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Epigraphs






“Did lovers really fall in love to stay

Stand beside each other come what may?

Was a promise really something people kept

Not just something they would say and then forget?

Did families really bow their heads to pray?

Did daddies really never go away?

Oh, Grandpa, tell me ‘bout the good old days...”

—Jamie O’Hara, Grandpa, (Tell Me ‘Bout the Good Old Days)

“And home was just as squalid psychically as it was physically. Psychically, it was a rabbit hole, a midden, hot with frictions of tightly packed life, reeking with emotion. Oh, what suffocating intimacies, what dangerous, insane, obscene relationships among members of the family group! Maniacally, the mother brooded over her children...”

—Aldous Huxley, Brave New World

“All children are swine.”

—George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four

Origin

Mavo (MA-VO) a derogatory slang term originating in twentieth century Portland, Oregon, USA, around the early nineteen sixties, slurring poor white youths from Portland’s eastern neighborhoods. Regarding pronunciation, the “ma” is sounded like Ma Kettle, the “vo” as in vogue.

Caution






For readers who might be tempted to suspect that the following story bears a resemblance to real people, events, places, or situations, rest assured that they are fictional or are used fictionally and any similarities are a coincidence.

However, the narrative may accurately describe one of the infinite alternate universes that modern physics suggests exist throughout spacetime. Anything someone can possibly imagine probably occurs, somewhere or some when else. 

In fact, this particular universe may have been visited by the author in the back yard of a residence in Eugene, Oregon, USA, planet Earth, during the late morning hours of January 2, 2011, as the result of a temporary aberration in the structure of spacetime.

Dedications

In memory of

John Marshall High School,

Portland, Oregon, USA

September 6, 1960 – June 13, 2011

And

For all the kids I knew
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Chapter One

Who Am I?
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My older brother Mick and his friends Dave Romagna and Rick Mulligan were walking along 80th Avenue, tossing a football from hand to hand. I was with them because they needed a fourth for a game of touch.

It was June 15, 1965. Our destination was the grassy field at Jim Bridger Elementary School.

Romagna flung the ball to Mick, who caught it in one hand, his left, cocked it, and zipped a perfect spiral to Rick Mulligan.

“I sure hope we have some cool mavo fights next year like we did last month,” Romagna said. He was a stocky, well-muscled kid with big black eyes, a beaked nose, and thickly curled black hair. Romagna liked fighting and while at Ascension Catholic School, he had a reputation as a kid you did not mess with lightly.

“What’s a mavo?” I asked, before Mick or Mulligan could say anything.

“Don’t he know shit?” Romagna said to Mick, jerking his thumb at me. “Haven’t you clued him in yet?”

Rick Mulligan laughed and threw the ball back to Mick. Rick was a tall, wiry kid with brown eyes, thick brown hair, and a bemused grin plastered across his face.

My brother looked at me and sighed. Mick was not just older than me, he was smarter, more athletic, better-looking, and the apple of our parent’s eyes. Although he was slender, Mick was not starvation skinny like I was. 

Mick was tall and strong, with handsome features, light brown hair which was always combed, and the exact same blue eyes as the old man had.

“You don’t know what a mavo is?” Mulligan asked.

I shook my head.

“Do they keep you guys under a rock at Ascension?”

Unlike me, Mick, and Romagna, Mulligan had attended Bridger, the public school, before going on to Marshall, and consequently had a low opinion of a Catholic education.

“I think I’ve heard the word,” I answered Mulligan, “but I’m not sure what it means.”

“Hey Mick,” said Romagna, “maybe your brother will be a mavo when he gets to Marshall. What do you think?”

Mick turned to look at me with a sour face, the exact same expression the old man had shown me more times than I could count.

“I don’t know what Pat is,” Mick said, “but I’m pretty sure he’s not a mavo.”

Romagna caught the football on a sidearm pass from Mick. Then, standing about twenty feet from me, Romagna whipped it as hard as he could like a bullet at my chest. I stepped to one side and caught it in both hands, though just barely, and my fingers burned from the impact.

“A mavo,” Romagna declared, “is scum. They all wear black leather jackets like kids from years ago and you don’t want anything to do with ‘em except to fight ‘em. At other schools, they’re called hoods or greasers. At John Marshall High School, we call ‘em mavos.”

“Some mavo girls have their attractions,” Mulligan said. “You must admit they’re worth a second look.”

Dave Romagna sneered. “I wouldn’t touch one of them scuzzy bitches with a ten foot pole,” he replied.

Mulligan and Romagna began to bicker about the merits of mavo girls good-naturedly. Mick did not join in, but laughed at Mulligan’s jokes, especially the ones that paired Romagna with a couple of especially buxom mavo girls in their sophomore class.

Upon arriving at Jim Bridger, we split into teams, with Romagna and Mick on one side, me and Mulligan on the other. While we played touch football, Romagna relived The Great Mavo Rumble of 1965, when carloads of mavos from James Madison High came to Marshall to do battle.

The Madison mavos had shown up at the Eastport Plaza parking lot, Romagna explained, to avenge alleged crimes perpetrated on one of their Madison mavo brethren and a wild melee had subsequently erupted.

“The fight even made the front page of The Oregonian newspaper,” Romagna said, proudly. “And I was in the thick of it. I’m pretty sure I’ll get a bid to Vegas this fall on account of my fightin’.”

“I never even knew that crazy mavo guy was carrying a zip gun,” Mulligan said, “until Dan Erickson took it away from him.”

“That was something, huh?” Romagna said, dreamily. Then he frowned. “In the newspaper, they made out like the cops busted it up before there was any fightin’, but that’s bullshit. We had ‘em licked before the cops showed up. All they did was keep the mavos from getting their asses kicked even worse than they did.”

“Aw, you can’t believe anything you read in the paper,” Mulligan said.

I listened to the guys talk with interest while Mick and Romagna took me and Mulligan apart in touch football. Playing felt good though, out in the June sunshine, running, kicking, and tossing the old pigskin around. The discussion they had meanwhile was fascinating, regarding stuff I rarely heard from Mick.

Unfortunately, when it was over, I still had no clear idea what a mavo was. 

All I knew for sure was that I did not want to be one.

“One more question,” I said to Romagna.

“Yeah?”

“What’s Vegas?”
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The final page of the American People’s Encyclopedia sat open in front of me. I had read the entire set of books, including the yearbooks, ending in 1962. The old man and the old lady purchased the set from a door-to-door salesman back in 1957.

It had taken me almost a year to read it through, a vow I made on my thirteenth birthday. Besides the encyclopedias, we also owned a newer dictionary, Webster’s New World Dictionary of The American Language, 1963 Edition. Every so often, I had to consult the dictionary to understand words in the encyclopedia entries.

As I closed the final volume, Welding to Zygote, and returned it to the bookshelf that came with the set, I thought about who I was and where I came from.

