My first two years of public school were in Silver Spring, Maryland, a suburb of
Washington, D.C., where my father worked in the mid-50s. I lived with my younger
brother and my two older sisters in a two-story house overlooking a large park. It was
actually a nature preserve with a creek that ran through it. We thought of it only as a
gigantic park that extended further than we could see in either direction.

I held my big sister's hand as we walked about 50 yards to the creek, used stepping
stones to ford it, then climbed a grassy incline to the back door of the elementary school,
which sat high above the creek's banks. I was in the first grade. When the creek was
high, we used the streets that led around to the front, but it wasn't as much fun.

During the rainy season, the creek regularly flooded, covering half the park with
standing water that lingered for a week or longer. My mother and father had a family
meeting in the kitchen while they drank coffee. They told us to walk only in the dry
parts of the park and never ever splash around in the water. We did anyway, but we got
in big trouble, and no dessert or Howdy Doody. The newspaper had stories about the
water moccasins, which were snakes, not shoes. We were shown newspaper pictures of
them and told about their big fangs and how people lost a leg from their poison. We
stopped playing near the water after that, and I was nervous that my three-year-old
brother might get bit cause he still liked to kick the water. It was my responsibility to
keep him safe or, you know, again with the dessert.

Attached to the back side of our house was a tall, wide ladder they called a "lettuce"
that led up to the roof outside the second-floor bathroom. It didn't have any lettuce, but
it was filled with leaves and, in springtime, flowers. Sometimes I went out the bathroom
window and down the ladder to the backyard, or I climbed up it and came in the
window. Once, when I came in the window, my mother was standing at the sink
washing her hands. She made a little "eek" noise and pulled me in like I was drowning
in a swimming pool. She and my father were very stern in telling me never to use that
ladder again. So after that, I only did it once or twice. One day, when I came home from

school, it was all gone.



Barney was a kid my age who lived three houses up the street. Mom took me over
there a couple of times, drank coffee for a while, and left me there. Barney and I would
play in his yard with cap pistols without caps, or use crayons in coloring books. Later
on, my mother sometimes told me to go to Barney's to see if he wanted to play.

One time, we went to play in his yard, and Barney told his mom to call him when
the Cowboy Bob show was ending. This was a television show in the afternoon that
showed cartoons. There were bleachers full of kids on the show, and they'd all yell "yay"
after every cartoon. At the end of the show, Cowboy Bob would be sitting on his horse
in the countryside. He would wave to everybody at home, then ride his horse into the
woods. Barney liked to wave back at the television.

After we played for a while, we went back in, but the Cowboy Bob show was over.
His mom said she forgot to call him. Barney started crying. He missed his chance to
wave at Cowboy Bob. He yelled and cried and ran into his bedroom and slammed the
door. His mother told me to go home.

Barney had an older cousin, Stevie, who was a 3rd-grader. They came over to my
house one time when it was cold outside, and we played in the yard for a while. Then
we sat on my porch and he told us all kinds of stuff we didn't know about. One thing he
told us was that Santa Claus was all made up. Also, the reindeers, the sleigh, the North
Pole, and everything else. Instead, it was really our parents who put presents under the
tree on Christmas mornings. Barney said that was a lot of hooey. He liked to call things
"hooey."

Stevie got mad and told us we were babies, and that everybody knew there wasn't a
Santa Claus. I told him that I had seen him one morning with my own two eyes. My
mom woke up all the kids one year and had us come down real quiet, and peek around
the corner where Santa was putting packages under the tree from a big sack. We saw it
all.

Stevie got real close to my face and laughed a loud fake laugh. "Hardy har har", he
said. That wasn't a real Santa, he yelled, that was my dad or a fake Santa like they have
at the department store.

"Santa's helpers?" asked Barney.

"No, they're fake too, they're all fake."



"All the Santas we've ever seen are fake, and you're the only one that knows about
it?" I said, effectively pointing out the doubtful nature of his claim.

So he punched me really hard in my stomach. I didn't see it coming, and a funny
thing happened besides it hurting real bad. I couldn't breath. He had broken my
breathing stuff. I flopped down hard on the grass and tried to get my breathing going
again. I was crying but without breathing, so I didn't make any noise. Stevie and Barney
panicked and ran back to Barney's house. I wanted to ask my mom to fix it with
something, like Vape-O-Rub, or a bandaid, or Andy biotics, but my legs wouldn't move.

I was afraid this might be like the water moccasin, and I might lose a leg or
something. After a long time, my breathing started to come back and I began yelling
and first my sister came out of the house and then my mom. By then I was breathing
okay again, and my stomach was sore, but I decided to cry some more anyhow, since
my mom hadn't seen it yet.

One night, my Mom and Dad got all dressed up in their fancy clothes, and my mom
smelled like a house full of flowers. I had to wear my suit and shorts and the clip-on
bow tie. Barney came over, and he was wearing a suit too. My parents drove us way up
the park road to another house and left us there. It was a girl's birthday party, so we ate
cake, wore blindfolds and stabbed a pin into a picture of a donkey on the wall. There
was a bunch of other stuff, but the best was the musical chairs.

They had a record of "Pop Goes the Weasel." I had that one too. It was a red disk that
I played it on my Junior Phonograph. I also had a green one, "The Big Rock Candy
Mountain."

There were eight chairs, and when the music stopped, you had to get your butt on a
chair pronto, cause if you didn't get one, you'd be "out." I was doing great. So finally,
there were only two of us tippy-toing around that one last chair. "All around the
mulberry bush, the monkey chased the weasel--" Then, lickety split, I got my butt on the
chair first, but the birthday girl slammed her big butt against mine and bang! I fell right
on the floor and she won the prize. I didn't know you could do that and push somebody
right out of the chair after they already got it fair and square. So I lost.

But the cake was really good and I could eat as much as I liked without anybody
complaining. Later, when my folks picked me and Barney up, they asked me if I had



told the birthday girl's mom I had a good time. I said no. I didn't talk to her at all. Mom
made me get out of the car, go back up to the front door, ring the bell, and talk to the
mother. I said, "My mother told me to tell you I had a really good time, which is true
except when that girl knocked me out of the chair during Pop Goes the Weasel." She
laughed and laughed and walked me back to the car. Then my mom and her laughed
and laughed and I thought maybe I might wind up getting the prize that the birthday

girl stole from me. But I didn’t.
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