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Introduction


I’m excited about the second edition of Weird Hikes, especially the five new stories included in this fully revised edition. The new stories, like the original stories, all involve weird incidents that happened to me while hiking. However, in the new stories, the weird incidents also represent major turning points in my life. They range from my first hike at age seven, when I wandered away from school in the snow and had a remarkable experience in which I first learned to value my personal eccentricities, to a dramatic broken leg and wilderness rescue when I was sixty-two, when a strange event removed my lifelong fear of death. As for the original fourteen stories, the editors and I revisited all of them, making this a better, weirder, and more exciting book.


Readers will note that there are no demon-possessed dogs or cars in any of my stories (although there are some rather frightening nocturnal deer and at least one seemingly demon-possessed trail). That’s because every one of the stories is essentially true. Therefore, even though each story involves a weird or bizarre event, they truly could happen to anybody.


I have no special psychic talents or paranormal abilities whatsoever. Weird things do not usually happen to me . . . except once in a very great while and, for some reason, almost always while hiking. As a writer, I am well aware that certain basic elements are critical to any good story. This includes things like establishing a connection between the climactic weird event and a need or desire of the main character (who is almost always me). Without good story elements, even the most bizarre event just doesn’t make very good reading. In a few cases, turning an isolated event into a cohesive, readable story took a little ingenuity. But aside from that, the stories are all based on true events. If you have doubts, I encourage you to experience the weirdness for yourself—all the stories include information on how to get to each hike, for those that are still accessible.




1


The First Hike


PART 1


I went on my very first hike in 1950, when I was just seven years old. And I did it alone. My parents certainly did not take me on any hikes because they were sedentary big-city types who never, to my recollection, took me, my sister, or my brother on so much as a walk in the park. Later on, when our family visited places like the Grand Canyon and Yellowstone, I still rarely saw them engage in anything that approached hiking.


In the 1950 hike, therefore, I was completely on my own, sneaking off into the “wild” with no adult supervision or permission. It was a perfect setup for disaster. But in the end it proved to be a grand adventure, and it forever changed me in many ways.


You have to understand that in 1950, I was considered a “problem child.” The concepts of ADHD and Asperger’s syndrome were completely unknown in those days. Also, “Talented and Gifted” programs in public schools were years in the future. So children who fell into one of those categories were simply out of luck. I had the misfortune to fall into all three categories (although the Asperger’s was very slight).


It is not surprising that when I was seven, I felt a yearning to get away from adult supervision, especially teachers. Nor is it surprising that I acted on it.


PART 2


As a small child, the one person in the world able to look beyond my various behavioral quirks was my mother. She mostly enjoyed my curiosity and imagination, although when the ADHD kicked in, which was frequently, I could be a bit of a handful. Nevertheless, even at my most mischievous, my mother was always patient with me and always took me seriously.


A good example was the time in 1948, when I was five, that she took me shopping at Federal’s department store. I remember it because it was also my first encounter with a department store Santa Claus, and I did not react like most other children. In the days before K-Mart and Walmart, Federal’s was way less expensive than, say, J. L. Hudson, Detroit’s “big” department store.


In a place like Federal’s, I had a tendency to wander off and investigate whatever attracted my curiosity, which was just about everything. I still do. My mother, despite staggering under an armload of bags and boxes, calmly, patiently, and repeatedly dragged me back to reality, usually by the collar. At one point, I disappeared under a clothing rack, and without breaking stride, she grabbed my foot and yanked me back out.


“No fair,” I complained. “I was exploring the Lost Cave of the Aztecs. I coulda found some hidden treasure.”


“You can look for hidden treasure when we get home.”


“You never let me do anything,” I pouted.


“Life is hard,” said my mother, giving me a kiss on the head, which I ignored.


And then, rounding a corner, there it was! I’d never seen anything so enchanting. Right smack in the middle of Federal’s, there was a genuine fairyland with a golden, jewel-covered throne attended by magical-looking elves and surrounded by sparkling, multicolored Christmas trees, papier-mâché statues of reindeer, and giant, gaily wrapped presents. Sitting on the throne was none other than Santa Claus himself.


I stopped and stared in awe and wonder.


“I wanna see Santa,” announced.


“But Sweetie, our family doesn’t believe in Santa.” My mother grabbed my hand and attempted to drag me on past.


“I don’t care,” I whined, tugging back. “I wanna see Santa.”


With a patient sigh, my mother set down her packages and crouched so that we were at eye level.


“That’s not really Santa, just a person dressed like Santa. And he’s not going to bring you any gifts. The presents you get for Christmas will be from your dad and me.”


“I don’t care. I want to see Santa. Just this once. Pleeeeeeeeease!”


“All right. Just this once.”


As soon as I got in line, reality set in. Close up, the setting, the elves, and especially Santa began to look run-down and fake. As I moved toward the head of the Iine, and I got a closer and closer look at Santa, or whoever he was, I could see the stubble of his black beard underneath his fake white beard. I found it repulsive. And his eyes just didn’t look like Santa Claus eyes. They didn’t twinkle, and they definitely weren’t merry.


As I stood in line staring at the guy in the Santa suit, I was reminded of Black Pete, a recurring villain in the Mickey Mouse comic books that I faithfully purchased each month for 10 cents. Black Pete was a burly, stubble-bearded pirate with a huge mouth and jaw and little furry cat ears. I suddenly got all scared, as though it really was Black Pete, and not Santa Claus, sitting up there.


