the day before. And not from my mother either. And not from my kid brother who uses his full allowance to buy six ice-cream bars at the school cafeteria every day at lunch. There was only one place in the world for me to get six dollars—Red Knees.

But she would never lend it to me—especially not to take Tuckie to the Moonlight Excursion. How, then, could I separate six dollars from Red Knees? I thought and I thought and then I came up with one of the vilest schemes the mind of man has ever devised. Believe me I wouldn’t have pulled it on anybody but a skunk like Red Knees.

I went over to her house that night where she was sitting, as usual, alone and scared while the sea gulls bombarded her house with clam shells. “Hiya, Red Knees,” I said. “Read the paper tonight?”

“No. What’s in it?”

“Bit of crime wave. Burglars, robbers, and prowlers all over the city. It’s terrible.”

“Crikey!” she breathed and clutched my arm.

“Well, so long, Red Knees,” I said, starting away.

She held on. “Where you going?” she asked.

“Oh, just out.”

“Stay with me, Dobie. Please stay,” she begged.

I sprung my trap. “For how much?” I said.

“Huh?”

“If I’m going to be a sitter for you,” I said, “I want to be paid like a sitter.”

“Why, this is highway robbery!” she yelled.

“Yeah?” I yelled right back. “And what have you been doing to me all these years? How about the time you charged a dime apiece to tell me the provinces of Canada? How about the forty cents for the Pythagorean theorem? How about—”

“How much do you want to sit?” she interrupted.

“The regular baby sitter’s rate—seventy-five cents an hour.”

“Never!”

“All right, fifty cents. But that’s my final price.”

“Never!”

“Good night, Red Knees.” I started out.

“All right, you win. But—” she swore a mighty oath—“I’ll get you for this!”

For three nights she sat and glared at me, which made me feel like an even bigger louse than I was. I kept telling myself that I was only getting some of my own back, but it didn’t do any good. That Red Knees is so scrawny and helpless-looking that half the time I feel like crying when I see her. The other half the time I feel like laughing. Any way you look at her, she’s a mess.

After three nights I decided I couldn’t charge Red Knees any more. Anyhow, I already had six dollars and fifty cents. I bought the tickets for the Moonlight Excursion and ordered a corsage and got a pair of garters so my sox wouldn’t drag while I was dancing, and I went over to Red Knees’ house. I could see her folks were away; their car was gone. The house was locked and all the blinds were drawn right down to the bottom. I rang.

After a minute the door opened just a crack and Red Knees peeked out. “What do you want?” she said.

“I want to sit with you,” I said.

“No, thanks.”

“But this is for free.”

“No, thanks.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Red Knees,” I said. “You know you’re scared to be alone.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” said she. “What makes you think I’m alone?”

“Who’s in there?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she said and slammed the door in my face.

I went home feeling pretty upset. Not jealous, mind you. Just upset. I mean the thought of being jealous about Red Knees, who I hate like poison, is too ridiculous even to think about. But I was pretty upset.

I was even more upset the next night and the night after that when the same thing happened. I climbed way up on the trellis and peeked in every window to see who was sitting with Red Knees, but the blinds were pulled tight. And she’d never tell me who was with her either. It was pretty upsetting.

But I soon stopped brooding about it. I mean, I had other things on my mind. The Moonlight Excursion was on Friday night, and by then I had to make my cowlick stay down and stop biting my nails.

At five o’clock Friday afternoon the phone rang. It was Tuckie. “I’m very sorry, Dobie,” she said, “but I can’t go on the Moonlight Excursion with you tonight. I have just come down with a dread virus.”

“You looked all right at school this afternoon,” I said, which she did.

“This just came on,” she said. “It’s one of those terrible twelve-hour things.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling about as miserable as a man gets. “Well, drink plenty of water. That’ll flush out your system.”

“I will. ’Bye.”

“’Bye,” I said and dragged my gloomy bones over to Red Knees’, where I usually go when I am low in my mind. “Tough,” she said, when I had told her the whole dreary story. “But why don’t you take me to the Moonlight Excursion?”

“Hah!” I replied.

“Why not?”

“Because,” said I, “you are thirteen years old and a beast into the bargain.”

“Is that so?” she said. “You wait right here.”

Then she ran upstairs and came down in a few minutes in the first long dress I had ever seen her wear. I won’t say she looked good, but at least she had her scabby knees covered, and the dress had lots of ribbons and tassels and scam like that which was very fetching. Also she seemed to be sticking out just a trifle in the front which I had never noticed before.

“And look here,” she said. “They come off next week.” The braces, she meant. She pulled them off and showed me her teeth, and I’m bound to admit that you’d go a long way to find straighter teeth.

“Oh, all right,” I said and took her on the Moonlight Excursion.

About ten minutes after we sailed, I was dancing with Red Knees and not having too much fun because she likes to lead, when all of a sudden across the dance floor, I spotted Tuckie in the arms of Murder McIntyre. I gave a full-throated cry and clenched up my fists and went shooting across the floor.

Red Knees stopped me. “Where are you going?” she asked.

“I am going,” I said, “to take that rotten Tuckie and throw her overboard.”

“You are not!” declared Red Knees, putting herself right smack in front of me. “You are not going to make a fool of yourself because I won’t let you. I respect you too much. You are the sweetest darlingest boy in the United States and much too good for old Tuckie.”

“Me?” said I, looking at her askance.

“You! I love you and I mean to have you so you might as well quit fighting because I am ten times as smart as you and will outwit you at every turn.… And besides I am the right age for you and next year I will have my puberty and you will have more money because even a psychopathic miser like your father will have to agree that a boy of sixteen can’t get along on a dollar a week. So come and drink a glass of punch and hold my hand and forget about old Tuckie.”

So I went and had a glass of punch and held her hand and looked at her face in the moonlight and thought, “She is a beast all right, but she is less of a beast every year. Maybe I will go along with her.”

Then I had another thought and dropped Red Knees’ hand like it was burning. “Red Knees,” I said, “you are the most treacherous girl I ever knew.”

“What do you mean?” said Red Knees.

“I just figured it out,” I said. “In order to go on the Moonlight Excursion you have to have a C average. True?”

“True.”

“Murder McIntyre is the dumbest kid in Central High School. Maybe on the North American continent. True?”

“True.”

“He didn’t have a C average. So Tuckie couldn’t go on the Moonlight Excursion with him. So she chose me as a consolation prize. True?”

“True.”

“So somebody must have tutored Murder McIntyre, worked on him till he got his average up to a C. And then he was eligible and Tuckie dumped me and came with him. True?”

“True.”

“Red Knees,” I said, “these last few nights—the nights when you wouldn’t let me into your house—who was sitting you?”

Red Knees grinned up at me.

“Red Knees,” I said, “if you got to grin at me, be good enough to take off your braces.”

Which she did. Then I grinned back. Then I gave her a smooch, which was pretty good. Not great, you understand. But pretty good.


CHAPTER FOUR

I LOVE R. G. SPENCER

by Dobie Gillis, aged 15½

My new girl’s real name is Helen Spencer, but I call her R.G. That stands for Rotten Girl, which is exactly what she is. She’s the rottenest girl in town, and I’m here to tell you that if there’s one thing I know about, it’s girls. I’ve been going with girls for more than six years which maybe doesn’t seem very long to you, but it’s pretty long when you only happen to be fifteen and a half years old, which is what I only happen to be.

When I first started going with girls, the guys in the gang called me a sissy and a pantywaist and like that, but I’m here to tell you they’re singing a different tune now. Why, my best friend, Nate Gahagan, who only started on girls with Alma Gristede when he used to live next door to me, this Nate came up to me the other day and he said, “Dobie, I’m here to tell you that if I’d of known girls were so great, I’d of started taking them out when you did.”

Well, that’s a proven fact—girls are great. I keep telling my brother Dan—he’s ten—that he ought to start taking them out. “Dan,” I keep telling him, “you don’t know what you’re missing. Girls are the end—the living end!” But Dan won’t pay any attention to me. He just keeps hanging around the gym all the time.

Not that I have anything against the gym. In fact, I’m all in favor of athletics and calisthenics and like that. I happen to have a very good built myself. I mean it’s kind of a short built, but a good one. I keep in shape with hand grips which develop the flexor muscles, and dumbbells which develop the biceps and triceps, and a set of 75-pound bar-bells which develop the trapezius muscle and the latissimus dorsi muscle and the pectoralis major muscle. The bar-bells also develop the muscles of your leg. I don’t know their names.

But to get back to girls, I’m here to tell you that there isn’t much I don’t know about them. I’m not trying to make out I’m a big operator or like that; I’m just telling you a proven fact. I know all about girls because I learned it the hard way. I made every mistake in the book, as you can see from having read thus far in this one. You should of seen some of the weird girls I used to take out. Talk about weird—wow! You should of seen the first one I ever took out. She was the weirdest one of all. Edna her name was, and she had some kind of mysterious scalp condition. They had to shave all her hair off and she used to come to school with a whole bunch of gauze wound around her head. One day one of the guys, he saw that the end of the gauze was kind of loose, so he gave it a yank and the whole thing came off. Boy, when I saw that naked skull, I flipped! I thought it was the living end! I started going with Edna that very same day, and I went with her till her hair grew back in.

Don’t ask me to explain it. I still don’t understand it myself. Sometimes I talk to my father about it. Since he’s a doctor he’s got to have a certain minimum intelligence, but he doesn’t understand it either. Neither does my mother, but of course she isn’t very smart. I don’t mean she’s an idiot or like that, but nobody goes around mistaking her for Einstein either. Don’t misunderstand me. I’m very fond of her. In fact, I love her. She’s a very kindly woman, even when she’s screaming at me, she always dresses herself neat, she can run an outboard motor, and she has many other qualities. But all the same, even when you’re attached to somebody, you don’t necessarily have to think they’re brilliant.

But to get back to girls, there were plenty of other weirdies after the bald-headed one. There was one in the lunchroom that always brought sandwiches with the crusts cut off. She was as ugly as a pan of worms, but when I saw those sandwiches with the crusts cut off, boy, I flipped! Then there was another one in penmanship class that couldn’t make a capital Q. She just couldn’t do it. The teacher spent months trying to teach her how, but she just couldn’t get it through her head. Boy, I thought she was the living end! So you can see how Red Knees Baker with her bleeding scabs had to be for me. She was in the grand tradition.

There was a lot more but I can’t remember them now. One of them smoked paper—not cigarettes, but just a piece of paper, like a page of a magazine or like that. She’d roll it up tight and light it and it would kind of smolder and she’d smoke it. I bet she smoked twenty pieces of paper a day. Then there was one that ate the sticks in popsicles. I mean she wouldn’t just eat her own stick, she’d eat yours too.

Well, that’s all I can think of now, but there were plenty more. Anyhow, you get the idea. You can tell by now that I made every mistake in the book. But all the same, I was learning. Every year I got to know more and more what to look for in a girl, and after a while I knew exactly what kind of girl I wanted. Then I found her—R.G. Spencer, the rottenest girl in town.

It’s a funny thing about R.G. Spencer. She’s been living next door to me for almost a year—the Spencers moved in after the sea gulls finally chased away Red Knees Baker and her family. (I think there’s some pigeons mixed up with those gulls—carrier pigeons or maybe stool pigeons—because the word is sure traveling about that flat roof. I mean lately there’s been gulls bringing their clams from all over North America. In fact, Mr. Nankivell picked out a gull specimen the other day which had never been seen south of Greenland before. Mr. Nankivell, I should explain, is the president of the Bird Watchers’ Society. There’s twenty-six members, all about a hundred years old, and what they do is they put on knickers and pack a box of graham crackers and come and sit on the Spencers’ lawn every day when the gulls do their dive-bombing.)

But to get back to R.G. Spencer—she’s been living next door to me for almost a year, but until a little while ago, I hardly even noticed her. It’s like my mother says—you never notice what’s right under your nose. My mother isn’t too bright but every now and then she gets off a good one.

R.G. is a real beauty. I mean when it comes to looks, she’s the living end! The only thing wrong with her, her eyes are kind of small. I don’t mean they’re tiny or like that. I just mean they’re not as big as some peoples’ eyes. As far as I’m concerned, I don’t hardly notice them. Anyhow, she’s only fourteen and her eyeballs are bound to get bigger.

She’s got a young sister Clarissa, age of ten, also with small eyeballs. Clarissa’s going to be a beauty too. I keep telling my brother Dan—he’s ten—to get next to Clarissa but he won’t listen to me. I wish I could get it through that kid’s head what he’s missing.

R.G.’s father is in the hardware game. He’s not a bad guy and I guess R.G.’s mother isn’t really bad either, but I’ll tell you the truth—I wouldn’t give you twenty-seven cents for her. She’s always putting on the dog—saying bahth and cahn’t and dahnce and like that, and when they have company she gets a maid and candles and all that kind of jazz. You’d think she has solid gold kidneys or something, the way she dogs it all the time. But all the same, she’s not a bad woman. I mean she’s not rotten like R.G.

I better start at the beginning. I told you R.G. was my next-door neighbor. But I never really noticed her until this one night when I was sitting on the front porch with my family—we sit on the front porch quite a bit—I looked next door and there was R.G. sitting on her front porch with her family—they sit on their front porch quite a bit too.

No, that’s not quite right. R.G. wasn’t sitting on her porch when I first looked over there. She came out later. First there was only her father and mother and her little sister Clarissa. She’s ten.

Over on our porch there was my father and mother and my brother Dan and me. Dan was pestering me like he always does to let him lift my bar-bells, which I won’t because he is only ten. My father—he’s a doctor—told me Dan was too little for my bar-bells, but I knew it anyhow. You have to have a good built like mine to lift 75-pound bar-bells.

But that Dan, you can’t tell him anything. “Aw, come on, Dobie,” he kept saying.

“No,” I said.

“Aw, come on, Dobie,” he said.

“No,” I said.

Then all of a sudden Mrs. Spencer, R.G.’s mother, called over and said, “Dan, why don’t you take Clarissa down to the Sweet Shoppe for ice cream? I’ll treat.”

Well, Dan looked up like he couldn’t believe his ears, and me too, because Mrs. Spencer liked Dan about as much as she liked a case of shingles. She’d been browned off at him ever since he dug up her tulip bulbs for kicks last spring.

After a minute the shock passed and Dan said, “I wouldn’t be seen with that old Clarissa for all the ice cream in the world.”

“Here, now!” said my father, giving Dan a severe look, only my father doesn’t give very good severe looks. He’s a quiet mild man.

“Daniel, that wasn’t very polite,” said my mother, also giving Dan a severe look. She gives a different kind of severe look. She smiles when she does it, but it’s a disappointed kind of smile, if you know what I mean.

“Ha, ha,” said Clarissa to Dan. “I wouldn’t go with you anyhow. You’re always so sweaty!”

“Clarissa!” said Mrs. Spencer, giving her a severe look. Mrs. Spencer is the only one in our two families that really gives severe looks. I told you about my mother and father, and as for Mr. Spencer, he never gets severe. He just keeps saying, “Yes, dear,” to Mrs. Spencer.

“Dan isn’t a bit sweaty,” said Mrs. Spencer. “I think he’s a nice clean boy. Don’t you, Rex?”

Rex is Mr. Spencer. “Yes, dear,” he said.

Now my mother and father gave each other a look because they knew that Mrs. Spencer was up to some hipky-dripky. “Alice,” said my father—Alice is Mrs. Spencer—“do I detect an ulterior motive?”

Mrs. Spencer gave a sigh. “I might as well confess,” she said. “I’m hoping to persuade Dan to go to dahncing school with Clarissa.”

“Dahncing school!” yelled Dan, giving a big hoot. “Me put on white gloves and go to dahncing school and dahnce with girls? You fracture me!”

I got a theory that Dan isn’t my real brother and they’re keeping it a secret. I think he’s a foundling left by a family of great apes.

“But, Alice,” said my mother, “surely you can find a more likely prospect than Dan.”

“No,” said Mrs. Spencer, shaking her head like she was about to bust out bawling. “I’ve talked to every boy in town. Either they’re already enrolled in dahncing school, or they’re like Dan—they just won’t go.”

“Why don’t you just send Clarissa alone?” asked my father.

“Hal” said Mrs. Spencer, giving this tragic laugh. Mr. Spencer leaned over and patted her knee. “Unfortunately,” said Mrs. Spencer, “I was so busy with the symphony drive lahst month—you remember—that I quite forgot to enroll Clarissa in dahncing school. Yesterday I called Miss Chadwick—the dahncing mistress, you know; indeed, the only dahncing mistress—and she informed me that the number of boys and girls in her clahss was exactly even now and she could not take Clarissa unless I found a boy to go with her. Naturally, they must have an equal number of boys and girls.”

“I see,” said my mother.

“A girl must go to dahncing school!” said Mrs. Spencer, wringing her hands. “I don’t know what I shall do!”

“Why don’t you have her destroyed?” said Dan.

I was going to leave right there because if there’s anything I hate to see, it’s a guy blowing a chance to get next to a girl. But at that moment, R.G. happened to come out on her porch, and I’m here to tell you, that just stopped me cold!

I’ve got to try to write this down the way it hit me, but when something really hits you that’s when it’s hardest to put into words. Just the same, I have to try, because in a way this is what the whole book is about. How when something tremendous happens to you, you’re never quite the same again. You get bigger each time. The tremendous things that happen to me are nearly always girls, but the result is the same as if they were miracles—which in a way they are. So now I’ll try to describe this miracle—or girl to be exact.

I don’t know why, but it was like I was seeing R.G. for the first time. I mean I’d seen her a million times before, but all of a sudden, I really saw her. I don’t know what made her different; all I know is she was beautiful. She looked light and fresh and kind of glowy. You’ll think I’m nuts, but you know what I thought of when I looked at her? I thought of a time when I went camping at Candlewood Lake one summer and I woke up real early one morning and looked out of the tent and there was this young deer standing by the water not ten feet away—just standing there holding one hoof over the water. I don’t mean I only thought of the deer; I thought of all of it—the deer and the water and the dawn and all of it.

Well, I told you you’d think I was nuts, but that’s what I thought of. And then I had another crazy thought. All of a sudden I felt like I wanted to run up to my room and go through my dresser and find the thing I cared for the most and run over and give it to R.G. I think I might have done it too, only my folks were there and so were hers, and it would of looked pretty weird.

So instead I just said to her, “Hey, Helen—” this was before I found out she was rotten and started calling her R.G.—“Hey, Helen,” I said, “there’s been some talk about going down to the Sweet Shoppe for ice cream, how about it?”

“Gee, I don’t know,” she said, putting her fingertip under her chin and cocking her head kind of thoughtfully. Girls are always doing that, but to tell you the truth, it had never bothered me before, one way or the other. But when I saw R.G. do it, I flipped. I’m here to tell you I just plain flipped! I couldn’t hardly wait to get her away from all our families so I could start making time with her.

“Aw, come on,” I said, giving her a smile. I happen to have a very nice smile. I’m not bragging; it’s just something I happen to have, just like I happen to have very large hands. I mean I’m not trying to tell you I’m a Greek god or like that. I mean who ever heard of a Greek god my height?

“Well—” she said, and I could tell she was going to say yes when all of a sudden Mrs. Spencer had to open her mouth. “All the children will go for ice cream,” she said, and before anybody could say no, she had us all going down the street together. You got to give her this: she’s persistent.

Well, I wanted Dan and Clarissa along like I wanted a wart on my nose, but they didn’t turn out to be too much trouble after all. They stayed behind us, sticking out their tongues at each other and like that, so R.G. and I had a little privacy anyway.

I walked real close to her and talked to her in this kind of soft, sexy voice that I use when I snow girls. Yes, I admit it. I started in to do a snow job on R.G.—just pour on the old con a mile a minute. But the funny thing is, when I started to snow her, it turned out I was telling the truth! I meant every living word I said!

“Helen,” I said to her, “you’re the most beautiful girl in town.”

“Oh, snow!” she said to me.

“No,” I said. “Cross my heart. Except for your little eyes, you got the best features of any girl in town.”

“Honest, Dobie?” she said. “Are you telling the truth?”

“Honest,” I said and I took her hand. She didn’t try to take it back either, but my brother Dan saw it and he started making such a big hoo-ha that I let go of it.

“I think you’re attractive too,” she said. “You have a very nice smile.”

(What did I tell you?)

“And,” she said, “you have a good built.”

“So do you,” I said, and she really did. Her legs didn’t have hardly any fat on them and she had a nice round bust.

I’ll tell you about girls’ busts. I’ve gone through several phases about them. At first it used to make me pretty jumpy when a girl started getting her bust. I used to be so busy trying not to look at it that I’d keep walking into things. Then later I changed completely. I used to flip when I saw it! I’d look at it so much that some of the girls told their fathers. But now I finally got the whole thing under control. Most of the time I don’t even think about it, but whenever I do remember to take a look, I’m always very pleased to find it there … I talked to my father about this and he feels exactly the same.

“Can you go out at night?” I asked R.G.

“Till ten on Wednesdays and till eleven on Fridays and Saturdays,” she said.

“Will you go out with me on Wednesday night?” I asked.

“Uh, huh,” she said.

“And Friday?”

“Uh, huh.”

“And Saturday?”

“Uh, huh.”

We were getting close to the ice-cream store. “I love you,” I said.

She didn’t say anything and she didn’t look at me.

We were right in front of the store now. “Do you love me?” I asked.

