
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Arthur: A Year in His Life

Walter Stoffel


Diamond Publishing International

Canadensis, Pennsylvania

Arthur: A Year in His Life © [2023] [Walter Stoffel] All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly works.


While Arthur’s story is inspired by real events, people, and places, the narrative is a product of the author’s imagination. Names, characters, businesses, locations, and incidents have been fictionalized for dramatic purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Acknowledgements

Writing a manuscript takes a lot of work; publishing a book requires a lot of assistance. I want to thank Professor Meghann Ryan and Lisa Bean for their superior editing efforts. Once again, Joanna Martinez displays her artistic talents in creating a fantastic book cover (I’m glad Rex made it to the front of the book!). Bart Palamaro of Dark Horse Productions skillfully designed the book’s interior. 

As always, I owe my fellow members of Barbara’s Writing Group a big Thank you! for their insightful critiquing of my work.

Special Acknowledgement

Due to the unique heritage of a character making her debut in this third installment of the Arthur series, I felt compelled to seek technical help. After more than a year of diligent searching, I was fortunate to meet Rebecca Owens, an award-winning Native American author. She provided valuable insight that added substantially to the authenticity of Arthur’s story.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication

[image: ]




This book is dedicated to those who, through no fault of their own, feel shunned by so-called mainstream society. May they never lose their uniqueness while in pursuit of greater acceptance.

Arthur Berndt has crossed the threshold into adolescence. The way he’s lived his life up to now doesn’t bode well for the youngster’s teen years.

Not daring to openly confront his abusive father, Arthur has continually channeled his suppressed anger at home into criminal activity on the streets. This self-defeating pattern of behavior shows no signs of ending. 

Whenever he breaks the law and doesn’t get caught, Arthur savors the feeling of doing something wrong and getting away with it. Getting away or getting caught—in either case his acting out is mostly a subconscious knee jerk response to his resentment towards his father. Occasionally, the uncomfortable thought flashes across his mind Why do I keep doing the next wrong thing? Is it because I hate my father so much? Hate your parent? Arthur quickly suppresses such taboo thinking. 

If his father were to declare a ceasefire, would Arthur call a halt to his delinquent behavior? Or is law breaking part of Arthur’s genetic makeup? Those questions aren’t likely to be answered anytime soon because the battle between father and son appears destined to rage on with no end in sight.
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When the school year ended on June 22, 1957, Arthur found himself in his customary situation scholastically: he was runner-up academically to a fellow student that had compiled a slightly better grade point average. Ever since he’d earned the medal in the fourth grade as the top student in his class, Arthur had underachieved just enough to avoid garnering another such award. Resentful over the way he was punished at home, he resolved to never again make his parents look good through his efforts in school. At the same time, he didn’t want to risk his father’s wrath by getting mediocre grades. A respectable second-place finish in the fifth grade, sixth grade, and now seventh grade, accomplished both goals.

Second place in school also signified being second best in the Berndt household. Ruth, his sister, had proven to be the superior student academically in her tenth-grade class. Her musical prowess, 4-H Club membership in good standing, and success at playing field hockey all convinced Arthur there was no point to competing in a contest he’d never win. Besides having his own deep-seated reason for underachieving, Arthur knew he’d never be able to match his sister’s drive to thrive no matter how hard he tried, so why bother trying? 

The disparity in their children’s achievements was noted by both parents. Marguerite was quick to praise her daughter and just as quick to encourage her son to do better. August pointed out that, when it came to Ruth, there was always room for improvement. As for Arthur, August accused his son of being lazy. Despite his father’s criticism, Arthur had slipped into his role as an underachiever purposefully and had no intentions of reforming himself. His father’s verbal barbs about Arthur’s lack of effort were a small price for the teenager to pay in his quest to secretly avenge what he saw as unjust treatment he was forced to endure at home.

There was another facet of Arthur’s life he also had no interest in reforming: his constant shoplifting. As proof, throughout the spring he had been binging on free comics and candy. Not from Cooper’s Stationery. He’d worn out his welcome there but had found a new target for his sticky fingers—Nelson’s Market, a large delicatessen on East Broadway. There the selection of sweets and comic books wasn’t as extensive as that at Cooper’s, but Mr. Nelson, the owner, wore extremely thick glasses and that was a tipoff to Arthur that he had found himself an oasis of easy pickings.
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June 25th. Having nothing better to do, today Arthur decided to treat himself to lunch, courtesy of the money he had stolen from his mother earlier in the morning. He walked down to Nelson’s. Once there, he ordered and paid for spiced ham on a roll with mustard and a Pepsi. Eager to quench his hunger pangs, Arthur sat down in the alley alongside the deli and began wolfing down his sandwich and guzzling his soda.