“I think I changed my mind,” I quietly announced to my mother.


“After all that fuss? I don’t think so.”


When I reluctantly climbed aboard Santa’s lap, I found myself not only frightened but also tongue-tied. Santa, or Black Pete, kept asking what I wanted for Christmas, and all I could think of was that he probably had a sword hidden under his suit and was going to kill me. I could not imagine letting that awful person into our house.


“Come on, kid,” he kept saying in a loud and impatient voice, “what da yez want from Santa?”


“Surprise me,” I finally blurted out. “In fact, why don’t you just drop the present down the chimney so you won’t have to bother coming in?”


When said that, everybody around me started laughing, including Santa and my mother. It was loud and embarrassing. I was just trying to be helpful, and as a result everybody was laughing at me. To make matters worse, Santa’s laugh was not the traditional “ho-ho-ho” but a high-pitched “hee-hee-hee.” I put my hands over my ears to shut out the noise.


Some Santa.


“I told you he’s not the real Santa,” said my mother as we walked away.


“I hope not. But does that mean that somewhere, there is a real Santa?”


PART 3


The worst results of my impulsiveness, curiosity, and overly active imagination came at school, James Vernor Elementary, named for some guy who started a ginger ale factory in Detroit in 1865. In 1949, of course, I was unfamiliar with terms like “impulsiveness” and “overly active imagination.” All I knew was that even though I tried my best to “be good,” I kept getting into trouble. On the rare occasion when something at school truly interested me, it only meant I would get into even more trouble. It didn’t help that at Vernor School, students were forced to walk through the halls in absolutely straight, lock-step lines, with eyes forward. And to rub it in, the corridors were lined with enticing, gaily decorated display windows that students weren’t allowed to look at.


In first grade, I was bored most of the time and constantly squirming at my desk. My teacher, Miss Grunderson, sometimes reminded me of Miss Grundy from the Archie comics, which I regularly read in addition to Mickey Mouse. I don’t think Miss Grunderson was too smart, and any questions I asked in class always seemed to make her mad because she usually couldn’t answer them. She frequently ended up yelling at me and accusing me of purposely being “disruptive.” At the time, I didn’t even know what disruptive meant.


I remember a class where she tried to teach us about flying saucers because they had been in the news a lot. She asked what we would do if we met a person from another planet. All the other kids sat there with blank expressions. All except me. My hand immediately shot up with an excited, “Ooh, ooh, ooh.” There was no way the teacher could avoid calling on me.


“Yes, Artie,” she said. “What would you do?”


“I’d introduce him to Harry.”


“Harry?”


“Yes, Harry,” I replied, pleased with my brilliance.


“And just who is Harry?”


“The president of the United States. You’ve never heard of Harry Truman?”


“Oh. That Harry. Yes. Does anyone else have an answer?”


I spent the next few minutes fantasizing about meeting an alien, taking off with him in his flying saucer, and zapping the school with a disintegrating ray, causing the building and everything in it, including Miss Grunderson, to immediately vanish.


Another time, when Miss Grunderson told the class that “a noun refers to a person, place, or thing,” I raised my hand and pointed out that people and places are things. Another time, when she was showing us how to plant a seed in a flowerpot full of earth, I asked her whether, if we did the same thing on Mars, we would fill the flowerpot with “mars.”


Those are just a few examples. There are dozens more. Were it not for Miss Grunderson getting mad at me, I would have raised my hand a lot more, although even when I did raise my hand, she rarely called on me. And when she called on me, I invariably ended up being ridiculed, accused of something terrible, or being sent to the office. Just for asking a question.


Every time I asked a question and Miss Grunderson got mad, she reminded me of the Queen of Hearts from Alice in Wonderland, the first full-length novel I ever read and still my favorite book sixty years later. The Queen of Hearts was sweet and pleasant as cherry pie—until you got her angry, which didn’t take much. Then she would turn into an evil monster who thought nothing of having peoples’ heads chopped off.


The biggest difference between Miss Grunderson and the Queen of Hearts was that the queen wanted to chop off everybody’s head. Miss Grunderson, for some reason, only seemed interested in my head.


I was terrified of Miss Grunderson and, as I had done in the Black Pete/Santa Claus situation, I reacted to her as though she really was the Queen of Hearts, prepared to chop off my head at any time.


No wonder I didn’t like school. I never told my parents about my problem, about not being allowed to ask questions, about being sent to the office all the time, or about the other kids laughing at me whenever I got into trouble. It simply never occurred to me that I could or should. And in 1950 seven-year-olds just did not question the behavior of teachers.


Miss Grunderson was by no means the only teacher with whom I had a problem in first grade. One of the most frustrating incidents at Vernor School in first grade occurred toward the end of the school year, during gym class. The boys, including myself, were on the baseball field that day and the girls were off playing field hockey. I remember the boys all having a great time laughing and shouting at one another. None of them talked to me, and whenever my side was at bat, I would sit down by myself against the fence and read a book.


I’d been reading since I was four and did pretty well for a first grader. While everyone else in my class was still working on Fun with Dick and Jane, I was reading Shanghai Passage by Howard Pease, a children’s adventure novel the school librarian told me about.


“Hey, Artie,” said Mr. Spafford, the gym teacher, as I sat by the fence. He was a tall, muscular man with a jutting lower jaw. “You’re not supposed to have your nose in a book; you’re supposed to be playing ball.”