First, I did not exist, and then, somehow, I did. The old man and the old lady had sexual intercourse and from that act, I was born. By the time I graduated from eighth grade at Ascension Catholic Church and School, I had an overall sense of human and world history, but little else.

Here I was, a human being, almost fourteen years old, living in Portland, Oregon, United States of America, planet Earth, Milky Way Galaxy, the known Universe.

From what I could tell, living on planet Earth was not precisely a picnic. The physical world was pretty cool, but my fellow human beings were a mixed bag, with bad ones outnumbering good ones by what I figured was about a 2-1 margin. Most other people were somewhere in the middle, not especially good or bad, just kind of average, with good points and bad points.

Sure, there were lots of fascinating things about life and the world which were of intense interest to me. The more they interested me, however, the less interest they seemed to have for everybody else. Most of the time, I felt all alone in my enthusiasms.

Along with the interesting things, the world was full of fear, drudgery, discomfort, distress, and outright terror. The Catholic Church I had attended (Ascension) for as long as I could remember, offered nothing much in the way of faith, hope, and charity, I’m sorry to say.

What we got instead was a sense of shame, commands, rules, and an insistence on obedience, based on the idea that the priests and nuns at our church and school were charged with a special mission from God.

The message the Roman Catholic Church conveyed to kids like me was that we could never be trusted. We were troublemakers—irreverent, unruly, wild, and prone to sin, especially the sin of pride.

Worst of all for me personally, I had a big mouth, as the old man and Mick were fond of pointing out. I couldn’t help it—when thoughts came into my head, they came out of my mouth. Kind of like the old lady.

But unlike her, I was learning, slowly.

The most important thing about the world in which we lived, according to the American People’s Encyclopedia, was its recovery from two World Wars, the worst and most destructive of which had ended six years before I was born. Ever since, a “Cold War” had been going on, between the United States and the other big victor, the Soviet Union.

World War II had been a really horrific conflict, costing something like fifty million lives, lasting from September 1, 1939 to September 2, 1945. Six years and a day. A single man, Adolph Hitler, had started it, using the Germans to try to conquer the European part of the planet. Over in the east, Imperial Japan had subsequently joined in.

Hitler and the Japs lost, but it hadn’t been easy or quick.

I thought about it all the time, wondering how adults could arrange things so badly that millions of people would die, just as casually as a kid might stomp a nest of ants.

Wait. One more thing about me. Regarding my home life, the past year had witnessed one unbelievable disaster after another. Our parents were not getting along. First they fought, then they separated, and finally, they got divorced.

Life was getting worse, not better.
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The old lady called it a “Leo Rush” development. 

“Some Jewish guy,” she said, constructed the houses on the four blocks beginning with 77th and Harrison. The down payment was five hundred and the mortgage eighty bucks a month on an eleven thousand dollar loan.

Ten houses on one side of the street, ten houses on the other, with a choice of floor plans. When we moved into our newly-completed house at 7708 SE Harrison Street in the summer of 1955, I was not yet four years old.

Now it was mid-July of 1965 and times had changed, as much in our neighborhood as anywhere else. Beyond Leo’s plat of sixty by one hundred foot lots, the surrounding area featured houses both old and new, with only faint traces left of the farmsteads that residential development had replaced northwest of 82nd and Division in southeast Portland.

Our house sat on one of the standard lots, a single story frame house consisting of four bedrooms, one and a half baths, kitchen, dining room, living room, and utility, with a carport and a concrete porch that ran from the front door to the driveway on the right.

Brick trim covered half the front, and the developer had planted mature Rhodies in front of the brick, so the master bedroom would have maximum privacy.

This was the house I shared with my father, mother, brothers, and sisters, until the old man moved out.

My father’s name is James Joseph Compton, my mother is Lois Ling Loberg Compton, my older brother is Michael James Compton, my younger brother is Leo Ling Compton, and my younger sisters are Jane Loberg Compton and Ruth Lee Compton.

Our clan consisted of three basic parts: Our parental units, Lois and Jim, Mick and me, twenty months apart, and three more children, a boy and two girls, known collectively as “the little ones.”

The first girl, Jane, was bright blond like me. Leo had dark brown hair and was said to resemble Conrad “Con” Compton, the old man’s old man. The only knowledge we had of Con was the oval photo of him which for years hung in the hallway, wearing his World War I doughboy uniform. Ruth, our youngest, had reddish brown hair and the same blue eyes as Mick and the old man had. 

The seven of us occupied a shelter of fifteen hundred square feet. In the opinion of our parents, compared to how they lived during The Depression, we children wallowed in the lap of luxury.

So, who am I? I am Patrick Joseph Compton, the second oldest son, one school year behind my older brother, whom I have never known as anything other than Mick.

Because Mick was born on the last day of January, and I was born in mid-September, he was one of the oldest kids in his class, whereas I was one of the youngest in mine.

When I entered first grade, I was the absolute youngest, born just a day before the cut-off date decreed by Portland Public Schools. After me, there was a large gap before Leo was born, five years to be exact. It was as if my birth had been such a trauma that my parents dithered before they had any more children.

But then, beginning in the late 1950s, they had three more in rapid succession. By the summer of 1965, Leo was almost eight, Janie was six, and Ruthie was four. The five of us were close while growing up, because the house itself was too small for such a tribe, and because Lois and Jim’s cruelly incompetent parenting styles pretty much forced us together.

Now about my parents.

What words are there to describe the old lady? By 1965, she had ceased being the terrifying figure she’d been when we were little. Now she was just boring and repetitive. Still, she continued to be trouble, with a capital “T.”

With her wispy brown hair and grey-green eyes, the old lady was not remarkable physically. The old man said when he first met her in a Vancouver, Washington diner, she had been beautiful, but if so, those days were long past.

My mother grew up in a single parent family, with four siblings. Our Grandma Vivian Loberg lived in Fargo, North Dakota, and her first three children were Eve, Donald, and Ruth, before Lois came along. 

My mother was five years younger than her sister Ruth, (known to us as Auntie Ruthie). Ten years later, another son was born—Jonathan, a deeply religious boy who became a pastor in the Lutheran Church.

Around the middle of World War II, my mother lived with her first husband Edward Josal in New York City. Ed was a fireman who perished in the line of duty, leaving my mother a twenty-year old widow. She then moved west to be near Ruth, who was living in Vancouver, and landed the job in the diner where she met my father.

According to Auntie Ruthie, my mother was for years the baby of the family, becoming “spoiled rotten.” Reports all agree that Lois was a headstrong, willful child, who was never required to do any chores by Grandma, and thereupon spent hours playing with her collection of dolls.

“This was during The Depression,” Auntie Ruthie said, “when toys were rare and costly. But your mother had every doll a girl could want.”

Ruthie said that whenever my mother got frustrated or couldn’t get her way, she threw a terrible tantrum. But Lois soon learned that she couldn’t mess with her older siblings, because they were bigger and stronger.

