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Chapter One
In the Jacks
1

A snow mantle caressed the outhouse roof, icidegkihg in the morning dim, light dancing to
the bright blue twinkling in Vincent Grainger’s eyelhose eyes had seen much in eighteen years,
and would see much more if the wintry wind allowesl cheeks to thaw once he bounded back into
the cold water flat he had abandoned to escolittiéssister tothe Jacks Little Vin — little because
he was only five foot four (and conscious of iugted toward the row houses on Mermaid Avenue.
He grinned. He always grinned when he saw it —hilgh tower in the distance — over three-
hundred feet of it — the stronghold of DreamlandkPAlthough quiet through the snow fall and
congruently ivory when draped in white, Dreamlarnakésacon beckoned him across the shabby
neighborhood’s rooftops. It was a summery poirthia wintry dream; as summery as little Vin's
bright blue eyes and his curiousgfl-all grin.

He turned to the outhouse.

“Are you finished yet?” he called. “It's cold ouéte. You've been ithe Jackgoo long.”

“No,” came a small voice from within. “It's hard go when it's cold, you know. | don't like the
cold, Vin. I don't like it.”

“I don’t care what yer don't like. It's colder obere and . . .”

“Don’t come in,” she protested. “I'm not finisheddil don’t want to do it in my pants.”

Vin laughed to himself. Babs was the one bright apais life — a baby sister to spoil and
protect. He was lucky in that. Perhaps, when shausged, she’d be as bratty as the other one — the
middle child, Greg.

As this thought crossed Vin’s brow, a well packedvgball crossed the side of his head, hitting
the outhouse door.

“I said, let me finish,” Babs complained.

“That wasn't me.”

Vin turned, just as another snowball whizzed past Ke saw his bratty younger brother
preparing another one. Beside him were two schaelsn@acking the snow and preparing to launch a
full assault. Vin had no choice but to push hisdsinto the drift, the nip biting through his ta&d
gloves. When the enemy was at the gate (or ircse, athe Jacky what else could a noble
warrior do?

“You should be at school,” Vin said as he pitchedsmowball at Greg’s head, only to hit his
shoulder.

“Ow!” Greg whined, and then rebounded with one isfdwn.

It missed, but two missiles from the companionstviere — one to Vin's shin, the other to his
chest. They smarted, but he laughed them off.

“You've gotta do better than that before you rdfgeIrish in me.” Vin slid to his knees, and
then tossed four snowballs as rapidly as he caultd them. “Youall should be at school.”

“We're goin’,” Greg said, rolling in a drift to aw the next volley. “Don’t know whether it's
open or not.”

“Probably not,” said his ginger-haired companidtha@ugh hard to see his red mop tucked tight
in a knitted cap. “At least wgo to school.”

“Yes, little Vin,” said the other one, who was letysclad in a makeshift cloak of sweaters and
scarves. “We get to be smart, not like you.”

“Who are you callin’ dumb?” Vin snapped. “A sharpét you'd never know and a brawnier
brain you'll never see.”



The three boys doubled over laughing, the battenga

“He thinks he’s a genius,” ginger-haired said.

“More like a genii's arse,” quipped sweater boy.

“No,” Greg announced. “He’s gbiarsesense from hanging around in the livery with the
harses.”

Vin stood tall, or as tall as his five foot four wid stretch.

“If I didn’t needto work, I'd be in High School, | would. I'd beustyin” mathematics and
readin’ Shakespeare.”

“He doesread Shakespeare,” Greg mocked. “He walks abeypdior spoutin’ pretty varses
about who the feck knows. Maybe the harses.”

They all laughed again.

“Watch yer tongue,” Vin said, nodding toward thelmuse. “Babs is ithe JacksSuch
language is not for her ears.”

“I hear it,” Babs said.

“Just finish up,” Vin replied, and then turned ts hrother. “If yer goin’ to school, go already.”

“I will. But | have a message from Nanny Grainger you.”

The three boys chuckled — secrets be told.

“Well?” Vin asked, waiting with the next snowball hand.

“She says to hurry yer arse, because yer latedeestthe shite in the harse barn.”

The boys doubled over again, slipping and slidpigased at punch, no doubt, at little Vin’s
chagrin. He shook his head.

“Reciting Shakespeare to the horses,” he musedakéhg. “And why not?” He stood at
attention. “A horse! A horse! Me kingdom for a half's

“I'm almost there,” Babs said.

“Good thing too,” Vin replied. “Here comes the O'@wers. You aren’t the only one to do yer
business in the freezin’ cold.”

