Childhood

Spring
Flower Pots

Spring brought with it the bathroom stink of fertilizer. I liked the heinie smell of the bone-
meal that people put on the grass — another reminder that the had thing (what you didn’t like)
was almost always good. I liked the terra cotta flower pots that people, including my mother,
used — the hole in the bottom of the pot, the little hump it left on the smooth dirt after you packed
the dirt inside the pot and turned the pot upside down, and gently, tenderly, pulled the pot up,
leaving behind, in the soil, the smoothly formed image of the interior of the pot. At the florist’s in
Kensico the pots were lined up in rows on the shelves, just as they appeared in the pictures of Mr.
McGregor’s garden in Peter Rabbit. As with so many other things, it wasn’t the pots themselves
that I liked, it was the pots and what was connected with them: the color of the terra cotta and the
rich, wet, dark, soft, dirt-smelling earth that went inside them and the flower that grew in that
earth and its smell and the organic smell of the greenhouse or neighbor’s potting shed (I seem to
recall one in the woods below Wall Ave.) — all this, plus the special clothes people put on when
they did gardening — wide-brimmed hat, overalls, gloves, workman’s shoes — was the meaning
to me of the words “flower pot”. The sound of the words were also part of it: “~-ot”, with its abrupt
stop appropriate for something that was kept in a place like a workshop. The flowers that grew in
flower pots were only a small part of the story for me.

Spring also meant the return of the smell of fresh air, or so at least it seemed to me. The vanilla
smell (sometimes with a trace chocolate) of pure, fresh air, the smell of blue sky — I marvelled
that something from the world of Nature could ever smell so good. After all, Nature hadn’t been
designed for us. All through my life, this smell has made me think: well, you can’t say that every-
thing is bad. And then there was the preparation of the soil. I was almost always merely an
observer, because the feeling was (and possibly it was the truth) that I didn’t have the skill to do
the job properly. First the hoe had to be energetically applied, chopping into the hard surface of
the dirt, then breaking up the clods. But you couldn’t just leave the dirt all jumbled up like that.
No, you had to get the rake and make it all nice and smooth, and to this day I can see in my mind’s
eye the furrows coming into the leveled soil, hear the clinks of little stones on the metal tines of
the rake, hear the quiet sound of the rake moving through the dirt, all the while marveling how
something so orderly, so good, could be made out of mere dirt.

Easter

Easter wasn’t quite as exciting as Christmas. (For one thing, there were fewer presents.) My
mother dyed the eggs the night before; then on Easter morning she and my father hid them
around the yard and in the flower gardens. Then my brother and I started the search, helped by
occasional hints from my father when he saw that we were not going to find some. “There’s one!”
Both of us beside ourselves with excitement when we saw the blue-dyed egg nestled in the damp,
fresh, green, grass of morning, I experiencing the rush of that rarest of feelings for me, 7 am all
right! 1 can still see the blue Easter egg tin foil containing chocolate, the miracle of blue and red
and dark yellow egg shells, some with a little decal showing an Easter bunny or maybe a cartoon
character or a country scene, in the green grass outside, the shiny, green cellophane grass in the
straw basket where we put the eggs we had found, the sulfurous aroma of the hard-boiled eggs
once the shells were cracked open.

Slip-ing the Windows
But spring also brought with it a tedious chore, namely, having to “Slip” the windows. Slipit
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was a lubricant to make windows move up and down more easily. The pink orange jelly came in
ajar. You got a wooden stick, put a rag over one end, dipped the end into the jelly, then rubbed it
up and down on the metal runners inside the window. Then you attempted to repeatedly raise and
lower the window. If this was difficult, you applied more Slipit, repeatedly raised and lowered the
windows again. Over and over, until the window moved relatively easily (as determined by my
mother). It was a task I hated to the very depths of my soul. My parents may have paid me a few
cents for each window, but that didn’t change my attitude toward the work.

Summer
Polio

In the summer, along with hay fever, thunderstorms, heat, and humidity, came the fear of
polio. We knew that sooner or later we wouldn’t be allowed to go to Pleasantville Pool. Rye Pool
was even worse, because it was where the city kids went, and, as everyone knew, they tended to
carry more diseases because they were lower class, hence wild. So as I slap slap slapped around
the wet concrete of any pool in my bare feet and little bathing suit — hopefully the folds would
not show my penis; you always had to watch out for that when you went on the diving board — 1
wondered about the unseen life in the water: what were they doing now, the polio viruses? Were
they working according to a master plan? Were some of them on my skin now? Or did they tend
to only go after the city kids, who didn’t matter so much?

It is hard to explain to those born after the development of the polio vaccine the fear that
swept suburban neighborhoods in the summer in those days. My mother would sometimes say of
someone — a distant relation of a friend — that they would “have to go into an iron lung”. We
saw pictures of these poor souls in Life magazine, and for a while I wasn’t sure if the person was
still actually alive, or if the lung was their coffin. But even worse, as far as [ was concerned, was
the prospect of having to wear a brace for the rest of your life, not only because the kids would
laugh at you, but also because I had the idea that the shiny metal at the joints was to hold a rod
that they drove through the bone of your joint (since the joint could no longer move). Apparently
it didn’t hurt once they had done it, but what was it like when they were drilling through your
elbow or your knee?

But going to Pleasantville Pool, which required driving, since it was several miles from Val-
halla, meant that we could get ice cream at the dairy next door. The place smelled of raw milk,
rancid milk, like the rags in school — bad but good. I remember the wet floors, the freezing cold
(or so it seemed), the silver milk cans, the rich ice cream eaten as I walked with my mother along
the hot asphalt road with the trees on both sides.

Hay Fever

Along with thunderstorms and the threat of polio, summer brought hay fever. I often woke up
with my eyes stuck together by a kind of crusty snot. “Ragweed”, my mother always said, and I
soon learned that these were the plants with yellow and white cakey flowers that looked like cau-
liflower and that grew in fields of grass. The yellow ones were worst, according to her. I had to
wash (“bathe”, in my mother’s phrase) my eyes with boric acid. This was done with a blue glass
cup shaped to match the contour of the eye socket. I liked the color of the glass, it made me think
of lakes and oceans. And blue glass was a solid you could look through! She filled the cup with
the mixture of boric acid and water, I held my face down, fit the rim into my eye socket, then,
pressing it there, quickly tilted my head back. I had to keep my eye open so the liquid could soak

119



Childhood

in everywhere, which until I learned it, always seemed to force me not to breathe. An instinctive
assumption, perhaps: that to see under water means that you shouldn’t breathe.

In addition to eyes that stuck closed, there was the ever-present threat of sneezing. I would
sneeze four or five times in quick succession, worrying each moment where the air for the next
sneeze could come from if I didn’t have time to breathe. Then the wiping of nostrils with an
already soaked handkerchief as the tears streamed down from my eyes. Then waiting for the next
attack. I knew that all this was just another affliction of mama’s boys.

At night I had to sleep on a a special pillow — softer and thinner than a normal pillow — that
was made from some kind of synthetic fiber that didn’t collect dust.

Fireflies

Certain pleasures I cannot deny: fireworks, parachutes, airplanes, Christmas, and fireflies.
Fireflies would come out on humid summer evenings, winking on and off a green-white light that
seemed marvelous to me. And we would chase after them, catching them in our cupped hands.
Was it the same glow-in-the-dark stuff as on the badges we ordered from the radio shows? How
could there be a light which you couldn’t shine on something? Why didn’t it shine more, like a
real light? Why did they wink on and off like that? I wondered why you couldn’t use them instead
of light bulbs — just fill big jars with them. I asked my father some of these questions, and he
gave his calm, measured, answers — something about phosphorescence — which I didn’t under-
stand. Which was the way it should be: the explanation of something as strange as this shouldn’t
be comprehensible. We collected them in canning jars with holes punched in the lids, so they
could breathe, putting some leaves in for them to eat. Then, at the encouraging of my mother and
father, we eventually let them go.