“I think so,” she said, and we couldn’t go into it any further because Dan and Clarissa were pushing us into the Sweet Shoppe. We couldn’t talk on the way home either because my ape-man brother wanted to play leapfrog. But I’ll tell you something. I never thought I’d ever get a charge out of playing leapfrog, but playing leapfrog with R.G. was the living end!

All the same, we didn’t get a chance to talk. That had to wait till we went on our date Wednesday night. I took her to the movies and then we walked home, the long way, through the park. I told her again that I loved her, which was the truth, and I asked her again did she love me.

“Well, I think so,” she said for the second time, and frankly I got a little browned off.

“What kind of an answer is that?” I said, giving her a severe look. “Either you love me or you don’t. Which is it?”

“Well, I think I do,” she said, “but isn’t it too early to tell? I mean shouldn’t we talk for a while and find out what we have in common? After all, isn’t love when you have a lot in common?”

“No, sir!” I said, shaking my head real hard. “Love is when you flip!”

Well, she admitted that I made her flip, but all the same she wanted to talk and find out what we had in common. So we talked. We talked that night, and we talked Friday night at the Hi-Y dance, and we talked Saturday night at the basketball game, and I’m here to tell you that in the whole history of the world, there were never two people who had so much in common.

We agreed about everything—every single thing! We had the same favorite song and the same favorite movie star and the same favorite television show and the same favorite car and the same favorite color, and I tell you it was just the living end how we agreed about every single thing.

Like I’d say to her, “What’s your favorite sport?”

And she’d say, “Leapfrog.”

And I’d say, “Me too!”

Then she’d say, “What’s your favorite disease?”

And I’d say, “Gout.”

And she’d say, “Me too!”

Then I’d say, “What’s your favorite food?”

And she’d say, “Licorice.”

And I’d say, “Me too!”

And on and on and on. So I said to her after we’d been agreeing about everything for three solid nights, “Well,” I said, “now do you know if you love me?”

“I love you,” she said, and I saw that deer again, standing by that lake early in the morning.

I could hardly talk then, my throat was so full of something warm and lumpy, but I made a little speech anyhow. I said, “I love you and I always will. I think you’re the living end and I’ll never go with any other girl.”

Then she said, “I think you’re the living end too, and I’ll never go with any other boy.”

Then we kissed.

Three days later—three short days—that rotten girl was going with another boy. And I’ll tell you something even more repulsive. She would of been going with him the very next day, only it was Monday and her folks don’t let her go out till Wednesday.

Here’s what happened. There’s this house across the street that’s been empty for a couple of months. Finally it got rented to some people named Armitage. They moved in on Monday morning—Mr. and Mrs. Armitage and their son Milton, age of fifteen.

Milton Armitage is the kind of guy that you only have to look at him once—that’s all. Just one look and you can tell right away that here is the kind of guy who claps erasers after school. I mean even my brother Dan—you know what a knot-head he is—he took one look at this Milton and he said, “Brother, there goes a creep.” I mean it’s that obvious.

But creep or not, he took my girl away from me. You know what he had? Now, in the second half of the twentieth century, in the Atomic Age, do you know what Milton Armitage had? A bicycle built for two, for Pete’s sake!

Big deal! A bicycle built for two! But when Milton wheeled it out of his driveway and started pedaling around and waving and giggling and simpering like somebody from the lower orders, I can tell you that R.G. flipped! I was watching her from my porch, and I saw her get red and short of breath and like that, and, boy, I knew there was going to be trouble. I knew it in my bones.

Sure enough, when I came to get her for our date Wednesday night, all I got was the deep six. “You must be mistaken,” she said to me, looking at her fingernails. “I have no recollection of making a date for tonight.”

“Let me refreshen your memory,” I said. “Do you have a recollection of saying you’d never go with any boy but me?”

“Mmm, let me think,” she said and put her finger under her chin and cocked her head in that particular way that always makes me flip. Right at that minute what I wanted to do most in the world was take her in my arms and give her forty thousand kisses. But I also wanted to give her a shot right in her little eyes.

“You know darn well you said it,” I told her. “How can you talk like that to me and three days later go out with that creep Milton Armitage?”

“Milton happens to be a very nice boy,” she said, giving me a severe look.

“I’ll tell you what you happen to be,” I said. I was good and sore now. “You happen to be a rotten girl, and that’s what I’m going to call you from now on—R.G., for Rotten Girl.”

I’ll tell you something. I’m not trying to excuse her or like that. She acted plenty rotten and she deserved to be called a rotten girl and she still does. But she’s not really rotten. I knew it even on the night she left me for Milton Armitage. Down deep I knew she was good, and if I could only spend some time with her—get her alone, talk to her, show her how much we had in common and how we made each other flip—I knew if I could do that, I’d get her back.

But the trick was to spend some time with her. Wednesday night she went pedaling off with Armitage. Friday night again. Saturday night too. Each night when they got home I hid in the bush by R.G.’s porch and listened to them giggle and whisper and like that. It’s a good thing he didn’t try to kiss her because I would of leapt out of the bushes and wrapped that bicycle around his pointy head. But he never did try to kiss her. All he ever did was hold her by the elbow with his fingertips. Is that the living end? Can you imagine what kind of a guy goes around holding girls by their elbows with his fingertips?

But all the same, I didn’t kid myself. Armitage was making good progress with R.G., and if I didn’t move fast, I was going to be a dead duck. But how was I going to get her alone? She wouldn’t give me a date. In fact, she wouldn’t hardly talk to me. She was sore because I was spying on her and Armitage. That bush by her porch isn’t very big.

Well, I’m here to tell you that except maybe in famine areas and like that, you couldn’t of found a more miserable person than me. It was just day after day of pure black misery, and I really shudder to think what might of happened if I hadn’t of got this brilliant idea on Tuesday night.

I was sitting on my porch with my family. R.G. was sitting on her porch with her family. Across the street O.L. Armitage was sitting on the porch with his family. That’s what I was calling Milton by then—O.L., for Old Loathsome. R.G. and O.L. were grinning and waving their fingers at each other. I was just hunched in a chair wishing I was dead.

I’ll tell you who else was miserable—Mrs. Spencer. She looked like somebody’d been hitting her with a mallet for six weeks. Or like she’d been beaned by a couple dozen clam shells. I mean she looked crummy!

“What’s the matter, Alice?” said my mother to her. “Are the gulls getting you down?” My mother always gets real concerned when somebody looks bad. My father’s a doctor, so he doesn’t care.

“Oh, dear, it’s not that,” said Mrs. Spencer, more crying than talking, “I’ve looked everywhere and I cahn’t find a boy who will go to dahncing school with Clarissa. Oh, what am I to do? A girl must have dahncing school!”

“Poor thing,” said my mother to Mrs. Spencer.

“Oh, what am I to do?” said Mrs. Spencer again.

My mother looked at my brother Dan.

“No!” yelled Dan.

Mrs. Spencer looked at Dan.

“No!” he yelled. “No, sir! I’ll kill myself if you try to send me to dancing school!”

That’s when I got this brilliant idea.

“Dan,” I said, “come here. I want to talk to you.” I took him inside where nobody could hear us. “Dan,” I said, “how would you like to work out with my barbells?”

“What?” he said, standing there with his mouth open.

“I mean it,” I said. “You can work out every day.”

“Dad won’t let me,” he said.

“We won’t tell him,” I said.

“What do I have to do?” he said.

“Go to dancing school with Clarissa,” I said.

“No,” he said.

“That’s the deal,” I said. “Take it or leave it.”

Dan thought for a minute and then he got a kind of a shrewd look. I was surprised because I’d never seen him before with a shrewd look. “That’s not the whole deal,” he said. “There’s a little blackmail too, isn’t there?”

To tell you the truth, I was so pleased to see Dan smartening up that I didn’t even deny it. “Sure,” I said. “If R.G. doesn’t give up Armitage and come back to me, then you don’t take Clarissa to dancing school. It’s a package deal, see?”

“I see,” said Dan. “You get R.G. and I get the barbells.”

“Deal?” I said.

“Deal,” Dan said.

We shook hands and went back outside.

“Mrs. Spencer,” I said to Mrs. Spencer, “do you think that if I could talk Dan into going to dancing school, you could talk R.G. into going out with me on Wednesday night?”

“I will not!” said R.G.

“But of course you will, dear,” said Mrs. Spencer, giving her the severest look I ever saw her give anybody. In fact, it was the severest look I ever saw anybody give anybody.

“How about Friday night too?” I said.

“Mother—” said R.G.

“Shut up,” said Mrs. Spencer. “She’ll be glad to go out with you Friday night, Dobie.”

“And Saturday?” I said. I figured three days would do it for sure.

“But of course,” said Mrs. Spencer.

“Ah,” I said and gave a big smile. “Dan,” I said, “will you go to dancing school with Clarissa?”

“Sure,” said Dan.

Our mother and father were giving us some pretty sharp looks, but Mrs. Spencer was practically off her rocker with joy. “Oh, this is mahvelous, mahvelous!” she kept saying. “I’m going in right now and make lemonade and cookies for everybody!”

Dan pulled me aside. “Hey,” he said.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Let’s go up to your room and work out on the barbells now,” he said.

“Now?” I said. “But it’s so late. Let’s start tomorrow.”

“Now,” he said.

“But Mrs. Spencer’s making lemonade,” I said.

“Now,” he said, “or the whole deal’s off.”

So I took him up to my room and pulled the shades and took my 75-pound knurled grip bar-bells out of the closet. “The secret about lifting bar-bells is this,” I said. “You got to use your whole body, not just your arms. Here, I will demonstrate the military press.”

I demonstrated the military press.

“Gee!” said Dan. “Let me try it.”

“All right,” I said, “but be very careful.”

“I will,” said Dan and lifted the bar-bells and dropped them right on his foot and let out such a yell that the whole town must of heard it.

My father came running into the room with my mother and everybody right behind him. My father took off Dan’s shoe and sock and examined his foot real carefully.

“Serious?” asked my mother, who was standing there looking real pasty and nervous.

My father kind of shrugged. “Fractured toe,” he said. “Maybe two.”

“Oh, my baby!” cried my mother, grabbing Dan to her bust. “Oh, my poor baby!”

“Can he dance?” I asked.

“What?” said my father, giving me a severe look. But I mean really a severe look. “Dance? Of course he can’t dance!”

“How soon do you think he can?” I asked my father in a friendly way. I didn’t want to get him any madder.

“Weeks. Maybe months,” said my father.

“Oh, dear!” cried Mrs. Spencer, biting her handker-chief.

Dan looked up at me. “I’m sorry, Dobie,” he said, and he really was.

I patted his shoulder. “It’s okay, kid,” I said. “I’m sorry about your foot.” And I really was too.

Then I walked slowly out of the room and out of the house and down the street, not knowing where I was going and not caring either because nothing else mattered if I couldn’t get R.G. back, which I knew now that I couldn’t. Well, I’m here to tell you I was wrong. I got R.G. back. I took her out Wednesday night and Friday and Saturday night and, just like I thought, she found out again how much we had in common and how we made each other flip, and she gave up Old Loathsome Armitage and came back to me where she belongs.

But I’m here to tell you that for a while it was touch and go. One little detail came close to lousing up the whole deal. I almost couldn’t get a pair of white gloves to fit me. See, I have these very big hands. I don’t mean they’re freakish or like that; they’re just very big. You know—manly. But I finally found some white gloves that fit.

What do I need with white gloves? Are you kidding? Who do you think is taking Clarissa to dancing school?


CHAPTER FIVE

LONG LIVE THE FRANCE!

by Dobie Gillis, aged 16

If you squeam, don’t read this next part, because it is not for the squeamish.

Just remember that I am now a man of sixteen years old, not a child, and there is bound to be a certain amount of spicy detail in how I spend my time, so just remember, you have been fairly warned.

All right, I will start at the beginning, which is the Fourth of July drag race, which Beans Ellsworth and me almost won. There were kids eighteen and nineteen years old in that race, but, just the same, Beans and me almost won it. We would have won it for sure if our engine hadn’t of exploded in the sixth lap. Oh, well, c’est la vie, as they say in France, which is where I spent my summer vacation, which I will tell you all the loathsome details about in a minute.

First I want to tell you about Beans Ellsworth. Beans is the girl who moved next door after the gulls chased away R.G. Spencer, and a sweller girl you won’t find if you spend the next million years looking. I mean she is the dernier cri, as they say in France, a country I hate. She is smart and loyal and true and friendly and can bore a cylinder to a tolerance of one thousandth of an inch. She is very good-looking, too, except maybe for her height, which is just a little bit under six feet. (By the time I write this, it might be just a little bit over. She grows pretty fast.)

But, like I say, Beans is a darn pretty girl, except maybe for her height, which actually isn’t too noticeable because she slouches a lot. (Her mother once tried to correct Beans’s posture, but when she saw what happened, she gave it up in a hurry; in fact, she promised to raise Beans’s allowance if she’d keep on slouching.) But, like I say, except for her height, Beans is a darn pretty girl. Her hair is yellow and her eyes are blue and her bite is perfect. She’s got a good figure too when she stands up straight, but, like I say, her loved ones beg her not to.

Well, you can see why they call her Beans—it’s short for Beanstalk—and of course they call me Jack. My real name happens to be Dobie, as you know. Beans’s real name happens to be Agnes—or is it Alice? I forget.

Anyhow, Beans and me are almost exactly the same age—only two days apart—but she has always been the leader of us. I don’t mind admitting it. It’s no disgrace to follow a leader when the leader happens to be a genius, which is what Beans happens to be. Why, would you believe she was only fourteen years old when she built her first hot rod? It exploded, of course, but you name me one other fourteen-year-old girl who ever built a hot rod.

Explosions, incidentally, are Beans’s weak spot as a rod builder. She’s had five rods blow up under her so far—under me too, because I always ride with her in the drags. Beans thinks she might be getting the compression a little too high. She’s working on it now, and I’ll bet my last nickel that she’ll figure it out, because—I’ll say it again—the girl happens to be a genius.

Well, to get back to that Fourth of July when Beans and me almost won the drag. I got home about five o’clock and said, “Hello, Ma; hello, Pa,” and tried to sneak up to my room quietly, but they noticed my bandages right away.

“Oh, Dobie!” my mother hollered. “You have been riding with that awful girl again!”

By “that awful girl” my mother meant Beans. It is the one great sorrow of my life that I can’t get my mother to be friends with Beans. Beans is perfectly willing. She’s gone up to my mother a million times and stuck out her hand and said “Shake!” but my mother only starts gibbering and hides in her sewing room.

On the other hand, Pa (my father) has only the highest regard for Beans. They Indian-wrestle quite a bit and shoot baskets and chop stumps and all like that. I keep hoping my mother will join in these friendly, healthful activities, but she just stays crouched under her slant-needle machine.

I’m not knocking my mother, mind you. I love her very much. And my father too, but with him it’s easy. I mean he’s not on my back all the time. He goes his way; I go mine. Once in a while he asks me what I’m up to, and I tell him, and he shakes his head and walks to the nearest bar.

But Ma, she rides me like a jockey. “Dobie, you’re not developing!” she keeps screaming. “You are narrow, dull, stagnant!”

“Well, Ma,” I say to her, “maybe I am narrow, dull, and stagnant, but my color and appetite are good, and I am happy, and that’s the most important thing, isn’t it?”

And she says, “No, the most important thing is to enrich your mind and exalt your soul, which will never happen as long as you keep running around with that awful girl next door.”

And I say, “I will overlook that statement because you are my mother who gave me birth and tended me when I was helpless, but I want you to know that I love Beans and Beans loves me and you will never separate us. Never, never, never!”

And Ma wrings her hands and turns to Pa and yells, “Do something, Herbert! How can you sit by and let your son throw away all his fine potentials? Do you want him to grow up to be a grease monkey?”

And Pa puts down the medical journal and says, “Well, Winifred, grease monkeys get a good union wage with fringe benefits and a pension plan, and let’s face it, Winnie, our son does present rather a grave employment problem.”

And Ma hollers, “Oh, Herbert, you are awful, just awful! Very well, you may give up on Dobie, but I shall not. I shall continue to stimulate his senses and rouse his mind, for I know that basically he is fine and sensitive.”

Then she drags me to a bunch of museums and galleries and concerts and like that, and she keeps saying, “Isn’t it stimulating? Isn’t it rousing!” And I try to be polite, because after all she is my mother and you’ve got to make allowances, but pretty soon I start yawning so much that she gets embarrassed and takes me home. Then I go next door and help Beans shackle down her rear end, and Ma goes into the sewing room and sulks. I don’t know what she’d do without that sewing room.

But to get back to that Fourth of July when Beans and me almost won the drag, I came into the house and they saw the bandages and Ma started carrying on like a madwoman. “This settles it, Herbert,” she shrieked at Pa. “We must get him away from that awful girl. If you are not concerned about his character, you might at least fear for his life.” My father, being a doctor, fears much less for our lives than my mother, who worries about health a lot. She would be all the time calling a doctor except that there’s no use—she’d only be getting Pa.

“Now, Winnie,” said Pa, taking a professional peek under the bandages. “It’s nothing serious. Calm down.”

All of a sudden, Ma leaped straight up in the air and clapped her hands about a thousand times. “I have it!” she screamed. “We will all spend the summer in France!”

“And where, pray,” asked Pa, “will we get the money?”

“The trip will be deductible,” said Ma. “Part of it, anyway. You can go to the medical convention in Paris while you are there.”

I should explain that my father is always trying to keep up with the newest jive in medicine. I mean he reads papers and journals and takes it all real serious. For months, Pa had been saying how he wished he could run over to France to have a look at the meetings where all the medical scam would be discussed, which was what Ma was talking about right now.

“But, Winnie,” said Pa, “it will only take me a day or two to sit in on the meetings. What will we do with the rest of the summer?”

“We will broaden Dobie’s vistas and lengthen his horizons,” said Ma. “Dan will be at camp anyway, so this trip is really to improve Dobie.”

“Excuse me,” I said, “but I am not going anywhere this summer. Beans has found a three-and-a-half-liter L-head Bugatti in the city dump, which all it needs is a new engine and three wheels, and we are going to be busy every minute. However, if you and Pa want to go to France, it’s all right with me and bon voyage.”

Ma crossed her arms on her chest and showed her teeth and hollered, “We are all going to France for the summer and that’s final!”

And Pa and I looked at each other and sighed, because we both knew that when Ma gets like that, you can’t move her with a derrick.

So I went next door to tell Beans the horrible news. “Gee, that’s tough, hey,” she said. “We’d of had a ball messing with that three-and-a-half-liter L-head Bugatti this summer.”

“Well, that’s the way the cookie crumbles,” I said, sighing, and kicking at some broken clam shells that littered the driveway.

“Well, so long, Jack,” she said. “Stay loose.”

“You too, hey,” I said. “And don’t worry. Summer’ll be over before you know it.”

“Yeah,” she said. Then she said, “Like heck it will. Every day without you will seem like a whole year.”

Then she bust out crying, and I don’t mind telling you that I did a little crying myself. Then she stooped down and kissed me, and then I went home to pack.

A week later we got to Paris. I was afraid for a while that we were going to have to lock Ma up and wrap her in damp sheets. I mean, she went ape when she saw that town, I mean, she flipped her whole wig. Everything she looked at—a building, a statue, a street, a tree—she would yell “Oo!” and “Ah!” so loud that Pa and me would try to pretend we weren’t with her.

I don’t know what she was getting so excited about. Sure, it’s a pretty town, but what good is a pretty town when everybody in it hates you? I mean you couldn’t get a smile out of a Frenchman if you yanked off his shoes and tickled his feet. The waiters glare at you, the cops swear at you, the bellhops sneer at you, and the taxi drivers try to run over you. I bet a fellow could make a fortune selling Yank-Go-Home buttons to the French.

I guess you can’t blame them too much. They’ve been overrun with so many tourists for so long that they must be good and sick of them by this time. It’s like you’ve got a house and company comes and you’re glad to see them, but then they keep coming and coming and coming, and finally all you wish in the world is that they would go away and leave you alone.

But still and all, if the French don’t want tourists to come over, why do they keep inviting us? Like all those ads you see in American papers and magazines. “Come to France—Land of Love and Laughter.” Well, the only laughter I heard in France was when my mother’s new hat fell into the pond at the Tuileries and got ate by a swan.

Pa feels the same way about France as I do. In fact, worse. You can’t blame him; it was him who had to pay the bills. Ma kept buying guidebooks and looking up new restaurants, and every night she would drag us to a different place and Pa would scatter traveler’s checks like autumn leaves. And on top of it, he got such heartburn that all the bicarb in Paris couldn’t make a dent in it.

But Ma loved every costly minute. Each morning she would wake us bright and early, and we would have breakfast on the balcony of our hotel, eating real fast so the soot wouldn’t have time to settle on our croissants. Then we would start sight-seeing—the Right Bank, the Left Bank, the Montmartre, the Invalides, the Louvre, the Palais-Royal, Notre Dame, Chaillot—with Ma stopping every three feet and yelling “Oo!” and “Ah!” while the natives glared at her and ground their teeth and made coarse gestures.

At night we would limp into Ma’s latest restaurant discovery, where they would seat us behind a post, and the sommelier would sell us whatever vintages were going bad, and the strolling violinist would come over and play the latest American tunes like “Ramona,” and “Mairzy Doats,” and the headwaiter would make us a special dessert right at the table—burned pancakes filled with alcohol—and marry off his daughters with the profits.