While he’d been waiting for Mr. Nelson to make the sandwich, Arthur had spotted the latest editions of Plastic Man and Archie on the magazine rack. After eating and checking his remaining finances, the youngster found he only had enough to buy one of the two comic books. Stealing both would solve that problem. The young boy also needed dessert to go with his lunch. He went back into the delicatessen. 

Inside, he spotted Mr. Nelson busy slicing meat for a customer who was standing by the counter near the register. While the two adults were chatting, Arthur brazenly grabbed three candy bars and shoved them in one of the pockets of his Army fatigue trousers (he’d convinced his mother to buy those pants because “they were neat”, not bothering to tell her they were neat because their large pockets made the job of shoplifting easier). Mr. Nelson apparently didn’t notice Arthur’s criminal activity and began ringing up merchandise for his customer. Arthur grabbed the reading matter he’d decided he wasn’t going to pay for. A bit too big for his pants pockets, he shoved Plastic Man inside Archie, pulled up a pants leg, and tucked the two comic books inside his sock. 

Mr. Nelson called out, “You want something, son? I’m almost done with Mrs. Gresham’s order.” Arthur said, “Nah!” and headed for the door, walking awkwardly as the comic books began slipping out of his sock.

Behind him, he heard Mrs. Gresham say to the storeowner, “Don’t look now, but I think you’ve got a shoplifter on your hands.”

Arthur knew whom they were talking about. He pulled open the store’s front door. As the shopkeeper’s bell rang, the young boy ran—but not very far. He bumped into a man entering the store and, from behind, Mr. Nelson’s hand grabbed the youngster’s shirt collar, yanking him to a stop just outside the store.

“You little bastard! Don’t think you’re so clever. I saw you take the candy. I decided to see what else you’d try to steal. I’ve had my suspicions about you for a while. I’ve heard plenty about you. Guess the stories are true. Wait till I tell your parents!”

“Please, Mister! Don’t!” Arthur pleaded for his life. He thought about crying but ditched that idea. Crying was for little kids. Even when he was younger, tears had never bailed Arthur out of a jam. No reason to think they would now. “I’ll give it all back!”

He picked up the comic books that had fallen out of his sock and onto the sidewalk. Then he produced the candy bars he’d crammed into his pockets minutes earlier. He handed everything he’d taken to Mr. Nelson, hoping to placate the storeowner.

“It’s a little bit late for that. Those damn Hershey bars are already half melted.”

Armed with the stolen property Arthur had been forced to relinquish, Mr. Nelson walked back into his store, but not before he left behind a parting shot. “You can be sure I’ll be calling your parents. Maybe the cops, too. Keep your goddamn ass out of my store!”

Arthur stood on the sidewalk, out of comics and candy but not out of trouble.

He began a slow walk home, hoping he’d never get there. He had to do something, anything it took to keep this storeowner from talking to his parents. Finding himself in the direst of straits, Arthur struggled to come up with a solution to his latest dilemma. As always, he worried less about what the police might do to him and more about what his father would do for sure. Maybe before Mr. Nelson calls my parents I could go back into the store and say it was an accident. No. Not with the candy stuffed in my pockets and the comic books crammed inside my sock. Maybe I could just deny the whole thing if he calls my parents. No, that wouldn’t work. My parents always believe other grownups over me. And there were those other two people at the store that saw me.  Arthur would have to deal with his father’s volatility. But could he? His father had quit drinking several weeks ago and was extremely edgy. He’d gotten into a fight at work and nearly been fired. At home, a white-knuckling, irritable August Berndt had the rest of the family on high alert. If the storeowner calls, my father is going to get mad and beat me for sure. He’ll probably start drinking again, and I’ll get blamed for that too. 

Arthur turned around and walked back towards Nelson’s. He had come up with a plan, a longshot but worth a try. When he got to the store’s entrance, he took a deep breath, pulled open the door, and entered. There stood the owner behind the counter, sorting the money in his cash register. He looked up, saw the young boy and scowled. “What? You’ve got the balls to come back into my store. That’s it! I’m calling the cops! Who the hell do you think you are?!”

“Please sir! Don’t call the police! I promise I’ll work for you for free. I’ll do anything you say. I can’t get in trouble. I just can’t!”

“You should’ve thought about that before you stole from me. It’s a little late now.”

“I know, but please...if I work for free...I’ll work for free all summer! I promise!”

Done counting his money, Mr. Nelson slammed the register shut and gave Arthur’s offer some thought. “Yeah, and how do I know you wouldn’t steal me blind? Kind of like putting the fox in charge of the henhouse.”

“I promise you, Mr. Nelson. You can search me every day.” 

Just moments earlier, Arthur had felt he was too old to cry. Now, motivated by a combination of desperation and calculation, his eyes welled up with tears. “Please, Mr. Nelson. I’ll start right now. I swear I’ll be your best worker ever.”

“Hah! That wouldn’t be hard to do. Right now, I don’t have any help besides my wife.” Mr. Nelson looked Arthur over. “How old are you anyway?”