Fireflies and ladybugs were the two “good” bugs. The verse made it clear that ladybugs had a
hard time of it:

“Ladybird, ladybird

Fly away home;

Your house is on fire,
Your children are gone...”

Fall

Fall meant raking leaves, a task I hated. Most of the time my father insisted that they not be
burned, but instead be put in the pile behind the back fence, near the path leading to Clinton St.,
where they were supposed to rot and turn into soil, but where, instead, they seemed to be pre-
served, wet and dark and shiny, year after year. Once in a while, somehow, as a special treat, I
suppose, | was allowed to burn them in the front gutter, and then the air was filled with delicious
smoke. Dead leaves also provided us with another source of make-believe tobacco. We would
crumble them into the bowls of our homemade pipes. A persistent thought, as I piled the leaves in
the gutter, was: suppose a kid were lying under the pile, and a car came and, not seeing him,
parked on top of him. What would it be like to be crushed by the front wheel of a car?

Another onerous task of fall was hanging storm windows. I see my father, cigar in his mouth,
lifting the large, heavy wood-and-glass rectangles, and with difficulty finding the hooks in the
window frame on which they were hung. It was clear he didn’t enjoy this work. I can’t recall
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what my particular task was in it.

On Thanksgiving, we went through a ritual which I always tried to make be what I felt it ought
to be, namely, something happy, but which it never was. With the house filled with the smell of
turkey and my mother’s sighs (so that we would all know how hard she was working to make the
day a success even though no one appreciated it), there was, first, the lighting of the balsam
incense in the chimney of a little toy log cabin, which my mother always urged me to do. The roof
lifted up like a lid, the little round pellets of incense being kept inside. You put one in the chim-
ney, then lit the pellet with a match. Immediately the air was filled with a delicious pine smell,
which I loved. I imagined the cabin being in the cold woods, all the trees bare, but I inside around
my fire, everything made of wood.

At some point, my mother lighted what she called “the hurricane lamp™: a lamp that to me
looked like the kind of lamp they must have had in whaling ships, with its old-fashioned, kero-
sene-lamp-shaped glass chimney and its shiny brass base. It had a candle inside, and when the
yellow glow of the flame reflected from the brass, I thought of the sea stories I had read, and of
the captains snug in their warm cabins.Then, in the afternoon, an hour or so before dinner, my
father and I went for our walk in a little patch of woods south of the Village along the Bronx River
Parkway, or more correctly, he went along with me. I had as my Gadget an alarm clock winder,
which I imagined being able to use like a cigarette lighter to start twigs burning. The weather
was usually cold and gray, it always seemed about to rain. The pine needles were all brown, the
little shrubs and small trees barren. I asked him if there were any turkeys in the woods. He would
patiently explain that no, they needed much bigger woods to live. (I would try to make myself
feel that it was good that there were no big woods there.) I walked down along along the little
creek which was the Bronx River, he waiting patiently on the bank above. The day was barren
and empty. I felt that it shouldn’t be and that the reason was that I hadn’t arrived at the right
thought, the right feeling that would make it as happy as it was for other people.

For him, it went without saying that being able to build a fire in a fireplace — doing it prop-
erly — was something everyone, well, every man and boy, should know how to do. I can see him
kneeling before the open, ash-smelling fireplace, his knees cracking, since he was heavy, and he
didn’t often kneel, his cigar in his mouth, face red, emitting occasional sounds of effort, as he
wadded up the newspaper, sheet by sheet, and placed it between the andirons; then came the kin-
dling; then the one or two logs. It was all done deftly, as an engineer would do it. And, of course,
the fire always burned once he lit it (underneath, so the flames could ignite the kindling). After-
ward, but only when necessary, he turned the logs, expertly, with the poker. If I wanted to put on
wet wood or green wood, freshly cut from one of our projects in the woods, he would say, simply,
“No, no, you make it smoke.” (Sometimes, during the day, when there was no fire burning, my
brother and I would stick our heads inside the fireplace, pull down the damper, and look up the
chimney and see the sky at the other end. “That’s where the smoke goes!”)

Of course, only my father could carve the Thanksgiving turkey. When it was time, he would
walk around to the end of the table where my mother had placed the turkey in its glistening brown
skin, and then he began to sharpen the carving knife. For this he used a long, thin metal sharpener
that reminded me of a type of file he had in the basement called a “rat-tail file”, except that the
surface of this was less rough. The handle was black, and had a circular silver guard, as on a
sword, at the upper edge of the handle. The handle of the carving knife was a warm, polished
brown and yellow bone (which made me think of candlelight) with marks in it showing it had
been carved, and had a slight curve so that it could be held more comfortably. With only an occa-
sional glance at what he was doing, as though he had all this memorized, my father ran the shiny
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blade of the carving knife down the sharpener, one side of the blade down one side, the other side
down the other, quickly, deftly, again and again, perhaps turning the blade sometimes for some
mysterious reason, producing a precise metallic sound — wheet!, wheet! — that told you that this
blade was going to be sharp when he was done. Then, as the rest of us watched, he began cutting
into the turkey: thin, perfect slices that my mother then forked onto another plate for distribution
to each of ours. The gravy boat sat in the middle of the table, and I am not sure but that she, and
not my brother or I, ladled the gravy — just the right amount — onto our meat and mashed pota-
toes. And then my father allowed me, and perhaps my brother, to have a little Christian Brothers
wine in the water in our glasses, because it was a special day.

Winter

Sometimes the snow, in fact the whole outdoors, had a sweet smell which made me think of a
bathroom. I was never sure what caused it. Perhaps car exhaust. But there were moments that sud-
denly became immortal for me when that smell was in the air.

In the winter the bottles in the milkman’s wire baskets seemed to rattle with a clearer, sharper
sound. The ice between the bottles fell to the sidewalk and mingled with the ice that was already
there. Since the bottles were packed in ice in the milkman’s truck, I assumed that the special
sound meant that the bottles were happier when there was ice, or at least snow, everywhere out-
side.

The miracle of snow: how was it possible? Folded and white. The way that sunlight looked on
it when it had been churned by the snowplow. The high-piled banks on the side of the road, the
irregularly-shaped balls. This big cold silent stuff that was soft, that you could make marks in that
stayed there, this stuff you could form into things — snowmen, snowballs (as described in
“Games”). The taste of snow on your mittens, the taste of wool in the icy water you sucked out of
your mittens. When I went out into the snow, I had to wear galoshes, which I always called
“boots”, because galoshes sounded like a girl’s term (“goshes”). The buckles intrigued me: black,
shiny; you put a kind of metal loop through one of several rectangular holes, then bent the loop
back and it stayed fastened. Sometimes, if you had on thick socks, you had to use the last hole in
order to be able to bend the loop back. The jingle of those buckles as you walked around, espe-
cially if a few of them were unbuckled, sounded like a cowboy’s spurs.

The things our mothers taught us: how to hold your sleeve when you put on a jacket over it.

The things we learned for ourselves: to prevent a sneeze, you could stick your thumb in your
nose, and pinch the side of your nose against your index finger. Or you could stretch down the
skin below nose by grimacing, keeping your mouth closed, like when you tried not to vomit. And
you could will yourself not to get a cold: “I will not get a cold now! I will not get a cold now!...”