This went on for a couple of weeks, and then one morning Pa said he wasn’t going sight-seeing with us that day; he was going to this meeting on “Colds: Their Cause and Cure,” and he would meet us back at the hotel in the evening. I offered to go along with him, but Ma grabbed me by the ear and made me hang around Napoleon’s tomb with her all day. When we got back to the hotel, Pa said he had enjoyed the meeting, and he had met Docteur LeBlanc, who read a report on rheums, that’s French for “colds,” and Docteur LeBlanc had asked all of us to come to dinner at his house that night. He wanted Pa to help him get his paper published in an American medical journal.

“How wonderful!” Ma hollered. “A real French dinner with a real French family!”

So we washed our faces and took a taxi out to Neuilly where the LeBlancs lived in a big fancy apartment that was full of paintings and art objects and hard little chairs to sit in. There was Docteur LeBlanc, who was a fat man in a blue pin-stripe suit. There was Madame LeBlanc, who wore a simple black dinner dress and had pointy shoulder blades. And there was their daughter Berthe.

I didn’t pay much attention to Berthe at first, except maybe to shudder a little because she was a pretty spooky kid—fourteen or fifteen years old, about as big around as my thumb, 600 bracelets on each arm, and big, black, hollow eyes like in a horror movie.

By and by we all sat down to dinner, and Ma said to Berthe, “I suppose you go to school, Berthe?”

And Berthe said, “But no. The school is for the children.”

And Ma said, “But what do you do if you don’t go to school?”

And Berthe shrugged and said, “One paints. One composes. One writes.”

“Really?” yelled my mother, looking like she’d just found the Lost Dutchman Mine. I could see right away what was in her crafty head; she was plotting to sick Berthe on me so I could get my vistas broadened.

“Really?” Ma kept hollering. “Oh, how marvelous!”

“Berthe had a one-woman show at the Neo-Cubism Gallery last month,” said Madame LeBlanc.

“Her concerto has been performed by the Anti-Rhythm Society,” said Docteur LeBlanc.

“She has had two poems published in the Despair Quarterly,” said Madame LeBlanc.

“How wonderful! How glorious!” shrieked Ma. “And what are you working on now, Berthe?”

“One attempts a novel,” said Berthe.

“Oh, how divine!” hollered Ma. “And what is it about?”

“The love,” said Berthe.

“How nice!” shrieked Ma. Then she said, “Berthe, why don’t you and Dobie take a walk after dinner? He is terribly interested in literature.”

Pa choked on a fishbone.

“I prefer to stay in the home,” said Berthe.

Docteur LeBlanc, who wanted to talk to Pa real bad about getting his paper presented in America, gave Berthe a filthy look.

“Berthe,” he said sharply, “you will walk with Dobie.”

“Yes, my father,” said Berthe.

So after dinner Berthe pinned a little dead fox around her neck and we went outside. We walked for about sixty miles without talking, because I couldn’t think of one solitary thing to say to her, and I guess she couldn’t either. But at last she said, “So you are interested in the literature?”

And I said, “No. I am interested in the automobiles.”

“Pah!” she said.

Then we did another sixty miles, and she said, “Have you met the mistress of your father?”

“The what?” I said.

Then she explained it to me and I’ll tell you something: If she’d of been a boy, I’d of given her a fat lip right on the spot. In fact, I’d of done it if she’d of been a normal-sized girl.

“Listen,” I said, “I’ll have you know my father is a taxpayer and a veteran, and I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head.”

Then she said, “I have boredom. Take me to the home.”

“With pleasure,” I said.

So we started walking home fast, both in a snit, but after a while I looked at her—so puny and scrawny and cuckoo-eyed—and I wasn’t sore any more and I said, “You bug me, Berthe. I mean I don’t dig you whatsoever. What’s with all this painting and writing and composing? What do you do for chuckles?”

“The chuckles are for the children,” she answered.

“Well what do you think you are—an old woman?” I said.

“It is not the years that make the age,” she said. “It is the suffering.”

“You been sick or something?” I asked.

“The whole world is sick,” she said.

“Not me,” I said. “I feel great.”

“That is the sickest of all,” she said. “To be sick and not to know it.”

“Berthe,” I said, “I can’t paint or write or compose. But, just the same, I am ten times smarter than you are, and I’ll tell you why: because I know the world is not sick. It’s full of wonderful things like friendship and fresh air and water sports and love—”

“The love!” she sneered. “You species of a muskrat, what do you know of the love?”

“I know it’s wonderful,” I said, which I do.

“Wonderful!” she said, sneering some more. “Sacred blue, but you are an imbecile! The love is not wonderful. It is miserable. It is full of the remorse and the anguish and the hate!”

“The love is full of the hate?” I said, blinking rapidly. “Boy, are you wacked up!”

“Kindly defend from speaking to me,” said Berthe, giving me a frost, “and take me to the home as rapidly as possible, for I wish never to regard the stupid face of you again.”

“That suits me, buddy,” I said, and took her home without another word.

Back at her house is when she really bugged me. My mother asked her if she had a good time on her walk, and she gave my mother a big smile and said, “Ah, yes. It made me much pleasure. May I call on all of you tomorrow and take you to see the sights of Paris?”

Well, sir, I could hardly believe my ears, but Ma was screaming that it was wonderful and divine and Berthe should come to our hotel the next day for breakfast.

In the taxi going home, Ma said to me, “Isn’t it marvelous, Dobie? She likes you!”

And I said, “In a pig’s eye. She hates me like poison.”

And Ma said, “So why is she coming around tomorrow?”

And I said, “Maybe her father told her to be nice to us so we’ll help make him famous in the U.S.A.”

And Pa said, “No, son, that’s not it, because I arranged to help him with his paper while you were out walking with Berthe.”

I scratched my head for a while. “It bugs me,” I said. “What I mean, it bugs me!”

The mystery kept getting deeper all week long. Berthe was at our hotel every morning to take us out sight-seeing. All day she dragged us down streets and up alleys and under arches and over bridges and through tunnels and around rotundas, and at night she took us to intellectual cafés where everybody had a corduroy jacket, a beard, and a pipe in which they smoked old bus transfers.

Ma, of course, loved every second of it, but at the end of a week, Pa and I were ready for the boneyard. “Winifred,” said Pa to Ma one night when we got back to the hotel, “couldn’t we go back home already? Huh, Winifred? Please, Winnie?”

“No!” shrieked my mother. “At long last a girl of culture and intelligence is interested in our boy. We are not going to break it up now.”

“Ma,” I said, truthfully, “Berthe hates me. Twice this week she called me a species of a camel, and once she kicked me in the ankle.”

“Love play,” said Ma, smiling.

“Pah!” I said and went to bed and tried to figure out why Berthe kept coming around, which I could not.

It was Pa who figured it out three days later. He got up that morning and lifted his weary bones out of bed and put them right back in again, “Winnie,” he said to Ma, “I flatly refuse to go sight-seeing today. There is nothing, including divorce, that you can do or say to change my mind.” Then he pulled the covers over his head, and Ma and two chambermaids couldn’t pull them off.

So when Berthe came knocking on our door, Ma didn’t let her into the room. Instead Ma grabbed me and we went out into the corridor to greet Berthe. “Monsieur le docteur will not be coming today,” said Ma.

“He has not the illness?” asked Berthe, looking worried.

“No, just tired,” said Ma.

“Oh, the poor little!” said Berthe.

“Dobie and I will go sight-seeing with you,” said Ma.

“Come then,” said Berthe. “Regard! The elevator depresses itself.”

We caught the elevator and went downstairs and got a bus and rode out to Versailles, where Marie Antoinette used to live, and I’ll tell you something: the French revolutionists could of saved themselves a lot of mess if they’d of made her walk through the whole palace instead of cutting off her head, because she surely would of dropped dead of fatigue.

Berthe stayed with us for an hour or so. Then she said, “I am desolate, but I just remembered that I have an appointment in Paris. Would you mind to finish the tour by yourselves?”

“I’d kind of like to go back to Paris, too,” I said, but Ma put a wristlock on me and dragged me through every closet and maid’s room in the whole joint.

It was past six o’clock when Ma and me got home to the hotel. Pa wasn’t there, but there was a message for us to come out to the LeBlancs’ apartment in Neuilly, which we did.

We could hear screams and yells pouring out of the apartment when we were still down in the lobby. We ran up the stairs and rang the bell and pounded on the door, but nobody came, so finally we pushed the door open and walked in.

Pa was standing there, looking kind of embarrassed and uneasy. Docteur and Madame LeBlanc, as purple as plums, were yelling at Berthe and shaking their fingers under her nose. Berthe was huddled against the wall, snarling like a cornered mink.

“You will burn your canvases!” Docteur LeBlanc shouted at Berthe.

“You will tear up your music paper!” shouted Madame.

“You will smash your typewriter!” shouted Monsieur le docteur.

“You will return to the school in the morning!” shouted Madame.

“What in the world is happening?” shouted Ma.

“Hello, Winnie,” said Pa. “I’ll tell you later.”

“I will tell you now!” shouted Berthe and ran over and grabbed Ma by the lapels. “Madame, I love your husband!”

“Ten thousand demons!” shouted Docteur LeBlanc.

“Go to your room!” shouted Madame.

Ma was too upset to shout. “Oh, dear!” she said and sat down.

Pa went over and patted her shoulder. “It’s okay, Winnie. She came up to the hotel this afternoon and started talking crazy, so I rushed her home immediately.”

“Aha!” said I, everything coming clear. “So that’s why she’s been hanging around.”

“Yes, that’s why!” shouted Berthe. Then she turned to Pa and said, “I love you, Herbert, and it is a perfect love—all despair and no fulfillment.”

“I got to give you that,” Pa admitted.

“And I will write of it beautifully in my novel,” said Berthe.

“You will not write a line of it!” shouted Docteur LeBlanc.

“You will smash your typewriter!” shouted Madame.

“You will go to your room!” shouted Monsieur le docteur.

“Yes, I will go to my room,” said Berthe. “I have tasted the dregs of the futility. Now I am ready to write.”

She gave everybody a kooky smile and drifted out.

“I regret all of this,” said LeBlanc, putting his hand on Pa’s arm. “I trust it was not too painful?”

“It’s okay,” said Pa.

“I trust also,” said LeBlanc, “that it will not affect our little transaction?”

“The medical paper?” said Pa. “No, the deal stands. Send it over—and send it as soon as you can, please. We’re leaving for America tomorrow.”

“Oh, no!” shrieked Ma.

“Oh, yes!” said Pa, looking her smack in the eye. And we flew home the next day, and Beans and me got the Bugatti ready in time for the Labor Day drag, where for a change our engine didn’t explode. In fact, it didn’t even start. Beans thinks the trouble is in the flywheel, and all I can say is, brother, if it’s there, she’ll find it.


CHAPTER SIX

THE HEAD AND BODY OF ELIZABETH BARRETT SCHULTZ

by Dobie Gillis, aged 17

“What does the average Vassar girl look like?” asked Elizabeth Barrett Schultz.

“A smallmouthed bass,” said I.

“Huh?” said Elizabeth Barrett Schultz.

“There’s a smallmouthed bass on your line,” said I.

She looked. There was. He leaped like a maniac over half of Candlewood Lake, but she kept reeling him in, playing him cagey, keeping a taut line until she had him next to the boat. I netted him and threw him inside.

“Looks to be about six pounds, Elizabeth Barrett,” I said, which it did.

“Gee!” she said, all happy and pretty the way girls are when they’ve just caught a fish. You take any girl, I don’t care if she looks like a kohlrabi, she’s going to be pretty after she catches a fish. With Elizabeth Barrett Schultz, of course, it was a cinch, because she was pretty even when she wasn’t catching fish. Pretty, did I say? She was beautiful! I could write a book about the head and body of Elizabeth Barrett Schultz—if I was a writer, which I am not. I think it’s very important for people to know if they’re a writer or not. You’ll understand what I mean in just a minute.

“Yes, sir,” I said to Elizabeth Barrett Schultz. “I got to hand it to you. That was real good fishing.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” she said, giving me this kind of eager, nervous look. You have to keep saying nice things to Elizabeth Barrett all the time, because she is a confused and shaky kid on account of her nutty mother, which I will get around to in a minute.

“Perfect,” I said. “It’s like I keep telling you, Elizabeth Barrett—you’re a natural-born fisherman.”

“Thanks, hey,” say Elizabeth Barrett.

“You are also,” I continued, “a natural-born skater, a natural-born swimmer, a natural-born dancer, a natural-born skier, and a natural-born shortstop. In fact you are one of the most talented girls in town. I mean physically, of course. Mentally—let’s face it—you are pretty sluggish.”

“Yes, I know,” she said because it was true.

I don’t mean Elizabeth Barrett was feeble-minded or retarded or anything like that. She was just dumb, like all seventeen-year-old girls are dumb. Well, maybe a shade dumber. But it was certainly nothing to worry about. It didn’t bother me one bit. It didn’t bother Elizabeth Barrett either. And it didn’t bother Mr. Schultz, Elizabeth Barrett’s father. It only bothered one person in the whole wide world: Mrs. Schultz, Elizabeth Barrett’s mother.

I don’t understand Mrs. Schultz at all. It seems to me that if I had a daughter like Elizabeth Barrett, I would almost keel over with pride. Why do you know that she’s got nearly one hundred athletic trophies? But you’d never know it, because Mrs. Schultz, her mother, won’t let her keep the trophies in the house. (The house, incidentally, is the house next door to mine. The gulls finally got to Beans Ellsworth’s family and they pulled out. Beans herself didn’t mind the noise too much because she was always riveting her hot rod anyhow, but her mother went into a decline and got the dry heaves and they had to move. Then the Schultzes moved in.) Well, like I was saying, Mrs. Schultz won’t let Elizabeth Barrett keep her athletic trophies in the house. Mr. Schultz, Elizabeth Barrett’s father, has to keep them down at the office along with Elizabeth Barrett’s hand grips and chest expander.

When you ask Mrs. Schultz how come she won’t let Elizabeth Barrett keep her trophies in the house, know what she says? “Ah,” she says, “these trophies, these silly baubles—just a childish fancy, just a passing phase. Athletics mean nothing to Elizabeth Barrett, for au fond, she is a highly aesthetic child.”

Au fond means “at bottom,” and that gives you some idea of what kind of person Mrs. Schultz is. She can’t say three words without one of them is French. I’d never understand her at all if it hadn’t been for broadening my horizons last summer. I mean, the simplest kind of thing, she’s always got to fancy it up with French words. Like if you say to her, “How are you, Mrs. Schultz?” she will say, “Ça marche.” That means “it marches,” and will you be good enough to tell me how that makes any sense at all? You ask a woman how she feels, and she tells you “it marches.” Not “I feel fine” or “I feel pretty good” or “I’m chafed,” or anything sensible like that. No. “It marches,” for Pete’s sake!

It would be different if Mrs. Schultz was French or if she’d lived in France for a long time—or even for a short time—but the closest she ever got to France was Poughkeepsie, New York. That is where Vassar is located, which is where her folks sent her to college. They’d have done better to drive a spike through her head, because she was absolutely useless when she got back home. She kept talking French all the time and writing weird poems that didn’t even rhyme, and at night she wouldn’t let anybody turn on the lights; she just lit candles.

Well, naturally this upset her folks a good deal, and they kept hoping she’d find a husband and get out of the house, which was a very thin hope, because most of the guys around town took one look at her and went screaming into the night. But finally one guy came around, and he stayed—George Schultz. I’ll never understand what got into Mr. Schultz, because he is a very intelligent man and one of the ten top bowlers in the whole country. But anyhow he stuck, and finally she married him.

(My mother and father have no idea that I know all this. I happened to overhear them talking about it in the living room one night after I’d gone to bed. From my bedroom it’s easy to hear what they’re saying in the living room. All I have to do is climb out on the roof and hang down over the eaves.)

Well, after a while Mr. and Mrs. Schultz had a baby daughter. Everybody’s got a favorite name for a girl. Mr. Schultz had one that he loved dearly, and he always hoped that someday he would have a daughter so he could call her by that name—Gussie. Well, sir, when he suggested it to Mrs. Schultz, she set up such a tumult that the nurses came running from every ward in the hospital. Gussie was withdrawn right away, and instead Mrs. Schultz named the baby Elizabeth Barrett, after this puny English poetess who laid around with a temperature for about forty years.

They couldn’t have picked a wronger person to name her after. Elizabeth Barrett Schultz was the healthiest baby in the history of the breed. But her mother refused to believe it. She kept insisting that Elizabeth Barrett was a delicate, sickly type, which was a pretty weird opinion when you considered Elizabeth Barrett’s ruddy complexion, milk-white eyeballs and rippling biceps.

Mrs. Schultz finally gave up on the idea that her daughter was puny, but she still said that Elizabeth Barrett had all kinds of hidden literary and artistic talents and as soon as she was through with high school she was going off to Vassar. This bothered me something awful, because after high school I was going to State University and naturally I wanted Elizabeth Barrett to go there too. So did Mr. Schultz, Elizabeth Barrett’s father. He kept telling Mrs. Schultz he couldn’t afford Vassar. “What’s the matter with State?” he’d say, but she’d give him a fierce look and he’d shut up.

Mrs. Schultz’s feeling about me is easy to describe: she loathed me. She did everything she could to break up Elizabeth Barrett and me—including Trueblood Eaton.

I’ll tell you about Trueblood Eaton. Most of the kids at Central High School carry sandwiches in their lunch bags. Sometimes somebody brings a chicken leg or a hard-boiled egg or even a few sticks of celery. But Trueblood Eaton, every single day for three whole years, brought an artichoke and a little jar of melted butter, and he would sit all by himself in the lunchroom, tearing the leaves off the artichoke one by one and dipping them into the butter and nibbling on the ends with the tips of his front teeth, and when he was through he would screw the top back on his jar of melted butter and drop it into his brief case—he carried a brief case to school.

Besides this, he was the hairiest man I ever saw in my life. He had a great big black thatch on his head, and his jowls were as blue as a gangster’s. Even in high school he had to shave every day.

One day Elizabeth Barrett said to me, “Mother wants me to go out with Trueblood Eaton.”

“What?” I said, hardly believing my ears. “Why, that’s ridiculous!”

“Yeah,” said Elizabeth Barrett.

“What’d you tell your mother?” I asked.

“I told her no,” she said.

“Good girl,” I said. “What did she say then?”

“She said if I didn’t go out with Trueblood I couldn’t go out with you either. She says for every date I have with you I have to have one with Trueblood. Otherwise I can’t have any dates with you.”

“Well, she won’t get away with this,” said I. “There’s laws in this country.”

And the fact is, I did talk to a couple of lawyers, but they couldn’t seem to find any law that covered it, so for one whole miserable year I had to share Elizabeth Barrett with Trueblood.

It was pretty bad for me, but it was worse for Elizabeth Barrett. I mean, here is a kid who likes to live it up and laugh and dance and fling herself about in a lively manner. And what did she do with Trueblood? First they would go to a foreign movie, which Elizabeth Barrett hates because the subtitles always disappear before she can finish reading them. Then they would go to a Turkish place, where they would get sticky cookies and little cups of horrible coffee and there was no jukebox. Then Trueblood would walk her home, stopping every once in a while to throw her this kind of line: “Look, Elizabeth Barrett, look at the infinitude of the night! Oh, cosmos! Oh, endless cosmos, endlessly creating, endlessly devouring!”

Well, naturally she didn’t like this sharing business and neither did I. And I’ll tell you who else didn’t: Trueblood. I want to be perfectly fair to Trueblood. Loathsome he was, and a pip-squeak, and a creep, and hairy as a baboon, but all the same, when this guy fell in love, he fell hard.

This whole ugly thing kept building and building, and finally in May, just before the Senior Prom, it blew up. The Prom, of course, is the most important event of your whole high school career, so naturally I wanted to take Elizabeth Barrett. Trueblood felt exactly the same way. In fact, he felt so strongly about it that he jumped up in the lunchroom one afternoon, left his artichoke, and screamed at Elizabeth Barrett, “You have to go to the Senior Prom with me!”

“I’m sorry,” she said, very polite, “but I already have a date.”

“If you don’t go with me,” he yelled, “I will lock myself in my room and become a recluse.”

“Don’t do that, Trueblood,” said Elizabeth Barrett. “A person needs fresh air.”

But he did. I’ll be a son of a gun if he didn’t go right home and lock himself in his room. He never even showed up for his high school diploma. Boy, the whole school was talking about it! Everybody kidded Elizabeth Barrett, calling her a temptress and a siren who made hermits out of cast-off lovers. Elizabeth Barrett only giggled, but I could tell she was kind of pleased by the idea.

Her mother wasn’t pleased one bit. “Oh, ma petite!” she shrieked at Elizabeth Barrett. “How could you do it? How could you send away a fine, sensitive boy and choose this lout?” She meant me.

“Well, Mrs. Schultz,” I answered for Elizabeth Barrett, “maybe I’m not as cultured a person as Trueblood Eaton, but my posture is a great deal better, and I will always try to be good to Elizabeth Barrett.”

This failed to comfort Mrs. Schultz, but I didn’t worry about it, because I had other things on my mind. Summer was here. This promised to be a wonderful time for Elizabeth Barrett and me because on July first our families planned to move out to Candlewood Lake and we could be together morning, noon and night. But there was a sadness, too, because we knew that when the summer was over we were both going off to college—she to Vassar, me to State—and the thought of it took the joy out of everything.

Then, suddenly, just before the first of July, a wonderful thing happened: Mr. Schultz went broke. He couldn’t afford to send Elizabeth Barrett to Vassar. Mrs. Schultz carried on like a crazy woman for a while, but finally she admitted that the best they could do was send Elizabeth Barrett to State.