Mr. Spafford reminded me of Reggie, also from the Archie comics, except twenty years older. He was tall, naturally good at sports, and regarded himself as God’s gift to something or other. He tended to look down his nose at kids who were bad at sports. He regarded me as completely hopeless and a little strange, and he didn’t hesitate to let me know it. Some teacher.


“I’m waiting to bat,” I said in reply to Mr. Spafford’s question. “And it’s a really good book. It’s all about this orphan kid who stows away on a cargo ship and gets to visit Tahiti, Pago Pago, and Shanghai. Someday I’m going to do all those things.”


“Well, you’d better not do it now because you’re up to bat next. Don’t worry, though. If I know you, you’ll be back in about thirty seconds. Then you can go to Tahiti.”


Sure enough, I walked to the batter’s box, lunged awkwardly at three straight pitches nowhere near home plate, and struck out. I was a terrible athlete. Whenever I struck out, which was all the time, the other kids always laughed at me. Mr. Spafford never once stopped them or made any attempt to teach me to throw or hit.


The most frustrating incident of the school year occurred a few minutes later, as my class was walking in line back to the school building. I brought up the rear, as always. And, as always, we walked past a large, windowless brick building immediately next to the school, with all sorts of ducts coming out of the roof. I’d always wondered what was inside, but the heavy iron door was always tightly shut.


To my amazement, on that day the door was slightly ajar. Nobody noticed when I quickly stepped out of line, walked to the door, and peeked in. I was peering into the school’s boiler room, which supplied heat to the classrooms. The interior contained two growling, glowing cast-iron boilers and reeked of burning coal and oil. A man, stripped to the waist, shoveled coal into one of the giant, flaming maws.


I knew about boiler rooms from the book I was reading. I pretended it was the cargo ship’s boiler room. I imagined myself walking in, grabbing a shovel, and going to work. When my shift was over, I would go upstairs to the gently rocking deck, look out over the railing, and enjoy the ocean breeze and endless horizon.


“Hey, kid,” an angry voice shouted from inside the boiler room. And I was suddenly, once again, a small child peeking through the doorway. “You’re not supposed to be here. Now scram!”


Getting to see the inside of the boiler room was by far the most interesting thing that happened at school that year. And it touched off a fantasy that I didn’t want to end.


When the big iron door slammed in my face, I shrugged and walked sadly away, as I always did. In my limited experience, adults in authority were simply not supposed to be nice to small children. It never crossed my mind to expect otherwise.


PART 4


Oddly enough, things started changing for the better at school because of a visit at home from my grandfather and his girlfriend. My grandfather, my mother’s father, lived six blocks away and came over all the time, but this was the first time he brought one of his “lady friends.” My grandmother had passed away before I was born.


My sister, Barbara, and I were playing together behind the sofa that night, pretending to be deep-sea divers. Barbara was ten, my brother, Paul, was four, and I was seven. We heard the doorbell ring and adult conversation in the distance, then my parents and grandfather came into the living room accompanied by Rifka Fiddler. She was an elegant woman in her late sixties with a mink stole, dyed black hair, too much makeup, high heels, and rimless glasses. My grandfather was a short, smiling, well-dressed, gray-haired gentleman in his mid-seventies.


After Rifka and my grandfather were seated in the living room, Barbara and I were summoned from behind the sofa and, joined by our brother, Paul, lined up in front of them.


“This is Grandpa’s friend, Rifka,” said my mother. “Say hello.”


“Hello,” we recited in unison.


“Would you children like to see a funny trick?” asked Rifka.


“Yes, ma’am,” we replied, again in unison.


Suddenly, Rifka’s teeth shot forward in her mouth, hideously distorting her face until she looked to me like a snarling demon baring its fangs. Barbara covered her mouth and giggled. Paul didn’t seem to care. I ran into the kitchen shrieking.


My mother followed, knelt down beside me, and hugged me.


“She turned into a monster,” I sobbed.


“No she didn’t. She just pushed her false teeth forward with her tongue. I understand why you got scared though. You’ve never seen anything like that before, and it did look pretty strange. But trust me, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Rifka is a very nice lady and I’m sure she didn’t mean to frighten you. Now please come back to the living room.”


“No! She’s going to get me.”


“She’s not going to get you.”


“She is so. First Miss Grunderson wants to chop my head off, and now Rifka turns into a monster and wants to eat me.”


“Miss Grunderson wants to chop your head off?”


“All the time. She turns into the Queen of Hearts.”


My choice of words, here, can only be described as “unfortunate.” But what did I know? I was only seven, and used the vocabulary at my disposal. I had so closely associated Miss Grunderson with the Queen of Hearts, and I was so frightened of her, that I mistakenly gave my mother the impression that I actually believed I was in physical danger of being beheaded by my teacher.


“Does she really turn into the Queen of Hearts, or does she just act like the Queen of Hearts?” asked my mother, who could be pretty perceptive.


“I don’t know. All I know is that when I ask questions, she gets mad and yells at me like she wants to chop my head off. I try real hard not to ask questions so she won’t get mad, but sometimes I can’t help it.”


My mother gave me another hug but was apparently still not completely convinced that I wasn’t hallucinating. Either way, she definitely did not like what she’d just heard. And my mother was not a person to stand around and allow bad things to happen to her children.


“I promise,” she said, “that Rifka will not hurt you. As for Miss Grunderson, we’ll just see about that.”


I was not there for my mother’s conference with Miss Grunderson. It wasn’t until many years later, after I’d grown up, that she described the conversation, and the other interviews that resulted in my going to a private school for one year.


