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For my favorite aunt, Frances Goldstein…

who is also my friend






Prologue August 1945—Bradley Beach, New Jersey





“Can I have another jelly sandwich?” Sally asked her grandmother, Ma Fanny. They were in the kitchen of the rooming house, sitting on opposite sides of the big wooden table.

“Such big eyes!” Ma Fanny said, laughing. “You still have half a sandwich left.”

“I know, but it’s so good!” Sally licked the jelly from the corners of her mouth. “I could eat twenty sandwiches, at least.”

“Only twenty?”

“Maybe twenty-one,” Sally said. “Why don’t you make yourself a jelly sandwich, too… and if you can’t finish it, I will.”

“I should eat jelly and have heartburn all night?” Ma Fanny asked.

“Jelly gives you heartburn?”

“I’m sorry to say…” Ma Fanny turned on the radio. Bing Crosby was singing.

Sally hummed along with him, every now and then singing a line out loud. “Or would you rather be a horse? A horse is an animal…” She wiggled around in her chair. The sand in the bottom of her bathing suit made her itch. Soon she would go upstairs for her bath. Everyone had to sign up for a bath here, because all the guests in the rooming house shared the bathrooms. It was the same with the kitchen. Each family had a shelf in the pantry and space in the icebox, but no one had to sign up to cook.

Upstairs, Sally’s family had rented two bedrooms for ten days. One was for Daddy and Mom and the other was for Sally, her brother Douglas, and Ma Fanny. Sally was the youngest so she got to sleep on the cot under the window. From it she could see the organ grinder and his monkey when they were still a block away. She didn’t tell this to Douglas because if he had known he would have wanted to sleep on the cot for the rest of their vacation.

“Drink all your milk,” Ma Fanny said, “and you’ll grow up to be a big, strong girl.”

“I already am big and strong,” Sally answered, making a muscle with her arm.

Ma Fanny reached across the table and squeezed Sally’s arm. “Hoo hoo… that’s some muscle!”

“So can I have another jelly sandwich?”

“Such a one-track mind,” Ma Fanny said, laughing again. She tapped her fingers on the table, keeping time to the tune on the radio.

Mrs. Sternberger, another guest in the rooming house, swept into the kitchen. She took a dish of rice pudding from the icebox and joined Sally and Ma Fanny at the table. As soon as she sat down she noticed the jar of grape jelly with the cap off. “What are you doing with my grape jelly?” she asked, picking up the jar.

“It’s not yours,” Ma Fanny told her. “It’s mine.”

“I just bought this yesterday,” Mrs. Sternberger said, replacing the cap. She stood up, holding onto the jar, and pointed at Ma Fanny. “I knew I couldn’t trust you the minute I met you.”

“What are you, crazy?” Ma Fanny asked, raising her voice. “I should use your grape jelly when I have my own? I wouldn’t touch yours with a ten-foot pole!”

“And I wouldn’t believe you for all the tea in China!” Mrs. Sternberger answered, angrily.

“So, who asked you?” Ma Fanny turned to Sally. “Would you like another jelly sandwich, sweetie pie?”

“Sure.” Sally was surprised that Ma Fanny had changed her mind.

Ma Fanny reached for the jelly jar but Mrs. Sternberger said, “Not with my grape jelly!” She held it to her chest.

“Oh… go soak your head!” Ma Fanny said.

“Go soak your own!”

Sally wanted to laugh but knew that she shouldn’t. “Can I please have my sandwich?” She shouted to make sure she was heard.

Suddenly, Bing Crosby stopped singing. “We interrupt this program to bring you a bulletin from our newsroom,” the announcer said. “The war is over!”

Ma Fanny and Mrs. Sternberger grew quiet. “Did I hear what I think I heard?” Mrs. Sternberger asked.

“Sha…” Ma Fanny said, turning up the volume on the radio. Both women listened carefully.

The announcer repeated the news. “The war is over!” His voice broke on the last word.

“Thank God… thank God…” Ma Fanny cried.

Mrs. Sternberger plunked the jar of grape jelly on the table and whooped for joy. She and Ma Fanny hugged and kissed. They began to laugh and cry at the same time. “It’s over… it’s over… it’s over!” They danced around the kitchen.