Well, sir, Elizabeth Barrett and I were both looping with joy, and we settled down at Candlewood Lake for a long, happy summer. First thing we did, we entered the Bass Derby. That’s a contest to see who catches the biggest smallmouthed bass in Candlewood during the summer.

We went fishing every single day, and it was just wonderful till Mrs. Schultz messed things up. One night she said to her husband, “George, I have figured out a way for us to send Elizabeth Barrett to Vassar.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

She picked up a magazine. “This is the latest Vassar Alumnae Bulletin. There’s an announcement here of an essay contest for high school graduates. The girl who writes the best essay will win a scholarship.”

“Are you suggesting,” asked Mr. Schultz, “that our daughter could win an essay contest?”

“Well, I don’t see why not,” said Mrs. Schultz, sounding a little edgy. “After all, the girl has inherited a lot of literary ability.”

Mr. Schultz bust out laughing. So did I, but I did it quietly so they wouldn’t hear me. I was hiding under their porch at the time. But Mrs. Schultz didn’t think it was funny. She put Elizabeth Barrett to work on the essay the very next morning. That’s the day I started to tell you about—the day Elizabeth Barrett caught that beautiful six-pound bass. When she went out fishing with me that morning, her mother made her take along a ream of paper and some fountain pens and the entry blank for the essay contest. Elizabeth Barrett had to promise she’d work on the essay while we fished or else her mother wouldn’t let her go.

While I ran the boat over to the weed beds where the bass were, Elizabeth Barrett sat in the bow and worked. She got the entry blank filled out without too much trouble, but after that she was stuck. She just sat and frowned and had no ideas at all, and then the six-pound bass hit, which she landed very nicely, which I have told you.

After that Elizabeth Barrett cast her line back in the weeds, stuck the rod between her toes so she’d know if she got a strike, picked up her pen and paper, and went back to work on her essay.

After making doodles for about an hour and a half, she suddenly looked down. Then up. Then she dropped the paper and pen and grabbed the rod and yelled, “Strike!”

Strike it was! This one didn’t take the bait in his teeth and swim around tasting it trying to make up his mind. This one hit, swallowed, and ran, all in one tremendous pass.

“Give him line!” I yelled. “Give him line!”

I didn’t have to tell her because the fish was taking it out a mile a minute. The reel handle was going around so fast she couldn’t grab it. The spool was almost bare when she finally managed to get hold of the handle. There was one awful second when it looked like the line was going to part, but it didn’t, and she started to reel the fish in.

He was a hundred feet away when he first jumped, but even at that distance I could tell he was the biggest bass I’d ever seen. Little by little, inch by inch, he came in—fighting, breaking water every few feet, leaping, diving, zigzagging, still fighting when she had him only two feet from the boat. I netted him and threw him in—nine pounds, maybe more, of smallmouthed bass.

We yelled and kissed each other for a considerable time, and then I started the putt-putt and we ran over to the Bass Derby headquarters and entered our baby. They could hardly believe it—nine pounds and six ounces on their official scale. They marked it down, and we zoomed home to show everybody our catch.

We went first to Elizabeth Barrett’s house. “Look!” I cried, holding up the bass to show it to Mrs. Schultz and a man with a beard who was visiting her.

“Your fish is dripping onto my rug,” said Mrs. Schultz with a frown.

“Hello, Elizabeth Barrett,” said the man with the beard, getting to his feet.

It sure was a familiar voice, but I’d never seen this man before. Elizabeth Barrett didn’t recognize him either, because she gave him a funny look and a short hello.

“Ah, quel dommage!” he said, chuckling. “To be forgotten so soon.”

Mrs. Schultz thought this was pretty humorous too. She joined him in a round of merry laughter.

“Who are you?” said Elizabeth Barrett.

“Why, darling,” said Mrs. Schultz, “surely you recognize Trueblood Eaton. He’s visiting his aunt and uncle here.”

“Oh, no!” I yelped, and dropped the fish on the floor and dropped right down on the floor myself. I mean I was laughing so hard I just couldn’t stand up. It was old Trueblood all right—skinny old Trueblood with a face muff. Talk about funny! Why, you could put Groucho Marx and Bob Hope and Red Skelton all in one room and they wouldn’t make me laugh the way puny little seventeen-year-old Trueblood Eaton in a beaver made me laugh.

I laughed and laughed and laughed, and then after a while I noticed that Elizabeth Barrett wasn’t laughing. Not even smiling. “You don’t think he looks funny?” said I.

“I think he looks adorable,” said Elizabeth Barrett.

“Are you nuts?” said I. “He looks like an old-clothes-man.”

“I think he’s cute,” said Elizabeth Barrett. “He’s kind of—oh, I don’t know.”

“Debonair?” suggested Mrs. Schultz.

“Yeah,” said Elizabeth Barrett, smiling and blushing like an idiot.

I tell you, you just can’t figure out the mind of a woman, even a mind as uncomplicated as Elizabeth Barrett’s. Two months ago she thought Trueblood was the biggest stiff in town; now she thought he was adorable, cute and debonair. And all because of the beard. That was the difference—the beard. To me it was just a laughable group of whiskers; to Elizabeth Barrett it was a whole big deal.

“Tell me, Trueblood,” said Mrs. Schultz, “what are your plans for the summer?”

“Oh, I shall rest, ruminate and ponder,” said Trueblood. “In the fall, perhaps I’ll have a spot of college.”

“I thought you were going to spend the rest of your life in your room,” I said, but nobody paid any attention to me.

“What college are you going to, Trueblood, dear?” said Mrs. Schultz.

“State,” said Trueblood.

“Ma, I want to go to State too,” said Elizabeth Barrett, looking at Trueblood’s beard with mad longing.

“You shall, chérie, you shall,” said Mrs. Schultz.

“I thought you wanted her to go to Vassar,” said I, but nobody paid any attention to me.

“Tell me, Trueblood,” said Mrs. Schultz, “what have you been doing besides growing a beard?”

“Oh, studying French,” said he. “Doing a bit of writing.”

“Writing!” exclaimed Mrs. Schultz. “How merveilleux!”

“Oh, just a little informal essay,” said he, pulling a bunch of papers out of his corduroy jacket. “Nothing very good.”

“Elizabeth Barrett and I would adore to hear some of it,” said Mrs. Schultz. “N’est-ce pas, Elizabeth Barrett?”

“Oui,” said Elizabeth Barrett.

“Well, just a few lines,” said Trueblood, opening up his papers. “It is an essay called ‘Love.’”

“Catchy title,” said I, but they all frowned at me, including Elizabeth Barrett, so I shut up.

Trueblood started to read: “‘There is no disguise which can hide love long where it is, or feign it where it is not.’”

“Quelle élégance!” cried Mrs. Schultz, kissing her finger tips. “Isn’t that magnificent, Elizabeth Barrett?”

“Yeah,” said Elizabeth Barrett. “Can I feel your beard, Trueblood?”

“But of course, chérie,” said he.

She stuck her hands in his beard. “Gee!” she said, shivering all over.

“Read some more of your essay, Trueblood,” said Mrs. Schultz.

He did. “The reason why lovers and their mistresses are never weary of being together is that they talk always of themselves.”

“Délicieux!” exclaimed Mrs. Schultz, kissing her finger tips some more.

“Can I feel your beard again?” asked Elizabeth Barrett.

“Be my guest,” said Trueblood.

She plunged her hands into the beaver, and I decided I’d better go home and think, because I was in very big trouble.

So I went home and thought, and the solution to my problem came quickly. What I needed was a beard. That was obvious. Obvious, but not easy, because I didn’t have a hair on my face. Well, thought I, I’d just have to do everything possible to grow a beard, because clearly I couldn’t compete with old True-blood unless I had a beard too.

I remember hearing people say your beard grows faster if you shave often. This is a tissue of lies. I shaved twelve times a day for a whole week and not one hair showed up on my face. Plus I lost a lot of blood.

After that I tried a lot of salves and ointments that my father had bought when he started losing his hair. I rubbed them into my face until my fingers ached, but they didn’t do me any more good than they did my father.

It’s not an easy thing to lose a girl like Elizabeth Barrett, and, believe me, I kept thinking all the time, trying to figure out some way to prevent it. The best way, of course, was to murder Trueblood, but they would have suspicioned me right away. The next best way was to separate Trueblood and Elizabeth Barrett long enough—say about a year—so I could grow a beard and compete with him on even terms. But how could I separate them? They were together every day, and in a few weeks college would start and they’d still be together every day.

But I kept thinking, and one day an idea came to me—not a good idea, but the only one I had. I was out fishing all by myself when I noticed a piece of paper under the bilge boards in my boat. I pulled it out. It was an entry blank, all filled out by Elizabeth Barrett, for the Vassar Alumnae Association Essay Contest. Then I got this idea: I would take the entry blank, attach an essay to it, mail it in to the contest, and maybe Elizabeth Barrett would win a scholarship. If she did, Mrs. Schultz would be so proud that she’d make Elizabeth Barrett go away to Vassar. She’d be separated from Trueblood for a year, and when she got back I’d have a beard just as big as Trueblood’s.

But where, you are thinking, would I get an essay to submit with the entry blank? The answer is obvious: I would swipe Trueblood’s essay, the one called “Love.” That’s the part of the whole feeble scheme that appealed to me the most—if it worked, I’d be defeating Trueblood with his own weapon.

That afternoon, when Elizabeth Barrett and Trueblood were in swimming (he swims the breast stroke; wouldn’t you know?), I snuck up and stole the essay out of his corduroy jacket. I took it home, typed a copy, put the original back in his jacket, and mailed the copy, along with the entry blank, off to Vassar.

For the next two weeks—not with much hope—I kept checking the R.F.D. box we shared with the Schultzes. And one day it came—a letter to Elizabeth Barrett from the Vassar Alumnae! I grabbed it and went tearing up to the Schultz cottage. They were all in the living room—Mr. Schultz waxing his bowling ball, Mrs. Schultz reading “Ode on a Grecian Urn” aloud, Trueblood lying on the couch looking soulful, Elizabeth Barrett stroking Trueblood’s beard.

“Elizabeth Barrett,” I said, “here’s a letter for you.”

She opened the letter and read it and looked real puzzled. “I don’t get it,” she said, and handed the letter to her mother.

Mrs. Schultz read it, and she looked puzzled too. “How very odd!” she said.

“Read it,” said Mr. Schultz. “Maybe I can figure it out.”

So Mrs. Schultz read the letter: “‘Dear Miss Schultz,’” it said. “‘Your essay entitled “Love” was very charming, as, indeed, it has been since the Due de La Rochefoucauld wrote it in sixteen sixty-five. I am afraid that you are not the kind of girl Vassar is looking for. Alice Bayard Sherwood, Secretary.’”

For a second I was puzzled too. Then I saw Trueblood go pasty, and the whole thing was clear as daylight. “You fake!” I yelled, grabbing him by the beard and pulling him to his feet. “You phony, thieving fake!”

Then they all started tugging at me and asking what had happened, so I told them. I told them everything, while old Trueblood cringed and whimpered.

There was a silence when I finished. Then Mr. Schultz said, “Trueblood, I think you’d better go.”

“Yes, go!” screamed Mrs. Schultz. “Go, you wretched fraud. Oh, the shame of it! How will I ever face the Alumnae Association again? Go, you plagiarist! Go, and never let me or my daughter see your shifty face again. Go!”

Well, sir, Trueblood slunk out as fast as he could. Mr. Schultz looked mighty relieved. Elizabeth Barrett looked kind of puzzled, but I patted her back and pinched her a little bit, and pretty soon I had her smiling. Mrs. Schultz walked up and down wringing her hands.

Not five minutes after Trueblood left, a car drove up and a bunch of guys came up to the cottage, one of them carrying a camera, another one carrying a big flat package. “Who’s Elizabeth Barrett Schultz?” asked one of the guys.

“I am,” said Elizabeth Barrett.

“I’m from the Tribune,” the guy said.

“Oh, no!” shrieked Mrs. Schultz. “We must keep this out of the papers!”

“Keep it out of the papers?” said the reporter. “Why? Is it something to be ashamed of that your daughter caught the biggest smallmouthed bass ever taken out of Candlewood?”

“What?” said Mr. Schultz. “What’s all this?”

“I forgot to tell you, Daddy,” said Elizabeth Barrett. “I caught a bass that weighed nine pounds six ounces.”

“Why, that’s wonderful, honey, just wonderful!” said Mr. Schultz, beaming like a sunburst.

The guy with the wrapped package came over to Elizabeth Barrett. “I’m Ed Reynolds,” he said, “judge of the Bass Derby, and here is your trophy.” He unwrapped the package and took out a beautiful oak plaque.

The photographer took a bunch of pictures of Elizabeth Barrett accepting the plaque, and the reporter asked some questions, and after a while they shook hands all around and left.

Mr. Schultz was strutting around like the proudest peacock that ever lived. “Nine pounds six ounces,” he said. “Think of that! My little daughter!”

“I was lucky,” said Elizabeth Barrett. She’s real modest.

“And what a beautiful plaque,” said Mr. Schultz. “Look,” he said to Mrs. Schultz, “isn’t that a beautiful plaque?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, giving it a quick look. “Take it to the office when you go in tomorrow.”

“No!” said Mr. Schultz, sticking his jaw ’way out. “No, by Godfrey, I won’t take it to the office. This plaque is going to be put in our house—and so are all the rest of Elizabeth Barrett’s trophies.”

Mrs. Schultz’s jaw popped open. Mine too.

“You’ve got a wonderful daughter,” Mr. Schultz went on, “and it’s time you were proud of her for what she is, not for what you’d like her to be. She’s going to have all her plaques and trophies in the house, and when she wins some more, she’ll have those too, and there’ll be no more nonsense about poetry and Vassar and little monsters like Trueblood Eaton.”

“Put in a good word for me, Mr. Schultz,” I said, because I could see he had her on the ropes.

So he put in a good word for me—several, in fact—and today things are much better between Mrs. Schultz and me. I won’t say she’s crazy about me—every now and then she takes a look at me and busts into wild, uncontrollable sobs—but most of the time she’s fairly civil. Anyhow, what’s the difference? It’s Elizabeth Barrett I love, not her mother. Boy, how I love Elizabeth Barrett! Sometimes I wish I was a writer so I could tell you.


CHAPTER SEVEN

LOVE IS A SCIENCE

by Dobie Gillis, aged 18

A curious thing happened to Elizabeth Barrett and me after we started State University. For a while we went together and everything was fine, and then all of a sudden it wasn’t fine. Something went wrong—something deep and basic.

Like we were sitting on a bench on the campus one night—a beautiful, starry, balmy night—and I was feeling all soft and shimmering inside and I said, “Elizabeth Barrett, what would you like to do tonight?”

And she said, “Let’s go down to the cinder track and run a few laps.”

And I was full of sadness and disappointment, and I said, “No, Elizabeth Barrett, I don’t want to go down to the cinder track and run a few laps.”

We were quiet then for quite a long spell and finally she said, “Dobie, do you think we are growing apart?”

“Do you?” I said.

“Yes,” she said, nodding her big muscular head. “No offense, Dobie, but I would frankly prefer a more athletic type.”

“No offense to you, Elizabeth Barrett,” I replied, “but I would frankly prefer a less athletic type.”

“Dobie, leave us part friends,” she said and gave me her big calloused hand to shake, which I did, and she went trotting off into the night and I took out my copy of Percy Bysshe Shelley.

It is well enough to sneer at poetry when you are a callow high school youth, but when you are a man of eighteen summers, as I was, you suddenly discover that poetry is beauty and beauty is truth. All at once I dug poetry—not only dug it, but lived for it. I knew, in short, that I had a fine, sensitive soul.

I should have known it all along. I mean anybody who loves girls the way I do has got to be studded with sensitivity like a ham with cloves. But it takes time for a soul to emerge. All these years my soul had been like a rose in the night time—closed and asleep—but now, suddenly, the sun was up, and like a rose at morningtide my soul was open and alive. I felt pure and lambent and attuned to the universe. I would see a cloud and fill up with rapture. The folding of a leaf induced spasms. A sonnet by Keats, a white sail against a blue sky, a budding azalea, a Mozart quartet, the flight of a tern, a church in the wildwood, the head or haunch of a girl—all of these made my heart glow and swell and leap with exaltation.

Then one day, thanks to the alphabet, I met Angela Gilbey.

At State University it is customary in most classes to seat students alphabetically. Thus I, Dobie Gillis, found myself in freshman English sitting next to one Angela Gilbey.

For a man of my sensitivity, sitting next to Angela Gilbey represented a very real hazard. Every time I looked at her, there was more than an outside chance that I would expire from sheer delight. The human constitution was never meant to carry such a burden of joy as Angela Gilbey heaped upon me. When I looked at the perfection of her skull and mandibles, my pulses raced like the torrents of spring. When I regarded the symmetry of her torso, my eyeballs whirled like flywheels. When I observed her faultless legs, lithe and twinkling, it was as though a young furry animal were scampering under my breastbone.

The very first time I looked at Angela I was so stirred that I wrote her a poem. This is how it went:

I’d be so jolly,

Angela Gilbey,

To play Svengali

If you’d play Trilby.

I reached over and placed the poem on Angela’s desk. She read it. She smiled. I watched her eyes of Lake Louise blue crinkle at the corners. I watched her damask cheeks dimple. I watched her succulent, scarlet lips part to reveal her gleaming dentition. Giddy with ecstasy, I fell heavily against her.

“Sorry,” I murmured, blushing.

“You’re cute,” she said.

“You are the sun and the moon!” I cried.

“You’re a little goofy,” she said. “But cute.”

“Will you go steady with me?” I said.

“That depends,” she said.

“On what?” I said.

“We’ll talk about it after class,” she said.

“I’d appreciate that,” said Mr. Pomfritt. He is the freshman English instructor.

So after class we went over to the School of Animal Husbandry and sat on the green lawn, where I took Angela’s white hand and looked into her blue eyes and said, “Now to the question. Will you go steady with me?”

“Let me ask you a question first,” she said.

“Yes, my love?” I said. “Yes, my great tawny animal?”

“When are you going to stop writing poetry?”

“Stop?” I exclaimed, casting her a look of wild surmise. “Why, I could no more stop writing poetry than I could stop breathing.”

“So long, chum,” said Angela, making as if to rise.

I clutched her calf and held her on the turf. “Angela,” I asked, “what have you got against poetry?”

“Name me one rich poet,” said Angela.

“Well, let me think,” I said, and scratched my head for a longish interval.

“You see?” said Angela triumphantly. “You can’t because there aren’t any. Well, kid, it’s been nice knowing you.” She rose.

I seized the hem of her dirndl. “Angela,” I said, my lip curling in horror, “is that what you’re interested in—money?”

“That’s it, buddy,” she answered.

“Ha!” I said, giving a bitter laugh.

“Hah what?”

“That such an estimable body should contain such a sleazy soul!”

“I have a perfectly lovely soul,” replied Angela, bristling. “In fact, that’s why I can’t get mixed up with you.”

“How’s that?” said I.

“Look, Dobie,” she said, sitting down again, “you’re a little goofy, but that doesn’t bother me. I mean, that’s what boys are—a little goofy.”

“Well?”

“What bothers me is that you’re sort of cute. I mean you’re kind of loose and disorganized and helpless. I could go for you with no trouble at all.”

“Angela, baby!” I cried, lunging at her.

“Down, boy,” said she, fending me off. “What if I did fall in love with you? Then where would I be?”

“On Cloud Number Seven,” I replied. “With me.”

“In a pig’s eye,” said she. “I’d be at Twenty-one Twenty-three South Fremont Avenue, that’s where I’d be.”

“What’s that?”

“That’s where my family lives,” said Angela. “I’ve got an older sister. She married a boy just like you—cute and goofy and unemployable. Now he lives with my folks and eats his own weight every day. My folks made big sacrifices to send me to college, and for just one reason—so I could do better than my sister. Don’t you see, Dobie, I’ve got an obligation. Much as I’d like to go with you, I just can’t do it to those poor, sweet parents of mine.”

“But I’m going to make money,” I protested. “I’m going to be a very important poet.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head positively. “You can’t do both. It’s either poetry or money. What’s it going to be?”

“Angela!” I cried, full of anguish.

“Or let me put it another way,” said Angela. “It’s either poetry or me. Make your choice.”

“Angela!” I cried, fuller of anguish.

“Think it over,” said Angela, and rose and left me, and as I watched her walk into the setting sun, the light playing on her copper hair, her dirndl switching and undulating, her excellent legs sleek and quick and golden, I knew that I would give up poetry—or life itself—for Angela.

“Angela,” I called, “come back!”

She returned to me. “Yes?” she said.

“I am giving up poetry,” I said.

“Good man,” said Angela, clapping my back. “What are you going to do instead?”

“I haven’t the vaguest idea,” I confessed.

“I have,” said Angela. “Come along.”

She took me over to the engineering school. She took me to the bulletin board in the lobby. “Look,” she said, pointing at a profusion of notices posted on the bulletin board.

I looked. The notices were offers of jobs to qualified engineers from General Motors, General Electric, General Dynamics, RCA, Boeing, Lockheed, Motorola, Minneapolis Honeywell, hundreds of electronics, aircraft, automotive and industrial firms. Big salaries were promised—job security, pensions, paid vacations, free housing, paid-up life insurance, stock options.

“Very interesting,” I said to Angela. “What about it?”