“My son tells me he’s afraid of you,” said my mother to Miss Grunderson.


“I’m sorry to hear that, but he can be disruptive. We can’t just let him do whatever he wants or there would be complete chaos and nobody would learn.”


“What exactly does he do that’s so awful?”


“He asks questions all the time.”


“He asks questions? Aren’t students supposed to ask questions? For this you punish him? What kind of school are you running?”


“A school where children whose parents fail to discipline them at home aren’t allowed to run wild.”


“And in my son’s case, that means he’s not allowed to ask questions?”


“Of course he is. It’s the questions he asks that causes problems.”


“What kind of questions does he ask?”


“Questions nobody can answer. I’m positive he only asks them to make me look foolish and get a rise out of the class.”


“It would appear that making you look foolish is not that difficult,” said my mother. “Besides, that sounds like your problem, not his. How does he get along with the other children?”


“Fine, I guess.”


“Very interesting. He claims that nobody at school likes him or talks to him very much. Not his classmates or his teachers.”


“I was unaware of that. I’m sorry.”


“I don’t suppose you have any special programs or supplemental material to keep Artie occupied so he doesn’t get quite so bored?”


“I’ve given him all that. But he can do in ten minutes what takes everyone else an hour. And then he’s back to squirming in his chair, yawning, looking bored, and asking impossible questions. I wish I had an answer. If you had the financial means, you could send him to the Country Day School or maybe the Roepers’ school out in Bloomfield Hills. I think it’s called the City and Country School. They only have ten or fifteen students in each class, so there’s far more individual attention.”


“The Roepers, huh? You know, I just might have a connection there. Thank you, Miss Grunderson. And please try to ease up on Artie. He’s really very sweet.”


[image: image]


My mother’s connection was Dr. Morris Raskin, a noted child psychiatrist who was also an art patron of my father’s and a family friend.


“So anyhow, Morrie,” said my mother, sitting on a leather chair in front of the doctor’s immense mahogany desk, “what can you tell me about the Roepers?”


“George and Annemarie? They’re two of the finest people I’ve ever met. Why?”


“It’s about Artie. He’s a wonderful student and his grades are fantastic, but public school just does not seem right for him. They can’t keep him occupied, and he’s not allowed to ask questions because they make the teacher feel stupid. He also keeps talking about his teacher turning into the Queen of Hearts from Alice in Wonderland. I’m pretty sure he’s not actually hallucinating, but I can’t be positive. In any case, I was thinking that a more progressive school with much smaller class sizes might be better for him. There’s no question that he’s unhappy.”


Dr. Raskin smiled. “I doubt if he’s hallucinating. He’s just a very bright child with an exceptionally vivid imagination.”


“Could the Roepers’ school help him?”


“It might be just the thing. It’s expensive, though.”


“So there’s nothing to be done?”


“I didn’t say that. George Roeper is reluctant to just hand out scholarships, but he’s been known to let parents work off the tuition. Shall I talk to him?”


“I would be grateful beyond words. I hear that the Roepers are from Germany and originally came to Detroit to escape the Nazis.”


“That’s right. Annmarie studied psychoanalysis in Vienna under Anna Freud, Sigmund’s daughter, and they ran a school in Germany until the Nazis shut it down because Annemarie’s family was Jewish. They started the Michigan school in 1941. It’s located in a beautiful mansion on the highest hill in the town of Bloomfield Hills, surrounded by hundreds of acres of farm and forest land.”
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My mother’s subsequent interview with George Roeper took place in George’s modest and cluttered office at the school. Mr. Roeper, as I recall, spoke with a slight German accent that was very cultured and tinged with British.


“It seems to me,” said Mr. Roeper, “that Artie is behaving like a normal, active, inquisitive little boy. Even under ideal circumstances, however, inquisitive little boys can demand a lot of attention, from both parents and teachers. But he scored amazingly well on our aptitude test. He tested at fifth grade level in verbal and reading, which is incredible for a first grader.”


“Can you do anything for him?”


“Perhaps. I’m willing to give him a year in exchange for a little work on your part.”


“Will a year be enough?”


“I hope so. If we can build up his self-confidence and social skills during the year so he’s able to satisfy his intellectual curiosity without being disruptive or inappropriate, he should be able to return to public school and thrive. If not, we’ll decide where to go from there. Personally, I’d be optimistic.”


“What would I have to do?”


“Well, we run three school buses every day from Detroit. Because our kids come from All over the city, most don’t live near our bus stops.


Usually the parents drive them to the bus every morning, but a few can’t because both parents work. If you could pick up four children every morning and drive them to the bus stop, I’d call us even.”


“That’s all? An hour a day? Five hours a week? I’ll take it.”


“Wonderful. I’ll see you and Artie in the fall.”


PART 5


On the first day at City and Country School, my mother dropped off her four assigned kids and gave me a hug good-bye. The Bernstein family car was a green 1946 Plymouth that I remember very well. The bus, like all school buses in 1950, was red, white, and blue.


“I still don’t see why I have to go to that stupid school,” I said to my mother. “I don’t know anybody, and I’II have to make all new friends.”


“All new friends, huh? Trust me, you’ll like City and Country a lot better than Vernor.”


“No I won’t.”


“I know you’re frightened. Just be brave and things will work out.”


“I am brave; I just don’t want to go.”


“Well, you have to.”