“Instead, your mother would kick her dolls and throw them around the room we shared,” Auntie Ruthie said.

Apparently, Lois inflicted this doll destruction even on her favorite doll, Hattie, whom she saved from childhood. I remember seeing Hattie one time. She was one of those soft cloth dolls with a porcelain head, popular with girls in the 1920s and 30s. I remember thinking that Hattie looked like she’d been put through a wringer.

As a teenager, what stood out most whenever I had to deal with my mother was the near-sighted, open-mouthed glare she liked to fix on me, ever ready to spill an avalanche of words, some of which occasionally made sense, but most of which did not.

It was very difficult to separate the rare kernel of wheat from the chaff the old lady constantly produced, and after a while all you wanted to do was sew her mouth shut.

Her appetite for drama resulted in the emotional and mental breakdown she experienced in 1962, when she was taken to a hospital by ambulance. In a normal person, such a thing might have evoked sympathy, but with the old lady, you never knew what was real and what was not.

Sincerity was not a trait my mother had in abundance. She was invariably acting out, and never behaved unless she was forced to behave.

What probably snapped the old lady back into some kind of half-assed functioning after her breakdown was the threat of continuing the electro-shock “therapy” treatments they gave her at the hospital. 

All of a sudden, she got “better.”

The old man was a separate though equally compelling case for the virtues of remaining childless. He had reached his forties by 1965, and his age was beginning to show.

His golden-blond hair had darkened and was receding from his forehead. The sparkling baby blue eyes and gap-toothed smile the old man gave people he liked was not so effective as it once had been. What we did not realize was that he was a very sick man.

From the age of twenty seven, the old man had suffered from diabetes and the attendant medical problems it caused. His problems were real and we could tell he was delicate. How delicate was not yet apparent.

The old man’s story was pretty sad, I had to admit. He was five when his mother died of tuberculosis, six when his shell-shocked, alcoholic father dumped him in the Catholic orphanage in Butte, Montana. The year was 1929. He spent the next eleven years in the place he called “The Home,” an institution he never liked talking about. His old man Conrad died in 1933, drunk in a traffic collision.

In truth, I might have had some sympathy for the old man except for the fact that he was a prick who singled me out for special treatment, namely bad. 

I wanted to get along—he didn’t.

Also of interest was the fact that the old man had another child besides us, a son born of a wartime marriage, who lived in another state. We never laid eyes on him until 1963, when “Jim Junior” came out for a brief, bittersweet visit. The old lady saw to it in her own special way that this was a first and last appearance by Junior.

It would be nice to speak of my parents as typical of people who grew up in The Depression and went through World War II. This is the demographic group other writers refer to as “The Greatest Generation.” But in truth, Lois and Jim were just too immature, flaky, and selfish to qualify for inclusion in that hardworking, devoted, sincere, responsible, uncomplaining, and family-oriented group.

The kinds of conscientious, thoughtful, persevering, patient, and striving activities Greatest Generation parents undertook to get themselves and their offspring ahead in the world were simply beyond the capabilities of Lois and Jim, as we learned to our sorrow.

Our parents just didn’t have the strength of character required to raise five children. That was too complex and boring a task for them. Once in a while, as in the case of the encyclopedia purchase, they did right by us, but it wasn’t very often. What they preferred instead was adult recreation and self-involved emotional melodrama.

This is perhaps understandable and even forgivable in a childless couple, who can then go through life as carefree children themselves. But if you are going to bring children into the world, a higher level of behavior is required. The central tragedy of life is that too many people who have no business having children go right on having them.

This truth was something that escaped Lois and Jim, although I’m sure they thought they had it figured out. The consequences of the self-deception my parents practiced on themselves comprises the essence of this narrative.
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Chapter Two

Ten Fourteen
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“1014 is a big route,” Tim Matlow said. “The biggest in the Montavilla branch. Think you can handle it?”

“My Oregon Journal route was seventy papers,” I said. “This is a hundred. I think I can handle it.”

“A hundred and two papers,” Matlow corrected me. 

“A hundred and two,” I echoed him, “It’s not that many more.”

“If you say so,” Matlow answered, sarcastically. I was skinny and short, my blond hair given to cowlicks. My eyes were like the eyes of kids in those big-eyed kids paintings, except mine were blue. Nevertheless, I was blessed with the stamina of a pack mule, a handy thing when your mornings are spent plopping newspapers on people’s porches.

Matlow, by contrast, was taller and solid, a dark-haired, brown-eyed kid who would be a senior at Marshall when I was a freshman. It was 5:30 AM and time to deliver.

“C’mon,” Matlow said. “Let’s go.”

The paper bags were on my bike, not his. In return for the privilege of taking over Matlow’s paper route, 1014, I was helping him deliver papers his final week on the job. The day that Matlow turned seventeen, he had landed a job at Rub-A-Dub Car Wash on 82nd Avenue.

He was set to start on Saturday, July 31, 1965, reporting for the morning shift, one hour after his route. Beginning on Sunday, August 1, 1965, 1014 would henceforth be mine.

“I couldn’t have gotten the job at Rub-A-Dub,” Matlow said, “if my mom hadn’t shown me how to drive a stick shift as well as an automatic. You gotta know how to drive any kind of car when you work there, so you can move the cars from the wash to the parking lot.”

“Sounds like a pretty cool job,” I said.

“It is,” Matlow agreed, “compared to a paper route. I’ll be so glad to be rid of this crap.”

Matlow was right, of course. In three years of delivering newspapers off and on, I too had come to hate the job with an abiding passion. I’d read all those sappy Henry Huggins books, including Henry and the Paper Route, by some lady named Beverly Cleary, and one thing I was absolutely sure of was that she had never delivered a single newspaper in Portland in her whole life.

On the other hand, with high school fast approaching, I desperately needed some money I could call my own. Ever since quitting my Oregon Journal route, the only money I’d managed to save was my lucky 1951 “S” Lincoln penny.

The old man and the old lady had gotten divorced two months earlier, and they fought constantly about money. The main casualties in this conflict were me and my brother Mick. What their divorce meant, in effect, was that luxuries such as shoes and clothing for us were now subject to much unpleasant haggling.

A pastime Lois and Jim particularly enjoyed was using their children as pawns in their personal battles. Because the little ones were too innocent to be any fun, it fell to me and Mick to bear the brunt of their endless squabbles.

The last straw for me had been my need for a new pair of sneakers. It wasn’t that I didn’t take care of the only pair I had, because I did, treating my Converse All-Stars with a reverence the priests at Ascension Catholic Church reserved for a consecrated host.

But my feet were growing and my shoes were bursting at the seams. First, the heels wore down. Then the toes split from the canvas. After that, the laces broke and I had to tie makeshift knots to hold them together.

