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PREFACE

 

Within these 73 Life Lessons of ordinary events and relationships since the 1930's will be found the unique experiences of Paul Seltzer. Here, the human spirit of curiosity, wonder and spontaneous delight are tested and flourish. There are dark nights and bright dawns that spark ruminations about life and humanity. With clarity, humor, and poignancy, these original life stories provide a vehicle to let us live into the gamut of our own humanity. 

 

From a child's delight in spinning Ivory soap into a tub full of suds, to an adult diving into a mountain of leaves; from the shock at the mysteries of death as a youngster squeezes life out of a guinea pig, to an oldster reflecting on the devastation of a tornado. In this array of tales, we come to see the forces at work in our own minds and what we can do about them. We see love and heartbreak with their consequences. There is chaos and serenity. There are values and choices. There are surprises and sameness. There is determination and resilience. There is the craziness and comic lacing it all. In exploring Life Lessons we understand that in our ordinariness we sense a higher purpose and universality. It is not about the fringe or the edges, but about us now.
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INTRODUCTION TO LIFE LESSONS
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Obituaries don't tell our whole story. They usually summarize our accomplishments, awards, jobs, relations, connections, with the essential dates. Much is left to our imaginations to fill in the details and make appropriate assumptions about a person we have known.



How often we have lamented about a loved one, "I wish I had gotten their stories on tape, or they had written them down. It's all gone now."



My grandfather died before I was born. He was a man of letters. He kept meticulous accounting records. He wrote lengthy treatises on diverse topics. He kept a fact diary of his Conestoga wagon trip to Kansas Indian country. In all of his writings, little is revealed about his human feelings, dreams, and disappointments. I would like to know that.



My father read multiple books at a time. He wrote weekly factual letters to his brother Charles in Philadelphia. He had some favorite stories he repeated through the years. I would have appreciated more insights into his humanness. 



My mother had some life stories she verbally repeated. I would like to have known more about her internals.



This shared desire to respond to this frequent lament is what led fifteen people to convene a Life Writing Group at the Mahone Bay Center in Nova Scotia in 2009. We began 'mining the gold' of our life experiences with the expectation that these glimpses would reveal some of the flavor of what we had savored in life. 



It had the immediate benefit for us of digging deeply into the memory bank and cherishing the richness of our 'gold dust.' We discovered wisdom in the fun, feelings, and foibles of our past. We hoped all of that might connect with others in our writing. We came to know that everything is a vessel for the heart story. 



Life Lessons is one expression of that. Some stories are embellished where memory limits. I have added some original songs and verse inspired by special people and events. 



I am deeply grateful for the treasury of persons and events inhabiting my journey and exhibited in Life Lessons, and for my fellow writers for their critiquing of the tales. 



Most especially I appreciate my nephew, Richard Seltzer, a notable author in his own right, for his encouragements and ongoing assistance in assembling this material and navigating me through the jungle of devious devices.



My wish is that Life Lessons will be engaging and entertaining for you. May it also be a catalyst to 'mine your own gold,' re-live your own hidden memories, and savor your own flavor.


HOUSE HOLDINGS



When a house holds 'heart,' it becomes a home. For Warren and Lillian Seltzer, it starts when they are talking in 1926. Warren says "I've been thinking about that ad in the paper about that development way out in the Silver Spring farmland. It's a new idea for a planned subdivision. I like it. They're calling it Woodside Park. I can design our own home, maybe a cottage." 



Lillian responds, "It would be a long way from here, probably ten miles. It sounds isolated. We'd be leaving all of our friends and family here on 5th Street, but it does sound exciting. Why don't we take a look?"



That weekend they drive the black Essex sedan from downtown Washington, D.C. to just beyond the trolley line on Georgia Avenue in Silver Spring. It is here, where Mr. Hopkins, the developer, has built two stone gate shelters to frame the entrance of the graveled Highland Drive into his real estate venture of Woodside Park.



It is rolling farmland, divided into quarter and half acre plots, with sewer and water and electric services in place. Warren and Lillian spend all day Saturday traipsing over the property possibilities, being guided by Mr. Hopkins. They stop for a picnic lunch at one of their favorite spots, on what will be called Pinecrest Circle.



Their dream machines are engaged. Warren already has a design for their new house in mind. He has won an award from the Architectural Design magazine for it. It is an English Tudor Cottage. Lillian loves it as well. They might be able to afford it. He has carefully planned it for attractiveness, simplicity, and efficiency. It has sloping slate roofs with a beige stucco exterior, accented with splotches of pink stucco, stone corner pieces, and traditional dark tudor beams. It will be a lovely little house for their growing family. 



They can make it into a home that will last them fifty years. Their dreams are flowing for the next month as they excitedly try to mix in the practicalities of how much they can afford, and how far they wlll have to travel everyday to downtown D.C. for work, church activities, family and friends. The adventure of it trumps other realities. In May of 1928, #4 Pinecrest Circle becomes one of the first new homes in Woodside Park, with its graceful fields of waist high barley and weeds.



I am introduced to this scene of newly seeded grass and young trees in November of 1932. I can take any space inside or outside of that house and tell you how the 'heart' of its people, and their experiences together, morph the cinder blocks, stucco, and timbers into a home.



Let me try with just the living room. Coming through the front door you see the fresh concept of a large, open space for combined living room and dining room. It is surrounded with vividly grained dark chestnut paneling. The flooring is random width oak planks. An eight-foot fenestra picture window points your eyes to the fish pond and gardens outside, and bathes the room in bright southern sunshine.