“Thirteen. Almost fourteen.”

“When’s your birthday?”

“February 13th.”

Mr. Nelson laughed. “Almost fourteen?”  Counting on his fingers, he said, “That’s about eight months away. You’re still too young for working papers. Well, I’ll tell you what. Let’s do this. You can stock shelves, clean the back room, and sweep up. I can find things for you to do. Trust me.”

“So, I can work?”

“Yep.”

“You won’t call the cops?”

“Nope.”

“And my parents? Will you—?”

“As long as you behave, we won’t have a problem. Can’t say as I blame you. I’d be scared of your old man myself. He’s nuts!”

He knows about my father and what he’s like! How strange my family is! No matter how hard the teenager tried to keep his life a secret, the truth often defied his best efforts and leaked out into the public domain.

“So, school’s over, right?” Without waiting for an answer, the storeowner continued. “How about you get here in the mornings just before the lunch crowd starts coming in. When can you start?”

“Tomorrow?!” Arthur answered, half as a question and half as an affirmation. He didn’t know for sure if his parents would allow him to work in a store. He just said what he thought would save him in the moment, whatever it took to keep the storekeeper from picking up the phone. Mr. Nelson took his answer as a yes. “Okay, let’s make it ten a.m. tomorrow.”

“Yes sir, Mr. Nelson.” Arthur turned to leave the store. 

“And son, do a good job and you’ll earn some money. I can’t have an underage kid working here for peanuts. Word might get around and that would be bad for business. Shit! Might get your old man after me too!”

Though he’d been forced to return some stolen goods, Arthur left Nelson’s Market for the third and final time that day in much better emotional shape. He had gotten away with doing something that, if reported, would surely have earned his father’s scorn and a beating, on top of any price he’d pay if the police were notified. Instead, the youngster walked home with an especially confident stride. Knowing how much his parents valued work, Arthur was cautiously optimistic they would approve of his initiative. Suddenly, a thought struck Arthur. He hadn’t asked what he would be paid. Didn’t matter. Just keeping the police and his father in the dark was payment enough.

Later that day, and just as Arthur had anticipated, both of his parents commended him for finding a job. Unlike those other rare occasions when August Berndt had given his son a backhanded compliment, this time he congratulated his son without reservation. After August asked his son how much he’d be making, Arthur answered with a hesitant, “I’m not exactly sure.” August let out a hearty laugh and said, “Well, you better find out. If you’re working there for nothing, I’ll expect you to do your chores at home for nothing too!” August asked a question his son couldn’t answer, at least not truthfully.  “Why did you go into Nelson’s store in the first place?” 

“He had a help wanted sign in the window.”

With an exaggerated sense of self-importance, Arthur proudly inked in his starting date on the calendar that was affixed to the side of a kitchen cabinet.
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If this part-time job panned out, Arthur would soon have disposable income in hand. Would he lose that overwhelming urge to shoplift whenever he entered a store? He took comfort in knowing there would always be his mother’s pocketbook in a pinch anytime his salary couldn’t satisfy all his shopping needs. Another benefit of being employed: the more he worked the less time he had for mischief in general.

His father’s newfound sobriety had everyone in the Berndt family scrambling to adjust. August Berndt was scary drunk, but still nasty sober. Marguerite had suggested Alcoholics Anonymous, but her husband balked, saying he “wasn’t going to make a fool of myself”. Everyone else in the house would have rejoiced if the head of the household could stay in that mellow zone he entered after two beers but, for August Berndt, drinking was all or nothing. Right now, it was nothing and his family could only hope the longer he stayed sober the better things would get.

Arthur hadn’t seen his parents physically spar since their altercation on his most recent birthday. In fact, his father hadn’t even gone off on one of his verbal tirades for several weeks. 

When it came to Arthur’s bedwetting, there also had been changes. The frequency of bedwetting had diminished only slightly, but the way it was dealt with had changed significantly. August had gotten tired of waking up in the middle of the night to check on his son and administer punishment. Now, if Arthur woke up in the night and had wet the bed, he dutifully bathed himself, but no longer in scalding water as his father had forced him to. He still washed the soiled sheets and pajamas, but in a new automatic clothes washing machine rather than by hand. One thing that hadn’t changed—he still had to hang the laundry out to dry in the backyard. He preferred doing that in the dark to avoid being seen by neighbors. Whenever the sun was already up, to avoid detection, he would step outside and scan the neighbors’ properties, making sure not a creature was stirring. If the coast was clear, he’d hurriedly try to hang up the sheets and scurry back inside his house. Every once in a while, a neighbor slipped past Arthur’s radar. In those instances, there was nothing the young teen could do but shamefully hang out his laundry while being scrutinized by an unwelcomed witness. 

Arthur hadn’t had a run-in with the law in some time and currently had no unsavory friends. In fact, he had no friends at all. When at home, the teenager spent most of his free time in his room reading or constructing model kits. Outside, he was still taking refuge in the nearby woods, with or without his faithful dog, Rex. 