Sally felt alone. She wanted to dance with them. She pushed her chair back and ran to Ma Fanny’s side. Ma Fanny and Mrs. Sternberger dropped hands to make a circle with Sally, and the three of them danced. “The war is over… over… over…” Sally sang.

The other guests in the rooming house joined them. Daddy and Mom and Douglas were there. It was like a party. A very tall man named Ben held Sally up in the air and twirled around and around with her until she felt dizzy and begged him to put her down.

That night they all marched on the boardwalk, waving small American flags. Daddy carried Sally on his shoulders. He stopped at a stand to buy horns for her and Douglas to toot. Sally’s throat felt sore, maybe from cheering so loud.

Douglas said, “Hey, Dad… when we get home can I have your air raid helmet?”

“I don’t see why not, son,” Daddy said.

“Won’t there be any more blackouts?” Sally asked.

“No, dummy,” Douglas said, “the war is over!”

“I know that!” But Sally didn’t know that meant the end of blackouts. So now Daddy wouldn’t patrol the streets anymore, wearing his white air raid helmet. And she and Douglas wouldn’t get into bed with Mom, waiting for Daddy to come home, telling them it had just been practice, that the war was far, far away and nothing bad was ever going to happen to them.

“I’d like your helmet, too,” Sally said. How was she supposed to know that Daddy would be giving it away now?

“No fair!” Douglas said. “I’m older.”

“Tell you what…” Daddy said, “you can share it.”

“Her head’s so little it’ll cover her whole face,” Douglas said.

“Little heads are better than big ones,” Sally told him.

“Children… please…” Mom said.

Daddy put Sally down and went off to sing with a group of men. Sally took Mom aside and said, “I don’t feel so good.”

“What is it?” Mom asked, looking concerned.

“My throat hurts… and my stomach feels funny.”

Mom touched Sally’s forehead. “You don’t feel warm… it’s probably just all the excitement.”

“I don’t think so,” Sally said, “I feel sick.”

“Let’s stay out just a little while longer… it’s warm enough… I’m sure you won’t get a chill…” Mom took Sally’s hand.

“But Mom…”

“Try not to think about it,” Mom said. “Tonight is special.”

“I know, but…”

“Think about peace instead… think about Uncle Jack coming home… think about Tante Rose and Lila…”

“Who are they?”

“You know… Ma Fanny’s sister and her daughter… my Aunt Rose and my cousin, Lila…”

“Oh, them… the ones Hitler sent away…”

“Yes. Maybe now we can find out where they are.”

“Do you think they’re in New Jersey?” Sally asked.

“No, honey… they’re far away… they’re somewhere in Europe.”

“Oh… my throat still hurts bad.”

“Please, Sally,” Mom said, “try for me…”

Sally tried to think of other things, as her mother said. She kept marching even though she felt worse and worse. Finally, she couldn’t wait anymore. “Mom… I think I’m going to…” She ran to the side of the boardwalk, leaned over the rail and threw up onto the beach.

“Oh, honey… I’m sorry,” Mom said. “I should have listened.” She wiped Sally’s mouth with a Kleenex. “Don’t cry…. it’s all right…”

“I didn’t mess myself up,” Sally said, sniffling. “See… I was really careful, wasn’t I?”

“Yes, you were.”

“I knew you wouldn’t want me to get it on my dress.”

“That’s right… it’s just as easy to be careful…”

They went back to the rooming house and Mom took Sally’s temperature. It was 103°. She put Sally to bed, gave her some ginger ale to sip and lay a cold, wet washcloth on her forehead. “If only I had listened when you first told me you weren’t feeling well… I was so excited myself… I…” She kissed Sally’s cheek. “Try and get to sleep… tomorrow we’ll go to the doctor…” Mom pulled a chair up to Sally’s cot and sat beside her. Sally closed her eyes and listened to the sounds outside. Cheering, horns tooting, singing… laughter… sounds of the celebration. Slowly, she drifted off to sleep.
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Sally had a scab on her knee from falling off her bicycle last week. It itched. She scratched the area around it, knowing that the scab wasn’t ready to come off yet. She was sitting on the high-backed chair near the fireplace and her feet didn’t quite reach the floor. She wished they would.