When I informed the old lady that I needed a new pair of Converse, her reply was as follows:

“How far do you think the money your father gives me goes around here? I can’t afford to buy you every goddamn thing you want! You want money? Go ask your goddamned father for it! Do you hear me? Huh? Huh?”

And that was merely the beginning of her speech.

With her hair cropped short and her mouth going a mile a minute, the old lady went on to describe, in excruciating detail, the manifest sacrifices she’d had to make because of the old man’s betrayal and departure.

Realizing my mistake, I wanted to get the hell away from her, but to do so might invite a tantrum that could last for hours. So I just endured her diatribe.

The old lady’s lengthy speech was punctuated by puffs from the cigarette she was smoking, a Newport, which hung from the left corner of her mouth, shedding ashes as she babbled. The old lady’s hugely thick eyeglasses, with their gaudy white frames, completed the portrait of a spoiled, selfish harridan.

Experience had taught me that if I half-listened, she might run down at last and I could escape. To my immense relief, the old lady actually did run down, stubbing her half-smoked Newport out in one of the dozen or so ashtrays that littered the house, dismissing me with a wave of her hand. No doubt she was overdue for one of her pills.

In front of the TV on the carpet in the living room, the little ones were watching an episode of Huckleberry Hound. Ruthie withdrew her thumb from her mouth to cough.
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Knowing the outlines of the game but desperate, like a fool I asked the old man for money to buy new shoes. This took place on a Sunday when he arrived to pick us up for his weekly visit. His reply was as follows:

“I give your mother everything that she’s entitled to per our divorce. I have never missed a single payment. Do you hear me? Huh? Never a single payment. I pay through the nose, mind you, but I pay. What I give your mother includes money for what you’re asking for. Got it? You want money for new shoes? Ask your mother for it!”

“Forget I mentioned it,” I said, in a tone that I knew he wouldn’t like. I didn’t care, because I was pissed at myself for falling into their trap not once, but twice.

“Don’t get smart with me,” the old man said, balling his left hand into a fist. He was ambidextrous, and could lash out at you with equal facility, using either hand.

He had his bowling shirt on, which told me that he was going bowling after taking us home. The old man belonged to two bowling leagues and a snooker league, smoked forty cigarettes a day and drank regularly, if not heavily. He went golfing whenever the weather was good and currently lived in a bachelor apartment in a suburb of Portland.

“I’m not getting smart,” I said, careful to keep my voice neutral. Like the old lady, the old man was a powder keg, often detonating with little or no provocation.

Mick and I quickly wearied of this back and forth game they played so enthusiastically, and opted out. The solution was to not ask either of our parents for money.

Other than a roof over our heads and irregular meals, at ages fifteen and thirteen respectively, my older brother and I were on our own. If the creatures who brought us into the world noticed this, they never said anything about it.

This was not entirely a new development, I should add. In my entire childhood, I don’t recall either of my parents voluntarily giving us money for any reason.

There were always strings attached.

First, if you needed money, you had to ask them for it. Although they fought like cats and dogs, they were more alike than different, and both were stingy in the extreme. Other kids might get money as gifts, but not us. Just as bad, any request for money was met with a humiliating demand for a recitation of chores successfully accomplished.

Even if you had done your stuff, it was never enough. Both of them, but especially the old lady, often treated us like indentured servants. This too got old fast.

As I approached the age of fourteen in the late summer of that year, I was now fully aware of my station as the least valued member of our family. I was, in fact, for all intents and purposes, the Compton clan’s personal mavo. 

Scum, as Dave Romagna would say.

On that happy note, I began delivering newspapers, the month before my freshman year at Marshall.

Here goes, I thought. Another stinking paper route.

I’d quit my Oregon Journal route back in February on account of being cheated by the manager and the customers. But when I heard that Matlow was quitting Oregonian route 1014 to work at Rub-A-Dub, taking it over seemed to offer a potential financial return.

The Montavilla branch had a new manager, named Bill DeBerg, a young guy I didn’t know. Maybe DeBerg wasn’t a crook, as was Paul Allen, the previous manager. Another advantage was that 1014 was in my own neighborhood, meaning I could probably walk the route, if I had to.

My bike was in pretty bad shape, and there was no way I could get the fifteen bucks required to fix it. Asking my parents to stake me was out of the question. When my bike died, I would have to walk the route.

My goal was to earn $30-$36 per month, which would pay for the clothes I needed for school. More than anything, I wanted to fit in at Marshall.

I didn’t want to wind up among the losers, twirps, MRs, dips, dorks, or perish forbid, mavos the school harbored.

I wanted a higher status than that.

Getting Matlow to give me the route was more difficult than I expected. He drove a hard bargain. Not only did I have to help him deliver the papers during his final week, he insisted that I also collect for him.

“Since you’re taking over,” Matlow said, “I want you to finish out my collecting.”

“How so?” I asked. “It’s your money. How can I collect it for you? I don’t get it.”

“There’s four people that are really hard to collect from. I’ll give you their receipts. It’ll be $8.80. When you start your collecting, you pay me the $8.80 and then you go get the money from them so I don’t have to.”

“That doesn’t sound quite right,” I said.

Matlow screwed up his face. “Look,” he said, “do you want 1014 or don’t you? Marty Blackmore is interested in taking it, if you don’t want it. You want I should give Marty the route instead?”

“Well, no,” I said, and reluctantly agreed to Matlow’s terms. I didn’t see that I had any choice. To make sure we understood each other, Matlow spelled it out:

“I’ll give you the receipts for my uncollected customers and you pay me when you start collecting. I’ll also give you the route book, which is right up-to-date. My mom and me worked on it so what’s in the book is only the customers I have. When I first started, they tried giving me extras, but my mom put a stop to that, calling Allen and making him account for every paper. I think my mom’s partly the reason why Allen quit. As to whether this DeBerg guy is a crook, I don’t know. This is only his second month. You’ll just have to find out, I suppose.”

“All right,” I said.

Oregonian Route 1014 ran from Market Street on the north to Division on the south, from 82nd on the east to 76th on the west. Some streets were partial streets, such as Mill, which curved around Jim Bridger School, wheeling south to become 77th. Most of my customers happened to be in Leo Rush’s development, in houses exactly like or very similar to the one I lived in.
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Ever since my one friend in the neighborhood, Brad Larson, moved to Buffalo, New York with his family the summer after fifth grade, I had nobody nearby to hang out with. The boys who lived next door at 7704 SE Harrison were pretty nice, but David Buhner was three years older than Mick, and Duane Buhner two years younger than me.

At first, there was also Judy, a much older Buhner sister living next door, but then she got married and moved away. There was also another Buhner sister who was a year older than Mick and kind of bratty.

Her name was Marjorie. Once, when we were playing kickball in the street, Marjorie came along on her bike. The ball rolled up to her on a foul and she got off her bike and kicked it down the street, away from our game.

“Hey Marjorie,” said Brad Larson. “That wasn’t very nice of you!”

