Its all about the magazines
Jerry Paulsen

“C’mom Jer, let’s go out and play.”

My brother Bud, was an annoyance. He would probably always be an annoyance since he was fifteen months younger than me and would never be as old as me.  Mom’s rules were that if one of us went out we both had to go out, or else we both had to stay in. This was to allow my grandma a little bit of sanity as she tried to keep track of three kids while Mom and Dad were at work. 
I also had a little sister, Pat, who didn’t really fit into the going out rules because Bud and I were always happy to leave her in Grandma’s care while we went on our adventures. Pat was happy with her dolls and the pretend utopian families she created.

“Give me a few more minutes” I said, “I’m getting to a really interesting part”; I was probably reading about aviation or nuclear energy, two of my main interests.

“Well, what am I supposed to do?” whined Bud.

“Just wait!!” I exploded. That summer of ‘54 was tough on Bud because I had come on a windfall of reading material and I hated to leave it, just to “play” with him. Bud never was a reader, but he was the outdoors macho man that I wasn’t.  I was the intellectual, whose grandma prayed would someday become a priest.  “Play” to Bud meant one of three things; go to Lake Maggorie and look for turtles, snakes and alligators; resume renovation of the dilapidated tree house we’d discovered in the woods on the road to the lake; or just go crabbing or fishing in Big Bayou. All these activities were within two blocks of our house. Not too long ago I had enjoyed these adventures with Bud but now I had more important things on my mind. Reading.

My literary windfall occurred late in the spring just before school was out for the summer.

“Gerald,” said Grandma, “the Times has free want ads for children next weekend.”

The Times she was referring to was the Saint Petersburg Times. “What’s a want ad?”, I asked her.

“Well look here, it’s these little ads in the back of the paper; people use them when they want to buy or sell something.”

Since I had nothing to sell and no money to buy anything I failed to see how this could possibly affect me. “I don’t need nothin’”, I replied.

“Oh?” said Grandma, “just last week you were down here complaining that you didn’t have anything to read.”

Down here referred to the fact that my family lived in the small apartment upstairs from Grandma and Grandpa in the house that they owned. She was right, I had been looking for something to read last week. “Yeah” I said, “but I don’t have any money, and I don’t know what I want to read anyway.” I no sooner finished telling her that, before an idea popped into my head. I remembered how I’d love to go to the barber shop with Bud and Dad at Webb’s City, Saint Petersburg’s all-in-one department store, and read the magazines while I was waiting for my haircut. Bud always read comic books, Dad read sports magazines, and I’d always find the Popular Science or Mechanics Illustrated magazines to read. I was introduced to these magazines by John Murphy, the janitor at Saint Joseph’s on the Lake Grade School who always had some stashed away in his workshop. Mr. Murphy, was my first employer, paying me twenty five cents a classroom for sweeping them after school. When I was done sweeping I’d sometimes have time to read his magazines before I headed for home.

“Granma. . .”. I said, “do you think anybody would have any old magazines they’d want to get rid of?, I mean just give away?”

My grandma was always a “Glass is half full, not a glass is half empty”, kind of person and she told me she thought they would, them helped me to write a want ad requesting used Popular Science, Popular Mechanics, or Mechanics Illustrated that someone would want to donate to a worthy young man.

I stuck close to home on the Saturday morning the free ads were in the paper and sure enough, right after breakfast the phone rang. “Gerald, my grandma called, “it’s for you.” And there were two or three more calls before noon.

After lunch, my grandpa, I think of him as Saint Bruno, took me to visit my benefactors. The first two stops weren’t too rewarding, not more than a dozen magazines all together. But hey, that was a dozen more than I had at the beginning of the day. The third stop however was a real bonanza. The lady who called gave me her recently deceased husband’s entire collection of magazines. Saint Bruno (my Grandpa) and I completely loaded the trunk of his 1949 Silver Streak, Straight eight, Streamliner, Pontiac with those magazines. 

We had no room in our apartment for so many magazines but Grandma and Grandpa made room for them in their wall to wall bookcase in the living room. There were easily several hundred magazines and I tried to read every article in everyone of them.

This was a watershed event in my family. My role changed from being a big brother to being just a guy who was reading all the time. My brother’s role changed from being a little brother to me into being a big brother to my sister. We were still a happy family but I’d made the decision that I was more interested in discovering how stuff works than I was in just having fun.

The year 1954 there was a lot of stress between my parents and my grandparents and in October my dad decided we were moving back to Chicago. We didn’t have much to move but what we did have had to fit into a rented trailer. Sadly, there was no room in the trailer for my treasured magazines.

Back in Chicago we were split up between our uncles and aunts for a while, and soon other interests filled my life. Even when my family got our own place, and Bud and I were best friends again and back to enjoying our boyish adventures, I found myself reading Classics Illustrated or a variety of library books but I never recaptured that feeling of wealth I’d had in 1954.

My wife says she’s not paying one more cent to move my current collection of Popular Mechanics. The collection I started in 1978, and is growing with every month’s new issue. I hope she’s right, I hope she finds a bright 12 year old kid, with a saintly grandpa, and gives them away. 
Epilogue:

And, I hope Bud, who died in 1997, forgives me for that summer of ’54.
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