On the bus, nobody talked to me and I made no effort to talk to anybody. I just sat and read my latest book, another Howard Pease saga called Secret Cargo. Nobody sat next to me.


At the school, after the other students had gone to their classroom and met their new teacher, Mr. Roeper had all the new kids, about fifteen of us, come down to the lobby. Following a little welcoming speech, he took us on a tour of the school and grounds. I brought my book, just in case.


I remember Mr. Roeper wearing a brown suit and standing in the middle of the playground explaining the school’s boundaries and the concept of being “out of bounds.” He pointed to the boundary lines in each direction as he described them.


The playground sat at the foot of a large hill. On top of the hill was an impressive stucco mansion, the school building. On the other side of the playground there flowed a small creek lined with dense willow brush.


“You’re free to go anywhere you want during recess,” said Mr. Roeper, “or any other time you are outdoors, as long as you don’t go out of bounds.”


“What does ‘out of bounds’ mean,” a little blond girl asked.


“It’s an imaginary line you must never cross.”


“What’s an ‘imaginary line’?” I asked.


“It means you must pretend there’s a brick wall there, and act accordingly.”


“What happens if you go out of bounds?” a little boy inquired.


“You might get talked to by a teacher or asked to stay inside at recess for a while. The worst punishment is that once you’ve violated our honor system, it becomes difficult to trust you.”


To me, that didn’t sound like much of a punishment, but apparently the approach almost always worked, even with the school’s problem children. The last thing anybody wanted was to lose Mr. Roeper’s trust.


Mr. Roeper pointed out three of the four boundaries, which were Iines of trees to the south and west, and the fence along the front of the school to the east, where it faced Woodward Avenue.


As he talked, I found myself irresistibly drawn to the row of willow bushes and the creek, about fifteen feet away. I wandered over, started examining them, and quickly noticed a tunnel-like opening, formed by branches and leaves, which led inside the bushes. I ducked in and found myself in a fascinating maze of hidden paths and secret alcoves. It reminded me of the mysterious jewel mine of the seven dwarfs, from the movie Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, which I’d seen a few months earlier.


When I reached the creek on the other side of the bushes, I looked across. On the out-of-bounds side—the forbidden side—an idyllic woods again reminded me of Snow White. This time, it was the scene where animals and birds were all coming up to Snow White and happy music was playing. I was just about to cross the creek, which was only a few inches deep, and visit the imaginary Snow White, when I heard Mr. Roeper’s voice behind me. I turned and saw him peeking into bushtunnel entrance.


“And these bushes, ladies and gentlemen, as Mr. Bernstein is about to discover, are the boundary on this side of the school. You’re not allowed either in the bushes or across the creek. Now if you’d care to rejoin us, Mr. Bernstein.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, with profound disappointment.


“No need to be. I was informed that you are a very curious fellow. Most of the time, that’s a good thing. But I hope you will respect our boundaries just as we, in turn, promise to respect yours.”


“I don’t see why we can’t go out of bounds,” I said.


“For two reasons. First, it’s a discipline. There are no fences, and although we have teachers keeping an eye on you, it’s ultimately your choice to do what is right. Second, we would be very unhappy, and probably get into serious trouble, if one of our students was to vanish because they decided to wander off.”


“Too bad,” I said. “Out of bounds looks like a very nice place.”


“It certainly does. For now, however, I’m afraid you’re going to have to admire it from afar.”


As the group made its way to the other side of the hill, I concluded that while the City and Country School may be fancier than public school, it had just as many rules, nobody talked to you here either, and the most interesting places were still off-limits.


Some of that changed about five minutes later when a little boy actually started a conversation with me. I’d first seen him on the bus and again when we’d assembled in my classroom. He was taller than I, blond, and looked like an athlete. I was kind of short at the time, had dark hair with bangs, and was a little bit chubby.


“What are you reading?” asked the boy, who had dropped back from the main group to walk beside me.


“It’s called Secret Cargo.”


“What’s it about?”


“Cargo ships that go to the South Seas.”


“Really? I like books about ships too.


I’ve been reading Treasure Island. It’s all about old-time sailing ships and pirates.”


“Pirates? Really? Like Black Pete?”


“I guess,” said the little boy, whose name was Jeff and who had just become my best friend. I got the impression that he’d never heard of Black Pete.
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Mr. Roeper then led us around to the other side of the hill, stopping at an old rickety-looking wooden door built into the hillside.


“This is the entrance to the woodshop,” said Mr. Roeper. “Everybody loves woodshop, and they especially love Mr. Heilig, the teacher. He’s an expert toy maker from Germany, just like I’m from Germany. His first name is Klaus, which is very German indeed. Klaus Heilig. He’s going to show you some of the basics of German toy making. I’m sure you’ll all find him fascinating and great fun.”


The woodshop room was small and rustic and lit by flickering old lanterns. It was dark, dusty, windowless, and very spooky, like a gnome house, and smelled of kerosene and wood shavings. Mr. Heilig was about seventy-five, short and plump with a red face, a short white beard, and white hair. He wore red suspenders and a flannel shirt. Before he could say anything, one of the kids raised her hand.


“Ja?” said Mr. Heilig.


“Are you Santa Claus?” said the little girl. Everyone giggled.


“To some people, maybe. To most, probably not.”


“He ain’t Santa,” Jeff whispered to me. “Santa lives at the North Pole. What would he be doing here?”


“You’re absolutely right,” said Mr. Heilig to Jeff, having overheard our whispered exchange. “Vot’s your name, young man?”