Marjorie was a skinny girl with light brown hair and a small, hard face. She stuck her tongue out at Brad and said, “So?” before getting back on her bike and riding off.

Unlike Marjorie, Brad was a great kid. It was years before I got over him not living across the street anymore. Brad had been interested in many of the same things I was interested in. We connected.

Brad was the first kid I knew who, like me, was wild with excitement about fast cars, rockets, airplanes, bombs, fireworks, war games, guns, torpedoes, or anything else that could shoot, fly, hurl through space, speed, crash, explode, catch fire, spiral out of control, or go down in flames. 

Could stuff be any more fascinating than that? 

We thought not.

There was so much cool new stuff I was eager to show Brad and for us to talk about. I couldn’t understand why his parents had taken him away.

The day I assumed the route, I made my first delivery to the Buhners, then to Brad Larson’s former house across the street, where the Haddox family now lived, and from there to Rich Terkel’s, the old guy over on 77th, whose big picture window looked down on Harrison Street.

To my surprise, Mr. Terkel was awake already. He was moving around in the living room. I started to put the paper between the screen door and the front door as Matlow said I should, when suddenly the door swung open. 

Mr. Terkel stood there, a steaming cup of coffee in his hand and a Chesterfield cigarette hanging from his mouth.

He was a paunchy oldster with a gruff manner and what Brad Larson said was a “cool” way of talking. His thinning grey-black hair was combed from front to back and there was a tattoo of a parachute and the number 82 on his right forearm. Mr. Terkel had a lot of what the old man liked to call “personality.”

Brad Larson had brought Mr. Terkel to my attention years before, but I’d had little contact with him since Brad left. You know how it is. There’s always a straw that stirs the drink and Brad was ours. From Brad, I learned that Mr. Terkel was one of the more interesting adults in Leo Rush’s development.

“Mr. Terkel was a paratrooper officer in the war,” Brad told me. “He killed guys.”

“Really?” I said. “No fooling?”

Brad nodded. “My old man says he’s got this medal, the Silver Star, for what he did in the war. He was one of those guys who got to see them death camps the Nazis had, too.”

“Wow,” I said. “Wow.”

“Yeah. You know it.”

Now I glanced up from putting the paper down.

“Hello,” Mr. Terkel said. “How are ya?”

“Fine,” I said. “Here’s your paper, Mr. Terkel.”

“Call me Rich.”

“Uh. Okay. Rich.”

He set his coffee down on a table by the door and took a quick puff on his cigarette. Taking the paper from my hand, he set it down beside the cup.

“Got a proposition for ya,” Rich said, cigarette dangling from his lips.

“What’s that?”

“I don’t give a good goddamn about any of your other customers. For a five dollar tip every month, I want to be the first customer on your route. Every day, no exceptions. What do you say?”

“Mmmm... I get my papers and come deliver yours first every day and I get a five dollar tip?” I asked, to make sure I’d heard him right.

“Yeah, that’s right. After that fairy and his pal drop off the papers at your house, you bring mine to me and I’ll give you a five dollar tip every single month. I gotta have my paper right off or I got nothing to do until the wifey wakes up. I don’t care if you go back to bed after you bring mine, just get mine here, okay? Do we have a deal?”

“We have a deal,” I said.

Unlike most of the adults in my experience, Rich Terkel was a man who actually spoke my language. If he wanted something, he was willing to give something in return.

The rest of the adults, including my parents, appeared to be constantly seeking ways to exploit me, threaten me, bully me, steal from me, or abuse me somehow. A mutually beneficial relationship was never on their radar.

I had fallen into many of their traps, and would fall into many more. About the only thing that kept me from falling into every single trap was a super-wariness I’d developed. This proposition from Rich Terkel did not seem like a trap. On the contrary, it seemed like a straightforward business deal, and I was only too happy to carry out my end of it.

That first day on my route, a Sunday, after I delivered my papers, making sure I got every customer in the route book Matlow had given me, I had four extras.

At over twenty two cents apiece, if DeBerg charged me for them, it meant that I had delivered my route that day for $1.60 instead of the $2.50 I expected to earn on Sundays. Where had the extras come from? I had no idea, resolving to call DeBerg and ask him about it.

By now I had met DeBerg, a short, stocky guy about twenty years old with longish brown hair and shifty eyes. DeBerg wore a thick mustache, tight corduroys, and loud, flowered shirts. DeBerg also had plenty of what the old man liked to call “personality,” always talking to you like you were his best buddy.

DeBerg had an assistant manager, a guy who spoke with a lisp. I was told his name once and then promptly forgot it. DeBerg hung around with this lispy guy constantly.

From each customer, I collected $2.20 for a full Daily-Sunday subscription, $1.30 for a Daily-only subscription, and ninety cents for a monthly Sunday-only subscription.

What it boiled down to was that I delivered about a hundred papers every day for thirty days for a little over one dollar per day, a sum requiring me to get up at 5:15 AM to sprinkle Oregonians, or, as I called them, Ogres, around the neighborhood. It was small wonder that branch managers had trouble keeping carriers on their routes. But it was just my luck that I’d had competition for this one, in the form of Marty Blackmore, a Jim Bridger eighth grader.

If all went well, and I collected from every customer in a given month, I could earn upwards of $36.00 per month, not including tips. To achieve my full profit potential, I had to gross over $220.00 per month.

Getting tips was crucial, and Rich Terkel, killer of men that he was, had won my unswerving loyalty with his five dollar monthly tip.

The year I spent delivering 1014 beginning in August of 1965 was highly instructive. It became evident to me that as far as most adults were concerned, I was not a human being, but a tool, something they thought about only when I wasn’t performing up to their expectations.

Certainly, the old man and the old lady never seemed to pay me any attention, unless it occurred to them that maybe I wasn’t getting my chores or yard work done. The other families on Harrison consisted of parents and children, four and sometimes five to the household, just like ours.

But those families went on picnics, trips, out to dinner, took vacations, and visited relatives. They saw movies and attended sports events. For years now, we had never done any of those things.

A while back, the old man and the old lady had played pinochle with the Terkels and some other couples on Friday nights. But that stopped after they had a big fight about the old lady’s boneheaded card playing, and she refused to go again. Then came the divorce and everything went downhill from there.

The old lady’s repellent personality and the old man’s decision to dump her combined to make sure we enjoyed none of the casual pleasures other families enjoyed.

As for me, home life was miserable. I had no privacy and nothing I could call my own. I worried constantly about something going wrong, getting in trouble, getting caught, getting cheated, getting put in JDH. There were times when I felt like writing a lengthy suicide note and then hanging myself, like this Vestal School kid had done a couple years back, in his family’s garage.

What a magnificent act! Rumor had it that he ripped his parents in his note, especially his stepdad, whom the police arrested soon after the kid’s body was found. Not even the old lady, who loved gossiping about scandal and dirt, cared to dwell on the Vestal kid. I tried to imagine the reaction of the old man and the old lady if the police found me hanging from the ornamental plum tree beside our carport shed.