The inside wall is dominated by an imposing stone fireplace at the center of the house with a cozy cubicle and its fire watching benches tucked in. The furnishings of the living room include a baby grand piano in one corner, an 1815 grandfather's clock standing very tall next to the front door, a spindled sofa bed facing the fireplace, a well-worn rocking chair accompanied by a cigar stand at its side, hot water radiators on each wall, a varied colored carpet with a block design, just right for playing 'town' with tootsie toy cars and trucks. There is a cabinet radio, dining room table and cabinets, assorted chairs, benches and lamps. A double French door leads to the stone back porch.



This is the look of the 'hard house stuff.' The feel of the 'soft home stuff' is personalized. It evolves over my eighteen years of living there with family and friends.



Beyond the sight of it, how does the chestnut paneling wrap around you with its 'heart?' Perhaps as a silent container for all of the comings and goings, conversations and music, flowing there through our lives every day. 



How about the plank oak floor? Perhaps it takes on 'heart' as we vacuum it, wax it, and polish it on our hands and knees, to please the eyes of the party dancers. Or maybe it was because it supports the rumblings of my tricycle racing around the hallways and living room. The oak floor holds the Christmas trees and trains and frames the carpet where childhood pretendings spend hours moving the little cars and trucks and garages and houses around its 'streets.' The floor is a space separated from the adult world where I can lie on my back and imagine and imagine. It is space where I am by myself, or with my brother and friends, to play or argue. It is here that I giggle or pout when I need to. There are lots of 'heart' seeds sown on this carpet, on this oak floor, in this living room.



How about the big picture window? 'Heart' grows there by helping me connect with the natural beauties just outside. I can run my fingers across the frosted panes, making crude shapes and sounds. I feel the heat of the sun or the cold of the ice crystals. I see the goldfish darting around the water lilies in the pond. I stare at the iris gardens and the cherry tree blossoms. There are the repetitions from Mrs. Parker's upright piano of a Tchaikovsky Piano Concerto, which often resonate from her house next door. I perch myself on the arm of the couch and play truck driver with my pot lid as a steering wheel, or as a cowboy riding his horse in pursuit of something imaginary. All the while the inviting outdoor scene is in my view.



The fireplace is a natural for developing 'heart.' Roaring flames from the applewood I helped to saw up warms my body. The flickering firelight transports my thoughts to distant places, people, and possibilities. It happens up close in the cubicle benches, or on the couch from across the room on a Sunday afternoon while listening to the New York Philharmonic Orchestra on the radio. Or maybe it is Milton Cross commenting on the latest offering of the Metropolitan Opera on a Saturday afternoon, as I try to figure out what all the shouting and singing is about. 



The baby grand piano, draped with its silken gold and tasseled coverlet, involves every family member on a daily basis. Mother often awakens us in the mornings with her hymn playing or accompanies my father on his violin in the evenings. Each of the four sons practice on it, or with it, on their trumpet, violin, saxophone, trombone or clarinet. The combined family orchestra squeaks out its melodies on Sunday evenings with lots of spontaneous laughter. You can count on having the piano back up the frequent solos and singalongs whenever friends drop in.



The vintage grandfather's clock sounds its unmistakable clanging throughout the house every hour, including during our sleeping times. There are the primitive movements of the moon faces painted at the top of the clock to indicate the position of the moon at this time. My father cranks the heavy cables and weights that power the clock every few days. All of this feeds the 'heart' issues of regularity, order, and connections with a history of ancestors long gone.



The spindled sofa folds out into a sleeper and holds the many guests who visit our home and share so many of their life views, enriching our perspectives with warmth.



The dining room table is reserved for holidays and special event meals with others. The culinary pleasures etch 'heart' memories in our senses. The mouth-watering aromas of cooking turkey, chicken, ham or beef waft through the rooms of the house into our 'heart' places.



The Philco radio and new automatic record changer provide the stimulus for the story world of our 'heart.' We gather around the cabinet, parents in their chairs, boys cross-legged on the floor. We absorb the likes of "The Great Gildersleeve," "Fibber Magee and Molly," "I Love a Mystery," "Gangbusters," "Henry Aldrich," "It Pays to be Ignorant," "The Phantom," and many others, including lots of musical offerings. We have a little bowl of pretzels, or Cheez-Its, or popcorn, with some Coke or ginger ale to keep us company as we carefully use our fingers to dust the various angles of the wooden grillwork on the front of the speaker.



The rocking chair is a favorite of my father. With his cigar stand at his side, he can read his many books and newspapers, and puff away. Sometimes I climb on his lap, there to stroke the stubble on his cheeks and chin and absorb his faint smile of satisfaction.



The 'heart' of our living room has its share of laughter, arguments, Chinese checkers, Monopoly and finally, some of "I Remember Mama" and "The Ed Sullivan Show" when TV is introduced to us in the 1950's.



So it is that the 1928 'heart' dreams of my parents are transformed at first into the physical components of a house. Then every room and space takes on its own 'heart' life as we live in them. These accumulating energies are held and nourished in this house at 1234 Pinecrest Circle, Silver Spring, Maryland. Such 'heart' moments make it into my home, affirming the old adage, "Home is where the heart is."
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1234 Pinecrest Circle, December 1949. The house was gutted by new owners around 2000. Exterior looks similar. Interior totally different.