“Little pitchers have big ears,” Uncle Jack said, with a nod in her direction. On the far side of the livingroom Mom, Ma Fanny, Aunt Bette and Uncle Jack were huddled together. They spoke in hushed voices so that Sally could make out only a few words.

“God forbid… keep your fingers crossed… never should have gone there…”

They were talking about Douglas. Something had happened to him. Sally wasn’t exactly sure what, but Daddy was at the hospital now, with Douglas, and Mom was waiting impatiently for the phone to ring, with news about him.

Sally ran her hands along the arms of the chair. It was covered in pink and green flowered material, shiny and almost new. The whole livingroom was pink and green although Mom didn’t say pink. She said rose-beige. It was a beautiful room, soft and peaceful. Sally loved it. She wished they used it every day and not just on special occasions.

One Sunday her father built a fire in the brick fireplace and he and Sally and Douglas sat around on the floor reading the funnies. But Mom said it made a mess. So they’d had no more log fires. On either side of the fireplace bookcases climbed to the ceiling and between them, and over the fireplace, was a large mirror, reflecting the rest of the room.

Something had to be very wrong with Douglas. Otherwise why were they sitting in the livingroom tonight?

“Stop picking, Sally…” Mom said. “You’ll only make it worse.”

Sally took her hand away from her knee. She twirled a strand of hair around her finger and yawned.

“Why don’t you go up to bed?” Mom asked. “Look how tired you are.”

“I’m not tired.”

“Don’t give me a hard time,” Mom snapped. “Just go on up…”

Aunt Bette touched Mom’s shoulder, then walked over to Sally. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll keep you company while you get ready.”

They went upstairs to Sally’s room. Aunt Bette flopped across the bed. She was Mom’s younger sister. She taught fourth grade and sometimes she brought marbles to Sally and Douglas, marbles that had wound up in her Treasure Chest because someone in her class had been fooling around with them instead of paying attention. And once a marble found its way into Aunt Bette’s Treasure Chest the owner could kiss it goodbye. That’s why Douglas and Sally had such great marble collections. Sally’s favorite was clear green all over.

“Mom’s mad at me,” Sally said, “and I didn’t do anything.”

“She’s not mad,” Aunt Bette said. “She’s worried about Douglas, that’s all.”

“She acted mad… she didn’t have to holler.”

“Try to understand.”

“What’s the matter with Douglas, anyway?”

“He’s had an accident.”

Sally knew that. She’d been outside tossing her pink Spalding ball against the side of the house when two boys carried Douglas to the back door. There’d been a big commotion then and Sally was sure of just one thing. Douglas was crying. She’d been surprised about that.

“They were playing in Union Woods,” Aunt Bette said, “and Douglas tried to jump across the brook but he lost his balance and fell and when he did he dislocated his elbow.”

“We’re not supposed to play in Union Woods,” Sally said. There was a strange man who hung out in there. Last month the principal of Sally’s school had sent a notice to each classroom, warning the kids not to go into Union Woods anymore. That afternoon Sally had asked Douglas, “Do you know about the strange man in Union Woods?” and Douglas had answered, “Sure.”

“What kind of strange man is he?” Sally said.

“What do you mean?” Douglas asked.

“Is he a murderer or a kidnapper or what?”

“He’s just strange,” Douglas told her.

“What does that mean?”

“You know…”

“No, I don’t!”

“Well… he’s kind of crazy,” Douglas said.

“Oh, crazy.” Sally thought about that for a minute. “Crazy how?”

“In general,” Douglas said.

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t have time to explain now… I’m busy…” and before Sally could ask another question Douglas had run downstairs to his basement workshop and shut the door.

Sally supposed Douglas and his friends weren’t afraid to go into Union Woods because they were older. They were thirteen and went to junior high. “Is it bad to dislocate your elbow?” Sally asked Aunt Bette.

“It’s like breaking your arm… he’ll have a cast when he comes home from the hospital.”

