
PART III

SINGING DESERT

Ten years ago the place where we are gathered
was an unpeopled, forbidding desert.
In the bottom of a gloomy canyon,

whose precipitous walls rose to a height of more than a thousand feet,
flowed a turbulent, dangerous river.

The mountains on either side of the canyon were difficult of access
with neither road nor trail,

and their rocks were protected by neither trees nor grass
from the blazing heat of the sun.

The site of Boulder City was a cactus-covered waste.
The transformation wrought here in these years

is a twentieth-century marvel.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt
Excerpt from his

Dedication Speech of Boulder Dam
September 30, 1935
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DeBoer’s Dream

When the Bureau of Reclamation decided it was time to tame 
and exploit the might of the wild Colorado River, they knew they 
would need several years and an army of men to do the job. Walling 
off the deep narrow gorge of the Black Canyon was an enormous 
endeavor—indeed, one of the largest undertakings of mankind. Boulder 
Dam would become an icon of American aspiration, ingenuity, and 
resolve. Its dollar expense would be proportional to its enormity. Its 
human expense would be even more staggering. The inherent dangers of 
its creation would cost 112 worker’s lives. Of those lost lives, a bizarre 
historical side note would occur. Boulder Dam’s first accidental death 
victim would end up being the father of its last accidental death victim. 
And as if that were not tragic and coincidental enough, both deaths 
would occur on the same date, thirteen years apart.

But despite the human carnage, worker safety and comfort 
was a concern of the bureau. If not for ethical reasons, definitely for 
efficiency reasons, they knew their army would need a daily refuge from 
their harsh, dangerous desert working environment. And they knew a 
typical construction tent city would not suffice. This job was too big 
and too long in the making. They needed a sanctuary that was more 
substantial—more comfortable, more safe. So, the ambitious Bureau of 
Reclamation decided to build a bona fide town in which to house the 
workers and their families. It would be built from scratch, in the nearby 
desert. Because the Boulder Dam project represented a focal point of 
optimism to a nation mired in the depths of The Great Depression, they 
wanted to build a model community that would exemplify this sense 
of hopefulness. And they wanted a town that would demonstrate the 
bureau’s lofty mission to “reclaim and green the American West”—even 
though this charge erroneously suggested “green” was the arid West’s 
natural condition.

As luck would have it, there was a man at the time that was 
making a name for himself doing exactly that—artistically painting 
parts of the dry landscape-canvas with skillfully brushed-in trees, 
boulevards, and grass. Since his arrival to the American West—at the 
insistence of his Dutch doctors, seeking a cure for his tuberculosis in 
the dry air of the high desert—landscape architect Saco Rienk DeBoer 
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had been beautifying the dusty, rapidly growing “cowtown” of Denver, 
Colorado. By the time the bureau needed a design for their “worker’s 
utopia in the desert,” the Dutchman was the man to see.

DeBoer envisioned Boulder City as a well-organized, concentrated 
business hub surrounded by homes, parks, and trees—a lot of 
trees. Its greening would be fed by the dam itself. Newly generated 
hydroelectricity would pump the town’s water needs from the dam’s 
newly formed reservoir, nearby Lake Mead. The pleasant green town 
would become possible because of the new dam. And the dam would 
become possible because of the pleasant green town. It was a man-made 
symbiotic relationship.

The town’s two main axes would converge near the top of a slight 
hill. On top of this hill would sit the proud Bureau of Reclamation 
building with its grand concrete steps, overlooking its realm like the 
Parthenon of Athens. Below it would be the main park. And below both 
would be the town center, complete with a grocery store, drug store, 
hardware store, bank, police station, library, visitors’ bureau, restaurants 
and cafes, various shops, and a large air-conditioned movie theatre. 
Streets and avenues of houses would extend beyond there.

In all, the bureau’s desert town would be clean, succinct, and 
green. There would be little unsightly sprawl, a familiar problem of 
more slowly evolving, less-planned communities. This was due to 
careful designing. But it was also due to the town’s strict prohibition of 
gambling, drinking, and prostitution. There was ample opportunity to 
partake in all three vices just a short distance up the road in Las Vegas. 
So, common sense dictated they establish their new model town as a 
wholesome safe haven from the surrounding wild and unsavory West. 
Boulder City was slated first to be a comfortable and distraction-free 
resting ground for a large work force. Then later, as a safe, nurturing 
place for families to live and grow. It would be that, not only during the 
days of the dam’s construction, but also thirty-two years later when I 
arrived.

Boxes

We started out in a small motel room on the outskirts of town. 