“Jeff,” said Jeff, looking embarrassed. Mr. Heilig held out a hand for Jeff to shake, which Jeff did. I quickly noticed that Mr. Heilig’s outstretched hand was immense and covered with peeling calluses and scabs, probably from using all those tools for so many years. Also, his fingernails were thickened, yellow, misshapen, and overly long, reminding me of eagle talons or pterodactyl claws. I couldn’t help staring at the hand, even though I really did not want to look at it.


“Pleased to meet you, Jeff. And you,” he said, turning to me, “who are you?”


“Artie.”


“I’m pleased to meet you too, Artie.”


Mr. Heilig again held out his hand but I wanted no part of it and quickly hid my own hands behind my back. Then I stared up at the teacher, terrified that he would force me to touch him and prepared to make an awful scene if he did.


Mr. Heilig, still smiling, shrugged, withdrew the hand, turned away, and continued talking to the class. I breathed a sigh of relief.
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When I got off the bus that day, my mother was waiting.


“See you tomorrow, Artie,” Jeff shouted out the bus window.


“So how did your first day go?” asked my mother.


“OK. I made a friend, but a teacher’s hand was a monster claw.”


“Just his hand, huh? I guess that’s better than the whole teacher being a monster. So we’re making progress.”


“I guess.”


“But you made a friend. That’s good news.”


“Yeah. But so far, I don’t think City and Country is much different from my old school.”


“Well, like I said, give it time.”
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My class, I had to admit, was a lot better than the one at Vernor. The teacher, Mrs. Shotka, was a motherly gray-haired woman who usually wore an apron. I liked that we could get up and walk around any time we wanted, which meant I didn’t squirm nearly as much. Also, Mrs. Shotka took every question anybody asked very seriously.


A turning point in my year at City and Country came the day I finished a math assignment early and went to my locker and got out my Secret Cargo book.


“Still reading Howard Pease, eh?” said Mrs. Shotka. “His stories are very exciting, aren’t they? Is it OK if I telI the class a little about Howard Pease?”


“I guess.”


“This might be a little advanced for second grade, so if you have any questions, just ask. Does anybody know what a novel is?”


Nobody answered.


“A novel is a long, made-up story in the form of a book. Artie’s book is what they call a ‘children’s novel.’ The first children’s novels were written one hundred years ago, mostly by women for little girls. How many have heard of books called The Secret Garden or Little Women?”


Three children raised their hand, including Jeff. I did not.


“In those early books, boy characters were usually shown as rich and weak, and not very boylike or adventurous. Little Lord Fauntleroy is a perfect example. How many have heard of Little Lord Fauntleroy?”


Five children raised their hands, including Jeff and myself.


“Excellent. Because of books like The Secret Garden, Little Women, and Little Lord Fauntleroy, it came to be that nearly all books with young boys as main characters did not show them as strong and adventurous but as very weak and not in control of their own destiny. David Copperfield is a perfect example.”


The class looked confused. I immediately raised my hand.


“What does ‘in control of their own destiny’ mean?”


“It means that they, and nobody else, are in charge of their life. It means that they make things. happen themselves rather than allowing others to make things happen for them. Does that make sense?”


Her statement smashed into my brain like a shotgun blast. It explained everything I’d been feeling—everything, in my mind, that was wrong with school.


“I want to control my own destiny,” I said.


“Don’t we all,” said Mrs. Shotka. “It’s almost impossible at age seven—almost but not completely. The good news is that the older you get, the easier it becomes. But even as an adult, controlling your own destiny can be a challenge.”


“I still want to control my own destiny,” I said. “But what does that have to do with Howard Pease?”


“I was getting to that. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, there was a movement to make boys in literature more boylike. That’s exactly why Mark Twain wrote Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. How many have heard of Tom Sawyer?”


Everybody raised their hand.


“Howard Pease agreed with Mark Twain. The boys in his books go on high-seas adventures and definitely control their own destinies. These days, of course, you have characters like Nancy Drew and Andy Hardy, who very much control their own destinies and have great adventures all the time. Any more questions?”


“Nancy Drew? Does that mean that girls can also control their own destiny?” a little girl asked.


“Of course. Alice in Wonderland is an excellent example. It was her choice and hers alone to crawl into the rabbit hole and to taste the ‘eat me’ cookies. And to stand up to the tyranny of the Queen of Hearts.”


At the bus stop later that day, my mother asked how things went.


“Good,” I announced. “I learned what ‘control your own destiny’ means.”


“Really? What does it mean?”
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PART 6


In early October, everyone at the school was excited about “Fall Field Day.” On and around the playground, areas were set up for track and field events. Mrs. Shotka had explained Field Day to the class, but none of what she said registered in my brain.


“What’s going on?” I asked Jeff when the big day arrived.


“It’s a bunch of sports contests,” he said. “They give a blue ribbon for first place, a red for second, and a white for third.”


“I can tell you right now,” I said, feeling dubious about the whole business, “you’re going to win everything, and I’m going to finish last in everything.”


“Maybe,” said Jeff with a modest smile. “And maybe not.”


The first contest was the softball throw. The event leader was a pleasant young man dressed as a gym coach, with a whistle around his neck. When my turn came, I closed my eyes and let loose feebly with no shoulder action whatsoever. The ball went sideways and landed after about four feet. Several children watching the event laughed at me. Until the teacher spoke up.