Christmas was a time for visitors, either Swiss friends of my parents or businessmen that my
father dealt with. Sometimes the Labhardts came. They were the owners of Borsari Tank Corpora-
tion, the company that my father was president of. Mr. Labhardt was one of those visitors who
were in that special category, along with Uncle Gus, of people who seemed to be genuinely fond
of my brother and me. Mr. Labhardt liked to draw. On a cold December day in 1945, he sat at our
dining room table and made a pencil drawing of a cabin the snow. It hung on the wall in my
mother’s house until her death, with its carefully written date. I, kneeling on a chair, watched him
as he worked. He used a precise, mechanical pencil like engineers used, the kind you had to rotate
to make more lead come out of. It seemed he went over each spot again and again, particularly
the branches of the tree next to the cottage, and yet the pencil marks never took on a black shiny
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look, as they would have if I had done that. (You worked on the easy thing, the fun thing, over
and over.) He talked to me as he worked.

Guests sometimes brought candy as gifts for my brother and me. Swiss milk chocolate —
Toblerone is the only brand I remember, with its triangular shape, nuts, dark chocolate. I didn’t
like it as much as the other type (possibly Helvetia) that came in a flat red pack, red, with silver
tinfoil showing at each end, and which was real milk chocolate. And then, once in a while, marz-
ipan, which my mother also sometimes bought for us. It came in the shapes of little animals and
fruits and I loved the bready, sweet, sugary substance. In memory, I hear the voice of one of our
male Swiss visitors pronouncing its German name, MARtsipahn.

And Christmas carols : when I hear “White Christmas™ I can still feel the crayons we used in
school to draw Christmas pictures. From an early age, I didn’t much like “Silent Night”. I always
liked “The Little Drummer Boy” (which was written when [ was age 12) and “Up on the House-
top”, which we sang in school:

“Up on the housetop reindeer pausel,
Out jumps good old Santa Claus,

Down thru the chimney with lots of toys,
All for the little ones’ Christmas joys.

Ho! ho! ho! Who wouldn’t go!

Ho! ho! ho! Who wouldn’t go!

Up on the housetop, click, click, click,

Down through the chimney with good Saint Nick.”

along with, I think,

“You’d better watch out,
You’d better not cry,

You’d better not pout,

I’'m telling you why:

Santa Claus is coming to town.

“He knows if you are sleeping,

He knows if you’re awake,

He knows if you’ve been bad or good,
So be good for goodness’ sake.”

“Joy to the World” was all right, but I had a problem with “Noé&l”: “The first Noél, and the
angel did say, was to certain poor shepherds...” Now what did that mean? Why not “...and the
angel did say, to-oo certain poor shepherds...” Now that made sense. Or perhaps “The first Noél,
what the angel did say, was (to certain poor shepherds)...” I decided that “certain” was a verb,
and that the poor shepherds were certained, whatever that meant.

1. Here, it seemed, reindeer had paws, whereas in all the other songs and stories, they had hooves. I just
accepted it — maybe they used different reindeer for this song.
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“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” I disliked from the very first moment I heard it sung by
Gene Autry, in that twangy Western accent of his. With age I have grown to hate virtually all
Christmas carols, and I don’t understand why all old people don’t hate them as well, since they
have heard them for sixty, seventy or more years. I loved the toasty pine smell of Christmas trees,
and the idea that the hot bulbs — red, green, blue, white — were somehow making that smell.
First we had to set up the tree: carefully lift it into its holder, then tighten the three screws but not
so tight that they would go into the soft bark. Decorating was under the control of my mother, and
like everything else that she was in charge of, it was a serious business. It had to be done right.
The ornaments were the best you could buy and, she made clear, they were in constant peril of
being damaged by the kind of handling that boys give things. I remember the white crusty lines,
presumably to imitate snow, on the silver balls, the designs on the other balls, the way they all
caught the entire room and tree in their shine. There was always a sparkling string of silver tinsel,
a little tarnished with age, that had to be wound down around the tree from the top after all the
decorations were hung on the branches. Last of all was the angel, or sometimes just a long spire,
which had to be put on top of the tree, an operation requiring a chair and lots of wringing of hands
and cries of “Be careful!”. And then, when the lights were turned on, they warmed the pine
branches, making them give off a beautiful, toasty smell.

Christmas season was a time for fires in the fireplace. My father clearly considered the ability
to lay a fire properly to be essential for any man or boy. Knees cracking, cigar smoke streaming
out behind him, he would kneel in front of the open fireplace, and do the job the same way he did
everything, namely, the right way. First he would crumple the newspaper sheets (old Reporter
Dispatches or New York Timeses) and place them between the brass andirons. Then a little kin-
dling, with air spaces between the pieces, then heavier sticks, and finally a couple of logs. Then
light a match and touch it to the paper underneath, not on top, as a naive boy is first inclined to do.
The fire always burned.

For me — I don’t know if this applied to my brother — Christmas was an exciting but not a
cheerful time. Business acquaintances and various Swiss visitors had to be entertained, which
meant that [ had to behave. My brother and I had to buy gifts for our parents. I can’t remember
what we bought for our father: probably a few Robert Burns cigars that my mother picked up at
the store, and that we merely paid for out of our allowance money. Our gift to her was always the
same: Pine Sol bath oil, which came in a thick, cylindrical bottle, the dark green liquid inside
smelling like concentrated pine needles. We always went through the same ritual when it came
time to decide what to buy for her. One of us: “What would you like for Christmas?” She, wrin-
kling her nose: “Oh, nothing,” then *“ Just some Pine”, and we would trudge to the drug store and
without the slightest interest or delight or pleasure, buy a bottle of the stuff and have it gift
wrapped. She provided the labels to put on the package.

The term “stockings” is entirely too genteel for the thick, knitted red imitations that my
mother made and hung on hooks above the fireplace, with great calling-of-attention to her handi-
work and to the tentative possibility that on Christmas morning they might, just might, contain
things that little boys would like.

Then there was the torture of waiting for Christmas morning and the possibility of saying or
doing something that would result in presents being taken away. My mother kept us on tenter-
hooks. “You don’t get anything if you don’t behave.” She made it clear that in the last minute it
could all be snatched away. Christmas Eve: I made prolonged explorations of the phenomenon of
time passing unbearably slowly toward a moment that could not be waited for. How long was a
second? How long was a minute? How long — tell me, so I can know how to get through it! — is
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the time from when we went to sleep to the time we were allowed to get up and Go Downstairs?
“Can we go down now?”” Muftled response from their bedroom: “No. Not yet. It’s too early.”
“When?” “Later. Go back to sleep.” Impossible task. How long is the right amount of time to
wait? How can you find out? Surely now is long enough! “Can we go down now?” Then, at last,
the glory of the living room in the cold morning, the Christmas tree regally displaying the wealth
at its feet, the packages piled in disorderly order, the stockings hanging on each little brass knob at
the sides of the fireplace screen. “Look!” “Look!” my brother and I shouted back and forth to each
other. If my mother or father came down, still muffled in sleep, they would invariably say to us
not to rip open the wrapping paper but instead to admire it first, then carefully undo the ribbons,
lay them aside, then open the paper. Perhaps it can be used again. Yes, yes, OK. And animal claws
would rip apart the paper like the flesh of newly-killed prey.