The O’Conners — three at least, poked their wasnftbeir back door, shivering towatige
Jacks Billy O’Conner was Vin’'s age, but like everyonseein the neighborhood above the age of
fifteen, taller than Coney Island’s resident ruptiee inches. Billy waved to Vin, just #e Jacks’
door opened, Babs carefully descending the twasgtefhe path.

“It's stinky in there,” she announced.

“Stinky and cold,” Vin declared. “Well, missy, wet get you back in the house before the
little people come and carry you away.”

Babs giggled.

“There are people littler than you and me, Vin?”

“Not many, but I'm sure they’re just waitin’ to cét you off yer guard.”

He took his sister’s hand leading her over the scovered path passing the O’Conner’s on
their morning quest. Greg and his school friendeevem their way, when Vin remembered that his
bratty brother also had an obligation.

“Don’t forget to meet Ma at Feltman’s,” he shouted.

Greg turned about.

“It's too early.”

“Yes, but she’ll need extra help in this weather.”

Greg flipped his brother the finger and went allositbusiness — the business of pushing his
companions into a snow bank.

“Do you think Ma will have peppermints today?” Badsked sheepishly.

“I suspect not, missy. There’ll be light trade tp@d Feltman’s.”



“Which means they’ll be more leftovers to bring hain

“It doesn’t work that way,” he said stopping beftine door and surveying his sister’s rosy
cheeks. “But maybe | can scrape up something pareny’s worth of sweets.”

“Really, Vin?”

“Itd be a stretch, buteally — perhaps.” He grinned, and then stuck out higaen“Now, let's
get in out of the cold and be soft about it. We’'tlamant to wake ughisself’

No, they wouldn’t want that.
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“Barbara Ellen Grainger,” came a gritty feminineak from an old battered chair by the stove.
“You've been long irthe Jacksyou have.”

“It was cold, Nanny Grainger,” Babs pleaded.

“Not so loud, or you'll wake your Da, and you wonltiwant to brave that, would you now?”

Babs’ eyes popped as she shook her head.

“Let’s get you warm,” Vin said, nudging his sisteward the stove, although, truth be told, he
welcomed the heat also.

Babs rubbed her hands together, while Vin rubbedheulders. Heat radiated from the stove,
but the parlor, on the whole, was cold — from e Elumped settee to the high backed chair. The
ceilings were high enough to trap more heat thammg worth preserving up top. Still, it was warmer
than being in the yard or the Jacksalthough marginally so.

“We should get more coals,” Vin said.

“Do you got some in yer pockets?” Nanny asked. “Wéddought our weeks’ worth and unless
spring comes over the surf, we’ll be countin’ tireders and burnin’ the fence to raise heat sooner.
There’s an extra blanket on the couch.”

Vin noted it, but was too cold to leave the stavget it. He knew he would succumb, but not
just yet.

“Besides,” Nanny continued. “You gotta get a mowe bhose stables won't clean themselves.”

“They should today.”

“But they won’t. The old German’ll have a fit andarge us. Yer Da will be fit to be tied.”

Vin looked despairingly at his grandmother. She vigtst of course. If he didn’t go muck out
the livery stalls, the old German, Fritz Garberdaregard it as a breech of the agreement — to
cover the expense of stabling Thomas Grainger’'séhand laundry wagon, which he could not
afford otherwise.

“So, I'll be late,” Vin replied. “I mean, have ydooked outside, Nanny?”

“I don’t need to look to know we’re on the slippestppe. But I'm not the one who'll give you
what forif yer late.”

Vin snorted. His hands were still cold, but histfeere colder. He continued to rub Babs’
shoulders, which warmed his own fingers also.

“Are you gettin’ there?” he asked her.

“I'll be okay,” she said. “As long as | don’'t hat@ go out tathe Jacksagain.”

“But don’t you want to go out and play when theffsstops fallin’?”

“It is pretty,” she said. “But I'd rather watch from hére

Vin kissed her forehead, and then looked to Nanrair@er, who had dozed off. He knew he
had to go out again, but a half hour more insiderss too enticing. He shuffled to the couch,
grabbing the blanket, a threadbare thing — yello@ moth-eaten. It looked like Swiss cheese. Still,
he wrapped it over his shoulders, and then weatltov shelf in the room’s corner. There set his
treasures — books, some as threadbare as the blantegped and pages missing. He grabbed his



favorite,Nicholas Nickleby.

“Read me some,” Babs said, dashing over.

“l don’t have much time,” Vin said.

“Please. | love it so when you read, Vin. You mélkso real.”