JAILBREAK 

(Earliest memory)



If I hadn't learned better later, I might have thought I was in jail. 



I peer out through the white bars, whose paint had worn so thin, so that only bare steel

meets my eyes. The rumpled and frayed blanket lays twisted under me. A half empty bottle

is at my side. A mixed aroma of old urine and old powder fill my nostrils.
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I cast my eyes outward through the steel bars into dark nothingness. I think about what will await me on the other side should I manage to break free. Is there reason to be afraid? Or should I assume that freedom will bring that for which I hunger?



I have plenty of time to ponder the answer. There is no way out. The bars are rigid and secure. I can only wait and see what the next moment, or maybe a lifetime of waiting behind bars, might bring. Perhaps it will bring infinite darkness. Or maybe a glimmer of light. Or even a reassuring voice to allay my fearful wonderings.



For now, it is enough to know that while these steel bars seem to imprison me, they may also be protecting me from unimagined dangers.



But then, these are only the musings of a diaper clad, twelve-month old boy, from his crib.


MAESTRO...PLEASE



Kindergarten 1937 is a wondrous time for me at Woodside Elementary School. A brand-new world is expanding for me in so many directions. 



I am meeting intriguing teachers and students. I am building trains out of orange crates. I am imprinting my little hand in a plaster of Paris mold for posterity. I am loving the milk and graham cracker breaks. I look forward to the naps on the floor with my homemade pad. I overcome my misgivings about stripping down in front of others to get my "Schick test" inoculation. I love making little "rooms" out of raked leaves during recesses. I enjoy the field trip to see a weathervane in action. And there are always new songs to learn and stories to hear.



But most of all I love being selected to be the leader of the kindergarten band. We practice for weeks with our tambourines, triangles, rhythm blocks, drums, and xylophones to Mrs. Lyons' piano accompaniment. I learn to be rather flamboyant with the baton, and being the announcer of our two pieces for the school assembly, which is attended by parents and students from all six grades. My teacher, parents, and fellow kindergartners are very encouraging. I am ready to make my debut on the musical stage of my little world.
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Showtime arrives. I am properly scrubbed, in a starched shirt, with baton in hand. The assembly hall is jammed with teachers, students, and their families. The kindergarten band is the first to perform. The plan is for me to announce our two musical selections and then turn and direct the tambourines, triangles, drums, blocks and xylophones, with Mrs. Lyons accompanying us on the piano. 



Except I don't. The band is all in place. I walk onto the stage with baton in hand. The stage lights are blinding. I can only see the cavern of darkness in front of me, with silhouettes of bodies lining the back windows of the assembly hall. Everyone is hushed. All eyes are on me.

I freeze. All of the rehearsing of previous weeks is not helping. I am paralyzed. I stare into the darkness. Mrs. Lyons is stage whispering the song titles to me from her place at the piano. It doesn't help. Nothing moves in my body or brain. Only silence, fright, and paralysis. I hear Mrs. Lyons call to Mary Lou Forni to step out and announce the music to the crowd. She does. I don't. The music begins. I remain frozen, staring into the darkness. 



My debut is humiliating. I leave the stage with the others when it's over. No one says anything. Not the students. Not Mrs. Lyons. Not my parents. At least I'm not aware of anything anyone says or does. I am alone in my purgatory. I can hardly imagine that there are any knowing smiles on any faces in the crowd right now, but surely, there must be others who know about the devastation of their world crumbling.



My insides are wrenching as I play on the floor that evening at home with my 'tootsie toys.' 



My parents do manage to break the silence with, "You really disappointed us today."



Ugh! A hug would be better. Or, words like "Don't fret about it. We love you. It happens to lots of people. You'll do better next time. It must have been frightening up there all alone, looking out into the darkness. We know you're upset with yourself, but we love you..etc. etc. etc." A lot words could be better. 



This early message tells me that love has some conditions. Conditions of performing well, and making parents and others feel better. I don't meet those conditions. Over the years I tell several psychiatrists about this early life shaping experience. It isn't so much about stage fright as it is about empathy and love withheld. It is a catalyst lesson that hopefully helps to turn my life in fresh directions. In fact, I come to see it as a positive event because it shows me what I do not want, and reactions I do not like. Therefore, I can use it all as a contrast for future experiences and choices of what I do want. Thank you, maestro.


CANNED PEACHES 



I should never eat canned peaches while laughing.



On this Saturday I have been invited to lunch at Ann Parker's, next door. Her mother has prepared a lovely lunch for is two eight-year-olds . There are baloney sandwiches, potato chips, chocolate milk, with Oreo's and canned peaches for dessert.



We are seated properly at Ann's youth sized table and chairs. A tablecloth and cloth napkins make it seem special. Ann and I always get along well, often laughing without much provocation.



On this day, just as we are beginning the dessert course of Oreo's and canned peaches, we get into an uncontrollable giggling session. We are bent over with laughter and tears, but we never cease to ingest the peaches. I have my first dramatic awareness of my alimentary canal. 

With minimal chewing, I am swallowing the canned peaches, and engulfed in laughter at the same time. All of a sudden the peaches come shooting up from my throat, through my nose and splatting onto my plate. Surprise is quickly overtaken with more raucous laughter bursts from Ann and me.



I should probably never eat canned peaches while laughing, but then I will miss a lot of fun.