Arthur’s life-long tendency to isolate continued to worry his mother. Nothing had come of Marguerite’s efforts to get her son involved in the Police Athletic League program. Hoping to find a healthy alternative to her son’s reclusiveness, she contacted her church to see if they were offering any summer activities for younger church members. They were! A camping trip to the Catskills was upcoming. A church representative said she’d check to see if there was still seating available on the bus and get back to Marguerite. At first excited at the prospect of camping, Arthur’s enthusiasm instantly vanished when he realized there would be several nights of sleeping in the company of peers and adults. Too ashamed to bring up the subject of his bedwetting, Arthur didn’t reveal to his mother why he desperately hoped there’d be no room for him on the bus. 

For the moment, nothing mattered more to Arthur than the job he just obtained and would be starting tomorrow. His first official job! He went to bed loaded with enthusiasm, having no idea how demanding his boss would become.
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The following day Arthur woke up still loaded with enthusiasm. For one thing, he hadn’t wet his bed! That pleasant surprise always gifted him a private, special feeling of accomplishment and relief. He dressed himself and came downstairs for breakfast. His father had already gone to work. His sister Ruth had eaten breakfast and was practicing the piano in the living room. When he entered the kitchen, his mother greeted him. “Well Art, all set for the big day?”

“Yeah, Ma. I guess so.”

“Do you want me to drive you to work?”

“Nah. I’ll take my bike.”

“When you finish breakfast, don’t forget to brush your teeth and comb your hair. You want to look good on the job.”

“Okay.”

After devouring a huge bowl of Wheaties topped with brown sugar, a sliced banana, and raisins, Arthur went into the living room. He turned on the television but, per family rules, had to keep the volume off while his sister was playing the piano.

Resentfully, Arthur asked his sister, “Haven’t you practiced enough? Don’t you play good enough already? Why keep playing the same stupid stuff over and over?”

Ruth said, “For your information, these practice drills aren’t all the same.” 

“Yeah, right. They sound the same to me.”

“That’s because you’re tone-deaf.”

Ruth called to her mother who was still in the kitchen. “Ma, will you tell him to stop bothering me? I can’t concentrate.”

Marguerite walked into the living room. “What’s the problem?”

Ruth said, “I’m practicing the piano and he came in here and started making fun of me.”

“Did not.”

“Did so!”

“Kids! Kids! Why do you two always have to bicker? Arthur, look at the time. The last thing you want to do is be late for work, especially on your first day. Now go upstairs and brush your teeth and comb your hair like I told you to! When you get done, it’ll be time to head off for your job.”

Arthur did his mother’s bidding. Ten minutes later he left the house, hopped on his bicycle and set out for Port Jefferson. He’d forgotten to ask Mr. Nelson how much money he’d be making. He decided that would be the first order of business when he got to the store. 

As Arthur pedaled his bicycle down Brook Road, butterflies began stirring in his stomach. What if the work is too hard? What if I don’t know what to do or how to do something? Will he think I’m stupid? What if I break something or knock something over? Mr. Nelson is an old man just like my father. He’ll probably hit me! The teenager broke out in a sweat. His breathing became labored. His mind was generating more anxiety-provoking thoughts than he could process. He suffered these attacks before and they always went away, but they were hellish while they lasted. 

When he neared Mr. Nelson’s store, Arthur brought his bike to a stop. He remained seated on it but hesitated to pedal any further. His imagination was still busy painting a dark picture of what might go wrong if he dared enter the store. He quickly reminded himself why he had gotten the job in the first place and what awaited him if he didn’t show up for work: trouble with the police and a beating from his father. Ultimately, the fear of what he’d endure for not working outweighed the fear of what might happen on the job. He pedaled his bike into the alley alongside Nelson’s and parked it there.

Upon walking into the store, he was warmly greeted by Mr. Nelson. “9:45. You’re early. I like that. Good initiative.”

Arthur couldn’t work up the nerve to inquire about his salary. Instead, he asked, “What do I have to do, sir?”

“I’ll tell you what. The store needs a good sweeping.” 

Mr. Nelson went into the back room and came out with a push broom that he handed his new employee. “Here. Do a good job sweeping up. I want the floor as clean as a whistle. After that I want you to straighten out the packaged goods and canned goods—all of them. That should keep you busy for a while. My deli’s pretty big. I want you to straighten out everything: the dairy case, the frozen food, the candy section. Only this time, don’t help yourself to anything!”

Mr. Nelson let out a sarcastic laugh; Arthur remained deadpan. “That was a joke, kiddo! Don’t be so serious. Just remember you owe me. I saved you from big trouble. You remember that and we won’t have any problems.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Arthur swept the store’s wooden floors. Then he straightened out all the merchandise. After that, he sorted the glass soda bottles that had been brought in by customers in return for their deposit money. When those chores were finished, Mr. Nelson ushered the young boy into the back room where he was put to work washing cooking utensils. 