I must say that we usually got what we asked for, plus, unfortunately, far too many socks and
educational toys and books. Once I got a snake made of jagged segments that when you held it
made it move in an unpredictable and vaguely lifelike though jerky manner. It was dark green on
top, light green underneath, and had cruel, red eyes.

The End of the World

One summer evening, out on the street in front of our house, the kids and several adults were
talking about rumors that the world was going to end. They said that cars were parked on the hills
over at Grasslands, behind the smokestacks. We looked across the valley at the red sky. The adults
seemed to be taking it rather calmly, but I thought it was entirely possible the rumors were correct.
I felt that I was too young to die. I pictured the people at Grasslands standing outside their cars,
the red glow of the sunset huge behind them. I wondered how exactly the end would come, I mean
what would actually happen. No one said anything about that, I suppose because, once you knew
the world was going to end, it didn’t much matter what the sequence of events would be. I some-
how had it in mind that the ones over in Grasslands were going to get it first, they would be
devoured by fire from the sky before we were. There were conflicting opinions as to the exact
hour when this was supposed to occur. Some people said that night, others that it would be the
next day, around one in the afternoon. But nothing happened, and so the excitement was soon for-
gotten. My parents said nothing on the subject.

Grammar School

In September of 1941, just after I turned five, I started school. There was some talk about my
starting the previous year, but they decided I was too young — that I wouldn’t be able to “adjust”.
“He is not well-adjusted” was a criticism my mother would make of a boy she had taken a dislik-
ing to. You knew that that poor bastard was going to have a hard time of it. Or sometimes she
would say, “ I wonder if he is normal...” That too meant the poor guy had no future.

There was only one choice as far as a school was concerned, namely, Valhalla Public School
No. 1 on Columbus Ave., less than a mile from our house.

Our Principal

Mr. Ronnei, the principal, lived on Wall Ave. in what my mother always referred to as “the
modern house”, because it had a flat roof and and no shingles. The upper half was covered with
dark, stained wood, and the lower half with stone. There was a stone pathway with a pipe railing
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winding up to the house from the street, and low bushes on both sides instead of a front lawn. On
the few occasions I caught a glimpse inside, for example, when I collected for the newspaper
years later, I saw a cool interior with a white pipe railing on the bannister going up to the second
floor.

Mr. Ronnei was tall, dignified, quiet, with thin hair slicked back like someone in a foreign
movie. His wife was deaf — I think she taught at a school for the deaf somewhere in the area —
and I assumed that this affliction was the reason she always smiled at whoever came to the door
— it was her way of covering up her handicap. She had dark hair and small deep set eyes and
always seemed delighted to be so privileged as to be the wife of a school principal and to live in a
modern house. In memory her face reminds me of that of the British actress who is occasionally
seen in British comedies, for example, as Dodo Maclntosh, the friend of Rumpole’s wife.

The Ronneis were elegant people. To me they belonged in the same category as my parents’
friends Uncle Gus and Claire: sophisticated, sleek, always nice to kids. (Neither one of the cou-
ples had children of their own. That was probably the reason they were nice to other people’s
kids, Ithought.) The one or two times I was sent to the principal’s office in school, I never had
any fear of Mr. Ronnei. Here was an adult you could trust, who would always treat you decently.
(Years later, a new school building was named after him.)

Kindergarten

My kindergarten teacher was Miss Toy. (A boy from a better family would never make jokes
about a teacher’s name; in fact, he wouldn’t even notice that a teacher’s name was a little
unusual.) I remember her as a tall, thin, woman, with black hair, traces of gray, who took seri-
ously her responsibility of overlooking her charges (that is exactly the right phrase in this case). I
remember the gray rags, stinking of rancid milk, which we used to wipe up the milk that at least
one kid was sure to spill each day. For some reason, the rags were kept next to the radiator, which
only made them stink the more. We had milk and cookies at ten in the morning. Opening the
milk cartons; peeling the wax cardboard back; or trying to push the tab down (causing the milk to
spurt up sometimes) in order to get the straw in the hole — always a problem. If you bent the
straw too much, it prevented the milk from coming through. Your mouth was the way it normally
was, you pursed your lips, and then suddenly your mouth was filled with cold, sometimes a choc-
olate cold. Then you had to figure out how to breathe at the same time. Blowing out through your
nostrils not only didn’t make the milk come through the straw, but also made you have to take the
straw from your mouth so you could breathe.

We may have taken a nap in the afternoon — I don’t remember. I do remember that every-
thing was extremely important. The aim of going to school was to show that you knew how not to
do the wrong thing, because those who did would bring unimaginable shame on themselves and
on their family, and, although I didn’t think of it in precisely these terms, they would also no
longer have any reason to live.

First Grade

In the fall of 1942, I entered first grade, which was taught by Miss Gill. She was what I would
now call cuddly, curvy. She had a funny walk because of her big bottom. She was all feminine,
with her pursed lips, big boobs, tinkle tinkle perfume, whistled s’s. If someone had asked me why
she spoke that way, I would probably have replied that it made what she said “better”. She pro-
nounced words that way because she was a teacher. She got to make everything special because
that was one of the things women were allowed to do.
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In her class we learned to read, beginning with the words that adults of that generation have
tucked away somewhere in the backs of their minds: “Mac sees Muff. Muff sees Mac. See Mac
run. See Muff run.” The soft-covered books were large, with soft white pages, lots of colorful pic-
tures of the smiling kids in the story, a dog, houses on green hills, everything happy. Gale Car-
roll, who was in the class, told me many years later! that one day Miss Gill called on me and
asked me to pronounce “determined”. I had taken seriously the rule, “Sound it out”, and so [
responded with “deeter-mynde”. Gail said that Miss Gill didn’t seem angry, because I had done
the wrong thing for the right reason.

I think from the very beginning it was emphasized that we should read silently, without mov-
ing our lips. From then on, we viewed anyone who moved their lips as being one of the dumb
kids. We were not surprised, for example, when we noticed an Italian kid reading this way. Only
in old age did I learn that reading silently was relatively new in Western culture. St. Augustine
(354-430) first witnessed someone reading silently when he observed St. Ambrose (340-397)
reading in his studyz. St. Augustine thought the practice so remarkable that he described it at
length in his Confessions. Not until the 900s did reading silently become usual in the West>. So
when I was learning to read the practice was only about 1,000 years old.

One day — how do children know such things? What words are said? — we knew something
had happened. There was sadness in the air. Miss Gill was not her sparkling self. Later, we some-
how learned that her fiance had been killed in the War. Some time after that, she left her teaching
position and joined the WAC:s.

Second Grade

In second grade, the teacher was Miss Conro of the truly enormous breasts. She was a friend
of my mother’s. My mother, with that shake of her head that said boys shouldn’t know these
things, would occasionally mention her married name, which, I gathered we weren’t supposed to
use, since she was divorced, or her husband was dead, but in any case there was shame in that part
of her life. She was a friend of my mother’s, and so, whereas on the one hand, this might mean I
could hope for special treatment in her class — easier A’s — on the other hand it meant I had to
keep it a secret from the other kids, and, of course, it also meant that [ was under the daily scrutiny
of someone who could report everything to my mother. She seemed to creak as she walked under
the weight of those breasts. (At that time, [ wasn’t at all knowledgeable about the apparatus —
bras, girdles — that women used to maintain control of all this extra equipment they carried
around.) I loved her perfume. A chance to go up to her desk was a chance to smell that perfume,
as was a visit to her house, or of her to our house. Anything to get a whiff of that special, witchy
garden smell. She wore thin, rimless glasses, and just enough jewelry to give some of her move-
ments a tinkling accompaniment. She had an elegant, careful way of walking that made you
know that she was special.