“Like Suzanne Beardsley?”

“I don’t know her.”

“She’s in my class. She broke her wrist taking out the milk bottles and she had a cast for two months and we all signed our names on it.”

“I’m sure Douglas will let you sign your name on his cast too. Now brush your teeth and hop into bed. It’s past ten.”

“Can I listen to my radio?”

“Okay… but just for a little while.”

Sally got ready for bed. Her mother came up to kiss her goodnight. “I didn’t mean to scold you,” she said. “It’s just that…”

“I know,” Sally said, “you’re worried about Douglas.”

“Well, yes… waiting is very hard. I should have gone to the hospital too.”

“Will Douglas be home soon?”

“I hope so. Daddy’s going to call as soon as his arm is reset.”

“Reset?”

“Yes… to get the elbow back in place.”

“Oh.”

“Good night… sleep tight.” Mom bent over to kiss her cheek and Sally could smell the pot roast they’d had for dinner on her hands.

“Night, Mom.”

Sally closed her eyes but she couldn’t fall asleep. Even her radio didn’t help, so after a while she reached over and turned it off. Then she arranged her covers in just the right way, with both her hands tucked inside, and she closed her eyes again, but still, sleep wouldn’t come. So she made up a story inside her head.


Sally Meets the Stranger

Sally is walking in Union Woods, picking flowers and humming a tune. She is wearing a long, yellow organdy dress and a picture hat to match. Her hair is blowing in the breeze. Suddenly, she is aware of someone following her. She spins around and comes face to face with the strange man. He has a long, shaggy gray beard and a foolish smile on his face. Saliva trickles out of the corners of his mouth. His clothes are tattered and his bare feet are crusted with dirt.

Oh! Sally exclaims and she drops her flowers. The strange man makes terrible noises and Sally tries to run but finds that she can’t. Her feet won’t move. The strange man comes closer and closer. Sally takes off her hat and swats his face with it but since it is made of organdy it doesn’t do any good. He scoops her up and carries her deep into Union Woods.

You’re going to be very sorry! Sally tells him, as he prepares to tie her to a tree. He answers, Ugr harmph vilda phud, then laughs as he winds the rope tighter and tighter around Sally’s small body.

But he is so strange he forgets to tie the two ends of the rope together and as soon as he goes back to his hut Sally wiggles free and runs. She doesn’t stop until she reaches police headquarters, where she tells her story to the Chief of Police himself. Then she leads him and two of his assistants to the strange man’s hut. The strange man is captured at last! Never again will he be able to tie a girl to a tree.

The Chief of Police is so impressed that he makes Sally his number one detective, specializing in strange cases. A Hollywood producer decides to make a movie of Sally’s story. But he can’t find the right ten-year-old girl to play the lead. He decides he must have Sally herself and that is how Sally gets to be not only a famous detective but also a movie star.



Sometime that night Douglas came home from the hospital. Sally woke to her parent’s voices. Mom cried, “His clothes are wet… my God, Arnold, he’s soaked right through.”

“From the brook,” Daddy said. “He fell into the brook… remember?”

“But the hospital…” Mom said, “how could they have left him in these wet clothes for so long… he’ll get pneumonia or something… I knew I should have gone too.”
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Douglas didn’t get pneumonia, he got nephritis, a kidney infection. He was very sick and had to stay in bed. Nobody could prove it came from being wet for such a long time but Sally knew that’s what her mother was thinking.

Ma Fanny moved into the spare room to help Mom take care of Douglas. And Aunt Bette came over every day after school. She made charts and taped them to the wall in his room. One to keep track of his medicines, another to record his temperature, and a third, showing how many glasses of water he drank each day. If they added up to a quart or more Mom pasted a gold star on that chart at night. Every Thursday afternoon a lab technician would arrive to take some blood from Douglas’s arm. Sally wasn’t allowed to watch, although she wanted to very much.