SEARCHING FOR ALPHA CENTAURI112

It would be three weeks before a rented house would become available 
to us. Pat thought it best we begin attending our new school on its 
first day of class. So, before that day she wanted us all residing in the 
Boulder City school district. I, for one, would not miss the bleak Las 
Vegas cinderblock classrooms where the windows were small and high, 
presumably to deter daydreaming. But I was not anxious to relocate 
and become “the new kid” again either. It takes time to reestablish 
friendships and to ascertain the complexities of a classroom’s pre-
established social pecking order. And it was painful to forego old 
friendships as well.

On the other hand, if moving was inevitable, then we all agreed 
it would be better to be a new kid on the first day of school than on 
some day afterwards. Our newness then would be partially disguised by 
the first-day-of-school’s collective newness, the result of a long summer 
recess. Having not seen each other for months, nearly all students get 
reacquainted on the first day of returning to school. Everyone to some 
extent is new. This universal first-day-of-school trepidation gave my 
siblings and me some welcome cover, making it easier to assimilate 
underneath the dreaded newness radar.

In the years to follow, we would learn that showing up as the new 
kid after the first day of school, after social alignments had been re-
formed, would be much tougher. It would be akin to walking out onto 
a stage in front of an unseen audience under a hot spotlight without a 
script. No one wants to be the center of attention under those awkward 
circumstances. Because of this apprehension, I agreed with Pat’s stopgap 
measure of temporarily housing us in a motel—not that I had an actual 
vote on the matter. Still, I was skeptical of her newfound concern for 
our social and academic steadiness. This had not been her concern 
in the past, nor would it be her concern in the future. Indeed, in the 
ensuing years she would establish a clear pattern of pulling us in and out 
of schools on a whim. This would be regardless of whether or not the 
school year was completed. So, the Boulder City relocation, I thought, 
was more likely motivated by her gangster fears than our social well-
being. And rightly so. Either way, we were happy to leave Las Vegas.

Our “temporary,” temporary home was an old drive up style motel 
where we could park our car mere feet away from where we slept. It was 
located on the edge of Boulder City where we drove in from Las Vegas. 
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Its front side faced Highway 93, the main artery into the town, and its 
backside faced the desert. The room was cheap, stark, and small. With 
only the standard two double beds, Dory, as the odd-gendered child, 
had to sleep on a pad on the floor. And the floor was made considerably 
smaller due to the pile of cardboard moving boxes we had stacked along 
a wall. It would have been tight quarters for the five of us even without 
the boxes. However, we knew the arrangement was transitory, so we 
were good sports about it. We kept our squawking and whining to a 
minimum.

Pat was able to reinstate her living-in-austere-small-quarters 
training. Out came the electric fry pan from the Guantanamo days. She 
seemed to relish being able to demonstrate to the rest of us how one 
could prepare a decent meal with simple tools and meager appliances. 
And she was right. With an ice cooler and her magic Cuban fry pan, she 
kept our culinary needs satisfied. In fact, we enjoyed and never tired of 
the many fried minute-steaks and instant potatoes. It was like camping, 
but indoors. We enjoyed the novelty of it—for a while anyway.

While the electric fry pan was ubiquitous during our motel stay, it 
was the wall of boxes that truly epitomized the time. Indeed, they would 
become emblematic of our family. Corrugated boxes would become a 
constant. They would never be fully unpacked nor disbanded. For years 
to come, they would remain close by, stacked against a bedroom wall 
or piled in a closet, storage room, or basement, ready to be refilled and 
moved again.

Boxes were a commodity of value to Pat. A good corrugated 
box was never passed up, whether encountered in a grocery store or 
by chance in the back alley of an appliance store. If the box met her 
criteria, it was instinctively grabbed for some yet-to-be-determined 
future use. And they would see future use.

She often assigned us kids to the same task.
“Go get that stack of orange boxes over there while I check out.” 

Or, “Ask the produce man if he has any empty apple boxes.”
We grew to be box connoisseurs ourselves. Box hoarding became a 

family obsession.
Pat was particularly fond of orange and apple boxes, since they are 

strong and uniform in size. This makes them particularly well suited to 
stacking. When it comes to moving, stacking is the name of the game. 
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Appliance boxes can be good too for protecting lighter, bulkier items. 
But they are generally not good stackers.

She taught us it was always preferable to move items in boxes. 
“Their stackability,” she would say, “makes for U-Haul trailer space 
efficiency.” And the items within can be padded and well protected. 
Items not boxed, cannot be piled nor sufficiently protected. In later life, 
helping others move from one house to another, I would regard it as the 
annoying practice of an amateur to not have their items boxed.