In her class, I worked on a painting that I still remember, mainly because, for some reason, it
had found favor in her eyes. It was a water-color of a steamship seen from the side, with smoke
coming from the smokestacks. Lots of browns and blues. What there was in this painting that
caused her to praise me for it [ had no idea, but I felt enormously proud and special. Clearly, my

1. At the 50th Reunion of the 1954 White Plains High School graduating class, which we were both in. She
had been rather plain in primary school but she had become beautiful in old age.

2. Manguel, Alberto, A History of Reading, Viking, N.Y., 1996, pp. 42-43.

3. Ibid
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one task was to make the painting even better, and the only way I could think of to do that was to
paint it and repaint it, piling the same color onto the same color, over and over. The painting may
have been shown at the next parents’ visiting night. I am not sure. In the fall, we were shown how
to place a maple leaf on green paper, and then spatter some sort of white liquid onto it with a
brush. When the leaf was removed, a silhouette of it remained.

Grades were all important. Good grades — meaning A’s, with B’s being barely acceptable —
meant that there was a reason for you to be allowed to remain alive. My mother had certain
expressions she used when talking about other kids: so and so was “tops” in school. “All A’s” was
another. She would roll her eyes when she mentioned that about another kid. Later on, toward
the end of junior high school, and then into high school, she would speak of some son or daughter
of some respectable person she knew, as having graduated “magna cum laude”, a phrase I learned
to detest. “Magna cum laude. Oh, yes.” With the correct Latin pronunciation. She would say it
with a tone of voice and an expression that said, “if only there were some hope that you would do
the same, then you wouldn’t always be so deserving of our contempt”. In the depths of my soul, I
bought it hook, line and sinker. In the early years of primary school, if one day the teacher had
announced that 2 + 2 was 5, and that she shouldn’t have to explain the reasons why, at least not to
the better students, I would have unhesitatingly joined the ranks of those who believed that 2 + 2
= 5 (in other words, the exceptional ones). I would have found a way to believe it in the firm con-
viction that being able to do that was what made you a really exceptional student.

When report cards came out, which was every six weeks, that was judgment day. Once, I
remember being proud that I had gotten all A’s My mother looked at me with that girlish smile, a
kind of blushing smile, and said, “But it’s not all A+’s is it?”, the expression saying almost, “That
would be enough to make a mother do naughty things with her son”. Or maybe her blushing was
merely embarrassment at actually voicing this desire for perfection.

In our house, the perfect student was always present. I felt his presence, and hated him: he
always sat up straight, always did his homework after school, always loved his teachers, always
did the right thing.

What an enormous step forward it was for mankind to learn the difference between the What
and the How! In those years we kids, and I’'m sure our teachers, had no idea of such a thing. The
form was the substance. I didn’t doubt for a minute that the perfect handwriting of the teachers,
the way they formed the letters on the blackboard, was part of what made it correct. I had no con-
scious awareness that the writing was about something, that it stood for something, and that it
didn’t matter what your handwriting was like as far as representing the thing was concerned. The
excellence, the correctness, lay in the handwriting. To this day, I am easily intimidated by a
woman’s handwriting or printing. If, at a political meeting, a woman gives me her name and
phone number written in an impossibly elegant hand, I immediately know, This one is boss. In
her home life, on the job, here, she knows who runs things.

At the start of each school year, your parents gave you a pencil box — if you were a good stu-
dent — if they wanted you to be a good student — if your being a good student was something
they were concerned about. Inside were little gutters to hold several different kinds of pencils,
and there were different compartments for erasers. The soft top came down and was fastened in
place by a press in button in front. (You might also get a pencil box for your birthday or at Christ-
mas.)

We learned to write with what to us were huge yellow pencils. They were made of cedar
(though we didn’t know that’s what it was) and had thick, soft, lead. The cedar smell of pencils
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and the smell of the teacher’s perfume: these smells were the smell of school, the smell of the sub-
jects we studied — they were part of the difficulty of the subject matter, along with the difficulty
of trying to form the letters perfectly. All were one. The idea that the smells and the perfection of
the form of the letters were separate from the content, that even imperfectly made letters would
not change the content, was not conceivable. The shiny yellow paint on the pencil ended in a
wavy border where the wood sloped to a point, and this persisted after you sharpened the pencil.
Why was that? Probably because pencils were one of the good things, and thus had to have that
special thing. (The pencil sharpener was mounted on the window sill. You stood there, looking
out the window as you turned the handle. I can’t recall if we had to raise our hand to get permis-
sion to get up and go sharpen the pencil.) When we had no pencil sharpener, we peeled away the
wood around the lead with our fingers.

The paper was yellow, with thin blue lines. Little bits of wood and other remnants of trees
could be seen embedded in it. You bent over your paper, biting your tongue, and tried to sculpt,
carve, letters that looked like the perfect ones on a paper chart across the top of the blackboard.

Among the many reasons why teachers were better than we was that their handwriting was
beautiful, flawless, with graceful female curves. To become good in school, to learn, was to be
able to make your letters like the teachers’ and like the chart above the blackboard. And for years,
prior to tests, and when a writing assignment had been given, the cry would go up: “Does pen-
manship count?”

It was the same with doing your numbers. To be good at arithmetic was to be able to write the
numbers well. The more perfectly you made each numeral, a “5”, say, the more nearly it was a
real, a perfect five. Part of the essence of the number “2” was how smoothly and elegantly you
made the loop at the bottom. The teacher made her numerals better than we did, therefore... [
had this feeling all the way through college. I envied how perfectly math professors wrote their
symbols, wished I could write them that carefully, because then I would be better at math. To this
day, when I think of all the centuries since the birth of Christ, I see the numbers visually arranged
as they probably were on the blackboard of some classroom 65 years ago: the first century high
and on the left, then below it the 100s, then below it the 200s, then the 300s, down to the 600s,
after which the centuries start to rise as they move gradually to the right, until they reach the
1200s (where the Magna Carta is). Then they descend, still moving toward the right, down to the
1600s. The year 1700 is hooked on to the end of 1699, 1800 is hooked onto 1799, the decades ris-
ing irregularly now, until the mid 1800s, after which they again descend. The 20th century
decades are side-by-side. The 21st century is hooked onto 1999.

Every fall, the smells of school greeted us: the rancid-milk-soaked rags, the smell of fresh
shellac on the desks, with its vaguely heinie smell, the shellac immortalizing, encasing in amber,
the black markings, initials, names, painstakingly carved into the desks by past generations of stu-
dents. And the delicious cedar smell of pencils, and of library paste with its strange crumbs and
lumps, which was kept in an enormous jar, and which we scooped out with flat wooden spatulas
and smeared on the back of the Christmas trees we had outlined on thick green paper, so that we
could paste them onto the background paper, all white, because it was snowing outside. The paste
stuck to your fingers, to the top of the desk, to your artwork, and soon dried, so that after one of
these art sessions you were always rubbing your fingers together trying to get the brittle stuff off.

And the smell of mimeographed copies, with their blue-purple ink. I recall a teacher asking
me to help her once: I think my job was to turn the handle of the machine, and I stood there drink-
ing in the alcohol smell of the ink as the machine clanked out its copies that you couldn’t touch
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for a while, until the ink had dried.
All these smells were the smells of school, the smell of arithmetic and writing and spelling
and geography and history — the smell of doing things right.