Nobody worried about Douglas missing school because he was a genius. He’d skipped third grade which made him the youngest student in eighth. When he was ten he’d built a radio by himself. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t fix or make from scratch. Still, Sally was glad she wasn’t a genius too because Daddy and Mom were never satisfied with Douglas’s report card. He didn’t get all As or even all B’s like Sally. And his teachers always said the same thing about him. “Douglas does not work up to his full potential.”

The weather was hot and sticky that May. After school Sally and her best friend, Christine, played together.

“Why can’t I see Douglas?” Christine asked Sally.

“Because my mother doesn’t want him to get any new germs.”

“I don’t have any new germs and besides, I don’t want to touch him or anything… I just want to see him.”

“Maybe next week… I’m not allowed in there myself.”

“Does he look awful?”

“Sort of…”

“Did you sign his cast?”

“Not yet… I just told you I’m not allowed to get that close… but when I do sign it I’m going to draw a Kilroy Was Here picture with my name across the brick wall.”

“Let’s play Cowgirl today,” Christine said. “I’m sick of Detective.”

“But we played Cowgirl yesterday and besides, I’ve got this really great detective story ready…” Sally said. “We’re after this murderer who cuts people up and stuffs the pieces into brown lunch bags… he leaves the bags all over town and the people are really scared… this is no ordinary murderer… this guy is dangerous.”

“Why do you always get to make up the story?” Christine asked.

“Because I’m good at it,” Sally said. “I’ll be in charge of the case and you can be my assistant…”

“You were in charge yesterday,” Christine said.

“That was different… that was Cowgirl…”

“I’ll only play if we can be partners,” Christine said.

“Okay… we’re partners.”

“Good.”



For a while Douglas seemed to be getting better and they made plans to rent a house at Bradley Beach for the summer. Then he got sick all over again and they cancelled their vacation. Mom and Daddy and Ma Fanny spoke in whispers and Sally began to wonder if Douglas might die. If he did she’d be an only child. She could have his bicycle. It was bigger than hers. But then she’d have to learn to ride a boy’s bike.

Anyway, she didn’t want him to die. And she knew she shouldn’t be thinking that way. God could punish her for such evil thoughts. Besides, if Douglas died it wouldn’t be fun like when her aunts and uncles and Granny Freedman had died. After their funerals they’d sat shivah for a week, at Sally’s house. It was a Jewish custom, to help the family through those difficult first days following a loved one’s death. Sally enjoyed sitting shivah very much. Every afternoon and evening friends and relatives would come to visit, bringing baskets of fruit and homemade cakes and cookies and boxes of candy from Barton’s. And they would pinch Sally’s cheeks, telling her how much she’d grown since the last funeral. Then they’d all sit around and talk and Mom would serve coffee. And as they left they’d always say, “We must get together on happier occasions.” But they never did.

It seemed to Sally that somebody in her family was always dying. But they were much older or very sick and she didn’t know them well enough to really care. The last time they’d sat shivah was in November when Ma Fanny got a letter telling her that Tante Rose and Lila were dead—killed in one of Hitler’s concentration camps. And people who Sally had never seen before came to pay condolence calls. People from the old country, who had known Ma Fanny when she was just a girl, before she sailed to America on the banana boat. People who remembered Tante Rose and Lila.

With Douglas it would be different. It wouldn’t be like a party at all. Everyone would cry and they would forget all about her. It would be even worse than now. She wished Douglas would hurry and get well so the family could have some time for her too.



When school ended Sally was sent to Day Camp at the Y. And in August Douglas was well again. Toward the end of the month Mom said, “Daddy and I are going away for a few days.”

“Where to?” Sally asked. “Bradley Beach?”

“No… Florida… Ma Fanny will take care of you and Douglas while we’re gone.”

“But suppose Douglas gets sick again?”

“He won’t… the doctor says he’s doing fine and we’ll just be gone a week… maybe less.”

“How will you get there?”

“On the train.”

“But Florida’s very far, isn’t it?”

“It’s a day and a half on the train.”

Sally thought she might start to cry but she wasn’t sure why.

“Don’t look like that,” Mom said, putting an arm around her. “Everything’s going to be fine… and when we come home we may have a big surprise for you.”

“What kind of surprise?”

“If I tell you then it won’t be a surprise.”

