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Cavemen and Scabs . . . 

There was a sudden uproar. Yelling. “It’s the shift change,” Abe said, craning his neck toward the building entrance.

I tried to see over all the heads but only caught glimpses of people scurrying out of the Press Gazette building in tight bunches. I guessed they were scabs, or management like Uncle Dave. Whoever they were, they were running hunched, as if against an icy wind. But it was hot out and the air was still.

The picketers hollered at them as they hurried by. I couldn’t tell what they were saying (because they all roared over one another), but the meanness was crystal clear.

Then there was more commotion, this time at the parking lot. A bunch of strikers were racing for a little red Volkswagen that was coming out through the gate. They were yelling and shaking their fists, casting long shadows in the glare of the parking lot lights.

The Volkswagen sped up, but two men jumped in front of it. The driver slammed on the brakes and the car lurched to a stop. It honked and honked, sounding like a baby animal cut off from its herd. The mob of strikers pushed closer, surrounding it. Then they started hammering the car with their fists! In their shadows they looked like killers—cavemen slaughtering their prey.
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Chapter One

THE PICKET LINE

IT WAS SO hot and sticky that none of us could concentrate. First Vicky let loose an enormous sigh and dropped to her knees in the outfield. Then Marsha tipped over at second base. When my cousin Jess peeled off her shin guards and plopped down on the pitcher’s mound, that was it—the rest of us also fell to the ground.

Coach Marty called out, “Yeah, but what if this was a game?”

“We’d play,” Linea yelled back.

“We’d win,” I added.

“You’ll see,” Joy agreed.

So Coach Marty threw his glove in the air and sank down like the rest of us. The few parents in the stands laughed. Then everyone crawled off the field, got into cars, and added themselves to the roaring traffic.

But Aunt Ann was late, so Jess and I had to scrunch into the pitiful inch of shade from the bleachers and watch the Press Gazette’s boys’ team warm up. They thought they were so great—especially that guy Abe. I tried not to watch him catch the ball behind his back, under his knee, and all that. He was a big show-off.

Jess picked up her invisible telephone, thumb to her ear, pinky to her mouth. “Hello?” she said.

I automatically held mine. We’d been doing this since birth. “Hello. Who’s this?”

“It’s me. Where’s my mom?” asked Jess.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I’m starving!”

“And thhhhhirsty,” Jess said in a Daffy Duck voice.

Finally, Aunt Ann pulled up and we lunged for the backseat. Ahhh, air-conditioning!

“Mom,” Jess said, “it’s a Pizza Pete’s Emergency!”

Her baby brother Riley’s eyes lit up. “Pia Pee!” he cheered, rocking in his car seat. “Pia Pee!”

Jess and I joined the chant. “PIA PEE! PIA PEE!”

But Aunt Ann shook her head, aimed the car toward my house, and said, “Sorry, guys. Maybe next time.”

And when we both tumbled out of the car and headed up my walk, Aunt Ann called Jess back.

“We’re not going in? Even for a second?” Jess asked.

“Not today,” Aunt Ann said with a fake-looking smile. So Jess got back into the car and they were gone.

•   •   •

I went straight to the fridge and pulled out grapes, cheese, leftover pasta salad, and a carton of milk. Carefully balancing my loot, I closed the door with my hip—and was startled by the sight of Dad, grinning at me. I almost dropped everything. “What are you doing here?” I asked, joining him at the table.

“Having a wee snack,” he said, pointing to his gigantic half-eaten sandwich and mound of cole slaw. He poked his fork out to nab some of my pasta salad and asked how my practice went—as if his being home in the middle of the day was perfectly normal.

I told him Coach Marty drilled us in fielding, then I asked again, “But why are you home?”

Mom appeared in the kitchen door. “The newspaper went on strike today,” she told me. “Just till both sides agree on a new contract.”

I must’ve looked confused, because she said, “Every four years they have to negotiate a new contract and hammer out things like hours, salary, medical benefits, sick days, vacations, stuff like that.”

I nodded with my mouth full of grapes, and Dad added, “Our old contract expired a month ago. The unions said we’d stop work if there wasn’t a new one by today—and there wasn’t, so here I am.”

“Great!” I said. “You can come to our game next Tuesday!”

Dad was a copy editor, and he worked all hours, fixing articles that were turned in late. He’d only seen me play softball twice all last summer.

“The strike won’t last that long,” he said. “We scared the pants off them today! You should’ve seen their faces when we walked out.” Dad twirled an invisible villain mustache and cackled. “By tomorrow they’ll be on their knees, begging us to come back.”

“I certainly hope so,” Mom said.

Dad pointed his fork at me. “Meanwhile, kid, you and I walk the picket line tonight!”

“Me? Cool!” I pictured myself marching with a big sign. “Is Jess coming?”

My parents looked at each other. Then Dad said, “Nope.”