Lunch in the cafeteria: all of us sitting at big tables. You opened your lunch box, which was a
rectangular metal box, probably with a Walt Disney cartoon on it, and rounded edges and corners,
or else a workman’s lunch box, with a rectangular box below, and a rounded, half cylindrical top
to hold the thermos bottle. This latter kind was usually black. Then the crackle of the wax paper
as you unfolded it to see if your mother had given you anything interesting that day. There was
always a piece of fruit, typically an apple in my case. And paper napkins. Everyone looked to see
what the others had in their lunch boxes. You could buy your lunch, but for me that was a radical
choice, because it meant I preferred the cafeteria cooking to my mother’s. In memory the sand-
wich my mother packed for me was occasionally peanut butter and delicious grape jelly, with the
tiny seeds inside it, but I doubt if my mother would have packed such marginal food for her son to
eat at lunch.There was an ongoing worry, God knows why, that we were being served horsemeat.
A kid would sit down at a table with his tray of cafeteria food, start on the hamburger or meat loaf,
suddenly stop chewing and say, “Hey. This is horsemeat!” Others who had been eating the same
would take a bite, chew thoughtfully, probably come to the same conclusion, say, “Jesus Christ!”
and throw down their forks in disgust. Then the fevered discussion would begin about how they
were trying to poison us, they didn’t give a damn what they fed us, etc. The only possible source
of this suspicion that I can imagine is that during the War there must have been occasional news
about people somewhere, perhaps in Europe, being forced to eat horsemeat because of the
unavailability of beef. In any case, we had little trouble believing that the school would give us
this inferior, and to us inedible, meat if it deemed it necessary to do so.

Coming home after school, living for that peanut butter and jelly sandwich on white bread, the
purple grape jam bleeding into the white. That and a glass of milk and life could be endured for
another hour or so.

Third Grade

In third grade, our teacher was Miss Ray, a thin, kindly old lady who, as it happened, was the
aunt of Jackie Ray, the kid who used to make appointments for me to get beaten up.

In grammar school, the toilets had no doors. The explanation we passed among ourselves was
that the school authorities wanted to make sure you didn’t play with yourself while you were tak-
ing a shit.

“The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of the teacher-judge,
the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social-worker’ judge; it is on them that the universal
reign of the normative is based; and each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects to it
his body, his gestures, his behavior, his aptitudes, his achievements. The carceral network, in its
compact or disseminated forms, with its system of insertion, distribution, surveillance, observa-
tion, has been the greatest support, in modern society, of the normalizing power. The carceral tex-
ture of society assures both the real capture of the body and its perpetual observation,; it is, by its
very nature, the apparatus of punishment that conforms most completely to the new economy of
power and the instrument for the formulation of knowledge that this very economy needs.” —
Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Vintage Books, N.Y., 1979, p.
304.
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I would endure almost any discomfort rather than have to sit there with my stink spreading
through the boys’ room and the kids looking in and making remarks as they passed to and from
the urinals. “Sure stinks in here! Pee-yew!” I tried to force myself to shit without sound and
without smell. I flushed immediately after the plop of the stool into the water, but of course you
had to make sure no one noticed you were doing that, because that would have shown you up as a
fairy.

When you stood at the urinal, you had to keep your eyes fixed on the wall in front of you,
because if anyone even suspected that you had looked to the side, they would know that you had
tried to see the other guy’s thing, which meant you were queer.

Fourth Grade

In the fourth grade, I got into an argument with Miss Plamondon about something. Appar-
ently she had made me stand in the cloakroom, which was the standard punishment and for some
reason that made my mother furious. For several days I was in the midst of a running battle
between her and my teacher. It felt strange to have my mother side with me on something. There-
after my mother hated Miss Plamondon.

I remember very little of what we studied. The most boring subject was geography. Where
did adults find such boring things? I wondered. Only a person with a talent for loving boredom
could be a teacher. Over and over, it seems now, we studied New York State. City after city:
Johnstown, shoes, something or other, tanning (why did they call it “tanning”? why was it impor-
tant?), the Mohawk Valley... New York was the most boring state in the world, I thought.

We also seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time learning the difference between Doric
and lonic and Corinthian columns. Why this was important I hadn’t the slightest idea. I assumed
it was because it was Greek. Then there was Triangle Trade and lots about the early colonists.
This I felt better about because the colonists lived in the woods in log cabins, but still, why were
we spending so much time on people so remote from us, people who shot turkeys to eat, made no
sense to me. All I can remember of of the poetry we read (or heard read) in those years is the first
two lines from Robert Louis Stevenson’s, “The Wind™:

“I saw you toss the kites on high
And blow the birds about the sky...”

I liked the image, liked the peculiar way the words seemed to go with the image. I remember
the thin book of these poems, and that a woman teacher, standing near the window, read from it
(looking up at the class a lot, since she knew the poems by heart, being a teacher) as we looked at
the words on the page before us.

I remember in a math class — in memory, this occurred before junior high school — the
teacher speaking of a circle as “the locus of points equidistant from a point”. I immediately
started wondering, Why locus? “Locus means place”, she explained, but that didn’t make it any
clearer at all. It sounded like locust. Those great men of the past who thought up all this diffi-
culty must have seen a connection between points, circles around points, and those bugs that
looked like grasshoppers. It was obvious to these ancient men though extremely strange to us.
(That’s how difficult math was: if you really understood it, you could see how these things were
really connected, and you could also understand why things were called what they were.) But this
difficulty didn’t seem to bother anyone else, and the teacher never explained what the connection
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was. Why not just say “the place of all points equidistant from a point”? But why make it even
that complicated? Why not just say, “A circle is what you get if you put the point of a compass
into a piece of paper, then draw a circle”? Or, “...then make the other point go round until it’s
back where it started”?

Fifth Grade

In fifth grade our teacher was Miss Fiore, an “older woman”. God knows how old she really
was. She was rather formal, without humor, but not a danger.

Was she the teacher I remember who had a desk calendar, turning the pages when something
had to be done on some day in the future, perhaps some assignment to be turned in? Ever since,
when I buy a desk calendar, I always see that teacher with her serious expression, sitting at her
desk, frowning, turning the pages on the two big metal loops. For art class at about that time we
had a teacher — a no-nonsense middle-aged woman named Mrs. Abele (pronounced “able”) —
whom I remember solely because she made us sit up straight when we were drawing. She told us
in no uncertain terms that you couldn’t draw anything, not even an apple, unless you sat straight
up in your chair, with the bottom edge of the paper parallel to the edge of your desk. I didn’t
believe her for a moment, because when I drew a picture on my own, the paper was usually at
some crazy angle, sometimes with the sides of the paper parallel to the edge of the table or desk.
Sometimes I lay on my stomach on the floor. But furthermore even when I drew the way she
demanded, I couldn’t make things look real. Thereafter, I hated art.

During grammar school, at one point, we were given reproductions of famous paintings that
we had to paste onto 8-1/2 x 11-inch pieces of paper. The reproductions were like over-size
stamps, a few inches on a side, with serrated edges. The only two I can now remember were Rosa
Bonheur’s “The Horse Fair” and Thomas Gainsborough’s “The Blue Boy”. For me the painter’s
name was part of the picture — the name somehow explained the picture. ( I wasn’t aware how
odd it was that a woman had painted a famous painting.)We made papier-maché puppets by cut-
ting newspapers into strips, wetting them, adding library paste (its smell was half the pleasure of
the whole process for me), then making a head with indentations for eyes and a long scrawny
chicken neck. Then, when the paste dried, we painted a face on the head — oh, good enough for
German Expressionists but not for me!: our family had friends (the Kuntzes) who were profes-
sional puppeteers, for God’s sakes, and they made their puppets out of wood, not out of scraps of
wet newspaper.