THE QUITTER



I start smoking early, at age six. I see the movies. Everyone is smoking, especially my favorite cowboys, like Deadwood Dick. I look through magazines. Every other page shows men and women with cigarettes in hand. I stand behind the curtains at adult parties, and the ash trays are usually full of cigarette butts. I see the billboards along the highway flashing that the good life includes cigarettes, even for doctors. But not for kids, just adults. 



That little rule does not daunt Jimmy Meserly or me. He is a fellow first grader who lives across from a vacant lot that has an assortment of large boulders. His older brother, Jack, smokes the popular Lucky Strike brand. Jimmy and I conspire for him to steal a couple of "Luckies" from a pack that Jack usually leaves on top of his dresser.



Jimmy and I meet under the big boulder across the street from his home on Highland Drive ... It is a warm fall afternoon after school. He has the two cigarettes. The moment is pregnant. We are following the directions we have learned for the good life, but we are also disobeying the rules for little kids. We're hiding under a rock, hoping not to be caught. This will give us a head start on adulthood ... at six. 
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We each light a match. We bring to mind how Deadwood Dick does it in last Saturday's movie matinee at the Seco theatre. Cigarette in the corner of the mouth. Match between two fingers. Breathe in strongly to get a sure light. So far, so good. For a second. 



Then, simultaneously all hell breaks loose in our breathing apparatus. Choking! Gasping! Coughing! Hawking! It is an assault on our taste buds. Jimmy and I look at each other through our stinging eyes, and wave off the clouds of smoke. We try to re-gain our composure and appear cool, as 'they' do it. Maybe we don't get it right on the first try. Maybe another drag. Same thing. 



We pause longer between puffs. We want to get the rest right. Holding the cig between the forefinger and the thumb. There are some options here. We need to keep the medius available to flick the ashes just when the cigarette need to be rid of the ash. No one is here to instruct us properly. We just follow how we remember the way Deadwood Dick and brother Jack do it.



When the cigarettes burn down far enough, we toss them to the ground and rub them out and into the dirt with the tip of our shoes, just the way 'you know who' does it. Then we we go off to meet our friends to play some ball.



This scene repeats itself everyday after school for the next two weeks, while the weather holds. Then there is rain. So for several days there is no smoking. We never say anything out loud to each other, but there are probably some private inner conversations going on. "This tastes awful and it doesn't go away for days. What is so cool about choking, and stinging eyes, and smelly fingers, and having to hide under a rock?" 



Jimmy says his brother isn't leaving the Luckies on the dresser any more. "Oh that's really tough luck," we both affirm...but there is an inner sigh of relief that now we can get on with some more pleasing diversions.



We are quitters. There is some satisfaction at having succeeded at some level. After all, we haven't been caught for either stealing or smoking the cigarettes. Without outside pressure we have experimented without too much harm being done. We have learned some lessons and made new choices with resolve. We can become very satisfied with just rolling up glued paper labels to look like cigarettes, and then let them hang out of the corner of our mouths. Maybe Deadwood Dick won't notice ... or care. We can taste our food again, and see straight, and breathe in some of the sweet fragrances of the mimosa blossoms outside my bedroom window. I stop smoking early, at age six. I am now among the quitters, and breathing easily.



A postscript. I have a couple more tries at smoking as a teenager, and my father includes me when he offers cigars to the males at holiday dinners. But none of the distasteful elements change for me. I have almost become a crusader against smoke-filled cars, and parties, movies, and study halls. 



Knowing my preferences, the girl I first marry agrees to quit smoking when we are engaged, and then resumes soon after the wedding ceremony. In my passive resistance mode to her change of heart I often leave water in the ash trays around our apartment. Even more exasperating to her is when I take the time to weave a needle and thread through a pack of her cigarettes so that the cigarettes tear apart as she pulls them out. This marriage doesn't last. My cigarette crusade may be a contributor. I guess that's what quitters often do. 


SHADOWS



"How could you? What were you thinking? Don't you know it's wrong to steal? What have you learned in Sunday School? Please tell me why you did this?" 



I am seven years old as I lie in bed, staring into the dark but starry night outside my window. 

I am tearily rehearsing these scary questions and admonitions that have come from my mother moments before. She has confronted me with the handful of boxed medicines that she has discovered behind the socks in my dresser drawer.



I have been caught stealing. My young mind is working overtime to come up with answers that might make sense. It isn't easy. The back up lies are even harder to keep consistent and rational. It isn't working. Internally, I am plummeting into the black waters of confusion, humiliation, and silence. 



To the questions: "What are these? Where did they come from?" 



I attempt, "I don't know what they are. I can't read labels. I found them in Mr. Packett's garage. He said I could have them. ( Oops, my thoughts stumble, that can be checked! It is.) 



She goes on, "Why would Mr. Packett give you these?" Mr. Packett is a neighbor and a pharmacist. He owns a drug store in town. 



In answering my mother's phone call questions about these boxes of medicines she has discovered in my dresser, Mr. Packett replies, "No, he had not given Paul any of them. No, he didn't know what was missing. No, there was probably nothing dangerous among them. Yes, he would like them back. No, he wouldn't punish Paul. He would leave that up to her." 



I am standing next to my mother as this phone call develops, disclosing the painful details and cover-up lies, and condemning me to the worst hell I have known in my seven years.