“Don’t you see?” she asked excitedly. “There’s a terrific shortage of engineers. The whole country’s competing for them.… Oh, Dobie,” she exclaimed, her blue eyes shining, “when you get out of engineering school, you’ll be positively rolling in money!”

“But I don’t know anything about physics and chemistry and calculus,” I said truthfully. “I’m a poet.”

“You were a poet,” she corrected. “Come on.”

“Angela,” I said earnestly. “I’ll never get through. I just haven’t got that kind of mind.”

“You’ll make it,” she said.

“Never,” I said.

“For me,” she said.

I looked into her eyes, incandescent and entreating. I remarked her roundness, her softness, her suppleness, her creaminess. I sighed. “I’ll try,” I said.

And try I did. For the next few weeks I concentrated maniacally as my professors talked of ergs and vectors and torsion and ionization and cosines and Maxwell’s equation and Mendeleev’s table. But it was no use. My brain, an absolute sponge when it came to odes, sonnets and quatrains, dried up and shut tight when it came to science. No matter how earnestly I tried, how furiously I listened, nothing penetrated.

Nor did it help my morale to watch Zelda Gilroy every day. Alphabetical seating had placed me, ironically, next to a girl who was a positive whiz in science. During lectures her pencil would fly over her notebook, filling page after page with nuggets of information, while I sat and drew pictures of my initials and Angela’s locked in a heart. When called upon to recite, Zelda was a trove of facts, while I stood and blushed in silence. Her homework was always ready; mine never. She was invariably prepared, forever informed, and I was filled with helpless admiration.

The admiration, let me add, was only for her mind. Her body would take no prizes. It was all right, mind you; there just wasn’t enough of it.

Her head also was nothing to warm the blood. It was a perfectly adequate head; it’s just that Zelda didn’t take care of it. The nose shone, the lips were unlipsticked, and the short, straight hair was always stuck full of yellow pencils. Zelda, it was obvious to me, was a girl so preoccupied with science that she had no time for the softer things of life.

I was, therefore, more than a little startled when at the end of six weeks of sitting next to Zelda, she turned to me one day and said, without preliminary, “I love you.”

I made the only possible reply, “Huh?”

“That’s right. I love you,” she repeated.

“Zelda, I am, of course, flattered,” said I, “but—”

“Don’t get a swelled head,” she interrupted. “You’re nothing so special. You’re dumb as an unborn marmot, you’re pigeon-toed, and you’ll be bald before you’re thirty.”

“Madam, I do not wish to be unkind,” I said frostily, “but you are no traffic stopper yourself.”

“Yup,” she agreed, “we’re a couple of dogs, all right. But still and all, we’re not too repulsive. And anyway, what’s the difference? We’re victims of propinquity.”

“I beg your pardon?” said I.

“Propinquity,” she said. “Nearness, closeness. Sigafoos and Wembley of Harvard, in a study of 2,900 married couples, proved that in an overwhelming majority of cases the couples first fell in love because of propinquity. You put a boy and girl next to each other for long enough, and it’s bound to happen; it’s a scientific fact.”

“But I don’t love you,” said I with more truth than gallantry.

“You will,” she said confidently. “You’re Gillis and I’m Gilroy. We’ll be sitting next to each other for the next four years. You might as well give up now. You can’t beat science.”

“I can try,” I said, and that night when I took Angela to our trysting place behind the School of Animal Husbandry and smelled her luminous hair and kissed her alabaster throat and laid gentle hands on her limber, fan-shaped back, I knew that resisting Zelda would be one of the easier tasks of my life.

The next morning before class Zelda handed me a box of chocolate-covered cherries. “What’s this?” I said.

“A gift,” said she.

“But why?”

“To soften you up,” she replied. “It’s not that I don’t have confidence in propinquity; it’s only that I’d like to speed it up a little.”

“Zelda,” I said, returning the candy, “thanks a lot, but it’s no use. Won’t you please believe me?”

“A stubborn case,” said Zelda, shaking her head gravely. “But if there’s one thing I’ve got, it’s perseverance.”

This was on Tuesday. On Wednesday she brought me a pair of beaded moccasins. On Thursday she brought me a silver-headed walking stick. On Friday my world collapsed.

Friday was the day of midterm exams. My marks, it pains me to report, were the lowest in the history of the engineering school. The whole campus was talking about it—including Angela.

“This,” said she to me, “is the end.”

“Oh, no!” I shrieked.

“Oh, yes,” said Angela firmly. “You won’t even get through the first semester. You’ll flunk out and go back to poetry, and you’ll never make a living, and you’ll move in with my father, who is sixty-two years old and has a kidney condition. Dobie, goodbye.”

“No, Angela, no!” I cried, restraining her. “I’ll get through the semester, I promise you.”

“How?” she asked.

She sure had me there. “I’ll get sensational marks from now on,” I said.

“How?” she asked.

She sure had me there too. “I’ll do it,” I assured her, taking both her hands in mine. “Trust me, Angela, trust me.”

“Well,” she said, after a long, nerve-racking pause, “okay. But remember, now, if you don’t get through the semester, it’s absolutely and positively the end.”

“Yes, my darling,” I agreed, kissing her knuckles. “Yes, my golden love object.”

I went forthwith to my room and opened my books and proceeded to study with superhuman concentration. I studied until my eyeballs were red as cranberries and my cerebellum dropped with fatigue, and at the end of twelve unbroken hours I climbed into bed, spent and full of despair, with my science-proof brain just as dumb as when I had started. Oh, how was I going to get through the semester, thought I, tossing in agony. How was I going to keep Angela? How?

The next morning before class Zelda was waiting for me in the corridor. “Here’s a present,” said she, offering me a gold-plated, six-bladed Boy Scout knife.

“No, thank you,” I said dully.

“The trouble with you,” said Zelda, “is you’ve got a closed mind. If you’d just open up a little, propinquity would do the rest.”

“Oh, go away,” said I, being in no mood for any of her propinquity nonsense.

She grasped me by the shoulders. “What can I do to please you?” she demanded. “Cook your meals? Scratch your back? Do your laundry? Do your homework? What?”

“Yes!” I shouted, feeling life and hope and courage return to me. For the answer to all my troubles had suddenly been put into my hands! “Yes, Zelda,” I said happily, “you can do my homework.”

Because if she did, I’d get good grades, pass my courses, and Angela would be mine forever!

“All right,” said Zelda, “I’ll do it. Well find some cozy spot and get together every night and do our homework and maybe a little smooching on the side.”

“Oh, no!” I said hastily. That was not at all what I had in mind. My nights were reserved for Angela, and only Angela.

“No what?” asked Zelda.

“I can’t see you at night,” said I.

“Why not?”

I thought fast. “Because I’ve got a job.”

“Where do you work?” she asked. “I’ll come sit with you. The more propinquity the better, I always say.”

“You can’t do that,” said I.

“Why not?”

I thought fast some more. “I’m a lifeguard at the Y.M.C.A. pool,” I said glibly.

“Oh,” said Zelda.

And so the poor woman was persuaded to do my homework every night all by herself, while I carried on with Angela behind the School of Animal Husbandry. Every morning Zelda would bring me my homework, all neatly and correctly done, and she would ask, “Well, Dobie, is propinquity working yet?” and I, heaven forgive, would answer, “Well, Zelda, it’s too early to be sure, but I think I’m beginning to detect a few signs.” I had to give the wretched girl some encouragement, otherwise she might get tired of doing my homework, and then where would I be?

What about my conscience, you ask? I’ll be frank. At first it raged and squalled. But finally, in Angela’s arms, it slept. After all, I told myself, Othello had murdered for love, and Menelaus had started a whole war. Next to theirs, my sin was pretty small potatoes.

Besides it was only temporary. Once I had Angela hooked so firmly that she couldn’t escape me, I intended to get out of engineering and back to the Arts College where I belonged. Then I wouldn’t have to flimflam poor crazy Zelda any more, and I would tell her the whole hideous truth. Actually, thought I, consoling myself further, I would be doing the unfortunate woman a favor if I convinced her that her propinquity theory was nonsense.

With this kind of thinking I held my conscience at bay, and life became good again. Best were the nights—the sweet sessions of love-making with Angela—but even the days were marked with pleasure. With Zelda doing all my homework, there was no longer any need for me to try to follow the lectures during class. I just sat back and relaxed and thought tender thoughts of Angela. I even dashed off a few poems. One of them, I honestly believe, ranks with the most moving things I have ever done. It is called starkly, “I Love You,” and it goes like this:

I love you with all my power,

I love you with all my might,

I love you at any hour,

I love you by day or night.

I hope we will soon be married,

But if I should die before,

See to it that I’m buried

Somewhere near your door.

Strew roses on me humbly,

And heave a frequent sigh.

Though I grow gray and crumbly,

I’ll always be your guy.

How I wished I could have shown this poem to Angela! But of course I could not. I just folded it up and stuck it away in a book, for Angela had to believe I had given up poetry and was concentrating on science. Otherwise she would leave me posthaste, and that, of course, I could not risk.

So, with untaxing days and idyllic nights, the weeks passed agreeably. Then it came time for final exams. “Dobie,” said Zelda to me one morning, “do you think you can get some time off from your job at the Y.M.C.A. pool? Final exams start soon, and I’d better help you get ready.”

So I went and told Angela I would not be available for several nights because I was studying for exams. Naturally, I didn’t tell her who I was studying with. It didn’t suit my purposes at all for Angela to know about Zelda—or vice versa.

Then began several nights of intensive tutoring. Zelda and I found a quiet corner in the library, and there, with boundless patience, Zelda gave me a cram course. For me it was like learning Choctaw. I didn’t understand one single word that was said. “Don’t try to understand it,” Zelda said. “Just remember it, because these are the things that will come up in the exams.”

And that’s the way I did it—learned it by rote, committed it to memory, syllable by meaningless syllable, as Zelda repeated it over and over and over.

And, just as Zelda predicted, the things she had drummed painfully into my head were the very things that came up in the exams. And I was ready. This time, thanks to Zelda, I had the answers. With speed and confidence I whipped through the exams and walked, whistling gaily, from the room.

Imagine my surprise, then, when the grades were posted and I learned that I had flunked every single exam. And not only flunked them, but flunked them each with a big round zero!

“You look green,” said Zelda as I stood, quaking, in front of the bulletin board.

Wild-eyed, I turned to her. “Zelda, I don’t get it. I answered those questions exactly the way you told me.”

“Yup,” she said.

“What do you mean, ‘yup’?”

“I mean all the answers I told you were wrong.”

“But why?” I cried, totally bewildered.

“Because,” said Zelda, “you are a no-good rat.”

“I don’t quite follow you,” I said nervously.

“I’ll start at the beginning,” said she. “One night a couple of weeks ago while I was answering the problems in your lab manual, a sheet of paper fell out. There was a poem written on the sheet of paper. It was called ‘I Love You.’ Do you remember it?”

I licked my dry lips. “Yes,” I said.

“Well,” continued Zelda, “I thought you’d written the poem to me. I thought propinquity had finally started working on you. I was very happy. I wanted you to know how happy I was. So I phoned the Y.M.C.A. and asked for you. They never heard of you.”

I nodded my head sadly. “So you went looking for me.”

“And found you behind the School of Animal Husbandry with Angela. So I made some inquiries about Angela, and I learned you were using me to stay in science so you could keep her. So I decided to fix your wagon.”

“Well,” said I with a wan smile, “you did it.”

“You sore, Dobie?”

“No,” I sighed. “I guess I had it coming.”

“Oh, cheer up,” said Zelda, slapping my back. “You don’t belong in science anyhow. Go back to the Arts College and start over. You’ll be happy there.”

“Happy without Angela?” said I, with a bitter laugh. She was lost to me now, irretrievably and forever. When I went back to the Arts College, I would have to start all over from the beginning, which meant that Angela would be a half year ahead of me and we wouldn’t be in the same class any more. Not that it mattered; Angela had made it abundantly clear that we were finished if I flunked the first semester of science, which I thumpingly had.

“Forget her,” said Zelda. “You’ve still got me.”

“That,” said I, “fails to put the roses back in my cheeks. No offense.”

“It’s all right,” said Zelda. “I’ll get you yet. I’m Gilroy and you’re Gillis, and I’m transferring to the Arts College with you.”

“You still on that propinquity kick?”

“Absolutely,” she declared. “It’s a scientific fact. It can’t fail!”

You know something? Zelda was right.

Propinquity works like a charm. Today I am happily going steady with Harriet Gilmore, a lovely, sensitive girl, who was placed by alphabetical seating between Gillis and Gilroy.

Zelda, after fussing for a bit, has gone back to science, where she belongs, and today she is going steady with a very decent fellow named Clyde Gillingwater. We doubledate often.


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE LADY OR THE WILDCAT?

by Dobie Gillis, aged 19

Propinquity and the alphabet betrayed me. In my sophomore year a guy named Walter Gilman sat between Harriet Gilmore and me, and that was the end of that.

Disillusioned with girls, disenchanted with poetry, I transferred to the School of Zoology. Here, for a time, I found happiness. Animals, unlike girls, are loyal and constant and true. On the other hand, you can take girls more places.

So after a while, I got to thinking it really wasn’t necessary to make a choice between girls and animals. I could have both. I stayed in the zoology school, but I also got a job as a waiter in a sorority house. Surrounded thus by the two species I love best, one would assume that I was practically reeling with joy. One would be wrong. I was miserable.

How come? I’ll tell you how come. It was because of a girl named Miranda McCreedy and a girl named Celeste Schwartz and a wildcat named Sam.

First, Miranda—

One afternoon when I was in the library reading up on the white-lipped peccary, my eye was caught by the young woman sitting across the table from me. She was indeed a young woman to catch the eye. Dark she was, with lips of vivid crimson. Her teeth gleamed, her eyes flashed, her young bosom rose and fell passionately. A girl of dash and fire, it was clear.

“Excuse me, miss,” I said with a warm smile, “but it is clear that you are a girl of dash and fire.”

“I am angry,” she replied.

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked, closing the book about the white-lipped peccary and taking her hands in mine.

“Yes,” she said. “Will you join me in a great crusade?”

“Miss,” I said, looking at her flashing eyes, her vivid lips, her gleaming teeth, her heaving young bosom, “I would join you in a cement mixer.”

“You’re sweet,” she said.

“You’re full of dash and fire,” I said.

“My name is Miranda McCreedy,” she said.

“How do you do?” I said. “I am Dobie Gillis.”

“How do you do?” she said.

“I’m majoring in zoology.” I said. “Do you like animals?”

“I adore animals,” she said.

“Oh, bully!” I said. “I could not care for a girl who did not care for animals.”

“I love all animals,” she said. “Dogs, cats, sheep, horses, white-lipped peccaries—”

“Miranda,” I breathed, pressing her hands to my cheeks, “I am yours.”

“Ah, good,” she said. “Now about my great crusade—”

“Yes, tell me about it.”

“Dobie,” she said, “do you agree that the University is a stronghold of democracy and equality?”

“I sure do,” I said ringingly.

“And do you know that in this stronghold of democracy and equality, snobbery is rife, discrimination is rampant?”

“No!” I said, shocked.

“I refer to sororities,” she declared.

“Oh,” I said without joy.

“I am preparing a petition to abolish sororities at the University, and you must help me.”

“Oh,” I said with even less joy.

She looked at me sharply. “What’s the matter? You don’t seem very enthusiastic.”

“Miranda,” I said, “it would be shortsighted of me to help abolish sororities, because I am working my way through college by waiting on table in a sorority house.”

“You are?” she gasped, recoiling from me. “Which sorority?”

“Alpha Rho.”

“But that’s the worst!” she exclaimed. “That’s the snobbiest of the snobs, and the snootiest of the snooters!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “They seem like a nice clean-cut bunch of girls to me.”

“They’re monsters!” she yelled. “They’re arrogant, they’re overbearing, they’re stuck-up, they’re un-American!”

“Come now, Miranda,” I protested. “Everyone says they’re the best sorority on campus.”

“Sure they are,” she shouted. “They’re the biggest snobs. That makes them the best sorority.”

“Now, Miranda—”

Her voice went up another fifty decibels. “Snobs—that’s all they are! Bunches of snobs, looking down their noses at the common people!”

“Miranda,” I said gently, “you are overwrought. You must calm down.”

“Calm down? How can I be calm?” she shrieked.

“Well,” I said, “whenever my nerves get jangled, I always go to the zoo. There is nothing so soothing as a visit to the zoo.”

“I don’t want to go to the zoo,” she hollered.

“I think we had better leave here,” I pointed out, “for I have just heard the librarian phoning the police.”

Sped by baleful stares from the staff and patrons, we took our departure from the library and went to the zoo. Here we were made welcome by Mr. Minafee, the nice young zoo keeper, with whom I had become fast friends in the preceding weeks. A fine young man, Mr. Minafee; and his zoo was wonderfully well stocked.

As I knew it would, peace returned to Miranda while she wandered with me among the cages and corrals. The furrows vanished from her brow, the spring came back to her step, as we admired together the kudu and the kiwi, the ocelot and the marmot, the aye-aye and the cavy, the jaguar and the murre, the krait and the pangolin, the tapir and the coati, the ounce and the okapi, the lemur and the toucan, the white-lipped peccary, even.

Miranda was serene and untroubled when our visit to the zoo was over. No longer did she carry on about sororities. Instead we talked of trivial and pleasant things, and looked at each other with something warmer than friendship. At dusk I took her to her dormitory, gave her a firm handshake (I don’t believe in kissing on the first date), arranged to meet her when I finished work that night, and then went off to the Alpha Rho sorority house to serve dinner.

The Alpha Rho house is at all times an impressive place with its leaded windows, its parquet floors, its fumed-oak beams, its big fieldstone hearth, its twenty-four beautiful members draped artfully over the furniture. But this night it was more impressive than ever. There was a special glitter, a special air of festivity, over everything. The silver was shinier, the napery snowier, the girls more attractively arranged than I had ever seen them.

Betty Kleinhans, president of the sorority, spoke to me as soon as I arrived. “Gillis,” she said in her cool, patrician way, “tonight is something of an occasion. Please take particular care how you serve.”

“Of course,” I said. “May I ask what the occasion is?”

“Celeste Schwartz is coming to dinner,” she replied, not without pride.

“Who?” I said.

“Surely you’ve heard of Celeste Schwartz, the most desirable freshman on campus?”

“Can’t say that I have,” I confessed.

“Oh, but she’s got everything—poise, breeding, wealth, beauty, position! Every sorority on campus is dying to pledge her.”

“Aha,” I said, comprehending. “And you’re trying to impress her so she’ll pledge Alpha Rho.”

“What could be more fitting than that the most desirable freshman should join the most desirable sorority?” asked Betty Kleinhans. “Now into the kitchen with you, Gillis, and be sure to wear a clean dickey.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Just a minute,” she said.

“Yes?”

“Do you have any ideas for a Homecoming decoration?”

“You mean for the Homecoming football game on Saturday? I haven’t even thought about it.”

“Well,” said Betty Kleinhans, “as you know, we are playing Randolph Tech. Their team is called the Wildcats. The Homecoming slogan is ‘Cage the Wildcats!’”

“That’s clever,” I said.

“Each sorority and fraternity is going to put up a decoration in front of its house. The decoration will be based on the slogan ‘Cage the Wildcats.’ The house with the best decoration will win a silver cup.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Do you have any ideas?” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “How about building a big cage out of cardboard and putting a big cardboard wildcat inside of it?”

“Everybody is building a big cardboard cage with a big cardboard wildcat inside,” she said.

“Well, how about rigging up a little motor that makes the wildcat move?”

“Everybody is rigging up a little motor that makes the wildcat move,” she said.

“Well, how about fixing some kind of sound system to make the wildcat roar?”

“Everybody is fixing some kind of sound system to make the wildcat roar,” she said. “Can’t you think of something new?”

“I’ll try,” I promised.

“Please do,” she said. “This is the most important event of the year, and if you should come up with a winning idea for us, you’d be a B.M.O.C.”

“A what?”

“A Big Man on Campus.”

“Oh, boy!” I said.

“So bear it in mind, Gillis. Now into the kitchen with you, for I hear Celeste Schwartz coming now.”

Into the kitchen I went and put on a clean dickey and brushed my cowlick until a bell summoned me to begin serving. Out I came with a tray of fruit cups and went to the head of the table to start with Betty Kleinhans. And there, sitting on her right, I saw a girl of such wondrous beauty that my knees grew soft with rapture. Had there not been an empty chair next to her, I should have fallen to the floor, fruit cups and all.

“You are beautiful!” I breathed. “You are beautiful beyond the saying of it!”

“Thanks, hey,” she replied.

“Are you Celeste Schwartz?” I asked.

“Uh-huh,” she said.

“No wonder they call you the most desirable freshman on campus,” I said, gazing with undisguised ecstasy upon her radiant hair, her eyes of pure aquamarine, her piquantly upturned nose, her moist red lips, her dry white chin, her stately throat, her well-tempered clavicles, her gently rolling curves, her perfectly matched legs. (To see the last I had to bob my head under the table.) “I am through here at eight o’clock,” I said, removing my head from under the table. “Will you go walking with me?”

“Okey-dokey,” she said, and I felt my heart take wings. Joy such as I had never dreamed existed was upon me. I chuckled to myself; only an hour ago I had fancied that I was in love with Miranda McCreedy. But now I knew—really knew—what love—real love—was.

“Gillis,” said Betty Kleinhans with some asperity, “would you be good enough to get out of that chair and serve the fruit cups?”