When it came to clothes, [ knew that [ needed only three things to be happy: high-tops (leather
boots that went up to just below the knee and (most important!) had a pocket-knife holder near the
top, though I knew it was too small for my pocket knives. High-tops made the boy who wore
them an outdoorsman, a real man. Second, I needed knickers'. Everything would be OK if I had
knickers. With them, everything was neat and in its place, the lower ends tucked into your long
socks that came up to the knee, everything woolen, brown, ready for fall. Third, I needed a work-
man’s cap, also of rough cloth, with a brim that you could stick a pencil into, as the stock clerks
did. With your high-tops, pocket knife (no matter where you carried it), your knickers and your
workman’s cap, you were ready for anything. Unfortunately, I was allowed only the pocket knife.

1. Note to British readers: the American meaning of the term is not the same as the British one.

132



Childhood

Hearing Tests

Once a year or so, we all had to take hearing tests. We sat together at tables in a small room,
where we were each given a pencil, a piece of lined paper with several columns on it, and a pair of
earphones. After receiving a few words of basic instruction from the teacher in charge, we had to
put on the earphones, and then wait. Soon we heard something that sounded like a needle being
put down on a scratchy record, and a woman'’s voice that said, “Now write the numbers that you
hear in the first column”. As I recall, her voice gradually faded as she spoke each sequence of
several digits, the fading increasing with each column. The last digits of the last column sounded
as though she were very far away, the noise on the record being now in the foreground. We
strained to hear what now seemed like the crystal clear tones of her voice. As with all tests, I was
extremely nervous taking this one, and yet, because it had to do with sound, I felt that I had at
least a fighting chance to do well enough that the school nurse wouldn’t call me in days later and
tell me I was going deaf.

Throughout my life, I have always found it easy to memorize things I have heard, whether
words or numbers or music. In the case of the first two, I simply hear, in my mind’s ear, the tones
in which the words or numbers are spoken, and the rest is easy.

Intelligence

I remember taking a test in the third or fourth grade which they said was an 1Q test. I was
extremely nervous, since I understood that this test, more than any classroom test, determined if
you were all right or not. Soon afterward I began pestering my mother to know what my score
was. She said that children were not supposed to know, but that I shouldn’t worry because my
score was very high. In fact, the reason she couldn’t tell me was that it was so exceptionally high!
For years afterward I continued to pester her, and she always had the same answer. During this
time, I learned that you’re not supposed to study for an IQ test — in fact, that studying for it
would be a waste of time, since it doesn’t measure what you know, only how intelligent you are. |
was troubled by this idea because I knew perfectly well that you had to know something to do
well on the test. I wondered how the 1Q testing authorities could be sure that all the parents in all
the homes of the kids who would eventually take the test would uniformly not tell their kids any-
thing that could be useful on the test. How did all these parents know everything they shouldn’t
say to their kids? How could the 1Q testing authorities catch cheaters among both parents and
kids? But I decided that merely to ask such questions proved you had a low IQ. The high-1Q stu-
dents didn’t think about such things. They were simply smart.

Then, perhaps in my late teens, or even later, she or someone else revealed that the number
was 135. By that time, [ had some vague idea of the range of IQ scores, and although I knew this
was above average, it was nowhere near what I needed to achieve the greatness it was essential
that I achieve. I consoled myself with the thought that, given how nervous I had been, my real 1Q
was probably much higher.

One day in the 1980s, when I was already close to 50, I wrote to one of the high schools I had
attended and asked if they were permitted to tell me my score. They wrote back with the num-
bers, and I was shocked to find it was lower than 135. So my mother had lied to me all those
years, and it was now clear that the IQ experts, whom, of course, I had hated since childhood
because they held my future in the palm of their hands — that they had been right after all, and
that my slowness in math and science was due to simple lack of ability.
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I remember radio shows in which very smart kids answered questions: “The Quiz Kids” I
think was one such show. And yet, for all my desperate wanting to be a genius, I wanted above all
not to be like these kids, who I thought of as New York Jewish wise-ass types. I dreaded being
doted upon the way I assumed the parents of these kids did. I thought of the way my mother
would sigh over the genius of Chopin, who had had the additional advantages of being sickly and
of dying young. To be a genius meant you were even more in their clutches! I could well imagine
how I would have been stifled by my mother’s love if I had been a precocious engineer! I was
trapped: I couldn’t bear not to be a genius, and I knew I could never stand being one. But at the
same time, I couldn’t bear the thought that I would never accomplish great things.

My life would have been changed utterly if during these years, [ had come across Paul
Valery’s statement, “Genius is a habit which certain people acquire.”

The Kids
Neighborhood Kids

Barbara Beaird, who was a couple of years older than me, lived in the brick house on the west
side of us (the Thomases lived in the brick house on the other side). She was always chewing on
one of her braids. She had a rubber band near the end of each braid, I assumed to prevent it from
unwinding. [ wondered how much time it took girls to make braids. Her mother helped her — I
knew that. I remember sitting on the wall of boulders between our houses, the kids gathered
around, and some girl doing her braids for her, dividing the long hair into separate plaits, then
folding one over the other, pulling them tight, in the knowing way that girls had. A kind of loving
casual gesture. “Hold still, Barb. That’s it.” A strange thing to have to do every day.

Barbara was the only girl we boys allowed to build huts with us. She was one of us, for rea-
sons that I don’t think we could have begun to explain. We let her work with us when we built
The Trench (to be described later) — an extraordinary honor for a girl.

My mother didn’t like her mother, Grace, very much. She considered her “common” because
she was friendly and outgoing and got along well with kids, and because she smoked cigarettes.
“The house always smells of cigarettes,” my mother would say, with that expression of distaste
she reserved for things that were almost beneath her contempt.1 So my mother and father had tall
cedars planted along the entire length of the stone wall that separated our lots. Eventually the
trees were so high that all I could do was see in their second story window from our attic window,
which I often did, trying to catch Barbara’s sister, whose name was also Grace, naked in her room.
Barbara was too young. I didn’t think of her that way.

Her father , Robert L., who worked at Schrafft’s, became the president of the Board of Educa-
tion (1957, possibly earlier).

One holy afternoon, Barbara and I decided to get all our blocks and Lincoln Logs and build
the biggest building we could. I don’t remember if by then we had already let her be in our hut,
but I felt a special intimate bond with her: she was a girl who knew how to be with boys; she
didn’t tell your secrets to other kids. I seem to remember that I had already been working on a
project on the living room floor, but we quickly gathered up all the Lincoln Logs, blocks, cars,

1. The dream-world does strange tricks with childhood memories. In early 2007, I had a dream of Mrs.
Beaird standing on a rock in her back yard at dawn, trying to kill bats with a long scythe, while behind her a
thick column of steam rose from the incinerator. She stood on one leg, like a ballet dancer, silhouetted by
the morning sun shining through the steam as she swung the scythe at the shapes darting around her.
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trucks, odds and ends of other wooden construction kits — round red solid pieces of wood, blue,
green, arches, squares, rectangles, the wooden blocks with letters and numbers carved in the sides
— and moved them all to the den. The walls had bookshelves containing my father’s books. My
parents had bought a desk for the room, but it hadn’t arrived yet. A few chairs were all the furni-
ture. It was late afternoon, we spread everything on the floor and began working. I remember the
room filled with the red light of the setting sun (precisely the light that is expressed by the pieces
of music described below). We both seemed to understand what needed to be done. We built a
giant fort or palace, probably a fort, with roadways to the entrances. More blocks! Maybe she ran
across to her house and brought more. We need a room here! With holes they can fire out of!
And this is where the guards live! And a tower! I’'m sure we painstakingly constructed the most
important part of the building, a tower, so that it was as tall as possible without tipping over. The
idea was to use up every piece we had, no matter what.