That might take the wind out of their sails, I thought. A tragedy like that might even make them behave for a little while, although I seriously doubted it.

My suicide note would run on for pages. Probably, I’d have to put it in a Pee Chee, and I spent some time figuring out how to attach said Pee Chee to my body. The solution, I decided, was to slip it under my shirt and then tuck my shirt in before I hanged myself. This scene made a pretty picture in my head.

On the other hand, given what assholes most people were, it struck me that I shouldn’t be letting them off so easily, shouldn’t be giving them the satisfaction of outliving me. What I really wanted was for me to be alive when they were all dead, especially the old man and the old lady.
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Chapter Three

The Art of the Airplane
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From very early on, I knew that I was an artist first and foremost. I wasn’t certain how or under what circumstances my artistic talents would reveal themselves, but however things turned out, I was sure my work would be great.

The chief obstacle in the way of pursuing my artistic ventures was the environment I was in. This was caused not only by my family, but by the whole neighborhood.

The kids on our block fell into a couple of basic types. The first were nameless nobodies who made no impression, either good or bad. The second consisted of the bad kids, who posed a constant threat to your peace of mind through their destructive and mean-spirited shenanigans.

Unfortunately, there were no really great kids like my friend Mario Dement close by, not since Brad Larson had been shuffled off to Buffalo.

But we had a surplus of the rotten kind. For example, living next door on the non-Buhner side of our house was a kid named Jordan Kunze. Jordan was three years younger than me, an outstanding example of the bad type of kid. The product of a taxi driver father named Butch and an alcoholic mother named Colleen, Jordan had, ever since his mother split, been overseen by a string of live-in babysitters. These babysitters, all of whom brought along a small child of their own, were uniformly young, white, fat, and had names like Lula Mae or Betty Sue.

Jordan’s mom was a pathetic ghoul who left their house when he was about seven to take up residence downtown in a seedy hotel catering to drunks, according to intelligence provided to me by Mick through the old man. The old lady knew all about this too.

“If you ever see Colleen Kunze coming around,” our parents warned us, “don’t let her in the house!”

The supervision provided to Jordan and his sisters—one younger girl and one older, by the hillbilly babysitters, was spotty at best, and because of this, the kid had the run of the neighborhood, day and night.

A result of this unfettered freedom to roam that Jordan enjoyed was that one of my greatest artistic creations was wrecked, and I never again took up The Art of the Airplane. 

In fact, it was this Airplane Incident that caused me to focus more intently on history, politics, and public affairs, where I might possibly be able to exert a greater measure of control over my fellow human beings.

In theory, anyhow.

At the age of ten, I attempted building my first plane. It was while constructing this aircraft that I learned no matter how dazzling my efforts might be along these lines, they would have to proceed in spite of a jeering, jostling peanut gallery that would hang around to yell, scold, mimic, shout, ridicule, mock, sneer, and proffer unwanted advice.

To be honest, I had no clue what I was doing in building these homemade airplanes. At some level, I believe I was struggling to find a concrete means by which to express my desire to escape from the unbearably boring, humdrum, and frustrating existence I led.

If you wanted to “fly away,” as I did, why not build an airplane? In my innocence, I had no concept how strongly my projects would affect the other neighborhood kids, and because of the physical dimensions of my creations, there was no concealing them.

Ultimately, I built four airplanes—one every summer. The last one I attempted was during the summer before I attended Marshall. Unlike my previous airplanes, this was the first to follow a realistic plan (more or less) that I came across in a used issue of Amateur Mechanics at the Green Dolphin Book Shop in Montavilla.

This was a simplified and buildable home model, based on the original Louis Bleriot monoplane that flew across the English Channel in 1909. I was absolutely enthralled by its simple Gallic beauty and spare elegance.

Months before I began construction, I drew plans for my back yard Bleriot on some manila drawing paper I had filched from the supply closet at Ascension. The issue of Amateur Mechanics with the original plans, purchased for five cents, was lovingly tucked under my rollaway mattress in the back bedroom I shared with our noisy freezer unit.

Every day, I took the magazine out and read the article, even though I had it memorized, and made changes on my sheets of manila. My goal was to build a version of the airplane that could also function successfully as a glider, but could later be adapted to powered flight, if only I could find an engine for it. My plan closely followed the one outlined in the home-built article which had inspired me.

Air worthily close, I thought.

Meanwhile, I scoured construction sites and store trash bins all over southeast Portland for building materials.

Cardboard for the wings and fuselage, rudder, elevator, and the tail assembly was readily available. As SE Portland was undergoing rapid development, there were construction sites aplenty, from which I collected piles of leftover wood scraps. At such sites, I became skilled at scavenging items destined for the burn pile and at stores on 82nd, I was adept at climbing into the “dry” dumpsters to retrieve metal, wire, plastic, cordage, and other handy objects.

More useful material could be found in the overflowing discards behind schools, churches, and other institutions. I carried them home and stowed them atop the shed in the back of our carport.

To avoid unnecessary trouble, I usually identified the items I wanted during the day, returning to haul them home at night. By July 4, 1965, I had everything I needed and was ready to begin construction.

Ah. This greatest of all my homebuilt airplanes would pay homage to Monsieur Bleriot, the famed French aviator. Bleriot had turned the world of powered flight upside down with his historic journey, according to the 1962 World Book Encyclopedia at Ascension. I felt confident that an airplane modeled on Louis’s was absolutely ideal for getting me up, up, and away from southeast Portland.

Granted, I had not yet secured the means to power it, but I believed that this problem could be addressed once the machine itself was built. Moreover, I could certainly test its airworthiness by rolling it up to Mount Tabor and piloting it down the soap box derby track at a high rate of speed.

Regarding the obstacles I encountered, my strategy was to plunge ahead with what I had and hope for the best. In addition, experience had taught me that construction must proceed in strict secrecy, with security precautions rivaling those of the World War II Manhattan Project.

This would be difficult in the housing tract where we lived, where every lot was sixty by a hundred, with swarms of nosy, pestering kids running around. In other words, the components would have to be put together stealthily, on the roof of the shed, in the shade of the plum tree, away from the rude, slavering mob that patrolled every inch of ground below.

So close were the houses in Leo’s development that on warm days, when the windows were open, you could hear somebody peeing in the bathroom next door.

Quietly, even surreptitiously, I amassed and arranged on the roof of the shed the materials for my Bleriot. Slowly, carefully, I began construction, not putting the various parts together as a whole until my machine was ready for a full-dress debut.

The wings were particularly troublesome, in that they were each eight feet long and featured an airfoil of dramatic lift proportions. If nothing else, I was positive this airplane would get me off the ground Wright brothers-style.