My face is crimson from embarrassment. Beads of sweat drip from my forehead and cheeks. All of my energies focus on what to do with the panic of having been caught. I am in free fall. I'm thinking, "There's no rhyme nor reason for the stealing. I don't need them. I don't even know what they are. I can't read the labels. There are lots of them in that garage. Boxes and boxes. Stacks and stacks, all over the place. A few won't be missed. I'll just tuck a few in my coat pocket. The Packett's aren't home. They have left their garage door open. I just wander in. I don't know what I will do with the boxes and tubes. Maybe I can store them in behind my socks in my dresser drawer. I can look at them now and then, until I get things figured out."



After my mother's discovery, the questions, the phone call to Mr. Packett, and more questions, there comes the pounding of my psyche with pronouncements from my parents of: "What a disappointment I have been, how hurtful it is for them, how it will reflect negatively on the family, and how people will be suspicious of me from now on." 



I burst into uncontrollable tears and a jerking body, bawling as I promise to "March them all back to Mr. Packett, tell him how sorry I am, and never do anything like this again."



All the high drama is done. My mother and father are talking, while rocking in their chairs in front of the fireplace. My father is puffing and re-lighting his pipe. My mother is knitting. They are trying to understand what could have gotten into their cute and loving fourth son. They ask, "Who is he playing with these days? Where could he get such ideas?" They look into expert's books for the possible meanings and causes of kleptomania. They find that there is no particular cause and no cure. Only some of the symptoms fit their son. 



They question themselves, "Was he doing it to get revenge, or to get attention? What have they done wrong? Is there a chemical imbalance in his brain? Is this just the beginning of something more serious? How can they nip it in the bud?" Answers are not forthcoming. They decide the best they can do is to keep loving him as best they know how, and to keep their eyes on him and his playmates for any indicators that might help them.



Meanwhile, I am painfully rehearsing the parts of the events in all their detail. Still trembling, I lie in my bed, looking forward to neither sleep nor the next day. I am thoroughly confused about my actions, and their why's and wherefore's. However, I am very clear about the feelings of the emotional snakepit of remorse, humiliation, and anger at myself. These are murky waters. The shadows of my behavior certainly give me a contrasting and definitive picture of who I do NOT want to be. The unarticulated shadows point me to the kind of person I would rather be. But it is just a start. 



There will be other incidents hinting of kleptomania. My mother and father will never know of them. It is not a matter of an ongoing and everpresent compulsion. It is rather a few rare moments that contain similar elements and produce the painful shadows and murky emotions. My expectation is that my clarity about it all would expand. I know any change had to come from more than fear of being caught or following one of the Ten Commandments. I look to increasingly know the aspect of the divine at my core, and then acting accordingly in response to the life questions: "Is this who I really am, and is this who I really want to be?" " Shadows, point the way, or be gone." 


FURNITURE STORE... AND MORE



Our family always visits relatives for its summer vacations.



This year it is the Arnold's in Manheim, Pa. They are jolly cousins. Laughter is plentiful.

I am seven. I haven't met them before. They have a family furniture business which they run from their spacious front room. On this evening my family and I are greeted with hugs and humor. Inside, the array of cushy sofas and chairs are close companions with the mattresses, dining sets, and lamps. I trail the adults going back into the living area. On the way I notice an unusual piece of furniture. It is a long, half open, wooden box. A spotlight above highlights the soft and dimpled pink satin cloth around the sides of the box. I am awestruck by the man taking a nap in the box. The man is all dressed up in a navy-blue suit, shirt and striped tie. He is apparently not being disturbed at all by the raucous group of adults passing by. 

I am thinking "He's taking a nap, right? After all there is a fancy sign on the box announcing: 'Man at Rest'." 



I stare at the man for some time, waiting to see when he moves. But the man must really be worn out. He doesn't move a muscle. My mother calls me to the living room where the adults are laughing. After lingering in this mystery a bit longer, I meander back to where the cousins are, while keeping an eye on the man sleeping in the box. 



When with the adults, I venture a quiet question to my mother, "Why is that man taking a nap in that box out there?"



My mother ties her first impulse of amusement from my question, with her desire to be sensitive to my honest, but halting query. The other adults grow silent as they realize that something more serious has entered the scene. My mother's quiet answer is heard by everyone, and spontaneous giggles erupt among them.



She cuddles me as she explains in hushed tones, "Well, he's not really taking a nap. He has died. That box is called a casket. Our cousins also run a funeral business from their home. They both sell the furniture you see out there, and they help families who have had someone die by providing a place for friends to come and see the dead person at peace, and to tell them how sorry they are for the person to have died, and how he will be missed. After that they have a funeral service at the church, and then the man will be buried in the ground at the cemetery."



The adult's giggles have changed to understanding smiles and stares as they wait to see how I will receive all of this new information. I notice that I am now the center of attention, and not really comfortable with that infrequent experience. My head points down and my eyes quickly glance around the room. I tug at my mother's arm and want to shrink into my own quiet places to process all of this new experience. I am allowed to do that. The adults resume their former spirited conversations. I keep my own vigil by peeking back into the front room and the "Man at Rest." It is my first encounter with a dead person.



In one sense it is just one more life experience for me in what was to be a never-ending series of death connections. In another sense, it comes to stand out, and be a defining moment for what is to follow in my life.



After that summer evening in Manheim, Pa, I often think about the "Man at Rest." I also ponder and have dreams of my own father being in that casket. And my mother. And my uncles and aunts. And my brothers. And my friends. And my pets. And myself. All dead! The questions it stirs last a lifetime in the reading it stimulates, in the living of life that it evokes, in the choices it determines. 