“But Uncle Dave works at the paper,” I said.

“He’s management, Gwen,” Mom explained. “They don’t strike.” I frowned, and she added, “Management are the bosses and department heads. Everyone else, like Dad, are the workers. Not that Uncle Dave isn’t a worker, but . . . ”

Dad laughed. “He’s the bad guys. He’s on the other team.”

Uncle Dave was Dad’s twin brother. When they played each other at anything—cards, volleyball, whatever—they did a lot of name-calling and accused each other of cheating. They were both bragging winners and sore losers. Jess and I refused to play with them. I could definitely imagine them on opposite sides of this strike, razzing each other.

•   •   •

The picket line was even better than I thought it would be. It was like a giant party. And no one mentioned how late it was, or how I should be home in bed. I only wished Jess had been there. She would’ve loved it.

I recognized people from Dad’s office and a few parents of girls on my team. Even Coach Marty was there. He tossed me an imaginary ball and I pretended to swing. Then he stood around joking with my dad and some police officers.

Being there on the plaza at night reminded me of the newspaper’s Fourth of July party, a yearly favorite for Jess and me. We’d always start by hanging around in the crowd on the plaza, eating snow cones and watching the jugglers and other street performers. But as soon as it got dark, we’d go inside the Press Gazette building and ride the elevator all the way up till our ears popped.

The doors would open on a huge room full of newspaper families drinking from fancy glasses and eating little sandwiches off silver trays. Jess and I would wiggle past them to the windows and look way down. From the top floor, the crowd looked like an amoeba oozing onto the plaza. The boats on the lake were as tiny as fireflies.

But there was nothing small about the fireworks. BOOM! I’d feel the first one in my belly as the sky burst into color. “Ohhh! Ahhh!” the whole room would say in unison.

Jess and I had named our favorite fireworks. The purple kind that fizzed into blue sparks were La-la-linas. We called the gold curlicue ones Loopy-la-las. (Ever since we were babies, we’d thought names that began with L were the most beautiful and romantic.)

Then the finale would arrive: boom boom boom boom—the rocket’s red glare. Bombs bursting in air. And next: nothing. The silence would tingle in my ears. It gave me chills every single year, and there at the picket line I got chills again just thinking about it.

Then that boy Abe was suddenly standing next to me and I felt my heart go flip! He said, “Gwen, right?”

“Right,” I said.

“Name’s Abe,” he said.

I nodded and didn’t let on that I already knew not only his name, but where he went to school (which was Wilson, the middle school for extra-smart kids), what grade he was going to be in (eighth, which put him a year ahead of me), and that he played baseball.

Neither of us spoke for a while.

“They’re union too,” he finally said, nodding at the police officers. I didn’t know what he meant.

“I’m half expecting fireworks,” I said, then wanted to kick myself for sounding so dumb.

But Abe said, “Nah, I bet they settle the strike tonight. They’re up there negotiating right now.” He pointed to the lit windows in the Press Gazette building.

I tried to think of something strikish and intelligent to say back, but couldn’t. Luckily, Vicky from my team came up to us just then with her hands full of donuts. She gave Abe a jelly-filled and me a glazed. She kept the chocolate.

Abe took a bite, then said, “Too gooey. Anybody wanna trade?”

I love jelly-filled. “Is it raspberry?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Dunno.”

We swapped. I looked at his used donut and wondered where to bite. Right next to his bite? Meanwhile he gobbled down my glazed donut and was licking his fingers when some guys yelled for him. He sauntered off in his show-offy way.

“You saving that for your scrapbook?” Vicky said with a giggle, pointing to the donut in my hand.

“Yick!” I squealed, and threw it in the trash.

Then Dad and Coach Marty called us over to the picket line. Vicky and I didn’t get to carry signs or march, but we did get to chant: “What do we want? FAIR PAY! When do we want it? To-DAY!” We had a blast.

•   •   •

It was way too late to call Jess when we got home, so I had to wait until morning to tell her about everything.

“I wonder if my dad’s side does anything fun,” she said. “He never even came home from work last night.”

“He worked all night long?” I thought of the lit windows. That must’ve been Uncle Dave up there. I wanted to tell Jess that if the strike lasted long enough, my dad would take us to Tuesday’s game. But that seemed like bragging so instead I said, “Wanna go swimming or something?”

“Yeah,” Jess said. “I’ll ask my mom if she’ll drive. Call you right back.”

But when Aunt Ann arrived, Mom poured her a cup of coffee. Jess and I groaned; when the moms sit down and start yacking, all is lost. Aunt Ann plunked Riley down on the floor with a cup of Cheerios and waved Jess and me away as if we were flies.

Then I remembered I had an extra parent at home. We found Dad poking around in the yard and he agreed to drive us.

In the car Dad grinned at Jess. “Too bad your father can’t come to the swim club! Poor, poor Dave stuck inside that stuffy
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