“At this school,” he announced, “we don’t laugh at people who try their best. We encourage them to do better. Do I make myself clear?”


And to me, he said, gently, “Can I make some suggestions? Keep your eyes open, look in the direction you want to throw, and be sure to follow through.”


“What does ‘follow through’ mean?”


“It means you move your shoulder back when you start the throw, and move it forward as you move your arm. Like this. It gives you a lot more power and control.”


He demonstrated the follow-through motion and had me practice it a couple of times. Until that moment, I had never been taught how to throw a ball. I tried again, and this time the ball went forward instead of sideways and landed after about fifteen feet. It was much better but still not very good. Nevertheless, the onlookers shouted encouragement at my improvement, which made me happy.


“One more time,” said the leader. This time, the ball went about thirty feet. Jeff’s first throw, of course, went about eighty feet.


“At least you didn’t finish last,” said Jeff as we walked to the next event.


“Yeah, I finished second from last. Big deal.”


As the day wore on, I did finish last in several events. Jeff, meanwhile, had two blues and a red ribbon pinned to his shirt. He was doing well but had definitely not won every event. Together, we walked to the final contest, the standing broad jump (now called the long jump). The person in charge was none other than Mr. Heilig.


“You vant to try za broadyoomp, Artie?” asked Mr. Heilig.


“Do I have to? I’ll just finish last again.” I was careful to keep my distance, lest Mr. Heilig touch me.


“Maybe you do better zis time.”


“I doubt it.”


“You go first. I sink you do gut.”


Reluctantly, I stood at the line. After a couple words of instruction from a crouching Mr. Heilig, I jumped across the pit. To my surprise, I found myself sailing gracefully though the air, as though held aloft and propelled by some magical force. It was a perfect, amazing jump, the kind I could not have ever imagined making. I was stunned, especially when all the onlookers cheered and Mr. Heilig got out the tape measure.


“Sixteen feet tree inches. Maybe a school record. You vant to try again?”


“No. I’m satisfied.” And to Jeff, I said, “Think you can beat that?”


“I’ll try,” said Jeff.


“You go last,” said Mr. Heilig to Jeff. “Make a little excitement.”


All the other kids tried to beat my mark, but nobody came anywhere near it. Then it was Jeff’s turn. His first jump missed by three feet. His second missed by a foot. His third missed by two inches. And I got the blue ribbon, with Jeff getting the red. Mr. Heilig pinned the ribbon on my shirt and I wore it proudly every day for six months, until my mother made me take it off.


“Congratulations,” said Mr. Heilig, extending his hand for me to shake. took a step backwards and put my hands behind my back. But I managed, at least, to smile at him.
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A couple weeks after Field Day, with the aroma of crisp autumn leaves in the air, Jeff and I, as always, were playing in the bushes by the creek during recess. We always seemed to end up there, even though it was out of bounds.


“You still reading that pirate book?” I asked.


“Nah. I’m reading Tom Sawyer now. You still reading that South Seas book?”


“Nope. I’m reading Through the Looking Glass, by the same guy that wrote Alice in Wonderland. I especially like this poem where a little boy hunts down and kills a terrible monster called the jabberwock.”


“Jabberwock? That’s a funny word.”


“Yeah. The poem goes, ‘Beware the Jabberwock, my son, the jaws that bite, the claws that catch. Beware the jubjub bird, and shun the frumious Bandersnatch.”‘


“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Jeff, with a laugh. “But it sounds really scary.”


When the teacher rousted us out of the bushes at the end of recess, I stayed behind for a second, as I often did, and gazed longingly across the creek. Not crossing it was getting harder and harder. As I watched, I pretended that a cartoon white rabbit, wearing a waistcoat and looking at a pocket watch, was scurrying past on two feet.


I watched for a minute, debating whether or not to follow the pretend rabbit, as Alice had done in the book. Then it occurred to me: If Alice’s white rabbit is across the creek, there might also be a jabber-wock lurking in the out-of-bounds woods.


I headed back to school.


PART 7


When I got off the bus on the day I finally “controlled my own destiny,” it was sunny out and warm for Michigan in winter—the mid-30s—even though four inches of glistening new snow had fallen over the weekend and still covered the ground.


I was wearing a heavy coat, a knitted scarf, a hat with turned-down earflaps, and galoshes. The outside of the school building was trimmed with brightly colored Christmas lights. The school’s lobby was decorated with a large, gaily decorated Christmas tree, wreaths, and more Christmas lights. A fire in the immense fireplace radiated cheerful warmth and an aroma of charcoal.


Arriving in my classroom, I hung up my hat, coat, and scarf and took off my galoshes. Then I walked to the window and looked out at the panorama of snow-covered woods and fields. I found myself wanting more than anything to see it all up close. I imagined myself as Admiral Byrd, the famous polar explorer, speeding across the frozen expanse on a dogsled. I stood there until Mrs. Shotka called the class to order and the other children were seated. Then I took my seat. But I continued glancing out the window whenever I got the chance.


Later that day, in the lunchroom with Jeff and two other little boys, amid the warming aroma of vegetable soup, I unveiled my plan. It wasn’t much, but at least it would get me out into the snow.


“I’m going outside for recess today,” I announced.


“Not me,” said Jeff. “I’d rather stay inside where it’s warm.”


“We haven’t been outside at recess since before Thanksgiving,” I said. “That’s almost a month. I think we should go out. I want to play in the snow.”


“I don’t know,” said Jeff. “I guess I’ll go if you do.”