As a young teenager, I look to the Ouija Board for specific answers. As a seminary student, pursuing my thesis on "Death and the New Testament Faith." As a hospital chaplain intern, choosing to work on the terminal ward. As a pastor, focusing on suffering, death and bereavement as primary teaching moments for all involved. As a chaplain, re-living the near-death experiences with patients. As a hospice employee, being a part of the freedom it produces.



Seeing my first dead person is the beginning of the story. It continues.


FAMOUS NO NAME



Ryland Packett starts it all. Life has been simple and sweet before he wanders into my backyard. When he leaves, I have to begin dealing with a whole new world.



It seems like a perfect summer day. Warm enough to wear shorts and T-shirts. Enough clouds to soften the sun. A gentle breeze to fend off beads of sweat. I am a seven-year-old, comfortably growing up at 1234 Pinecrest Circle in Silver Spring, Maryland. We have a yard filled with fruit trees and grapevines, supported by a carpet of green crab grass. I can wander around at will and let my imagination and 'pretends' take me most anywhere.



I can always lie on my stomach at the edge of the fish pond, and talk with the goldfish as they repeat their aimless wanderings.



Today is especially exciting. We have three new guinea pigs to play with, and to care for. Word has spread around the neighborhood about our new acquisition of the cuddly critters.

I am in the backyard getting acquainted with them. I take them in and out of their cage and box, replace the paper strips and wood chips under them, replenish their water and food. I am entranced by their scurrying about with their nervous noses, soft fur, and searching black eyes. I can just lie here and watch them, consider their needs, and feel the friendship growing.



I think about, "What about night-time, where will they sleep? In a box in my room, maybe." 



My mother is saying, "How about the basement? Then they won't disturb you and the smell will be out of the way." 



I am thinking, "I wouldn't be disturbed by them. I'd love to have them close by to keep me company. I'd hardly notice the smell." 



I muse, "I have to think of names for each of them." I hold each one several times and let them run across my chest and stomach, wherever they want to go. "I can always pull them back if they go too far in the wrong direction," I think. 



And more, "I just love their fur. It's so soft and warm. They're so friendly. I think I could probably talk to them about most anything and they'd understand and give me a supportive sniff and wiggle. This all feels really good. I can lie here and look up at the white clouds and blue sky or look down at my three new guinea pig friends."



Ryland Packett lives three houses down from me on Pinecrest Circle. He is only five, so we aren't regular playmates. He has heard about the new guinea pigs, and wants to have a look firsthand. He doesn't know anything about guinea pigs. His world is expanding. His curiosity has led him to my backyard. He kneels down beside me and we watch the guinea pigs at their play. He touches the fur of one and smiles, "Oooh, soft." He lets them sniff his fingers and offers them some food. 



We play with them for some time. They run up and down our little make-shift ramps, and in and out of the cage, and around on the grass. Ryland is delighted. The guinea pigs are delighted. I am delighted. It is a perfect day of childhood bliss.



To make it even better, my mother calls out from the kitchen, asking if we would like some lemonade and cookies. We both shout back gleefully, "Yes mam!" I jump up and run inside for the lemonade. I wait as she gets the lemonade from the fridge and cookies from the box. She pours two little glasses full of the pale-yellow drink. The glasses are the usual ones, about the four-ounce size, decorated with little red tulips on the outside. They are the kind of glasses that flavored cream cheese is sold in. We have accumulated an abundance of them, and they are always used to portion out our drinks of soda, orange juice, milk, or lemonade. 



I say, "Thank you," as I happily put four ginger snaps in my pockets, pick up the glasses of lemonade, and make my way to the back porch, pausing to take a couple of sips from my glass on the way. I push open the screen door with my backside and set Ryland's lemonade on the porch table . 



I call to him, "Here you go Ryland, it's on the porch table." I am ready to sit some more on the grass and play with the guinea pigs.



Ryland's back is to me. His head is looking down. He says nothing. I move over in front of him and say again, "Your lemonade and cookies are on the table over there."



Then....I see what he is staring at. His eyes are frozen in place, wide with fright and disbelief. In his two hands he holds the black guinea pig. It isn't moving. No nervous nose twitching. Black eyes wide open. I put down my lemonade and hold my face in my hands. 



"What happened? What have you done?" I yell. I grab the guinea pig from his hands and tried to make it move...or wake up...or sniff...or wiggle its little clawed feet ... something ... anything!



Ryland keeps staring at it. 



I yell again, "It's not waking up. It's dead. You killed it. What did you do?" I say, trying to stifle the anger rushing up from my chest, hoping for a shred of explanation. Ryland just keeps staring at the guinea pig, tears welling up in his eyes, as he tries to comprehend the mystery and tragedy that is devouring his young brain and heart.



He finally weakly stammers from his quivering lips that, "I was holding him...he was wiggling and squirming and trying to get away...I held him tighter... he wiggled really hard...and I held him tighter and squeezed him so he wouldn't get away...until he stopped squirming..." 



I yell at him, "Oh no, you stupid kid. You've killed him. You've squeezed him to death. What an idiot!" 



My anger and anguish is now a torrent. I continue yelling, "You're such a mean brat. Get out of here. Go home. I don't want to see you again." Ryland runs off towards his home, wailing. 



I cry. I hold and stroke the warm fur of this nameless and lifeless creature.