Up and down the ornamental plum tree to my workshop atop the carport shed I went—patiently screwing, sawing, shaping, and nailing the parts together. This airplane was going to be my masterpiece, of that I had no doubt.

Near the end of July, the wings, fuselage, tail assembly, and the wheeled undercarriage were in an advanced state. My final chore was to lower the various parts from the roof by rope and pulley to the carport, piece them together, and my beauty would be complete and ready to fly.

As secretive as I tried to be, I had no luck on the day I hauled it down—July 25, 1965.

I had just completed the most difficult component of my aircraft, the tail assembly. A complex system of pulleys connected by clothesline to the rudder and elevator would allow me left-right and up-down control once airborne. I was thrilled to discover the control wheel worked! It really worked! I almost couldn’t believe it.

This time, I thought, I would be successful. I was proud of my aircraft and knew it looked great. After I wrestled the tail assembly down from the roof and set it on the carport, I lowered the fuselage and undercarriage. The wings would come down last, once I had the other pieces put together.

My airplane instantly became a neighborhood spectacle, with kids hanging around the edge of our yard to gawk at the kid who was building an airplane. This must have given them loads of entertainment, because, as my latest creation took shape, the crowd swelled to include kids from as far away as Grant and Sherman Streets.

My own family, on the other hand, having been through this exercise three times before, exhibited an interest that could best be described as nonexistent.

The neighborhood was an altogether different matter. When I became impatient with the taunts, I informed my uninvited spectators that they’d like to be able to do what I was doing, but they were too stupid to think it up, and too incompetent to do the work.

This got a vehement response, of which Jordan Kunze’s was typical.

“No, you’re the stupid! That thing’s never going to fly and you’re the stupid for building it. Acky noise!”
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Thankfully, not too many things bothered me or made me sad at age thirteen. I was, in fact, prone to only about five feelings—I was either happy, angry, hungry, sleepy, or—beginning around my twelfth year—horny.

On the rare occasions when I did shed tears, they were usually tears of anger, hardly ever of sadness.

Back to Jordan Kunze.

Of all the kids in our neighborhood, he was the worst of the mean-spirited pests, for Jordan had a level of energy and curiosity that exceeded the others. 

The old lady’s opinion on the subject of Jordan Kunze prevailed among the women in our neighborhood:

“Colleen drank too much booze when she was pregnant with that kid,” my mother often said.

On a given summer day, Jordan was continually on the prowl—usually barefoot, in scruffy jeans and a ratty t-shirt. Every day, from June to September, the hillbilly babysitter du jour would shove Jordan out the front door, ordering him to stay away until sundown.

Booting Jordan out of the house allowed the babysitter to puff on cigarettes and watch her favorite soaps without interruption. He thus became the neighborhood’s problem. From my perspective, Jordan was just another grubby little piece of crap I was forced to deal with.

He was, for example, almost automatically destructive and sadistic. If Jordan found a stick, he would first use it to batter any shrub in arm’s reach before bringing it to bear on the head of a child or animal smaller than himself.

Jordan was, in short, cruel, loud, nasty, dirty, smelly, and depraved. He picked his nose chronically and upon the discharge of intestinal gas, he would holler the words that served as his mantra:

“Acky noise!”

By age thirteen, I had come to realize that human beings were required to make discharges of intestinal gas on the order of about ten to twenty times per day. 

I personally never liked having to do this, but I also disliked many other things about the digestive functioning of the human body. A trip to the bathroom was a reminder of the animalistic nature of life, and I thought it tasteless to dwell on such things.

If you had to do it, you had to do it. But it was best to exert self control and do it privately, behind closed doors, and preferably with a fan on.

Jordan Kunze had no such compunctions. He appeared to revel in his bodily functions, and there was evidence that he defecated, dog-like, in his back yard when the babysitter barred him entry into the house.

“Acky noise!” Barked Jordan Kunze, accompanying this with an audible report from his backside.

At this moment, he stood on our property, according to the Leo Rush property development maps I’d seen in our bureau drawer, and had no business being there.

“Get out of here!” I yelled, whereupon Jordan scooted off to stand in the Buhner’s side yard, which was also next door to ours, but over on the west.

I could have chased him away, and I probably should have, but my mind was on other things.

As was Jordan’s habit, he remained out of easy reach. He was as fast on his feet as a cheetah, so it required a large expenditure of energy to run him to ground. I had to be especially provoked to abandon my airplane project to deal with the likes of him.

Along with the others, he gaped, in stupid, slack-jawed amazement, as I attached the undercarriage to the fuselage and then connected the tail assembly, a single scooter wheel in the back giving my machine a perfect three point stance. Using a steering handle I’d taken from a junked pedal car of the Haddox kids, I tested the rudder, making it move right, then left. I tested the elevator, making it go up and down.

It worked. Incredible.

“Can you turn it into a race car?” Jordan asked, eagerly.

“Not on your life,” I said. “Get lost.”

“Ain’t on your property!” He yelled, sticking his tongue out. Jordan kicked at a dandelion blossom with his sneaker, which was untied. It was a month into summer, but a cool, overcast day.

I said nothing, wondering whether I ought to rush him, tackle him, grind his stupid face into the grass, and twist his arm until he screamed for mercy.

Hmmm. Not right now. Maybe later.

I shrugged and went back to work. The wheel that held the tail up needed oil, I noted. Otherwise, everything looked pretty darned shipshape. 

“If you’ll turn it into a race car, I’ll drive it for you,” Jordan said, one finger stuck up a nostril.

“Shut up,” I said. “This isn’t a race car.”

In between airplanes, I’d built several soap box derby style race cars. They were fun at first, and the kids admired them extravagantly, but I found them too boring to build and drive, switching to airplanes instead.

“I think you should turn it into a race car,” Jordan said.

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t feel like building a racer, and because I don’t like you. Now get out of here!”

“I’ll help you make it a race car, if you’ll let me drive it,” he said, a wheedling tone in his voice.

“You don’t know how to build anything, you stupid kid. You don’t even know how to tie your shoes.”

“Do too know how!” Jordan yelled.

I turned away from him, remembering the many times the old lady had expounded on her theory that the Kunze kids were all subnormal on account of Colleen’s love of the bottle. The old lady, on the other hand, swore that she never touched a drop during her five pregnancies. Instead, she virtuously waited until after we were born before she took up her crazy pill habit.

On the roof above the shed, I saved a couple of smooth throwing stones for exactly the kind of problem that Jordan presented. If I had to go up on the roof for any reason, and he came anywhere near my airplane, I would not hesitate to bounce a two pounder off his stupid head.

In the meantime, he kept bothering me, and while I held my tongue, I did wonder why the Almighty had plagued me with such miserable, loutish little pests like Jordan Kunze. He pranced around in the Buhner’s side yard like he owned the joint.

I was one of the few that knew, for instance, that Jordan was a compulsive Peeping Tom, creeping along the tops of back yard fences in the dark, peering into people’s lighted windows, mostly in the summertime, when the greenery in everybody’s yards provided cover.