The back room featured a complete kitchen. The owner introduced his new employee to Mrs. Nelson, who was making huge batches of various salads. “I’m going to leave you here with my wife. Follow her directions.” 

After Mr. Nelson went back into the customer area, Mrs. Nelson scrutinized her new assistant. “You got any experience preparing food?”

“Not really.”

“I didn’t think so. So, why did my husband hire you? Don’t bother. I know why.”

Arthur silently celebrated. He assumed the storekeeper’s wife already knew of the circumstances that had compelled him to beg for a job and that’s why she didn’t press him for any embarrassing details. He was unaware that Mrs. Nelson knew the real reason he’d been hired. A reason Arthur was unaware of. What Arthur didn’t know would prove to hurt him.
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Arthur worked two days during the last week in June, putting in a total of nine hours. At the end of the teenager’s second day on the job, Mr. Nelson called him over to the checkout counter. The store owner opened the cash register. He put together some coins and bills and handed them to Arthur.

“Here you go, son.” Arthur took the money and stuffed it into his pants pocket. 

“You didn’t even count it. I gave you $4.50. Is that enough? Better be because that’s all you’re getting!” The storekeeper laughed.

“Thank you, Mr. Nelson!”

“Son, I like your enthusiasm.” The storeowner walked over to a calendar attached to the wall behind the counter. “Let’s see. Next week we’ve got the Fourth of July coming up on Thursday. Busy week. Lots of boaters. I could use you three or four days.”

“Really?”

“Really!”

“Well, I have to ask my mom.”

“You can make some decent money working for me. Hey, you should be paying me for straightening your life out.  What else would you do in the summer, except get in trouble?”

Shamed by the not-so-subtle reference to his sketchy reputation, Arthur said nothing.

“All right. Talk with your mom and have her give me a call. Or why don’t you call me back yourself? You’re a big, strapping lad. You should be able to do...”

Mrs. Nelson came out of the back room carrying a fresh bin of tuna salad. In her presence, Mr. Nelson quickly dropped what he’d been about to say to his young clerk and replaced it with “...what your mother says is okay to do.”

“What days will I work, sir?”

“Let’s do Thursday through Sunday. Might even be a little holiday bonus in it for you!”

“Wow! Good deal!”  

As he exited the store, Arthur shouted “So long!” to his employers. Mr. Nelson waved back. Mrs. Nelson did the same, but less enthusiastically.

Arthur hopped on his bicycle parked in the nearby alley and started pedaling home. Along the way he thought about the money he was making. Fifty cents per hour! In one hour of work, he had made twice his weekly allowance. $4.50 was also more than he usually stole when his hands visited his mother’s pocketbook. The young teen didn’t particularly like working, but he loved its reward—big money! Money he hadn’t stolen and therefore didn’t have to account for. 

Arthur also thought about something else. Mr. Nelson had referred to him as “son”. The young boy couldn’t remember if he’d ever been called son by either of his parents. His mother usually called him Art or Arthur. His father had other words for him.

When Arthur got home, he found Rex waiting there to greet him. As they did so often, the two set out in the direction of the nearby woods: Rex for exercise, his young master for solitude.

By the time Arthur and his dog got back to the house, Marguerite and Ruth had returned from shopping. Arthur proudly displayed the money he had earned. His mother was impressed. “Good for you, Art! Now don’t spend it all. Maybe we should open a savings account at the bank. What do you think?”

“What for?”

“Well, if you save money, it earns interest.”

“Interest?”

“Yes. Depending on how much you put in and how long you leave it there, you’ll have more than your initial deposit. Sound like a good idea?”

“That’s the kind of interest I’m interested in!”

“You and your sense of humor!  So, what do you think?”

“I don’t know, Ma. I guess so. How long do you have to wait to get more than you put in?”

“Oh, that depends how much you want to earn. In the meantime, don’t carry your money around with you. You’ll lose it. Keep it in a drawer in your room.”

“Yeah. That’s a good idea.”

Ruth couldn’t help herself. “Now maybe you’ll stop stealing from me for once and for all.”

“I don’t steal from you. Prove it!”

“Well, you can’t steal as much as you used to, thanks to the metal box I got. But I still have to hide my purse—in my own bedroom!”

Arthur turned to his mother. “She’s lying, Ma. And she better not steal any of my money!”

Ruth responded. “You don’t have to worry. I’m not a thief like you.”

“I’m not a thief!”

Marguerite intervened. “Okay, okay! Let’s stop it! My goodness! Time to grow up! When will you two finally learn to get along?!”