The perfect summer's day of child's play is gone. It becomes a learning day, a famous day for stepping into another world of reality. It is a day to begin the barrage of life's questions, emotions, and just mystery without questions. Life. Death. Anger. Grief. Guilt. Sadness. All of it. I have not been close to the death of anything before. Here one minute. Gone the next. A lively body. A still and stiffening body. A warm body and then a cold body. I have not felt this measure of anger before or lashed out like this before.



My mother tries to comfort me with some welcome hugs and kind words. She also asks if I had told Ryland about how to be careful when handling the guinea pigs. She says, "Maybe he just didn't know enough about how to care for them, and not squeeze them to keep them from squirming…"



"No", I admit. "I didn't tell him anything like that, or even show him, I didn't even think about it." So I am partly responsible as well. After all what does a five-year-old know? This is added to the mix of my thoughts about his being a mean brat.



I assume that the perfect summer day also becomes a famous learning day for Ryland, although we never speak of it again to each other. He spends the rest of his childhood in the background of my life, growing up with neighborhood kids his own age.



I have to decide what to do next. My mother suggests burying the dead little black guinea pig in the backyard near the fence, so the lawnmower will miss him. I sadly agree. I find an old Red Goose shoe box in my bedroom closet. I wrap him in a soft cloth. I get the spade from the garage and dig a hole just big enough for the box. I cross out the Red Goose shoe label on the box with a black crayon. Before putting the box in the ground, I want to print his name on the box. But he is so new, and with us such a short time, that I haven't given him a name. 



I have been thinking about names for all three when we are playing on the grass, but I hadn't decided. So, with another measure of sadness for this 'perfect day,' I print in my best seven-year-old's lettering, "NO NAME" on the Red Goose shoe box. Then with the tears of a seven-year old, new to the death reality, and the finality of separating from such a brief friendship, I fill the hole with dirt and tamp it down. "No-name" is always in the background of my playtimes with the other guinea pigs, who I quickly name, Fred and Charlie. 



Without being knowledgeable about the easy ways of guinea pig reproduction we soon have ten guinea pigs to cuddle with. In hindsight, it would have been more appropriate to have named the first two Fred and Charlotte, instead of Fred and Charlie.



This summer day, and its changing from perfect to somber to enlightening, becomes a template for much of my life to follow.


HOOKY HOLIDAZE



Crime can be titillating. At least at first. Somewhere in the psychic recesses you think a particular course of action will somehow make life better. Distorted logic engages the excited ideas. Adrenalin starts pumping overtime. Deception seems like fun. Deceptive judgements. Secretive plans. Slippery implementation. Crime at the third-grade level of elementary school almost seems sweet. At least cute. But the basic stuff of it is all there. To cover inhibitions, we can say to ourselves that no one will notice or care.



So it is that Bert Johnson and I, students of Miss Clark's third grade class at Woodside Elementary School, commence our early ways of crime.



"Whaddya think, Bert?" It is another beautiful fall day with a warm sun dancing with us at our lunch recess playtime. The air is so fresh with its early fragrances of crunched leaves wafting through our nostrils. Our eyes are glancing at the little yellow fall flowers scattered at the edge of the playground as we run to and fro. We don't really need our sweaters to keep warm, so we take them off and tie the arms around our waists during our play.



After the lunch recess there are a couple more hours or so of classwork inside. Bert and I are surveying the situation as we have done on and off for the last three weeks, weighing the possibilities … hmmmm.



"Well, it's another really nice day," Bert says. "



"Yep," I say. "It's almost too nice to be inside." 



Bert says. "Yep," I say. "It's been working so far," 



"Yep." 



Our eyes dart around the playground as our fellow students are running, jumping, laughing, kicking the balls. "Who's going to know?" I ask.



Miss Clark is our third-grade teacher. She has also been our first-grade teacher. She is sweet, chubby, and lethargic. She yawns a lot. Bert and I have observed that her frequent mode of operation is to give the class an assignment after the lunch break, and then she puts her head down on her hands at her desk and takes a nap. We watch this pattern for a long time. Our conclusion is that she will never notice or care if we were in the room or not. This shared observation is enough to stimulate the crime juices in us to dream up ways to test its validity.



We make our move. The lunch recess is winding down, Bert and I gradually move ourselves away from our playmates toward the trees and bushes at the edge of the playground. We keep our eyes alert. No one notices us. The school bell clangs, ending the recess. All the others immediately turn and run toward the white school doors. 

While they pointe in that direction, Bert and I dart into the cover of the bushes and trees nearby. We stand motionless as we screen the landscape of the school yard for any slow movers. There is none. We look at each other. The adrenalin rush brings smiles. In a burst of new energy we take off through the woods, leaping over fallen logs, swinging from branches, crunching the sweet leaves underfoot, half squealing, half laughing. It is another successful escape into freedom. We come to a familiar field of weeds. The beige strands come up to our shoulders and we trample our way to a quiet spot about a dozen yards from the path that everyone uses on their walk home from school. We settle ourselves in. We each pluck a long straw weed, lie down in the soft patch, and roll up our sweaters for pillows under our heads. We triumphantly use the picked weed as a very long toothpick. We smile and gaze up at the azure blue sky. Our pride is overflowing. There are musings about how everyone else is still stuck in that stuffy classroom, probably laboring over a penmanship exercise while Miss Clark has her post lunch doze. Here we are. Free as birds to enjoy the sweet nectar of freedom, surrounded by nature's gifts. Ah, how clever we have been! Life is good!