“What can be boxed, should be boxed,” Pat would preach.
And she was right. It made moving much easier. No one knew this 

better than her. Pat made moving an art form.
So, during that motel stay, and for many ensuing years, we 

lived by “the box.” And we lived by the “physics of the box.” To our 
family, the corrugated box was possibly the second most important 
human innovation next to the wheel. I have often thought if we had 
been inclined to design a family crest, it would have had to include an 
emblem that depicted a cardboard box.

Boxes became a standing joke to all who knew us.

Desert Song

Rays of morning light bounced off the wall of boxes and back 
onto my face. Their warmth prompted me to awaken. This was good 
as I was a born explorer, anxious to be up and on my way. In an earlier 
existence, I was certain that I had paddled the great Missouri River with 
Lewis and Clark and navigated the high seas with Captain James Cook. 
I had an innate burning desire to see what was over the horizon or 
around the next bend. This was never an optional impulse for me. It was 
an instilled drive, a flame of restlessness that could only be subdued by 
going and seeing.

Even though we were not in the middle of the wild, undiscovered 
American West or surrounded by a vast unfamiliar ocean, we were next 
to a sizeable desert. And much of it was wilderness. So, as my family 
slept through our first sunrise in Boulder City, I quietly rose from the 
bed and dressed, then crept out into the twilight.

The only previous knowledge I had of the desert was from the 
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vacant Las Vegas lot next to our former apartment building. That parcel, 
in itself, was a big transition from my previous “Land of 10,000 Lakes” 
experience of living amongst lush grasses, green trees, and cool blue 
waters. While the Las Vegas lot was essentially a cordoned off section of 
desert, it was no longer really a desert. Instead, it was merely a sand lot 
corralled between two apartment complexes, a casino, and a road. The 
Boulder City desert, however, was the real thing. And the further you 
walked out onto it, the realer it got.

Standing behind the motel looking towards the south, the desert 
appeared to go on forever. It was a sea of sand and gravel, dotted with 
thick patches of scruffy creosote plants. If I squinted my eyes, I could 
see in the far off distance where the near-level terrain ran up against 
the Eldorado Mountains. If I walked to and over these mountains, I 
could have trekked unhindered another sixty miles down through the 
southern tip of Nevada until I met the fabled Route 66 highway and 
the riverside town of Needles. It was a big desert. Its size was almost 
incomprehensible to my young mind.

Where Boulder City ended the desert began. It was abrupt with 
no gradual transition between the two. There was municipality—
concrete, asphalt and buildings—and one step beyond there was desert. 
While some referred to Boulder City as an oasis, I never did. That 
depiction implied an area of life surrounded by barren wasteland. To 
a boy meeting the desert for the first time, nothing could have been 
further from the truth. Standing on Boulder City’s edge, looking out 
onto the wide and deep plain, I saw an orchestration of color, life, and 
endless possibilities. I heard it as well.

To a boy the desert is a song.
Beginning on that morning, I would learn the desert sang in many 

voices and projected its melodies from numerous musical instruments. 
I would grow to understand how they varied throughout the day, both 
in composition and complexity. Sometimes it was a single hypnotic flute 
solo, mellow and wafting. Sometimes it was a soft enchanting voice, 
drifting playfully alongside a warm breeze. And sometimes it was the 
aggregate: deep fervent tones of vibrating strings resonating through 
hollow ancient wood. Occasionally—invariably when the first sliver 
of sun appeared on the desert horizon—it was the entire orchestra 
broadcast in all of its dramatic glory. To be sure, the music was nearly 
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always loudest at dawn and dusk, though it played, albeit faintly, during 
the harsh hot afternoons too, when the sunbeams fell straight and fast. 
You had to listen carefully to sense the desert music. It was there for all 
to hear. But it helped to be a boy.

Of course, I did not know any of this on that first morning. The 
desert was still for me to experience. So, I focused on my more tangible 
visual sense. And it observed the low light casting long scrub brush 
shadows onto their relatively flat surroundings. They gave the otherwise 
two-dimensional world a third dimension and an alluring, cooling 
illusion. Mesmerized, I slowly walked out onto the soft mix of sand and 
gravel while absorbing all that was around me.

The sun’s low angle deepened the contrast of the desert. And this, 
in turn, seemed to enhance the colors. The sand, dull beige during 
the high sun hours, now took on a raw umber hue with hints of rose 
and yellow ochre. The otherwise drab scrub brush took on fascinating, 
and surprisingly vivid, hues of greens and grays. But you had to look 
closely. And as a child I did, not yet having learned how to disregard the 
subtleties of nature. Even at that young age, I realized that ultimately it 
was the complementary deep-blue morning sky overhead that powered 
the palette of the desert. I understood I was trekking upon an ever-
changing canvas.