“Me too,” said the other two boys.


In the snow-covered playground, a lone teacher, huddled in an overcoat, felt hat, earmuffs, and rubbers, kept watch on the smattering of children who dared brave the winter weather. In addition to my friends and I, there were maybe three others, all playing on the swings—although less enthusiastically than they would have in spring or fall. In better weather, all two hundred students would normally be outdoors at recess. My group, bundled in winter attire, made a beeline for the bushes by the creek, but we quickly discovered that without leaves, the secret passageways through the willows didn’t amount to much. Also, the teacher could see us perfectly.


“You know that’s out of bounds,” the teacher hollered to us.


“We know,” said Jeff. “We’ll be out in a minute.”


“Just don’t cross or fall into the creek,” said the teacher, who then walked away to check on the other children.


We played along the edge of the frozen creek, taking a cautious step or two onto the edge of the ice until it cracked. The creek was only three or four inches deep, so there wasn’t much danger:


“I wonder where the creek starts,” I said.


“Who knows?” said Jeff. “That way.” He pointed upstream. “In the other direction it goes under the highway through a big pipe and probably ends up in the ocean, like Scuffy the Tugboat.”


“Does the creek have a name?” somebody asked.


“Probably not,” said Jeff.


Chatting among ourselves, and paying no attention to the rest of the world, the four of us slowly worked our way upstream, stopping frequently to examine dead twigs and fallen leaves and to throw snowballs (my throwing had greatly improved). Then a bell rang in the distance and the teacher could be heard calling everyone back. The other boys responded immediately, but I was not quite ready to return.


“Hurry up,” Jeff urged. “You’ll get in trouble.”


“You go ahead. I’ll catch up in a minute.”


The boys went away, and I was alone. I wanted more than anything to stay outside and continue exploring, but I knew I couldn’t. I was within one second of returning to the school when something caught my eye.


On the other side of the creek, a large white rabbit ran past, heading upstream and leaving deep tracks in the snow. At first I thought it was my imagination again, like the cartoon white rabbit I pretended to see from Alice in Wonderland a couple months earlier. But this seemed to be a genuine flesh-and-blood rabbit. And I was positive that, like Alice’s rabbit, it wanted me to follow it.


How could I refuse?


To follow the rabbit, I had to cross over to the forbidden, out-of-bounds side of the creek. With a single giant step, after all those months of standing and looking, there I was. The rabbit quickly disappeared, but the tracks were easy to follow. I started walking, with my booted feet crunching into the snow.


“I guess I’m in charge of my own destiny now,” I said out loud.


After a while I drew parallel to the line of trees that was the school’s northern out-of-bounds limit, which meant I was now out of bounds in two directions, north and east. There were woods all around me, but it was a hardwood forest and all the trees had lost their leaves for the winter. They looked very desolate.


After a while I lost the tracks, stopped, and looked around. It was only then that I began worrying about what might be lurking behind the trees, waiting to get me. Like a bear, a mountain lion or the jabberwock. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw the shadow of an imaginary, dragon like beast. Or I pretended to see it. Either way, it was pretty scary.


“The jabberwock,” I recited, “with eyes of flame, came whiffling through the tulgey wood, and burbled as it came.”


I stopped, picked up a stick, and held it like a sword, executing a few practice parries and thrusts. Then, sword at the ready, I continued on. I knew that a pretend sword wouldn’t help much against a real beast or monster. But against a pretend jabberwock, it made me practically invincible. In any case, it was important to pretend to be brave.


After a while I emerged from the woods into a field, where dead wheat stalks poked up through the snow. It was beautiful but also very lonely. I could feel the wind and smell the snow and cold. I thought about turning back because it was the distant frozen fields, seen through the classroom window, which I’d longed to visit close up. So technically, I’d met my objective. But just then, the white rabbit showed up again, so I went back to following it upstream.


What the heck, I thought. I’ve come this far. How much more trouble could I get into?


Eventually I came to a barbed-wire fence. The rabbit tracks went under the fence and continued on the other side. I squeezed between two of the sagging, rusted wires, snagging my coat and ripping it slightly. I’d never seen barbed wire before.


“Now I’m really out of bounds,” I muttered to myself.


I walked and walked, and the rabbit tracks and stream eventually left the field and went back into the woods. I heard a noise and imagined it was the jabberwock, so I raised my stick-sword and ran for a few dozen feet to get away, slipping and almost falling in the snow.


In the middle of a small clearing, the tracks disappeared again. I stopped and looked around, sword at the ready, and wondered whether this might be a good place to make my pretend stand against the pretend jabberwock.


Just then, to my relief, the white rabbit appeared again. I took off after it, heading back into the woods and still farther upstream. soon arrived at another barbed-wire fence, this one much newer and better made. On the other side stood a cute little rustic farmhouse with a large barn and a frozen pond. I climbed over the fence, snagging and slightly ripping my pants. Curious but wary, I walked toward the pond, which covered about a half-acre. A concrete gate at the edge of the pond, full of iron wheels and valves, appeared be the creek’s source. So at least that question was now answered.


And then the jabberwock attacked with full force and fury. I knew it wasn’t real, but for a pretend monster, it fought surprisingly hard. I was scared but, like the kid in the poem, I was determined to defeat the beast once and for all. I slashed at it with the stick-sword, which only enraged it further. As I fought my life-and-death pretend fight, I failed to notice that I was being slowly driven backward onto the ice-covered pond.
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