I’d caught Jordan peeping in our windows when I came home from my old Journal route unexpectedly one Sunday morning, because I’d forgotten a start’s address. Then, one week later, I caught him peeping again at the Froste’s house across the street.

When I caught him peeping at our house, he hadn’t seen me coming around back. I watched in interested silence as Jordan crossed over to our yard, getting up on his tiptoes to peer into the room my sisters shared.

I swear he must have jumped six feet when I snuck up behind him and said, “Boo!”

What I probably should have done when I caught him peeping at our house was beaten him senseless on the spot, but dammit, I had to finish my route, so I just ignored the incident until I caught him doing it again at the Frostes.

It was once more a Sunday, and this time I’d finished my route when I treed Jordan in the oak behind the fence of the Froste’s, catching him peeping in their back windows. Dragging Jordan down, I kicked and punched him until I got tired of kicking and punching him.

Then I mashed Jordan’s face into the dirt while I twisted his arm, twisting until he screamed. I couldn’t quite bring myself to break his arm, though he surely had it coming.

It was an efficient, surgical beating, delivered without much malice on my part. It simply had to be done, and I had to be the one who did it.

The only other reliable punisher of the Jordans on our block was Mick, and he already had his hands full. I simply had to shoulder the responsibility myself, because there was no reasoning with a kid like Jordan, no appealing to his better nature. He had no better nature.

After twisting his arm, I resumed punching him in the head and body until my knuckles grew sore. Time for the coup de grace. Holding Jordan’s right arm so he couldn’t get away, I kicked him all over until my Converse All-Stars could no longer tolerate contact with his putrid carcass.

As soon as I set Jordan free, he zoomed out of range, denying that I’d seriously hurt him.

“Nyah! Nyah! Didn’t hurt me that much!” He yelled, holding his arm and limping. “Acky noise!”

“Indeed, you appear intact,” I said sarcastically, copying a phrase I’d heard from the old man.

“I’m gonna tell on you!”

“Please do,” I said. “Then I’ll tell on you, and we’ll see what happens next.”

The wheels ground slowly in Jordan’s booze-damaged brain. “I wasn’t doing nothing,” he said, without conviction.

“Yeah. Sure. Go ahead and squeal. I dare ya.”

Jordan ran off. I’m pleased to say that after that beating, I never caught him peeping again.
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Now today, less than a year later, Jordan was standing on the edge of our property, begging me to build a race car that he could go whizzing around in until he cracked it up. As soon as I went up on the roof again, Jordan crossed over to our yard to snoop around my airplane.

Knowing he would do this, I leaned over the edge of the roof and displayed the tennis ball-sized stone I held in my right hand.

“Oh, Jordan...” I said.

He looked up and froze.

I made a motion as if to throw it, and he darted away, to get in trouble somewhere else.

Ah. Back to work on my beautiful Bleriot. I have to say that it looked marvelous. I lowered the wings and attached them, inserting a brace behind the cockpit to provide extra strength. I stood back to admire my creation.

Oh man, oh man, it looked just like the real thing!

The legendary Louis Bleriot, aviator par excellence, had nothing on me, a kid from southeast Portland!

To be sure, finding an engine was going to be a hurdle, but a propeller could be bought by mail order from an ad I’d seen in Amateur Mechanics. If I could somehow come up with the $12.95 I needed to order a propeller, only one part would be missing from my machine—a suitable engine.

Hmmm. Where, oh where was there a gasoline engine I could use? A Briggs and Stratton lawnmower engine would be ideal. But our Lawn Boy was a vertical, and I needed a horizontally aligned shaft.

A sudden summer rain forced me to dismantle and store the most water sensitive parts of my airplane in the shed for the next few days. Finally, on a Friday, the rain ceased and everything dried out, including my shop atop the shed. I got right back to work on my Bleriot.

So well did I know my aircraft by now that re-assembly took under an hour. As I worked, a crowd of rubberneckers gathered outside our property line to stare. As always, they offered jeers, insults, and ridiculous comments. Among the participants were Jordan and his stooge, Joey Ipanna.

“Won’t ever fly!” Jordan barked. “Got no motor.”

“Yeah,” Joey agreed. “You’re always building stuff. What are ya? Crazy or something?”

“I think it’s wonderful,” said one of the girls—Jeanne Haddox or her younger sister, Julie. Sweet but plain, they lived across the street and were two and three years younger than me, respectively.

I had heard the remark, but since the Haddox girls were still too youthful to attract my exalted attention, I believed it improper for me to respond.

“Where’s he going to fly it?” Julie Haddox inquired.

I did not answer this question either, leaving it to Julie’s older sister Jeanne to reply.

“If it were my airplane, I’d fly it to Disneyland,” Jeanne said. “That’s where I’d want to go.”

Jeanne’s idea wasn’t bad, insofar as it went, but my plan was simpler and more inclusive. The place I intended to fly away to could be summarized as follows:

Anywhere but here.

“You don’t know how to fly. You’re not a pilot.”

This last barb came from Joey Ipanna, who was not as aggressive as Jordan, but a shade brighter. Also to Joey’s advantage, he had his parents Sam and Susie, who appeared to actually care what happened to him.

I ignored Joey’s comment, for I had long ago learned that to respond was to invite further unwanted remarks.

On account of the recent rains, I was having a hard time getting the rudder to work properly. The clothesline I used had gotten stiff and the constant chatter was beginning to interfere with my concentration.

Sighing, I raised the tail of my airplane and rolled it out of the driveway and into the back yard behind the shed. I’d have to get some fresh clothesline and try again later. 

For the time being, I was done. The crowd departed.

The rest of the day passed like so many summer days did. I hung around the house, watched some television, read comic books, and fixed peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the little ones. The old lady took off in the Simca, doing whatever she did when she was gone. In the early afternoon, I visited a couple of houses where people still owed money from the Oregon Journal route I’d quit five months earlier, but returned empty-handed.

Going through the carport into the back yard, I came around the shed to find Jordan Kunze and Joey Ipanna, just as they were finishing smashing up my flying machine.

Evidently, they’d gone over it from front to back, since I discovered them stomping on what remained of the tail assembly. The whole thing was in pieces on the ground.

A blood red ribbon streaked across my vision.

Jordan Kunze saw me, bolting like a jackrabbit over the Buhner’s fence. Joey Ipanna was not so quick and I had him tackled before he got even halfway across our yard. Holding Joey down, I pressed my knees into the middle of his back, punching him furiously on the sides of his head, aiming for his ears, before mashing his face into the grass.

Then I grabbed his wildly flailing left arm and twisted it behind his back until he screamed. Then I twisted it again, harder than I’d ever twisted an arm before.

Joey shrieked like a banshee and cried like a girl while I continued pummeling him. Before letting Joey up, I kicked
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