“Certainly,” I murmured. I rose. Smiling and blinking affectionately at Celeste all the while, I distributed fruit cups to the assembled girls.

Only through iron self-control was I able to finish serving dinner. I wanted to laugh, to shout, to skip, to leap, to fling the lamb patties up in the air, to hurl the doughnuts out like quoits, to splash the cocoa and smash the crockery and bellow to the world the goat-song of my love for Celeste. But prudence forbade. Quietly I served the meal and contented myself with blowing an occasional kiss to Celeste and arranging the peas on her plate to spell “I LOVE YOU.”

At eight o’clock I met Celeste in front of the sorority house. I took her arm, and we walked together along the elm-lined street, through the crisp and bracing air of early autumn.

“Are you going to join Alpha Rho?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I mean it’s a marvy sorority.”

“And you,” I said, “are a marvy girl.”

“Thanks, hey,” she said. “You’re kind of marvy yourself.”

“I, marvy?” I said with a wry chuckle. “But I am a nobody—just a drab, nondescript nobody.”

“True,” she said. “But you’re marvy too—not real marvy, of course, but marvy.”

“What a great generous heart you have,” said I. “If I hadn’t made a rule about not kissing on the first date, I believe I’d kiss you.”

“Rules,” she said with a maidenly blush, “are made to be broken.”

“Oh, Celeste!” I cried, dragging her behind an elm and raining kisses on her mouth, jaw and skull.

“My goodness,” she said, “you are a marvy kisser.”

“It is because I am filled with love,” I said.

“Me too, hey,” she confessed.

There followed another lively exchange of kisses. Then I said, “Celeste, let us go to the zoo.”

“Whatever for?” she asked, looking at me askance.

“Why, to see the animals, of course. Surely you love animals.”

“Binkies, no!” she declared. “They smell terrible.”

“Hmm,” I said, feeling a sharp, sudden stab of doubt. I have always been suspicious of people who do not love animals. It shows a want of feeling, a meanness of soul.

I peered closely, with troubled eyes, at Celeste. Could her beauty be just an empty shell containing nothing? Was it all façade? All surface?

But, no, it could not be! Such beauty could only come from within. Inside she was fine and pure and loved animals. She just didn’t know it yet. But before long, under my careful guidance, she would. I was sure of it.

“All right, Celeste, snookie baby,” I said. “We’ll go to the zoo some other time. What would you like to do tonight?”

“Eat,” she answered. “Kissing always makes me just simply ravenous.”

So we went to the Kozy Kampus Kafe and had two Atomic Sundaes—three scoops of vanilla, three scoops tangerine ice garnished with caraway seed and bits of wild duck—and we looked deep into each other’s eyes and declared our undying love, and then I took her back to her dormitory and kissed her in a peppy manner, and she thanked me for a marvy evening, and I went back to my dormitory like a man on a fleecy cloud.

I had quite forgotten my date with Miranda McCreedy. She hadn’t. I found her in front of my dormitory, tapping her foot like a Spanish dancer.

“Well?” she demanded, fixing me with her flashing eyes.

There was nothing for it but to tell her the truth.

“You fool!” she snarled. “You complete fool! What do you think you’re doing? She’s the prize pledge of the prize sorority, the prize snob of the campus! And you a waiter, a nobody!”

“Maybe so,” I said with dignity, “but she thinks I’m marvy.”

“She’ll throw you over, that little snob. Wait and see. Just wait and see!”

“Very well, I’ll wait and see,” I said with a confident smile. “And now, my dear, good night.”

I went into the dormitory while Miranda stood outside yelling, “Wait and see!”

I did not have long to wait and see. A letter was waiting in my post-office box in the morning. It said:

DEAR DOBIE:

I will not go out with you any more.

You are beneath my station.

I am a girl of poise, breeding, wealth, beauty and position. I should be going with a B.M.O.C., not with a waiter.

Thank you for a marvy time last night.

Very truly yours,

CELESTE SCHWAHTZ

P.S. If you ever get to be a B.M.O.C., let me know.

I could not believe it. I was staggered, flabbergasted, even stunned. A numbness descended on me that made me incapable of thought or motion. Then the numbness passed and anguish set in. My poor heart was rent asunder. Pain and fever racked my poor body. And then came anger—anger at Celeste for being such a hateful snob, anger at myself for being such an utter fool. I should have known that anybody who didn’t love animals was rotten on the inside.

For a long time I sat hunched on a bench, a mound of misery. At length I stirred myself and went to seek Miranda McCreedy. My only chance for happiness now was with her. I had to persuade her to take me back. We were alike, we two—common, underprivileged and devoted to animals. Out of our mutual low estate we could derive sympathy and understanding and, finally, perhaps even love. Some day, in the fullness of time, Miranda would make me forget Celeste, and once again the roses would return to my cheeks.

I found Miranda on the campus. “Can you forgive me?” I said. “You were right and I was wrong. Will you have me back?”

“Yes,” she said simply.

“Miranda,” I said.

“Dobie,” she said.

“Come,” I said, “let us go to the zoo.”

Away we went. Mr. Minafee, the kindly zoo keeper, had just received a new impala and two slow lorises, which I was mighty pleased to see. The rest of the zoo, too, was balm for my tortured soul. At the end of the visit, though I was still far from festive, my spirits had brightened considerably.

But whatever good the zoo might have done me was utterly undone that night when I went to work at the sorority house. The sight of Celeste at the dinner table was like the thrust of a hot poker into my heart. Studiously she kept her eyes away from mine, but I could not keep mine from hers, and I knew, knew with my blood and with my bones, that whether she was a snob or not, animal hater or not, I could never let her go. Miranda was no substitute at all. It was Celeste, only Celeste, whom I loved. Somehow, by some miracle, I had to become a B.M.O.C. and win her back.

But how could I become a B.M.O.C.? I was not rich, not handsome, not brilliant, not athletic. I was poor, ugly, dense and puny. How could one so meagerly endowed make a big name for himself? How?

Then, all at once, in a scrap of overheard conversation, the answer came to me. The key to fame, to success, to Celeste, was suddenly placed in my hand.

As I was serving the mutton hash, Betty Kleinhans was saying to her sorority sisters, “Girls, what are we going to do about our Homecoming decoration?”

The girls sat silently, with averted eyes.

“Hasn’t anybody got an idea?” asked Betty Kleinhans, glaring about her.

There was no reply.

“It’s Friday night,” said Betty Kleinhans. “Tomorrow is Homecoming.”

The girls nodded sadly.

“What’s it to be then?” asked Betty Kleinhans bitterly. “A cardboard cage with a cardboard wildcat?”

“We could fix a little motor to make the wildcat move,” said one girl.

“We could fix a sound system to make the wildcat roar,” said another.

“Bah,” said Betty Kleinhans. “Every house is doing that. Hasn’t anybody got an original idea?”

“I have,” I cried, putting down the mutton hash.

They looked at me curiously.

“Listen,” I said. “Instead of a cardboard wildcat in a cardboard cage, how would you like a real wildcat in a real cage?”

“You mean a real wildcat?” they said, gazing at me in wonder.

“I mean a real wildcat,” I said. “A snarling, clawing, spitting, roaring, real live wildcat! That’ll make all the cardboard contraptions look pretty silly, won’t it?”

“Yeah,” they breathed.

“Mr. Minafee, the zoo keeper, is a good friend of mine,” I said. “I will borrow a wildcat from him.”

“Oh, grand!” they said.

“And when you win the prize tomorrow, I’ll be a B.M.O.C., won’t I?” I asked.

“The biggest,” they said.

I gave Celeste a big loving, golden smile. “Ah,” I said.

“Just a minute,” said Betty Kleinhans. “We’d better have a look at this beast before we decide. Gillis, take my car and bring him here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and went forthwith to see Mr. Minafee, the nice young curator at the zoo. I explained my mission and promised that I would guarantee the health and safety of the animal. Thus reassured, Mr. Minafee, a fine fellow, handed over to me a cage containing a male wildcat named Sam, who had been born at the zoo the previous year. Sam was a beautiful buff, bobtail specimen, about twenty-five pounds in weight, and as ferocious as anyone could ask.

I rushed him back to the sorority house. “Behold!” I said, placing the cage in the living room.

The girls ohed and ahed and shrieked and gasped and clutched one another. Sam spat, caterwauled, slashed, clawed, snarled, roared, hurled himself about with maniacal fury. “Isn’t he cool!” exclaimed the girls. “Isn’t he endsville! Isn’t he the fiercest little pussycat you ever did see!”

“Gillis, my congratulations,” said Betty Kleinhans. “Thanks to you, we’ll surely win the cup tomorrow.”

“It’s nothing that any B.M.O.C. couldn’t have done,” I murmured modestly.

“Take him down to the basement,” said Betty Kleinhans. “You’ll spend the night with him. Naturally I’ll have to lock you up. The rules are quite strict about men staying overnight in sorority houses.”

I concealed my disappointment. It had not been my intention to spend the night locked in the cellar with Sam. Now on the verge of B.M.O.C.-hood, I had hoped to resume my suit of Celeste that very night. But I shrugged philosophically and carried Sam below. After tomorrow’s triumph there would be plenty of nights with Celeste.

We lay in darkness, Sam and I, he in his cage, cursing and complaining, I on my pallet, thinking sweet thoughts of Celeste. Sam fell asleep first, and soon I, a soft smile playing on my lips, joined him in slumber.

I dreamed of icebergs and Eskimos, of polar bears, snowshoes and igloos. When I woke in the morning, my teeth were chattering with cold. I looked at Sam. He was huddled in the corner of his cage, curled in a tight ball for warmth. I climbed up on some old boxes and looked out the basement window. A cruel wind was howling outdoors, bending trees, banging shutters, whirling leaves and papers along the street.

I raced to the head of the basement stairs and pounded on the door. “Let me out!” I called. “Let me out!”

After a moment the door was unlocked by Betty Kleinhans, dressed in pajamas and robe. Behind, similarly dressed, pressed a crowd of curious girls.

“Where’s your morning paper?” I demanded.

“Still on the porch, I guess,” said Betty Kleinhans. “What’s wrong?”

I did not reply but rushed to the front porch. A rolled-up newspaper lay there. I whipped it open and searched for the weather report. I did not have to search far. It was right in the headline:

COLD WAVE HITS TOWN

Rapidly Falling Temperatures

Expected to Dip below Zero

A moan escaped my lips. Celeste would not be mine after all. Now, on the verge of success, an ironic fate had taken her away from me again, lost this time beyond retrieving. Oh, ironic fate! Oh, heartless destiny! Oh, lost, lost, lost!

“Gillis, what is it?” asked Betty Kleinhans. “Why are you whimpering?”

I looked at her, at the girls gathered around me on the porch, at Celeste—beautiful, frozen, lost Celeste. A great sigh shook my whole body. Then a calm descended on me—more a numbness than a calm. A resignation. A clammy certainty that my race was run and I had lost it.

“Come inside, girls,” I said quietly. “I have something to tell you.”

We went indoors. They faced me with anxious eyes. “Girls,” I said, “I have some bad news. You cannot use Sam for your Homecoming decoration.”

“What?” they screamed.

“It is too cold to put him outdoors,” I said.

“Are you nuts?” asked Betty Kleinhans, prodding me with an angry forefinger. “Where are all the other wildcats today—in a Turkish bath?”

“The other wildcats were born in the woods,” I pointed out. “Sam was born in a zoo and is not accustomed to the elements.”

“You can’t do this to us,” cried Betty Kleinhans.

“No, Betty Kleinhans,” I said, “I can’t do it to Sam. I must not risk the health of this poor dumb brute. It is unkind.”

“But you promised,” said a girl.

“But we’re counting on you,” said another.

“Do you realize what this means to us?” said a third.

“Means to you?” I said with a short, bitter laugh. “To you it means a silver cup. To me it means light and life and laughter.” I looked at Celeste and felt my throat fill with lumps. “But I cannot, must not, put Sam outdoors today.”

“Gillis,” said Betty Kleinhans, and her voice was like a lash, “you’re through here. Turn in your dickey.”

“And I’m through here tool”

I turned. The voice was Celeste’s.

She marched over to me and took my arm. “I go with Dobie,” she declared.

I looked at her in slack-jawed wonder.

“Celeste,” said Betty Kleinhans sternly, “you don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I do too, you old snob,” replied Celeste hotly. “I love Dobie, even if you did make me break up with him.”

“They made you?” I asked, blinking in astonishment.

“Sure; they told me all that stuff about going with a B.M.O.C. They made me write that letter.”

“Celeste, you forget yourself,” said Betty Kleinhans. “You are a girl of poise, breeding, wealth, beauty and position.”

“Am I?” said Celeste. “Well, Dobie has got a noble nature. Look what he’s doing—turning down a chance to be a B.M.O.C. just for a smelly old wildcat.”

“Celeste, honey, cookie, animals don’t smell so bad when you get used to them,” I said earnestly. “You must make an effort.”

“I’ll try, dear Dobie,” she promised, nuzzling my cheek. “I’ll try.”

About Miranda McCreedy, the outcome was very odd. Conscience-stricken about jilting her again, I avoided her at first, but finally I decided that I was behaving too badly—that the least I could do was to go and tell her the truth.

“Miranda,” I said, finding her on the campus one day, “I have come to make a clean breast of things.”

“Oh, hello, Dobie,” she said pleasantly. “How do you like my hair this way?”

“Fine,” I said. “Listen, Miranda, you’ve got every right to hate me. I wouldn’t blame you if you slapped my face right now and walked away from me.”

“I slap your face? Why, don’t be ridic, Dobie,” she said with a little tinkly laugh.

“You’re not mad?” I asked, looking at her in confusion.

“Mad? Certainly not. I am the happiest girl on campus.”

“What happened?”

“A vacancy in Alpha Rho,” said Miranda. “I tried again. This time they pledged me.”

As for Celeste, my usual luck prevailed.

I took her to the zoo every day and before long she got to be good friends with all the animals. She also got to be good friends with Mr. Minafee, the nice, young zoo keeper—such good friends, in fact, that I got a card from them last week from Gretna Green where they eloped.

Bah.


CHAPTER NINE

MY GENES YEARN FOR YOUR GENES

by Dobie Gillis, aged 21

“I love you,” I said.

“And I love you,” said Chloe.

“The gestation period of mice is twenty-one days,” said Mr. Kraft.

“I didn’t know love could be so wonderful,” I said.

“Nor I,” said Chloe.

“Would you be good enough to stop stroking that girl while I am lecturing?” said Mr. Kraft.

Blushing, I released Chloe. Ordinarily I was able to tear my attention away from her and give it to Mr. Kraft while he lectured, for he was a forceful speaker and psychology was an interesting course. But every now and again—as on this occasion—the bonds of decorum were rent asunder by the strength of my passion, and though I recognized that a classroom at the University was not the place for such demonstrations, I could not prevent myself from occasionally clutching Chloe and making throaty outcries. So great was my love.

From this description of Chloe’s effect on me you have no doubt surmised that she is a beautiful creature of lush development. You are wrong. I’ve had that kind, and they’re not for me. Chloe is a small weak girl, which is exactly the kind of girl I require since I am a small weak man. And don’t think it’s easy to find a small weak girl these days. What with vitamins, the matriarchy, and competitive sports, the modern girl has achieved appalling proportions.

Chloe possesses another virtue besides being small and weak. She has a great warm compassionate heart. She loves all helpless things—dogs, cats, birds, me, but most especially, children. Never in all my years have I known a girl with such a strong maternal instinct.

I learned about it early in our relationship. I had been observing her for a couple of weeks and had found her pleasing. So one day I said, “Chloe, will you go steady with me?”

“That depends,” she replied.

“On what?”

“On how you feel about children.”

“I can take them or leave them,” I said truthfully.

“In that case,” said she, “you are not for me.”

“I am only fooling,” I said perceiving which way the wind blew. “I am really mad about children. Each morning I rush to my doorstep, hoping that someone has left a foundling during the night.”

“Ah, good,” she said, nodding approval. “You are the kind of man I have been looking for.”

“Your search is ended, madam,” I said and kissed her palm.

“After we are married, how many children would you like to have?”

I saw my chance to really nail down this dame. “Fourteen,” I declared.

She looked at me with adoration not untinged by alarm. “I really hadn’t planned on that many,” she confessed. “I had been thinking of a family of three.”

“No!” I said, feigning disappointment.

“But they will be wonderful children,” she assured me. “I’ve got it all figured out.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, munching her ear lobe.

“The first will be a boy,” she said, her eyes sparkling at the thought of him. “His name will be Peter and he will have lots of freckles.”

I consider freckles about as attractive as yaws. “Charming,” I said, managing not to retch.

“He will be a sturdy little man, our Peter, with broad shoulders and a deep chest and fine strong legs.”

Such a behemoth will eat me out of house and home, I thought with sinking heart. But I managed a smile for Chloe.

“The next will be a girl named Amelia.” A look of infinite tenderness came over Chloe’s face. “Amelia, my angel child,” she whispered. “Amelia, my gossamer fairy.”

“She doesn’t have freckles, does she?” I asked hopefully.

“Amelia will be pale as the light of a waning moon. She will sit quietly and look out the window and smile sweet sad secret smiles.”

What a tiresome little broad, I thought but made no comment.

“She will have an ethereal beauty not of this world.… She will not be with us long.”

“Where will she go?”

“Back to the angels,” said Chloe quietly. Then she went suddenly to pieces and fell into my arms, weeping piteously.

“Cheer up,” I said, patting her bony back. “We all got to go sometime.”

“I suppose so,” she sighed. “And anyhow,” she said, brightening, “little Nannette will be with us soon after Amelia leaves. Laughing roly-poly freckled Nannette!”

Another one with freckles! Some family I was going to have! Out of three kids, one drops dead and two are pinto.

But I concealed my loathing because to Chloe these three horrors were as fine a litter as had ever been spawned. She never tired of talking about them. We used to sit by the hour underneath a tree, and while I rested my head on her bosom, such as it was, she would speak with sweet longing of how she would cuddle and coddle Peter and Nannette and Amelia. Meanwhile, pending the arrival of this trio, it was I who received all of the cuddling and coddling, the fondling and dandling, the loving strokes and gentle embraces, and it was good. Believe me, it was good. When one is so unprepossessing a figure as I, one is not used to such tender ministrations from women.

Daily my love for Chloe widened and deepened—grew, finally, so wide and so deep that the rules of common deportment were often insufficient to restrain me and I had to show my affection, no matter how inappropriate the surroundings, as I did, for example on that morning in Mr. Kraft’s class in psychology.

“Would you be good enough to stop stroking that girl while I am lecturing?” said Mr. Kraft and, blushing, I desisted.

“As I was saying,” continued Mr. Kraft, casting me a reproachful look—he was a large beetle-browed man whose reproachful looks carried a full cargo of reproach—“the gestation period of mice is twenty-one days. Because they reproduce so rapidly, mice make an ideal subject for our next experiment, which will deal with heredity.”

I reached across and gave Chloe’s hand a squeeze to remind her that though my eyes were on Mr. Kraft my mind was, as ever, on her.

“In our laboratory,” Mr. Kraft went on, “we have developed two breeds of white mice—one bright, one dull. Today we will cross the breeds to demonstrate the influence of heredity. We will mate a dull mouse with a bright mouse. The offspring, as we have proved many times, will be better both mentally and physically than if we had mated the dull mouse with another dull mouse. In other words, by injecting superior genes we are going to improve the breed.”

I stole a glance at Chloe. She was listening to Mr. Kraft with far more attention than was her habit. Bless her sweet maternal heart, I thought with a rush of warmth. She was all ears as soon as the discussion turned to children—even the children of mice.

“If you will accompany me into the lab, we will proceed,” said Mr. Kraft. We all followed him into the laboratory. The place was full of small wire cages, each containing a white mouse. On a table in the center of the room stood a maze—a labyrinth of little walls about six inches high. In one corner of the maze was an entrance; in the opposite corner was a box of strong-smelling cheese.

Mr. Kraft pointed to one of the cages. “Note the tag on the door which says ‘DF four thirty-six.’ That stands for Dull Female number four thirty-six.”

I tugged at Chloe’s sleeve. “You are my Dull Female number one,” I said giggling, but she did not hear me, so engrossed was she in Mr. Kraft.

He reached into the cage and removed the white mouse, a pretty little thing, quite tame and unafraid. “I will have her run the maze for you,” he said. “Observe how slowly she runs and how many errors she makes.”

He placed the mouse in the maze entrance. “She cannot see the cheese but she can smell it, so she has an incentive to keep going. For two days before this experiment she has not been fed. That is very important. No mouse, whether bright or dull, will run the maze unless he is truly hungry. Otherwise it is not worth all that trouble to get to the cheese.”

I saw what he meant when DF-436 started running the maze. After ending up in several dozen blind alleys it was clear that she wanted nothing more than to say the hell with it and lie down. Only hunger kept her plugging away. Finally, after nearly ten minutes, she made it.

Mr. Kraft let the poor dolt nibble the cheese briefly and then put her back in her cage. “Now,” he said, extracting a mouse from a cage marked BM-981, “we will have Bright Male number nine eighty-one run the maze. Observe the difference.”

BM-981 was a rodent Einstein, compared to the previous contestant. He too made mistakes, but unlike his colleague, he only made each mistake once. His running time was less than one third the dull female’s.

“This completes the first step in our experiment,” said Mr. Kraft. “The next step will be to mate DF four thirty-six with BM nine eighty-one.”