When we were done, the fortress covered most of the den floor. The shafts of evening sun
came through the window on her house’s side. It was a scene that is perfectly expressed by the
repeated horn phrase in the Carillon movement of Bizet’s L ’Arlésienne Suite No. 1, and by the
repeated horn phrases in the movement, “Laideronnette, impératrice des pagodes” of Ravel’s
Mother Goose Suite and then by the conclusion of the last movement, “Apothéose — Le jardin
féérique”. At the time, of course, I had no idea what the titles were of this music, even though I
had heard it all my life on WQXR. What do kids really say to each other at such moments? Prob-
ably something like, “Looks really neat, don’t it?”” “If we had more logs, we could ...” “Who lives
in the tower?” “A king!”

It was my first experience working on a project with a member of the opposite sex, and to this
day this remains a more intimate activity than sex.

Across the street, in the Patterson’s house, lived Bobby Wilkins. He had a glass eye and your
main task, when you were with him, was not to look at it. He was a pleasant kid, kind of soft,
with pale skin, and a little too much moisture in his good eye (probably from constant crying over
the loss of the other eye, I thought). He had dark hair, a hank of which hung over his forehead. In
the summer we would go down into their basement, where it was always cool and dark and
smelled of an old phonograph and an old piano. To this day, I can bring to mind the smell of that
dark wood from another time (the very definition of forgotten), see those cracked, yellowing
piano keys and the chipped dark paint or stain at the end of the keyboard. Heavy carpets were
draped on things. Sometimes we would wind the phonograph handle and make the turntable turn,
maybe play one of the ancient, dusty records, and marvel at the big horn that was the loudspeaker.
How old-fashioned!

Mr. Patterson, who was Bobby’s grandfather — we were never clear on where his mother or
father were; it didn’t much matter — looked and talked like a Hollywood star. He had a deep
voice like Clark Gable, but was much older. He had white hair, a trimmed moustache, and often
worked on their big lawn, peering at the brown spots, mowing it. Bobby said he worked at The
New York Times, where his job was to put the “Please see page ...” lines at the bottom of columns.

Next door to the Pattersons on Shelley Ave. were the Mastersons. Lois Masterson was about
my age, very feminine, but a good girl; hence it never even occurred to us to invite her to partici-
pate in our hut-building projects. Once when we were playing on her lawn, which sloped down to
the Patterson’s driveway, I tried to see up her dress, but only got a glimpse of her underpants.

Across the street from her was the Cat Lady, a strange woman with neck-length gray hair, who
had built low chicken-wire cages down the entire length of one side of her house, and possibly
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around the back, to house her dozens of cats. No one talked to her, she didn’t seem to have any
interest in talking to anyone else.

Next to her house was the home of Peter Christ, a classmate of mine. His name was pro-
nounced with a short i, but once in a while a substitute would pronounce his name with a long i
and the class would giggle and she would be visibly embarrassed. He had a number of minor tal-
ents. He knew how to make an ocarina by cupping his hands and then blowing between the backs
of his thumbs, a skill which I eventually was able to learn also. He also knew how to make his
knuckles crack, not by pressing down on folded fingers, but by pulling straight out on the fingers,
which always made onlookers wince, since they couldn’t help but feel that he was literally pulling
the bones out of their sockets. He was also adept at Donald Duck imitations. And he and I had
an on-going joke about masturbation. One of us, during a boring stretch in class, would start to
softly pound the desk with his fist at a regular pace, then go faster and faster, then suddenly slow
to a stop, as at the moment of orgasm. We did it to make fun of a habit that neither one of us
would have revealed in a million years that we indulged in.

In our neighborhood we always had to be on the lookout for the Italian kids, who lived in Ken-
sico, because they were always looking for a fight, or looking to knock down the hut we were
building, or steal our tools. The two main threats were Ted Stark — a good-looking blond kid —
I always wondered how come he didn’t have an Italian last name, but since he lived in Kensico,
he was considered one of the Italian kids — and his cousin Ed Stark, who looked very different,
with thin dark hair combed forward to a point over his forehead, and a thin, fox-like face, and big
protruding front teeth. He always seemed to have too much saliva in his mouth — it was always
kind of watery at the corners of his mouth. He was like a henchman, a righthand man to Ted. We
knew that when they came around, we had to treat them with respect, because if they got mad at
us, they would wreck our hut. We tried to joke with them. Sometimes we had to allow them to be
in our gang, but of course all they wanted was that concession, not to pitch in and do any work.
They lived much too far away to actually want to trudge up the hill from Kensico each day. We
imitated some of their expressions like ‘Marrone!’, an exclamation of disgust. It was considered
cool to say that. We particularly had to watch out for the Starks on Halloween, when they liked to
come up from Kensico and pick a few kids out who were going their rounds and beat them up.

Yet Kensico was famous, at least we assumed it was, because one of its sons had made the big
leagues, namely, Sal Yvars, who was a catcher with the New York Giants for a season (1951).
(Later, rumor had it that Bobby Thompson lived in the white shingle house at the opposite end of
Shelley Ave. from us.)

Down near the other end of Shelley Ave. lived Len Lindholm. His parents were Swedish. I
only remember his mother, because I liked her Swedish accent. I don’t remember his father at all.
In fact, [ don’t think I ever met him. Len’s brother Burje (which he pronounced “Bury-yuh”) had
been a paratrooper, but had been hurt during a jump, so that he could not work. He just stayed
home. Len always spoke respectfully, admiringly, of him.

Their house had a pleasant, sunny kitchen — exactly like a Swedish kitchen, it seemed to me.
In memory it was blue and white, with various painted white wooden decorations on the furniture.
I liked to sit there whenever I was in their house.

Len was one of the lucky kids because his parents gave him a great deal of freedom. He was
allowed to buy a shotgun — absolutely amazing to me. We often went hunting in the woods
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beyond the aerators, along Columbus Ave., beyond Franzl’s, where Wilfred lived. Len talked a
lot about the virtues of .12 gauge vs. .16 gauge vs. .20 gauge. To this day, [ don’t know what the
numbers refer to, or why one gauge was considered so superior to the other. It was the same with
talk about cars. The Kids had worked out deep and complex reasons why this model was obvi-
ously better than that one, but I never had the slightest idea what their judgments were based on.
You learned the language and went along with the crowd. Len and I would walk along a dirt road,
hear a crow, or see several of them fly overhead. Len would raise the gun, aim, then usually lower
it: “Nope, out of range.” It would be more correct to say that he shot at crows, since they were
usually flying too high and were too smart to get near a guy with a shotgun.

I loved the smell of a warm shotgun shell after it had been fired — the burned powder and
warm cardboard and perhaps a trace of acrid metallic smell. Something important had just hap-
pened! Another time, Len and I were walking along a dirt road next to one of the fields in that
same area, near the school whose purpose we never learned — was it for juvenile delinquents or
the deaf or the insane or...? [ remember the school was in a one-story building in an open field,
set back several lots from the road. We came upon a sparrow sitting on the twig of a sapling a few
yards ahead of us. It didn’t fly away but just sat there, flitting its wings every once in a while,
puffing out its chest. Le