“Tell me anyway… please…”

“Can you promise to keep it a secret?”

“I promise…”

“You won’t tell anybody?”

Sally shook her head.

“Well… Daddy and I are going to look for an apartment in Miami Beach and if we find one then maybe we’ll spend next winter there… and wouldn’t that be fun?”

“You mean all of us?”

“You and Douglas and Ma Fanny and me… Daddy would have to stay at home to work, of course…”

“But what about school?”

“You’d go to school there… wouldn’t that be exciting?”

“I don’t know.”

“The doctors think it would be very good for Douglas… and you always have sore throats in the winter… so it would be good for you too.”

“Sometimes I get sore throats in the summer… remember the night the war was over… remember how my throat hurt then?”

“Yes, but winter is worse… and we don’t want Douglas to be sick anymore, do we?”

“You just said he’s fine.”

“He’s getting better…”

“You said fine.”

“I meant the infection is clearing up… but Douglas is very run-down… he’s lost a lot of weight… you can see his ribs…”

“You always could.”

“But now you can count them… he needs time to recuperate…”

“I’m not sure I want to go.”

“Well… nothing’s definite… we’ll just see what happens, okay?”

“Okay.”



Sally and her friends were in the playhouse in Sally’s backyard. It wasn’t a baby kind of playhouse for dolls. It was a big sturdy house that her father and Douglas had built. It was painted white with green shutters. Inside there was a table, four chairs, a built-in wooden bed and three windows. There was a Dutch door, too.

Alice Ingram, who had a recreation room and four telephones at her house, didn’t have anything to compare with Sally’s playhouse. Alice and Christine were both in Sally’s class at school. They sat next to each other on the wooden bed. Betsy, who lived across the street, was a year younger than the other girls but two heads taller. She sat on one of the chairs.

“Let’s play Love and Romance today,” Alice said. “Sally and Betsy can be the boys and me and Christine will be the girls.”

“No thank you,” Betsy said. “I was the boy last time.”

“That’s because you’re so tall,” Christine told her. “You make a good boy.”

“Let’s play War instead,” Sally suggested.

“Oh, I’m sick of playing War,” Alice said. “I always wind up being Hitler!”

“Well, you can’t expect me to be Hitler,” Sally said. “I’m Jewish.”

“So… everybody expects me to be the boy and I’m really a girl,” Betsy argued.

“That’s different!” Sally said. “But if you don’t want to play War I have another idea…”

“What?” Alice Ingram asked.

“We can play Concentration Camp instead. And nobody has to be Hitler because he is away on business.”

“How do you play?” Betsy asked.

“The usual way…” Sally answered. “First I tell you who you are and then I make up the story… Alice, you can be Lila…”

“Who’s she?” Alice asked.

“This beautiful woman who gets captured and sent to Dachau.”

“What’s that?” Alice asked.

“It’s the concentration camp where the story takes place.”

“Oh.”

“And Betsy, you can be Tante Rose, Lila’s mother…”

“Why should I have to be Alice’s mother… I’m younger…”

“Because you’re taller… now just shut up and listen…”

“I don’t see why we always have to play Sally’s stories,” Betsy whined.

“Because she’s good at making them up,” Christine said. “And besides, it’s her playhouse.”

“I’ll play,” Alice said, “as long as I can be Lila… you did say she was beautiful, didn’t you?”

“Yes, very… we’ve got pictures of her. She has long, dark hair and big eyes.”

“Is her mother beautiful too?” Betsy asked.

“Of course. And she’s not even that old because she had Lila when she was just sixteen.”

“My sister’s sixteen,” Betsy said.

“I know… I know…” Sally was anxious to get on with the game.

“Who am I supposed to be?” Christine asked.

“You can be the concentration camp guard. You hand the pretend soap to Tante Rose and Lila and tell them to go to the showers.”

“Why do they get pretend soap?”

“Because it’s a trick. They’re not really going to get showers, they’re going to get killed in a big gas oven.”

“I’m going home,” Betsy said. “I don’t like this game.”

“It is kind of scary,” Christine said. “I’d rather play Love and Romance.”

“If we do, then I’ll stay,” Betsy said.