I felt my face redden. I was about to caution Mr. Kraft to watch his language in front of Chloe, but she seemed not to mind. Indeed, she was listening with more interest than I had ever seen her display in class. Classrooms usually induced lassitude in Chloe, sometimes actual slumber.

“We have proved it over and over again,” said Mr. Kraft, “and in a few weeks you will see for yourself. The offspring of this mating will run the maze faster and make fewer errors than their mother. And they will also be better physical specimens, stronger, quicker and healthier.”

The bell rang, signaling the end of the session. But Chloe was looking at Mr. Kraft prayerfully, as though she were hoping he would speak more.

He obliged. “Just one last thing before you go. I want to make it quite clear that I don’t claim heredity is the answer to all the riddles of personality. But this much I do know—you cannot improve a strain without the injection of superior genes. This is true of all breeds—from bacteria to human beings. Class dismissed.”

Chloe was uncommonly pensive as we left the classroom. “What’s the matter, Icky-Boo?” I asked looking with concern at the furrows that creased her tiny brow.

“Dobie,” she said, “I want to ask you something.”

“Yes, dear?”

“What kind of man is your father?”

“A good old scout,” I replied chuckling. “Fond of medical journals, card tricks and light wines, very popular with the boys. Yes, sir, everyone loves old Shorty.”

“Shorty?”

“Dad is five foot six,” I explained. “So am I. So will my brother Dan be when he gets his growth.”

“I see,” she said glumly. “Tell me, would you describe your father as intelligent?”

“Good gracious, no!” I laughed. “Dad doesn’t know his elbow from second base.”

“Hm,” she said, her frown deepening. “Tell me about your mother.”

“Finest little mother in the whole world,” I declared ringingly.

“What do you mean—little?”

“She is five foot two,” I said.

“I see,” said Chloe with a notable lack of joy. “And is your mother dull too?”

“I love her silver hair and careworn hands,” I said, “but honesty compels me to answer yes.”

Chloe nodded her head and gave several sad sighs. “You see?” she said. “It’s just like Mr. Kraft was saying. You need superior genes to improve an inferior strain. When people like your mother and father mate, the result can only be someone like you.”

“Just a moment, madam,” I said stiffly. “I do not mean to be unkind but you are no bargain yourself.”

“That’s just the point. I’m also the product of two inferior strains. You should see my parents. They’re nice enough people, you understand, and I love them dearly, but all they do is sit and look at television.”

“Real dopes, huh?”

“And puny too.”

“Chloe,” I cried with a sudden sinking of the heart, “are you trying to say that—”

“Yes, Dobie. We must stop going together.”

“But we love each other!” I protested in anguish.

“Yes,” she admitted sadly, “but we must think of our children.”

“We have no children,” I pointed out.

“But we will some day, for I want them more than anything in the world. And I know you want them just as badly. Indeed, Dobie, I could not love you otherwise.”

I bit my tongue in a seizure of frustration. Now I was properly boxed. If I told her how I really felt about children she would leave me posthaste. On the other hand, if I kept up the pretense she would leave me anyhow. No matter how I looked at it I was a dead duck.

“Think of little freckled Peter,” said Chloe. “Don’t you want him to be sturdy and broad-shouldered?”

“I suppose so,” I mumbled glumly.

“And Amelia, don’t you want her to be lovely and delicate and ethereal?”

“With her I don’t really care,” I said. “She is not long for this world anyhow.”

“True. But what about little Nannette? Don’t you want her to be roly-poly and bursting with health?”

An inspiration struck me. “I’ve got the solution,” I cried happily. “We won’t have children. We’ll adopt them!”

“No,” she said flatly. “I want my own.”

I saw that she was immovable on this point. “Chloe,” I moaned, “I can’t give you up. I love you.”

“And I love you, Dobie. But both of us have a higher duty. We owe it to our children to see that they get superior genes. We must each find a handsome intelligent mate.”

“And where, pray, are a couple of sad sacks like us going to find handsome intelligent mates?”

“A thorny problem,” she admitted.

“Listen,” I said with my whole heart. “Even if I could find a handsome intelligent girl, I wouldn’t want her. I’ve had experience with handsome intelligent girls. They spend all my money, they giggle about me in the ladies’ room and then they won’t even kiss me good night. I don’t want a handsome intelligent girl. I only want you.”

“And I want you, Dobie. But we must not think of ourselves now. Our duty is clear. Surely you understand that—a man who loves children the way you do.”

“Bah,” I snarled, but silently. Caught in my own trap, that’s what I was.

“Then let us part and go seek handsome intelligent mates. Goodbye, Dobie, and good hunting.”

She gave me a gallant smile, a brisk handshake and was gone.

Three weeks later Dull Female No. 436 gave birth to a litter of five mice and Chloe and I were still without handsome intelligent mates. I hadn’t even tried to find one. Chloe, on the other hand, had tried without ceasing. Also without luck. The only time she even came close was when a sorority sister got her a blind date with a 100-yard-dash man from the University track team. He took one look at her and sprinted away.

Still she persisted. She did everything she knew to make herself attractive. She anointed her person with fragrant unguents, she bought a charm bracelet weighing eight pounds, she learned to blow smoke rings. To me all these things made her more maddeningly desirable than ever, but nobody else seemed to notice.

I was not, however, reassured. I knew it was only a matter of time before Chloe found a suitable man. A beauty she was not but neither was she a gargoyle. Before long, I felt sure, she would manage to get a date. And some man, if he had an ounce of discernment, would see what a jewel lay wrapped in that plain package, what a great heart beat beneath that flat chest, and he would be filled with exultation and make her his.

The most horrid thing of all was that I could not fight for the woman I loved. I dared not stop her in her search for a new man. In fact, I had to pretend to encourage her, for unless I supported her plan, she would conclude that I didn’t really love children—a conclusion that would automatically cross me off her list. It was a dilemma that shrank my little frame still littler.

One morning, in psychology class, Mr. Kraft made an announcement that hit me like an ax blow. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we are going to take the five offspring of Dull Female number four thirty-six away from their mother and put them in the maze. You will see how much brighter and faster they are, what a great improvement superior genes can bring about.”

This intelligence was the knell of doom. For tomorrow’s demonstration would be the clincher for Chloe. It would be the final incontrovertible evidence that she and I must not be mated. After tomorrow there would be no appeal, no hope. If the situation were to be salvaged, it had to be done immediately.

I caught up with Chloe as she was leaving the class. “Hi,” I said, somehow managing a smile despite my melancholy.

“Hi. Found a mate yet?”

“No. How about you?”

“Not yet but I’m sure I will. In fact, quite soon. I am getting something this morning that ought to swing it.”

“What?” I asked.

“A convertible,” she said.

My limbs turned to lead and my blood to sorghum. Now I was really, truly, irretrievably licked. Chloe was right of course. She would soon get a man. In fact, she would be besieged by men. Any girl with a convertible—it doesn’t matter if she looks like a Hubbard squash—can get a man.

“Daddy promised me one for my birthday,” she continued, “but I persuaded him to give it to me now. Do you want to come to the garage with me and pick it up?”

I wanted to go to my bed and weep. But, too deadened to protest, I allowed myself to be dragged along.

In spite of my wretchedness I gasped in admiration when I saw the convertible. So lovely it was, so long, so sleek, so yellow.

“Would you like to take it for a little drive, Dobie?” asked Chloe.

“Oh, may I?” I cried.

“Of course.”

She got in beside me and away we went. It was balm. It was tonic. The breeze that swept back my hair also blew away my troubles. For the moment I forgot everything but the joy of handling this magnificent automobile. I careened around corners, dashed in and out of traffic, dodged and sped and raced, and all the time I blew the horn and pounded on the side of the car and shouted Indian war cries.

But later, when the ride was over and I was alone, I was doubly miserable, for it came to me that I was losing not only a great-hearted girl but also a yellow convertible.

“I’ve got to get her back,” I told myself, smacking my little fist into my little palm until both bled. But how? There was no use arguing with her. I had to try something else. But what? Back and forth I paced until finally a thought came to me—really more a wish than a thought. What if tomorrow morning the five new mice, the offspring of DF-436, ran the maze more slowly than their mother had? Then Mr. Kraft’s statements about heredity would be knocked into a cocked hat and Chloe would be mine again. Also her car.

But it was an idle dream. Mr. Kraft had said flatly that the new mice would run the maze faster than their mother and he spoke from long experience and careful scientific observation. I would be a fool to cling to any wild hope that he was wrong.

Was it possible, I wondered, to fix an event of this kind? Could I bribe Mr. Kraft to make the five new mice run more slowly? But again the notion was without value. Mr. Kraft was not the type man who took bribes. Besides, I only had four dollars which didn’t seem enough to fix even a mouse race.

Then, in a great flash of white light, the solution blazed into my mind. All at once I knew how to make the five newcomers run more slowly than their mother—feed them before they ran! Stuff their little bellies and they would quit before they were halfway through. Mr. Kraft had said so himself: “No mouse, whether bright or dull, will run the maze unless he is really hungry. Otherwise it is not worth all that trouble to get to the cheese.”

I was in a transport of glee. I knew exactly what to do. The psychology building was open at eight in the morning. Class did not begin until eight-thirty. I would sneak into the building soon after it opened. I would slip unobserved into the lab. There I would find the five new mice, fill them with cheese and slip out. Nobody would see, nobody would know.

At five minutes past eight the following morning I stole quietly into the psychology building. I darted down the empty corridor to my classroom, opened the door, popped inside and closed the door behind me. The classroom was silent and bare. I walked to the door leading to the lab, went through, closed the door behind me.

I found the cage of DF-436. There she sat with her five children almost full grown now, all in a row by her side. They looked up at me gravely. “Good morning, you little rats,” I whispered cheerfully. “I’ve brought your breakfast.”

I took a half pound of cheddar out of my pocket, unwrapped it and put it in the cage. “Enjoy,” I said with a benign smile.

They sniffed at the cheese, then backed away without tasting it.

“Go on and eat,” I urged them. “It’s delicious.”

They sat motionless.

“It’s delicious,” I repeated, starting to perspire slightly. “Here, I’ll show you.” I broke off a piece and ate it myself. “Yummy!” I said heartily, smacking my lips and rubbing my stomach.

They were not convinced.

“Please, fellows,” I begged, “just take one bite. You’ll love it.”

They lay down and went to sleep.

I was damp now and my tongue was getting furry and my eyeballs burned. Then, as though I didn’t have trouble enough, I heard the door to the classroom open. I froze in terror. I heard footsteps coming across the classroom floor—heavy footsteps, the footsteps of a big man, a man, for example, about the size of Mr. Kraft.

I looked desperately about for a hiding place. In the corner of the lab was a broom closet. I grabbed the cheese, closed the cage, leaped for the broom closet, pulled open the door, dived into the darkness.

I hear the lab door open. The footsteps sounded through the lab—loud, authoritative, definitely Mr. Kraft’s. I heard him come close to the door of the broom closet and I wished fervently that my breathing were not so loud. No matter how hard I tried to control my breath, it seemed abnormally noisy.

Finally I clapped my hands over my mouth and nose. Still the sound of breathing was audible. A chilling thought came to me—I was not alone in the closet!

I reached out a trembling tentative hand. I touched an elbow. Bony. Chapped. Familiar. “Chloe,” I whispered.

“Dobie,” she whispered. “Oh, thank goodness. I was scared to death.”

“Shh,” I whispered.

Mr. Kraft’s feet approached the closet door rapidly, then stopped as though he were standing and listening. I clapped one hand over my mouth, the other over Chloe’s. After an eternity, Mr. Kraft’s feet moved across the lab and out the door. I waited a few more minutes, then opened the closet door a crack and peeked out. Chloe and I came out.

We stood and shifted from one foot to another and did not meet each other’s eyes. It was obvious what had happened. She too had come to feed the mice. The reason they would not eat my cheese was that they were too full of Chloe’s. All this was clear enough. But what had made her do it?

“Chloe,” I said, “why?”

“I’ve been fighting it from the beginning,” she replied in a tiny voice. “But that ride in the convertible yesterday was just too much. The way you looked. How happy you were. I suddenly knew that I could never bear to have anyone but you beside me. And I didn’t dare ask you to take me back because I know how much you love children and I have such dreadful genes.”

Then the tears were coursing down her cheeks and she was in my arms. “Don’t cry,” I whispered. “I can’t stand to be without you either.”

“But aren’t we being mean and selfish?” she wailed. “Thinking of our own happiness instead of our children’s genes?”

“Who can tell about children?” I replied. “Heredity hasn’t got all the answers. Even Mr. Kraft admitted that.”

“That’s right,” she said brightening slightly.

“And what if we do produce runts? Runts can be happy. Look at me. I’m the happiest, luckiest guy I know and I wouldn’t trade you for all the brains and beauty in the whole state.”

“Kiss me, Dobie,” she said.

And there among the mice I did.


CHAPTER TEN

THE COSTLY CHILD

by Dobie Gillis, aged 30

I married Chloe right after we finished college, and it is to this fine woman that I am indebted for the great discovery of my life. Until the blessed day when I met Chloe, I had spun from girl to girl in a mad tarantella of unappeased longing. Girls! Girls! Girls! Though I owe everything I am to them, was there to be no cure for my incessant involvements?

And then I married Chloe—and peace! I never fell in in love again. Marriage—and here is the great discovery!—marriage is the cure for girls!

Sure, I still notice pretty girls when they come switching by, and how about you, Charlie? But I mean, it stops right there. So now at last I’m free to turn to practical matters. For instance, money.

I’m not looking to be rich, mind you. All I want is what any married man wants—a modest nest egg, a hedge against adversity. Chloe has helped me in the pursuit of this simple objective—like a kink in an air hose helps a deep sea diver, like sugar helps diabetes.

The trouble started early in our marriage. For the first few months she busied herself with furnishing our little apartment, with studying cookbooks, with exploring New York where I had found employment. Her great, clawing drive toward motherhood was for the moment dormant.

But of course it could not last. One night I came home with a handful of inexpensive flora to celebrate the seventh month of our marriage and found Chloe incandescent with joyous tidings. “Darling,” she cried, kissing my eyes, ears, nose, and throat, “I’ve decided that we’re going to have a baby.”

“Sweetheart,” I said, forcing a wintry smile, “of course we’re going to have a baby—lots of babies. But right now we’re trying to accumulate a little nest egg. Remember?”

“Oh, pish-posh,” she said airily. “Babies cost hardly anything.” And proceeded to argue so knowledgeably that I was persuaded.

That was eight years ago. Today I know that if instead of having a baby I had taken my wife out and had her gold-plated, I would be way ahead.

I mean, of course, financially. In every other respect I am delighted with our son Pete. He is a fine, freckled little fellow, well formed, bright, courteous, quick to smile, and friendly as a pup. When I can forget that he keeps me teetering on the brink of bankruptcy, I love him madly.

From the beginning that kid has cost me a bundle. Even before the beginning. When Chloe first learned she was pregnant, she tore right out and bought an assortment of medicines that must have provided our apothecary with funds for a world cruise. “What is all this?” I asked, fighting back vertigo as I looked over a half acre of nostrums.

“Oh, iron, calcium, vitamins—stuff like that,” she replied lightly.

“But why do you need so much?” I asked, staring in horror at the vast display of medicine bottles.

“For the baby,” she explained. “I take them now so the baby will be born sturdy and healthy. This is called prenatal care.”

“Madam,” I said feelingly, “if the gestation period were nine years instead of nine months, you would be hard pressed to devour all these capsules. Take them back.”

“I will not!” she declared, with a burst of ferocity I hadn’t thought her capable of. “I want my baby to be strong and straight.”

“How strong and straight can he get? Chloe, you’ve got half a million dollars’ worth of pills here.”

“I don’t care!” she answered, her eyes blazing. “I’m not going to skimp when it comes to my baby. If I have to, I’ll save on other things. I won’t buy new clothes. I’ll stop entertaining. I’ll do my own hair. But my baby is going to have the best of everything!”

In the face of such passion, I fell into an abashed silence.

This was only the beginning—this mass purchase of vitamins and minerals. The next day she really drew blood. She announced that during her pregnancy she would be attended not by old Dr. Horowitz, our regular family physician, but by young Dr. Merivale, a Park Avenue obstetrician.

“What is the matter with Doctor Horowitz?” I asked. “He may be a bit rumpled, but who looks for chic in a medical man?”

“Doctor Horowitz is just a general practitioner. I want a specialist for my baby,” said Chloe.

“But Doctor Horowitz knows all about obstetrics,” I protested, “and he is much cheaper than Doctor Merivale.”

“Why don’t you send me to a midwife, you stingy, hateful man?” retorted Chloe, bursting into tears.

“Really, Chloe,” I said earnestly, “Doctor Horowitz has delivered thousands of babies. In fact, he delivered Doctor Merivale.”

But she was not to be persuaded; it had to be Dr. Merivale. At a fee that tore the heart and liver out of my savings, he performed a delivery that Dr. Horowitz would have done for one-tenth the money. In fact, any cop in the city would have done it for a cigar.

But I must say I forgot all about the price when I went to the nursery and saw my son Pete. Even as a whelp he was good to look upon. And later, when I saw Chloe holding young Pete for the first time, I went slack with rapture. Pride warmed my blood; love quickened my respiration. There is nothing so beautiful as a mother with her first child. There is nothing so touching. There is nothing so expensive.

After a week, Chloe and Pete came home from the hospital. We were living then in an apartment on West 105th Street—living room, dinette, kitchen, two bedrooms, and a large storage closet. One day when Pete was about six months old it occurred to me that the storage closet would make a fine playroom for Pete. I told Chloe all about it. “I’ll paint it white and put decals on the walls and build bookshelves and make a toybox and—”

“It is a needless expense,” interrupted my wife.

I blinked in astonishment. Could I have heard her correctly? “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” I said. “I want to spend some money on the baby.”

“I know,” said Chloe. “It is a needless expense.”

“Why?”

“Because we have to buy a house in the country.”

“Chloe,” I gasped, “you are unhinged. What do we need with a house in the country?”

“For Pete,” she answered promptly. “He must have grass and trees and fresh air.”

“What is Central Park?” I shrieked. “A dungeon?”

“Central Park is no substitute for your own back yard, or for living in a small, homey town with a friendly community spirit and woods and streams and nature, and don’t shout at me.”

I argued. Zola never pleaded for Dreyfus, or Bryan for free silver, the way I pleaded for our New York apartment. Passionately, cogently, earnestly, I described the expense involved in country living—the commutation tickets, the mortgage, the taxes, the fuel bills, the gardening, the plumbing, the roofing, the painting, the thousand sneaky items that make householding horrid. My arguments were unanswerable, but Chloe found an answer—her usual one. She would go without, she would make do, she would scrape and save and deny herself the very essentials of life if need be, but Pete must have a house in the country. And so, for Pete’s sake, we moved to the country.

One night—Pete was three years old at the time—Chloe and I had a conversation about our son. Let me reproduce it for you.

We had just put Pete to bed and were sitting in the living room. “Isn’t he a fine boy?” said Chloe, smiling ecstatically.

“He certainly is,” I agreed. “And healthy, too.”

“Yes, very healthy,” said she.

“I would like to talk to you about his health,” said I.

“Yes?” said she.

“His diet, I take it, is well balanced?”

“Oh, yes. He eats a very scientific diet.”

“It contains all the required vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients?”

“But of course,” she replied.

“So how come you are buying him all those expensive, fishy-smelling concentrates?”

“Those are a supplement,” she explained.

“You told me he gets everything he requires from his diet. What does he need with a supplement?”

“Fie, Dobie!” she cried, pointing a scornful finger at me. “Is money more important to you than a healthy child?”

“If he’s so healthy, how come you rush him to the doctor for checkups every single month?” asked I.

“Just to make sure there’s nothing wrong.”

“The kid is ruddy as an apple. His chest is already bigger than mine. What could be wrong?”

“I’m sorry,” said Chloe, her color rising, “but I regard medical care for my child as necessary.”

“All right,” said I. “Let us discuss dental care. Did you or did you not take Pete to the dentist last week?”

“I did.”

“Did he or did he not have a tooth filled?”

“He did.”

“Would you mind explaining to me why you have a baby tooth filled that is going to fall out anyway?”

“Because the dentist told me that when a baby tooth is prematurely lost, the other teeth drift and the jaw may become misshapen.”

“Did the dentist also tell you that he just bought a new Cadillac?”

“Dobie, I don’t like your attitude,” said Chloe, looking at me with grave concern. “It troubles me. What kind of father are you?”

“An insolvent one.”

“Is that all you think about—money? Don’t you love your son? Don’t you want him to have the common, ordinary things that every child has: good food, good care, good playthings? Don’t you want your child well-rounded?”

“Uh-huh,” said I.

“Me too,” said Chloe, “That’s why I’m sending him to nursery school next week.”

I felt the blood rush to my head.

“Why,” I said weakly, “are you sending him to nursery school?”

“To develop him socially,” she replied. “He needs the company of other children.”

“Chloe,” I said in a shaky vibrato, “the families in this community are reproducing like mice. The streets are choked with children. Why don’t you just put Pete outside?”

“A child needs guided play,” said Chloe.

“And a woman needs a firm hand!” I thundered, rising to my full height. “Pete is not going to nursery school, and that’s final!”

In reply to this ultimatum, Chloe stated that if need be she would hire out as a charwoman, but Pete, by heck, was going to nursery school. As usual I wailed and gnashed my teeth and flung myself about, and as usual Chloe prevailed.