Neither sibling had an answer for that question. Ruth went back into the kitchen where she had been putting groceries away. Arthur went up to his room and stashed his earnings under some T-shirts in a drawer. Marguerite walked into the hallway by the front door and stared at a framed plaque she had hung there several years ago. On it was inscribed the Serenity Prayer.
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Early the following morning, Arthur woke up to find he had wet his bed, but only slightly. To conceal his accident, he made his bed as if nothing happened. He threw the damp underwear he’d slept in under the bed. After curling himself into a ball and smelling as much of himself as he could, the young boy decided he could hide his sin without taking a full bath. Instead, he used a wash rag and soap on his private parts just to be on the safe side. After putting on clean underwear and clothes, Arthur came downstairs for breakfast. In the kitchen, he found his mother busy cleaning the refrigerator.

“Good morning, Art! How does it feel to have a day off from work?” 

“Pretty good. Where’s Ruth?”

“The summer recreation program started at the high school today. She couldn’t wait to get there. You know how Ruth is about sports.”

“Yeah.”

“They have activities there for children in the lower grades. Ruth was telling me. Softball, archery, volleyball—”

“Maybe they do, but I work now.”

“Yes, you do and I’m very glad about that. But it looks like you’re going to have a few days off each week. Why don’t you go down to the school some morning just to see what they’re offering? You’re very athletic. I saw you at that basketball game last year. I was proud of you.”

“I don’t know. Maybe—”

The telephone rang. Marguerite answered. “Hello?”

Arthur couldn’t hear what was being said at the other end of the line, but based on his mother’s half of the conversation, he knew what the phone call was about. The First Presbyterian Church had a seat available on the bus that would be going to the Catskills for a camping getaway.

After she hung up the phone, Marguerite turned to her son and said, “I have some very good news for you!”

“I already know. I’m going camping, aren’t I?”

“Yes! Isn’t that wonderful?”

“I guess so. So, when is it anyway? I have to work, you know.”

“It’s not until the beginning of August. That gives us plenty of time to advise your boss. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

Arthur couldn’t share in his mother’s optimism. Not when there was a chance his bedwetting might be exposed to countless people on a camping excursion. The beginning of August was still weeks away. Arthur prayed something would happen before then that would give him the opportunity of escaping from a church trip to hell.

That telephone call ruined Arthur’s appetite, so much so he only ate half his bowl of cereal. Arthur could no longer enjoy the fact that he’d gotten away with wetting his bed that morning. Not now that he was facing the far more daunting task of having to conceal his shameful habit from a far larger group of peers and adults. Arthur’s primary concern had always been hiding who he was from the rest of the world. Now saddled with a teenager’s excessive sensitivity, maintaining his privacy became an even higher priority. 

Breakfast over, Arthur took off with Rex for the great outdoors and the relief that the woods  furnished him. Relief that always proved to be temporary. 
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Thursday, July 4th. Arthur arrived for work and nervously told Mr. Nelson about the upcoming church camping trip—nervously, because he assumed the store owner would get angry. To his surprise, Mr. Nelson’s only concern was how soon he’d be able to get back to work when he returned from the Catskills. He did have some advice for the soon-to-be camper. “Just make sure you sleep with one eye open!” 

“Why? How do I do that?” 

Mr. Nelson laughed. “You can’t. It’s just an expression. Means somebody or something might be sneaking up on you. You know, like a bear.”
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Arthur worked right through the holiday weekend. When he was done on Sunday, Mr. Nelson called him over to the cash register. “So, Art, how many hours do I owe you for?” 

“I worked eighteen hours, Mr. Nelson.”

“Hey, let’s skip the formalities. Call me Pat! Yes, you worked exactly eighteen hours. I figured I’d put you on the honor system and see if you’d try to cheat me. Glad you didn’t.” 

The storekeeper opened the register and counted out nine dollars. Mr. Nelson threw in an extra dollar as a bonus for “a job well done!” Arthur left the store a wealthy young boy. In four days, he earned the equivalent of nine months’ worth of the weekly allowance he got from his parents. At the store, he worked hard, but no harder than he did at home where he made what now seemed like a paltry sum. 

During the remainder of July, Arthur spent a total of thirty-four hours on the job at Nelson’s. He quickly settled into a work routine: sweeping the floor, straightening out the display shelves, cleaning the entire area behind the counter, and helping Mrs. Nelson in the kitchen. On the last Sunday of the month, Mr. Nelson paid Arthur for three weeks of work. The store owner handed the young boy an additional two dollars as a bonus for another “job well done!” Arthur left Nelson’s with all kinds of money in his pockets. He pulled the cash out and counted it just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Nineteen dollars! Another sizable chunk of money that would have taken more than a year to earn by doing chores around the house. Plus, he had to work just as hard at home for far less money. Depending on the time of year, Arthur earned his keep at home by mowing the lawn, raking leaves, or shoveling snow. There was also the daily duty of washing and drying the dishes. Every Saturday he had to clean his room until it passed his mother’s inspection. If he had to exert himself, he figured he’d rather sell his services to the highest bidder—Mr. Nelson. Besides, the store owner had promised him more bonuses if he continued to do good work. That perk was not offered by Arthur’s parents. Another benefit: Arthur was accumulating money legitimately. And, unlike the money he took on the sly from family members, he didn’t have to account for his newfound wealth or fear getting caught for having stolen it. Arthur’s addiction was not to money but only to getting with it whatever he’d been unable to acquire via his shoplifting efforts. Would working make thievery obsolete?