We lie on our backs, passing the time with stories and occasional peeks above the weeds to see if anyone is coming down the path on their way home from school. I suppose that inside we might be feeling a bit bored. We have gone through this process off and on, when the weather has cooperated, for three weeks. Our purpose is elusive. We never let on. 



Soon a stream of school kids makes its way along the path and we surreptitiously slip out of the weeds to join them on the rest of their walk. We all help in making the plans for after school activities.



One more sunny afternoon arrives. I suppose that it is cocky over confidence that finally does us in. Our surveillance has gotten sloppy. We probably think we are invincible, as we manage to pull off the perfect third grade crime, with no negative consequences.



Robert Preston must be the one. He must have squealed on us. For three weeks no one has noticed. No one knows. Not Miss Clark. Not our parents. None of the other students. Robert has been running around the playground with Bert and me during lunch recess. We are having a great time re-enacting last Saturday's matinee cowboy film. It is another gorgeous day. 



Bert and I have given each other the signal to implement our familiar plan. In our play we try to occasionally distance ourselves from Robert. He has none of it. He is a faster runner, and he can manage a more realistic fall after being 'shot.' Bert and I are working our way toward the trees at the edge of the playground. The school bell clangs. Everyone starts toward the white doors as usual, including Robert. Except he looked around on his run in. He sees Bert and I standing still. 



He stops. "Are you coming?," he yells. Bert and I freeze nervously. We do not have a plan for this eventuality. Bert and I glance awkwardly at each other. 



I yell back, "We'll be along in a minute. We have to check out something." 



Bert confirms it , "Yeah, you go on in, we'll be coming." Robert glanced back a couple of times on his way in and then stops at the white doors. He takes a long look at us still frozen in our positions. 



We haven't made the needed adjustment in our plans that this new situation calls for. The old pattern has been working for three weeks. No one has noticed. It is another beautiful day. We wave Robert on in through the doors



This unexpected turn unnerves us a bit. We are a little less exuberant in our run through the woods and fields to our established observation point. Breathing heavily, we lie back, pluck a long weed with which to pick our teeth, and gaze at the passing white clouds on a warm fall day. It takes some effort to overcome our tense moments with Robert. Should we have barged ahead with our hooky habit...or not? 



Bert and I don't say much that afternoon. Soon we hear the familiar chatter of classmates making their way down the path homeward. We slip in among them unnoticed and begin the usual planning for the rest of the afternoon. Everything is copacetic.



Except it isn't. I quickly realize that the sky has just fallen. I open the side door of my house. I am taking my folded wax paper and paper lunch bag from my back pocket to put on the kitchen counter for tomorrow's lunch. My mother appears in the kitchen doorway. Tears are streaming down her cheeks. My mind flashes into stress mode.



Thoughts are darting to and fro, like lightning bolts in my head. Is she in pain? Has my dog died? Did my father lose his job?" Her question, through the tears, clears it up. "Where were you this afternoon?" she pleads. My jaw drops. I stammer. She continues--which fortunately keeps me from digging a deeper hole of lies for myself.



"What?!... Why?!", she cries. I haven't analyzed the "why's," 



"I don't know," is all I can manage through my penitent tears. 



She volunteers a semi escape route for me..."It's that Bert Johnson. He's a bad influence. It must have been his idea. I don't want you playing with him." 



I don't object to her judgements of Bert. This can at least deflect some of the blame. I think about Bert. He is probably going through the same grilling from his mother right now. She is probably pointing her finger at that Paul Seltzer, and how he is a bad influence on her sweet Bert. He probably hadn't objected either. The tactic could lighten the burden for both of us. 



Bert and I both know the reality that both of us are at fault. The same excitement. The same feeding of each other's willful ideas. And now, the same fears and regrets. We now know what it is like to be caught at wrongdoing. Ugh!



The only thing that lessens the severity of the three-week hooky crime is that as far as I know, the accusations are only addressing one afternoon of AWOL rather than the actual three weeks of afternoons. Whew! I just have to hope that Bert has had enough cool through his tears to keep the extent of the crime to one day as well.



Some lessons learned. Some lessons not learned from our hooky 'holidaze.'


DOWN FRONT

 

The beauty of early dawn comes over me. I wonder who and what my heart will reach toward today. This is the first morning of my family's annual summer vacation at the Daly Cottage on the shores of the Potomac River at Colonial Beach, Virginia.

 

All is still and quiet inside the cottage. As a ten-year-old boy, I have the privilege of awakening to the big orange and red sunburst rising from its own sleepy bed on the horizon of the river, and filling the window next to my bed. There is no traffic or voices outside, just the cadenced "coo, coo" of the morning doves calling to each other. I can inhale the mix of salt water and drying seaweed from the beach across the street, as it is topped with the delicate aromas from the powder puff blossoms of the mimosa tree next to the porch. I feel snug and secure with the musty cotton spread wrapped around me. I can just gaze in silent awe as the huge new sun spreads its brilliance into this new day. I can daydream.

 

The air is pregnant with possibilities for the day. The inventory of abundant and delightful memories from years past flood my mind. Our regular family gatherings usually last a week or two, and often include an extended family of cousins, aunts and uncles, as bed space allows. These remembered good times shared in the humid heat of summer warm our holidays together in winter.
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