This scene, with variations, was repeated regularly during the following three years; my dream of a nest egg receded farther and farther. Then Pete entered public school, and hope was kindled anew in my breast.

“Chloe,” I said, stroking her hand, “listen to me, sweetheart. Pete is a big boy now. He is going to public school. There he will get guided play and educational toys and all kinds of wonderful things. Maybe now you won’t have to spend so much money on Pete. Huh, Chloe?”

“I am enrolling him in ballet school next Saturday.”

I overcame a strong urge to bite her to death. “Darling,” I said calmly, “please don’t enroll him in ballet school next Saturday.”

“But why not? Don’t you want him to have all the advantages?”

“Yes, dear,” I said, still calm. “But I would like to have an advantage myself. As you may recall, I have been trying for many years to accumulate a small nest egg.”

“I know, dear,” said Chloe kindly, patting my haunch. “But we must forget our own petty ambitions. Everything is for Pete now. After all, we’ve lived our lives.”

“What are you talking about?” I screamed, stamping both feet. “I am twenty-nine years old!”

I screamed some other things too, but nothing helped. Pete went to ballet school on Saturday.

He lasted a few weeks; then Chloe took him out. “He liked it at the beginning,” she reported, “but then he got tired of it. Naturally I’m not going to force him to go.”

“Naturally not,” I said. “Did they give you a refund?”

“Don’t you ever think of anything but money? No, they didn’t give me a refund.”

“Swell,” I mumbled.

“I’m putting Pete in a fencing class,” said Chloe.

“Why?” said I. “Almost nobody fights duels any more.”

My wit was lost on Chloe. Into fencing class went Pete, and, in a short time, out of it. Next came art lessons. Then there was a dramatics class, and after that a class in handicrafts. And then came The Case of the Sailing Camp.

One night last May I got home and found Chloe skulking around with the truculent expression that always meant money. “What now?” I said nervously.

“Sailing camp for Pete,” she answered. “All of Pete’s friends are going to sailing camp this summer, and so, by God, is he!”

I licked my lips. “How much?” I said.

“It will be a wonderful experience for him and all of his friends are going and we can’t let him sit home alone while everyone else goes and—”

“How much?” I repeated hollowly.

“Two hundred dollars,” said Chloe.

I gibbered. Until that moment I didn’t really know what gibbering was, but I gibbered. I gibbered and ran out of the house and into the nearest bar.

I ordered a bourbon. I drank it. I ordered another. I didn’t drink it. Suddenly, looking into the glass, I saw Pete’s face—poor little Pete, sitting home all alone while his pals went out sailing. Could I do it to him? Could I be so hard-hearted as to leave the poor kid all by himself at home, without a friend, without a playmate, without even a dog?

Suddenly I blinked and sat bolt upright. A dog! That was the answer! Get the boy a dog. That would make up for the sailing camp, the kid wouldn’t be alone all summer, I wouldn’t be a heel, and the two hundred dollars would stay in the bank where it belonged. A dog—the perfect solution!

“Chloe!” I cried, rushing into the house. “I’ve got it! I know what to do with Pete this summer.”

“What?” she said, poisonously. “Apprentice him to a chimney sweep?”

“Now just a minute,” I said, bristling. “I’ve had enough bum cracks. I love that kid as much as you do and if I could afford to send him to sailing camp, I would. But I can’t, so I won’t. And that’s final.”

“So he stays home alone all summer,” said Chloe bitterly.

“No,” I said with a happy smile. “He won’t be alone. We’re going to get him a dog.”

Encouraged by the flicker of interest in Chloe’s sullen eyes, I went on to describe the joys of owning a dog in such glowing terms that next to me Albert Payson Terhune would have sounded like a vivisectionist. “Pete won’t miss the sailing camp,” I said in conclusion. “He’ll be the happiest kid in town.”

“Well, maybe,” said Chloe grudgingly.

I took her hands in mine. I drew her close. I nuzzled her cheek. I nibbled her ear. “Sweetheart,” I whispered, “let’s kiss and make up.”

This we did forthwith, to my immense satisfaction. As previously noted, I love that spendthrift.

“When will you get the dog?” she asked.

“Tomorrow,” I replied, stroking her nape. “First thing tomorrow I’ll go down to the dog pound and pick out the best they got.”

“Dog pound?” she cried, wrenching herself out of my arms. “Is that where you’re going to get a dog?”

“But of course,” I said, looking with surprise at her trembling lip. “What did I do now?”

“You’ll bring no dog pound mongrels into this house,” declared Chloe. “My child is not going to have some strange, misshapen, diseased mutt. If Pete has a dog, it’ll be a pure-bred dog from a good kennel with a good pedigree.”

“Hm,” I said, feeling a pall fold around me. I knew absolutely nothing about dogs, but I remembered hearing that pedigreed pups cost fifty, seventy-five, even a hundred dollars. It was obvious now that I was not going to escape unhurt from this evening’s brawl.… But still, I thought with a slight rallying of spirits, fifty dollars for a dog was better than two hundred for sailing camp. And besides, with a little haggling we might get a dog for less than fifty.

“All right,” I said to Chloe. “We’ll get him a pedigreed dog.”

At this point young Pete came into the house. “Well?” he said, addressing his mother. “Talk him into it?”

“Dear,” said Chloe gently, “I’m afraid we can’t afford to send you to sailing camp this year.”

Tears welled to Pete’s eyes. “But listen, son,” I said hastily, “we’re going to buy you a dog.”

Holding our breaths, Chloe and I watched to see how Pete would accept the substitute. For a minute his face was perfectly expressionless. Then a big smile broke out on it. Then on Chloe’s. Then on mine.

“What kind of dog would you like, dear?” asked Chloe.

“Gee, I don’t know,” he said. “But I’ve got a book in my room with all kinds of pictures of dogs. Let’s go look.”

So we went to his room where he had a big book called, inevitably, Man’s Best Friend, illustrated with photos of every known breed. We sat down, the three of us, on Pete’s bed and leafed through the pages.

“Here’s one I like,” said Pete, pointing at a picture of a boxer.

“Oh, that’s a very nice dog,” said Chloe. She read the caption under the picture: “‘The boxer is a magnificent beast, a rare combination of courage and gentleness, high spirits and obedience. Small wonder that he has become one of America’s most popular breeds.’”

True, I thought glumly, the boxer was a popular breed, and that is precisely why I didn’t want one. Though I was a total ignoramus about dogs, I did know a thing or two about merchandising. I knew, for instance, that when an item is selling briskly—like boxer dogs—the dealers are not susceptible to haggling. I had to tout Pete and Chloe off the boxer and onto some less popular brand—some hard-to-move line where the dealer would listen to an offer.

“Boxers!” I sneered. “I wouldn’t have one on a bet.”

“Why not?” asked Chloe.

“Fits,” I said. “Fellow down at the office raises them. Says they have at least one fit a day, sometimes two or three.”

“Why does he keep raising them?” asked my wife.

“Ah, here’s a splendid animal,” I said, ignoring her question. I pointed at a picture of something called a basenji, a weird-looking creature that could no doubt be had for a song.

“Never heard of it,” said Chloe.

“It’s the coming thing,” I assured her and read the caption: “‘The basenji, a small hound of African origin, is unusual in two respects. First, he is the most fastidious of dogs and cleans himself like a cat. Second, he is unable to bark.’”

“Make a great watchdog,” remarked Chloe.

“Here’s another one I like,” said Pete, pointing at the picture of a collie. The boy had a positive talent for picking best-selling dogs.

“Bless you, child,” I said with a wise chuckle, “you don’t want a collie. They’re sick all the time.”

“With what?” asked Chloe.

“Colic,” I replied. “That’s why they call them collies.”

“Oh,” said Chloe.

I continued my hunt for an odd brand—some slow-selling species that just laid around the kennel running up feed bills.

“I like this one too,” said Pete, pointing with his customary astuteness at a cocker spaniel.

“Here!” I cried, thumping my wife and son on their backs. “Here’s the one I’ve been looking for. Isn’t he a beauty?”

I showed them a picture of a big gray beast called a Weimaraner. “I never heard of this one either,” complained Chloe.

“Chloe, where’ve you been?” I said, looking at her pityingly. “This is the sensation of the dog world.”

“Yeah?” said she.

“I like him,” said Pete.

“Smart boy,” I said, patting Pete on the back. And myself too. It looked like I’d chosen a winner this time—an unknown breed that I could pick up cheap and yet satisfy my family.

Chloe read the caption under the picture: “‘The Weimaraner has often been called the Gray Ghost because of his unusual silvery gray hue. He was bred in Germany to hunt wolves, mountain lions, bear, and wild boars, and introduced to the United States only a short time ago. He is responsive, affectionate, a good watchdog, and especially fond of children.’”

I could scarcely keep from rubbing my hands with glee. “How about that, Pete?” I said heartily. “A dog that was bred to hunt lions and wolves and bears!”

“Gee!” breathed Pete.

“The Gray Ghost,” I said in a shivery voice.

“Gee!” said Pete, his eyes starry.

“What do you think, Chloe?” I asked my wife.

“Well, he seems all right,” she said with no great enthusiasm, “but don’t you think we ought to get a more familiar kind of dog?”

“Heck, no!” I declared. “I want Pete to be the only kid in the neighborhood with a Weimaraner. I’ll call the Kennel Club first thing in the morning, and find out who sells Weimaraners around here and drive right over and get one.”

“Gee,” said Pete.

Bright and early the next morning we all got into the car and went to visit a lady named Mrs. Ridingwood, the only breeder of Weimaraners in our area. It was a cheery ride. I kept describing the glories of Weimaraners to Pete, and he kept getting more starry-eyed by the minute. Chloe was wary, but not hostile.

Mrs. Ridingwood lived on an estate of at least fifty acres, part covered with a magnificent stand of oaks, the rest beautifully landscaped. I hummed merrily to myself as I drove up the winding gravel path to her house. A woman with this much money clearly did not raise dogs for profit; there would be, I felt sure, no trouble getting a dog cheap.

I pulled up in front of a stately house of whitewashed brick. We got out, went up on the portico, and rapped the brass knocker on the big front door. It was opened presently by an outdoor-type woman—tall, rangy, flat shoes, tweed suit, crew haircut.

“Mrs. Ridingwood?” I said.

“Yes,” she boomed.

“I’m Dobie Gillis and this is my wife and son.”

“Hiya, Gillis,” said she, giving me a handshake that brought tears of pain rushing to my eyes.

“We’ve come to see your Weimaraners,” I said, flexing my fingers to test for fracture.

“Follow me,” said Mrs. Ridingwood. She set out across the lawn, walking with long athletic strides. Chloe, Pete and I loped along beside her.

“Ever had a Weimaraner, Gillis?” she asked.

“No,” I confessed.

“Of course not,” she said. “I’d have known if you did.”

“You would?” asked Chloe. “How?”

“Every Weimaraner owner belongs to The Club,” said Mrs. Ridingwood.

“The Club?” said I.

“The Weimaraner Club of America,” she explained. “To protect the breed. We don’t want our dogs mating with all kinds of other dogs.”

I stopped Pete’s ears.

“We’ve got high standards, we Weimaraner owners,” declared Mrs. Ridingwood.

“Did you hear that, Pete?” I said proudly.

“How could I?” complained Pete. “You got your hands over my ears.”

“Here are the kennels,” said Mrs. Ridingwood.

The kennels were in a low building of white siding. Behind each kennel was a wire-enclosed run for each dog, and behind the runs was a big exercise yard, bounded by a high wire fence. Kennels, runs, and yard were all spotlessly clean.

As they heard us approach, the dogs came frisking out into the yard—nine of them, with soft pink noses and soft pink feet and velvety short-haired coats, a kind of gray-tan-silver in color. They ran with the clumsy grace of pups, their short tails wagging furiously, their hound ears flopping as they barked and leaped and hurled themselves against the fence in a frenzy of excitement.

“Why, they’re beautiful!” cried Chloe rapturously. “They’re simply beautiful!”

“Gee!” said Pete.

I concealed a triumphant smile; there was no doubt now that Chloe and Pete were completely sold. The time had come to start negotiations. First I would ask Mrs. Ridingwood the price of the pups. She would say something like sixty or seventy dollars. I would counter with twenty. She would drop to forty. I would come up to thirty. We’d settle for thirty-five.

“Mrs. Ridingwood,” I said with a pleasant smile, “how much are you asking for these pups?”

“Five hundred dollars,” said Mrs. Ridingwood.

“Eek,” I said and toppled to my knees.

“That’s for the males,” said Mrs. Ridingwood. “The bitches are seven hundred and fifty.”

“Goodbye,” I said.

“Goodbye,” Chloe said.

“But you promised me a Weimaraner,” said Pete, the tears flowing now.

“We’ll get you another kind,” I said.

“I don’t want another kind,” wept Pete. “I only want a Weimaraner.”

“Come on,” said I, slinging him on my hip.

“Just a minute,” said Mrs. Ridingwood.

I paused.

“Gillis,” she said, “if you get a dog, do you intend to show him?”

“Show him what?” I asked.

“I mean enter him in dog shows,” she replied crossly.

“Why, no,” I said.

“You just want a family pet?”

“That’s right.”

“Mm, hm,” she said thoughtfully. She stood for a moment in silent deliberation. “Listen,” she said at length, “I’ve got a dog up at the house—he’s no show dog, but he’s a fine animal.”

“How much does he cost?” I asked fearfully.

“I’m not interesting in making any money on this dog,” she answered. “I just want to place him in a good home where he’ll get plenty of affection.”

“Madam,” I said earnestly, “my wife, my son, and I are probably the most affectionate family since Little Women.”

“Come on,” she said. “I’ll show him to you.”

She started back to the house with us trotting beside her. “This dog is called Warrior von Hentzau,” she said.

“Gee!” said Pete.

“I took him instead of a stud fee,” she went on.

I closed Pete’s ears.

“His sire was my stud, Champion Chalchik von Farfel. The bitch had eight pups and the owner liked them all except this one, so I said, ‘All right, give him to me and never mind the stud fee.’”

“What was the matter with him?” Chloe asked.

“Nothing,” she answered vehemently.

Then how come you’re giving him away, I thought, but I was silent. Never look a gift dog in the mouth, is my motto.

“He’s a fine dog,” said Mrs. Ridingwood. “He just doesn’t happen to be a show dog. That’s why I’m not interested in money. All I want for him is a home where there’s plenty of love.”

“At my house,” said I, “we spend most of our time just hugging each other.”

We were in front of her portico now. She went into the house and came out directly with Warrior von Hentzau. He was in every respect—except one—just like the other pups we had seen. His coat was taupe and his nose was pink and his tail was short and his ears were long and he was friendly and happy and eager. The only thing different about him was the way he moved. This, I must admit, was most unusual. He moved with his hind legs swinging together—like a big jack rabbit, or a small kangaroo.

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Chloe with unmasked consternation, as the dog bounded around like an oversized hare.

“Not a thing,” insisted Mrs. Ridingwood. “He just runs a little peculiarly, that’s all.”

“He,” said Pete flatly, “is the craziest looking dog I ever saw.”

My heart grew heavy within me. Three things were clear: one, that my wife and son were not charmed by this canine wallaby; two, that the only kind of Weimaraner I could get for Pete was a free Weimaraner; three, that Warrior von Hentzau was the only free Weimaraner.

“I don’t think he’s so bad,” I said with a wan smile.

“Certainly not,” said Mrs. Ridingwood stoutly. “Look at him.” She thumped the dog on the chest. “Look at that pretty brisket.”

“Prettiest brisket in town,” I said heartily.

She grabbed him indelicately under the belly. “Ever see such a fine tuck-up?” she demanded.

“Never!” I declared ringingly.

She lifted up his legs. “Look at those pasterns. No dewclaws. No fiddle-foot. Perfect angulation.”

“Superb angulation!” I cried.

She opened his mouth. “Observe the flews.”

“Quelle flews!” I exclaimed, kissing my finger tips.

“Not a thing wrong with him,” she summed up. “It’s just that he runs a little peculiarly. But he gets around perfectly well. Here, I’ll show you.”

She started sprinting across the lawn. “Here, Poo-Poo,” she called.

“Poo-Poo!” exclaimed Chloe, her lip curling in horror.

“I thought his name was Warrior von Hentzau,” wailed Pete.

“Poo-Poo for short,” yelled Mrs. Ridingwood, racing across the turf with the beast hopping close behind.

“I think Poo-Poo’s kind of a cute name,” I said, stifling a retch.

“I don’t want any crazy-looking dog named Poo-Poo,” said Pete, setting his jaw. “And that’s final!”

I thought fast. “All right, Pete,” I said quietly. “You don’t have to take him if you don’t want to.”

“You darn right,” said Pete with an energetic nod.

“We’ll just leave him here,” I continued in the same quiet tone. “All the other pups will find homes. They’ll have lots of fun and plenty of love and all kinds of boys and girls to play with.… But not Poo-Poo.”

“No?” said Pete, looking at me with troubled eyes.

“No, Pete, Poo-Poo will never have a boy or girl to play with. Just because he runs a little bit funny, nobody’s ever going to take him home. Poor little Poo-Poo—all alone here, no boys and girls to play with, no fun, no friendship, just years and years of loneliness.”

“Gee,” said Pete, biting his lip.

“It’s okay, Pete,” I said, patting his shoulder gently. “You don’t have to take him if you don’t want to.”

“But I do!” cried Pete. “I do, I do, I do! I want Poo-Poo. I don’t want any of those other dogs that run regular!”

“Mrs. Ridingwood!” I called joyously.

Mrs. Ridingwood and Poo-Poo, both panting, came running over. Pete instantly threw his arms around the dog and sobbed into his soft, taupe coat.

“We love your dog,” I announced. “We’d like to take him.”

“Good,” said Mrs. Ridingwood. “Love is what I want for Poo-Poo, not money.”

“I hear you,” said I.

“As I told you,” continued Mrs. Ridingwood, “I took Poo-Poo in place of a stud fee, so that’s all I’m asking you.”

“What?” I said.

“My stud fee,” said Mrs. Ridingwood. “Two hundred dollars.”

“Oh, no!” I shrieked. “Oh, no!”

“You buy me that dog, you stingy old man!” howled Pete, kicking me in the pasterns.

“All right, Brains,” snarled Chloe. “Think your way out of this one.”

My wife was clearly teetering on the brink of divorce, and my son on the brink of shock, and I knew I was a gone goose. There was no way in the world now to save my two hundred dollars; the best I could do was save myself an extra mouth to feed.

“Pete, my son,” said I with my most winsome smile, “I’ve got a great idea. Let’s not buy a dog. Let’s send you to sailing camp instead.”

“I don’t want to go to sailing camp,” shouted Pete. “I want Poo-Poo.”

“Just picture it, Pete,” I said, making grand gestures. “A trim sailing ship—a blue sea—a fair wind—the white sails bellying out—the white spray flying—and you—you, Pete, bronzed and fit and confident—you at the tiller …”

“Gee,” said Pete.

I put my arm around his shoulder. “Yo-ho-ho,” I sang, “and a bottle of rum.”

“Gee,” said Pete.

“Sir Francis Drake,” I said. “Captain Kidd. Captain Blood. Mister Roberts … and you.”

“Gee,” said Pete, glassy-eyed, lost in a maritime trance.

The sea, the sea, the open sea,

The blue, the fresh, the ever-free,

I recited and guided Pete gently into the car. Then I guided Chloe, somewhat less gently, into the car. Then I got in myself.

“Goodbye,” I said and drove away, leaving Mrs. Ridingwood and Poo-Poo open-mouthed in the driveway.

The luminous dial on my wrist watch said half past three. I groped around the night table for cigarettes and matches, found them, and struck a match as quietly as I could, so as not to wake Chloe.

The lamp on the night table flashed on. “So you can’t sleep either,” said Chloe.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“The dog, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Me too. I keep thinking about him—all alone, no kids to play with. Poor little Poo-Poo.”

“Poor little thing.”

“Yeah.”

“Would you like a cigarette?”

“Thanks.”

I lit a match for her. “Listen,” she said, “my winter coat—I hardly ever wear it.”

“No,” I said.

“But—”

“No,” I repeated. “I’ll buy the dog.”

“But how about your nest egg?”

“Chloe, listen. I’ve been lying here thinking about other things besides the dog.”

“Like what?”

“Like love.”

“Oh?”

“Love is something I’ve been chasing all my life. Since I was knee-high to a girl I’ve been looking for love. I’ll admit I’ve taken some pretty spooky detours on the way, but all the same, the game was worth the candle. Battle-scarred and weary as I am, I can still say I’m glad. Because what I was after was the greatest prize of all.”

“Agreed,” said Chloe. “But what’s your point?”

“Just this: today I’m chasing something else: the nest egg—money. Sure, a man needs money and, sure, it’s worth scrambling for and, sure, I’ll kill you some day for the idiot way you throw my money around.”

“But?”

“But I’ve lost sight of something. Brooding about money, I’ve forgotten that I’ve found the real goal of my life.”

“Love?”

“Love! Deep, true, abiding love.… I love you, sweetheart, and I know you love me—and there, Chloe, is my nest egg.”

“Oh, darling!” she said and vaulted into my bed and she kissed me and I kissed her and it was very sweet and tender and fine and surely none of your business.

And so, good friends, my story ends. Today I have a wife I adore and a son who can sail like Magellan and a dog who is mostly kangaroo, and multiple overdrafts and I hope, dear hearts, that you are just as lucky as I am.
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