There was an added fringe benefit to working at Nelson’s that had nothing to do with money. Occasionally, Mr. Nelson would give the young boy a verbal “Atta boy!” that was occasionally accompanied with a pat on the shoulder. The first time the storekeeper touched him caught Arthur off guard and the young boy flinched. His boss asked if something was wrong, Arthur claimed his shoulder was sore from lifting cases of canned goods. When his boss apologized for working his employee too hard, Arthur knew his lie had passed muster. The truth? Arthur had rarely, if ever, heard sincere words of encouragement from his father, and, on the rare occasions his father touched him, it hurt. As a result, Arthur had long ago developed an inherent distrust of all older men. Perhaps Mr. Nelson would convince him to lower his guard.
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Chapter 6-
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On the morning of July 30th, Arthur woke up in a dry bed. That was the seventh consecutive morning he’d done so. Every time he put together a string of “dry” days, Arthur got his hopes up that he was breaking a habit that had caused him so much pain and humiliation. Until now, his optimism had never been rewarded, but that didn’t keep him from thinking this time the nightmare had finally ended. In the midst of his current winning streak and less fearful of being exposed as a bedwetter, Arthur looked forward to the camping trip with cautious optimism. 

After breakfast, Arthur’s mother drove him to the First Presbyterian Church in Port Jefferson. There, children were saying goodbye to their parents and boarding the bus that would take them to upstate New York. 

In the car, Marguerite turned to her son and said, “I’ll take the sleeping bag, and you grab the duffel bag. We’ll take them to the bus.”

“Nah, you don’t have to. I can carry both of ‘me.”

“You sure?”

“Yup!”

“My, aren’t you the young gentleman?!”

Arthur wasn’t showing his maturity. He was trying to avoid being seen with his mother.  As Arthur had gotten older, he’d become increasingly self-conscious about himself and his family.  Both his parents spoke with thick German accents, another reason to distance himself from either of his parents when in public.

The young boy got out of the car, grabbed the duffel bag and sleeping bag from the backseat, and began walking towards the bus.

From the car Marguerite waved and said, “So long, Art. Have fun!”

Arthur shouted back, “Yeah. I will.” 

Several children were being hugged by their parents before getting on the bus. Arthur wondered if his mother would have hugged him if she had gotten out of the car and escorted him. He figured probably not.

Standing alongside the bus was Roger Steele, a 21-year-old church member that had volunteered to chaperone. He recognized Arthur. “Hey, I know you. Don’t you sing in the church choir?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t my idea.”

“Glad you could make the trip. We almost didn’t have room for you.” Roger pointed with his finger. “You see that station wagon over there? The two-tone Pontiac?”

“Yup.”

“Do me a favor. Put your sleeping bag in the back of it. I see someone put a label with your name on it. Good idea. We’re kind of running out of room on the bus. You can get on it with the duffel bag.” Arthur did as told and minutes later, took a seat in the rear of the bus. 

The vehicle left the church parking lot and pulled out onto Main Street. Marguerite waited in her car and, as the bus passed by, she waved to her son. Arthur responded with a halfhearted wave of his own, hoping no one else noticed. 

This was the second time in Arthur’s life he had ridden on a bus. Back in the second grade he went with his class to New York City on a fancy Greyhound Scenicruiser. Today, the church was using a much more modest school bus.

From the rear of the bus, Arthur surveyed the other children in front of him. He recognized some from the church, some from school, and some from his neighborhood. Since Arthur had spent most of his childhood either isolating or associating with older delinquents, he didn’t have anyone on the bus that he could call a friend. While most of the other passengers were noisily chitchatting, Arthur sat quietly. Being at the back of the bus provided him the cold comfort he took whenever he went unnoticed. That cold comfort proved to be transitory. Going unnoticed felt a lot like being alone, especially when on a bus with forty other people. Arthur was experiencing that familiar, uncomfortable sense of not belonging.

Arthur spent much of the trip looking out the window. Sometimes what he saw caught his attention and sometimes it didn’t. Either way, gazing at the scenery outside the bus helped him feel less self-conscious inside it. At one point, while he was staring with fascination at a huge tractor-trailer, another passenger came to the back and sat down next to him.

“Hey, I’m gonna sit here all right?”

“Yeah, if you want to.”

“I can’t sit up there. That jerk Richard is farting his brains out.”

“Why didn’t you tell him to stop?”

“I did but he just farted worse.”