“Let’s take a vote,” Christine said. “All in favor of Concentration Camp, raise your hands.”

Sally and Alice raised their hands.

“All in favor of Love and Romance, raise yours…” Christine and Betsy raised theirs. “It’s a tie.”

“Oh, all right…” Sally said, “we’ll play Detective instead. That way nobody wins.”

Later, after Alice and Betsy went home, Christine and Sally sat on the glider swing. “How long will your parents be in Florida?” Christine asked.

“A week… they’re looking for an apartment.”

“You’re moving?”

“No, silly… I’d never move… it’s just for next winter… so Douglas doesn’t get sick in the cold weather. And if you tell anybody anything about it I’ll kill you… it’s supposed to be a secret.”

“Who would I tell?”

“I don’t know… just promise that you won’t.”

“Okay… I promise… I’ve got to go now…”

Sally walked Christine to her bicycle.

“You know who goes to Florida in the winter?” Christine asked.

“No… who?”

“Millionaires! I read it in my mother’s magazine.” She coasted down Sally’s driveway.

“Hey… my father’s just a dentist,” Sally called, “not a millionaire…”

Christine laughed and waved.

“Hey… remember your promise… not a word to anyone.”

“My lips are sealed,” Christine called back.



Bounce… catch… bounce… catch… Sally was tossing her Spalding ball against the side of the house. The supper that Ma Fanny was cooking smelled good. Sally guessed it was roast chicken. Bounce… catch… bounce… catch… She had time for just a short story before Ma Fanny called her in to eat. At least when she made up the stories inside her head she didn’t have to worry about who would play what. That was such a waste of time. Let’s see, Sally thought, thinking up a title.


Sally Saves Lila

It is during the war. President Roosevelt asks for volunteers to go to Europe to help.

Sally is the first on line.

How old are you? the Head of Volunteers asks.

I’m ten, Sally tells her, but I’m smart… and strong… and tough.

Yes, I can see that, the Head says. Okay, I’m going to take a chance and send you… your ship leaves in an hour.

Thank you, Sally says, you won’t be sorry you chose me.

Good luck, the Head says.

Sally salutes, slings her duffle bag over her shoulder and boards her ship.

When she arrives in Europe she realizes she has forgotten her toothpaste. She goes into the first Rexall’s she sees and selects a tube of Ipana, for the smile of beauty. Then she feels hungry. It must be lunchtime. She finds a deli and orders a salami sandwich on rye and a Coke to go. She takes her lunch to the park across the street and finds a sunny bench. She unwraps her sandwich but before she takes her first bite she hears someone crying.

Sally investigates. After all, she has come to Europe to help. It is a woman, huddled on the ground next to a tall tree. Her hands cover her face, muffling her sobs. She is dressed in rags.

Sally goes to her side. Are you hungry? she asks.

The woman does not respond so Sally holds out her sandwich. It’s salami, she says. Doesn’t it smell good?

Kosher? the woman asks.

Yes, Sally tells her. Kosher salami is the only kind I like.

Me too, the woman says. She reaches for the sandwich and wolfs it down, her back to Sally.

How long has it been since you’ve eaten? Sally asks.

Days… weeks… months… I don’t know anymore.

Where do you live?

I have no home… no family… no friends… all gone… gone… Finally she turns around and faces Sally. Even though her hair is filthy and her big eyes are red and swollen and most of her teeth are missing, Sally knows her instantly. Lila!

At the sound of her name the woman tries to stand up and run but she is so weak she falls to the ground, beating it with her fists. I knew you would catch me… sooner or later… I knew I could never escape… but I won’t go back to Dachau… not ever… I’ll die right here… right now… She pulls a knife from her pocket and aims it at her heart.

No! Sally says, springing to her feet. She wrestles the knife away from Lila. You don’t understand… I’m here to help…

You are not with the Gestapo? Lila asks.

No, I’m with the Volunteers of America. I’m Sally J. Freedman, from New Jersey… I’m your cousin, once removed…

You mean you’re Louise’s daughter?

Sally nods.

You mean you’re Tante Fanny’s granddaughter?