That he did. He had the knack. He used the knadnewer it was called upon, like now from
his sister, or to be mocked at by his kid brotBet it was during the Summer season that Vincent
Grainger’s knack for play acting and making funagds came into best use — and they paid him
then; not much, but it was income when the warmtleradrew the millions to Coney Island to see
what there was to see, which in this case, includsldort little man who could hop around and
entertain them, banishing a wintertire Jackgo another place — to another world.

Vin opened the book. Babs bounced on the couch.

“Is it Mr. Dickens?” she asked. “Will you be Smiteday?”

“Today,” Vin said, opening the book. “Today | shiad . . . Mr. Squeers, the schoolmaster.”

“Hurray,” Babs said, and then hissed.

Vin let the blanket fall, and then began. Even tifoit was winter in Dickens’ world, when little
Vin transformed, his art warmed him up considerably
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Vincent Grainger nodded as a sign for beginnimggratle prelude to the first words.

“After some half-hour’s delay,” Vin read, “Mr. Sqgess reappeared, and the boys took their
places and their books, of which latter commodity &verage might be about one to eight learners.
A few minutes having elapsed, during which Mr. Sgrgdooked very profound, as if he had a
perfect apprehension of what was inside all thekbpand could say every word of their contents by
heart if he only chose to take the trouble, thatlgenan called up the first class. Obedient to this
summons there ranged themselves in front of thedctaster’'s desk, half-a-dozen scarecrows, out
at knees and elbows, one of whom placed a torrilkiimgl book beneath his learned eye.”

Vin curled his lower lip, and snarled. He closesl tght eye and hunched a bit. Babs was
impressed, trembling on the cushions.

“This is the first class in English spelling andlpsophy, Nickleby,” said Squeers, beckoning
Nicholas to stand beside him. ‘We’ll get up a Ladime, and hand that over to you. Now, then,
where’s the first boy?”

Vin changed his voice to a high-pitched squeaknbt&ced Nanny Grainger was awake now,
grinning and listening as best she could.

“Please, sir, he’s cleaning the back-parlor windeaid the temporary head of the philosophical
class.”

Vin returned to his ugly face, squishing it as waws could.

“So he is, to be sure,’ rejoined Squeers. ‘We gaonuihe practical mode of teaching, Nickleby;
the regular education system. C-lI-e-a-n, clearh aetive, to make bright, to scour. W-i-n, win,d-e
r, der, winder, a casement. When the boy knowsoili®f book, he goes and does it. It's just the
same principle as the use of the globes. Where's¢lcond boy?”

“Please, sir, he’'s weeding the garden,’ repliethalkvoice.”

“To be sure,” said Squeers, by no means discorttefe he is. B-o-t, bot, t-i-n, tin, bottin, n-e-
y, ney, bottinney, noun substantive, a knowledgpglarfits. When he has learned that bottinney
means a knowledge of plants, he goes and knowsThat's our system, Nickleby: what do you
think of it?”

Vin looked down at the book.

“Well, Babs, what d’'ya think?”
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“More,” she said, laughing. “More W-i-n-d-e-r.”

“Please, sir, | want some more,” Vin said, in a Wwegging voice.

“That’s notNickleby Vin.”

“Of course, it’s not. But | should get a move on.”

“Just a little bit more,” she pleaded.

Vin couldn’t resist. He looked to Nanny Graingehowvinked.

“Okay,” he said, and took up the next passages \€ryusefulone, at any rate,” answered
Nicholas.”

“I believe you,’ rejoined Squeers, not remarking ¢émphasi®f his usher. ‘Third boy, what's
horse?”

Wee voice.

“A beast, sir,’ replied the boy.”

“So it is,” said Squeers. ‘Ain’t it, Nickleby?”

“I believe there is no doubt of that, sir,” answeeiicholas.”

“Of course there isn't,” said Squeers. ‘A horsa iguadruped, and quadruped’s Latin for beast,
as everybody that's gone through the grammar knowslse where’s the use of having grammars at
all?”

“Where, indeed! said Nicholas abstractedly.”

“As you're perfect in that,” resumed Squeers, tognio the boy, ‘go and look after my horse,
and rub him down well, or I'll rub you down.”

Vin looked up. His father, the rough and tumble@ias Grainger stood at the bedroom door,
his lips as snarly as Mr. Wackford Squeers’ andévas surly.

“If you don’t get your arse outta here and tenth®stable, I'll rubyoudown good.”

Vin closed the book, his eyes meeting his fathielid®dshot ones. There was no doubt that all
hell was about to break loose, whether he head#tetlivery or not. So he decided to stand his
ground.
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http://www.amazon.com/dp/B071H5LC2H
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