At the front of the bus some of the passengers were complaining about a distinctive, foul odor. Roger Steele stood up and made an announcement. “I’m not going to put up with nonsense on this trip. Going camping is a privilege. I expect everyone on the bus to conduct themselves properly. And that especially goes for you, Richard! Keep the gas to yourself if you don’t mind!”

The other kids on the bus erupted in laughter. Arthur looked up front to see exactly who Richard was. Richard Clark! Arthur’s longtime nemesis in school! How had Arthur missed seeing him on the bus? And why was he even on the bus? He wasn’t a member of Arthur’s church. Unbeknownst to Arthur, the camping trip was a joint venture of the local Presbyterian and Baptist churches. Richard was a Baptist. 

The two boys had a brief physical confrontation in the second grade and again came close to blows during the most recent school year. Richard, always the bigger of the two, stood several inches taller and weighed almost twenty pounds more than Arthur. Now, Arthur had two things to worry about on this trip: Would he wet his sleeping bag? Would he have a run-in with Richard Clark?

As the bus continued north, the scenery surrounding it changed, but Arthur no longer had any interest in sightseeing. The rift between Richard and him had never been settled. Richard held a grudge born from an event during the previous school year when Arthur had been forced to take the blame for throwing a snowball that injured Richard’s eye. As a result, Richard had been itching for a fight to settle the score but, until now, that hadn’t happened. Would Arthur’s foe let bygones be bygones? Arthur didn’t know and he wasn’t eager to find out.

After a five-hour drive, the bus pulled into the North Lake Campground in the Catskill Mountains. Instantly, thirty-five children jumped up from their seats. Just as quickly, Roger sat them back down. “Listen up, kids! This is the parking lot. We’re not camping here! I’m going to find out where our sites are. So, just hold your horses!”

Ten minutes later, after entering the camping area, the driver pulled the bus off to the side of the road alongside camping sites #36 through #38. The young campers filed out of the bus. Each youth was assigned to one of the three sites the churches had reserved. Arthur was relieved to find out that he and Richard Clark wouldn’t be sharing the same campsite.

The rest of the day was spent setting up tents, unrolling sleeping bags, and enjoying a simple dinner of hotdogs and hamburgers cooked on a gas grill. Following that, all the campers gathered around a single campfire and sang songs. 

Time for bed. Arthur ducked into the large tent he would share with three other church members—James, Jack, and Eddie. James and Jack were a year older than Arthur, Eddie a year younger. The boys all climbed into their sleeping bags and briefly bantered until exhaustion from the day’s activities overcame them and they fell into a deep sleep. All except Arthur. He lay on his back in his sleeping bag, hands cupped under his head. This was the farthest he had ever been from home unaccompanied by his parents. He liked the feeling. He would have liked it even better if Richard Clark was back in Port Jefferson.

In the Catskills, the hot days of summer often cool off significantly at night. This evening was no exception. As the temperature dropped, Arthur crawled deep inside his sleeping bag to get warm. He couldn’t get comfortable. He was struck by the thought he might wake up the following day and find himself drenched in urine. Fear caught hold of Arthur’s imagination and wouldn’t let go. He made an all-out attempt to stay awake and avoid urinating on himself but soon succumbed to the same fatigue that had already overtaken his bunkmates.

The following morning Arthur woke up nestled in a dry sleeping bag. What a relief! Has he finally overcome the bedwetting curse he’d endured his entire life? Filled with an ever-growing confidence only he could appreciate, Arthur got out of the sleeping bag, exited the tent, and greeted the new day.

After Arthur’s group ate breakfast, Roger announced that the day’s big event was going to be a hike along one of the marked trails accessible from the campground. These trails extended up to altitudes of over 2,000 feet above sea level. Dressed in a T-shirt, shorts and sneakers, and armed with the new canteen his mother had purchased for him, Arthur was ready for adventure. But not for the one that fate had in store.

Roger lined up the group of young campers alongside the start of the marked trail he chose for them to hike. “Okay, gang. Anyone ever hike before?”

Several hands shot up, but not Arthur’s. To escape his home life, he’d taken countless walks alone in the woods near his home, but that was a secret not to be revealed.

Roger continued. “We’re going to be on the Henry Hudson Trail. Altogether, it’s about twenty something miles long.” 

One of the youngsters exclaimed, “Gosh! Isn’t that too far to walk?” 

Roger laughed. “Don’t worry! We’re not covering the whole thing. There’s one spot we’ll be shooting for. Artists Rock. It has a great view of the Hudson Valley. We’ll hike single file. Now, don’t stop by yourself along the way. I don’t want to lose anybody on this excursion. We’ll take a breather when we reach our destination. The other two groups of kids got a head start on us. We may be last but we’re definitely not least, right?” 

“Right!” was the united response from the hikers. 

Roger asked, “Is everybody ready?” His young audience responded with a chorus of enthusiastic cheers.
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