Sally nods again.

I can’t believe it… I can’t believe it… just when I’d given up all hope. Sally and Lila embrace.

Where’s Tante Rose? Sally asks.

Lila begins to cry again. My mother is dead. We dug the hole together. For five months, every night, we dug the hole… until finally it was ready… and just when we were going to escape they caught Mama and sent her to the showers. That night I crawled through the hole myself and came out in the forest and I ran and ran and I’ve been running ever since… but not any more… I’m too tired… too tired to run…

It’s all over now, Sally tells Lila. You’re safe. I’m taking you home with me. You can share my room. My father will make you new teeth. He’s a very good dentist.

How can I ever thank you? Lila asks.

Don’t even try… I’m just doing my job.

The next day, after Lila has a bath and shampoo, a good night’s sleep and a big breakfast in bed, she and Sally board the ship for New Jersey. On the way Lila develops a sore throat and a fever of 103°. Sally puts her to bed, gives her ginger ale to sip and keeps a cold cloth on her forehead. She sits at Lila’s bedside and tells her stories until Lila is well again.

When they get home Sally is a hero. There is a big parade in her honor on Broad Street and everyone cheers. The people watching from the windows in the office buildings throw confetti, the way Sally did when Admiral Halsey came home at the end of the war.



That night, Sally was soaking in the tub trying to keep cool. When she and Douglas were small they played in the tub together on hot summer days. But Douglas didn’t let her see him undressed anymore. She lay back in the tub and squeezed her sponge. The water trickled on her legs and belly.

There were four bedrooms in Sally’s house but just that one bathroom, unless you counted the one that was off the kitchen, and Sally didn’t. That one had only a sink and toilet, while this one had a tub, a separate shower, a hamper, a mirrored cabinet, plus a sink and toilet. The tile was lavender, with black trim. The wallpaper matched and all the woodwork was painted black, including the door. Sally loved it.

Her father didn’t. He said it looked like a bordello. “What’s that?” Sally had asked at the time. “Never mind,” Daddy and Mom had answered together. Then Mom went on to say, “There’s not much you can do with lavender tile, Arnold… besides, lavender and black are the newest colors but if you feel that strongly about it we can always rip out the tile and fixtures and start all over…” Then Daddy said, “Hell, no… I’ll get used to it in time… I guess.”

The only thing wrong with the bathroom was you couldn’t powder in it because the powder flew all over and made the black woodwork dusty and Mom didn’t like that.

The phone rang as Sally was drying herself. If you didn’t dry carefully between your toes you could get something called Athlete’s Foot and your skin would peel off.

“Sally…” Ma Fanny called, “hurry… it’s your mother on the line.”

Sally jumped into her robe and dashed to the telephone.

“Hi, honey… how’re you doing?” Mom asked.

“Okay… how’s Florida… and when are you coming home?”

“Day after tomorrow and its beautiful!”

“Did you find a place?”

“Yes, just this afternoon.”

“Then we’re really going?”

“Most likely… but the lease isn’t signed yet so don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t… I won’t… what’s it like?”

“Oh, it’s very interesting. How’s Douglas?”

“He’s fine.”

“Good… put him on and then you can say hello to Daddy.”



The next day Sally told Christine, “They found a place. My mother says it’s really interesting.”

“When are you going?”

“I don’t know… when it gets cold, I guess… nothing’s definite yet.”

Sally ate lunch at Christine’s house. Mrs. Mackler made them bologna sandwiches with mayonnaise and lettuce and thick chocolate malteds to drink. Sally wondered if she’d dropped an egg in while they weren’t looking the way Ma Fanny did.

Mrs. Mackler said, “I heard you’re going to Florida.”

“You did?” Sally gave Christine a look.

“Or am I wrong?” Mrs. Mackler asked.

“Wrong?”

“Yes, wrong.”

“Well, I don’t know… I don’t know anything about any of that.”

“Oh, I see.”

After lunch, when they went outside, Sally told Christine, “Next time don’t seal your lips… sew them!”

And Christine said, “Oh, Sally… I only told my mother… I can keep a secret as good as you… honest!”
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