With no particular destination in mind, I eagerly wandered 
far off out onto the desert wild. While my inner-artist cognitively 
contemplated the subtle interplay of desert shapes and values and colors, 
my outer-boy primitively detected motion. Bypassing the complex route 
through the brain, my peripheral view alarm, honed no doubt by the 
eons of hunting evolution, triggered the muscles in my arms and legs. 
Like a near-sleeping dog sensing the presence of a passing squirrel, I 
instantly bolted to my in-the-moment state of alertness and I, like the 
dog, took involuntary chase towards my prey.

You cannot run down a zebra-tailed lizard. They are simply too 
fast. But they do have one significant vulnerability—their Achilles’ 
heel. Prior to flight, when they sense danger, they often freeze in place 
in hopes of not being detected. Their desert-blending skin texture and 
colors greatly help towards that end. The strategy usually works for 
them. But sometimes not. I had learned in the vacant Vegas dirt lot, 
if you approached carefully and slowly, you could have a reasonable 
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chance of catching the lizard with your bare hands.
You had to make sure you grabbed its main body and not its 

tail, because the zebra-tailed lizard evolved with one that could detach. 
It was designed specifically to fool and divert the attention of its 
predators—birds and boys and such. While the rest of the lizard would 
escape to live another day, and presumably grow another appendage, 
the detached tail would wildly wiggle and jump about all by itself. I 
found this spectacle unnatural and disturbing. It was creepy, really, 
like the creatures in monster movies that impossibly swivel their heads 
360 degrees or bend their knees backwards. Despite the fact I would 
eventually capture hundreds of lizards, I never grew accustomed to the 
abhorrent lizardless tail dance. No doubt, the Grand Designer of Lizards 
had just this disconcerting effect in mind.

On this morning it did not matter. The lizard was not to be 
caught. It did, however, keep me enticed for the better part of an hour 
by continuously appearing to be within the range of my leap. But each 
time I prepared to strike, the lizard scurried off in another direction. 
And I would follow. In hindsight, I believe I was being played—the 
unwitting victim of some kind of perverse reptile humor. But, 
regardless, I eventually lost track of my prey—or my prey lost track of 
its source of entertainment. Breathlessly, I sauntered out of the sand, 
gravel, and creosote bushes, onto a distinct ridge of soft beach-like sand.

Horned toads (or “horny toads,” as we called them, back before 
the word “horny” had acquired a sexual connotation) were easy to catch. 
If you saw one, this popular reptile was as good as yours. They were 
slow and easy to grab as they were more waddlers than sprinters. But 
they were not easy to detect. Their camouflaged coat effectively blended 
them into their environment. Plus, they tended to burrow into the sand 
when they sensed danger. I was even told that, as a last-ditch defensive 
act, they were capable of spitting blood at their vanquisher. And this 
disgusting discharge would not come out of their mouths as one might 
expect, but rather, as though derived from some eerie science fiction 
story, out of their eyes! Fortunately, I never had this occur. If it had, it 
may have ended my horny toad hunting career. Indeed, the only thing I 
could imagine being creepier than a squiggly, lizardless lizard tail, would 
be receiving a face full of toad-eye-blood. Such were the strange ways of 
my new desert domain.
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As luck would have it, on my very first day in the desert, I hit 
reptile pay dirt. I happened upon a horny toad sunning itself. It was 
dumb luck. I was not even looking for it. And apparently it did not 
expect to see a young boy quietly creeping up through the soft sand 
behind it. Once it did realize the impending danger, it was too late—
presumably even for it to deploy its disgusting blood repellent. I leapt 
forward like a leopard pouncing on a gazelle, aiming my two cupped 
hands for the reptile’s anticipated escape route. They landed perfectly 
around it, not injuring the creature and yet still preventing its escape. 
It was a clean catch. Carefully, I grasped the little prehistoric-looking 
creature between my two hands and rose up to my feet, peering at my 
prize through the narrow opening between thumbs. It looked back at 
me through the cave-like opening. It did not appear particularly happy, 
though I realized it did not have the facial ability to convey emotion 
anyway. Yet, for a moment I felt guilty for holding it against its will. 
Though I did not feel guilty enough to release it.

A boy can only stare at a lizard so long. After standing and 
examining it for the better part of a half hour, I decided it was time to 
make my way back to the motel. I wanted to show it off and then build 
it a small desert-like pen. But when I looked around to get my bearings, 
I realized that in my hunt, I had traveled further out into the desert 
than I had anticipated. I was not certain where the motel was located 
on the horizon, yet I could still make out the profile of the town. So, I 
headed off in its general direction.

My footprints in the desert sand were as useless to me as Hansel 
& Gretel’s trail of breadcrumbs. Though my return route had not been 
eaten by hungry birds, it was still undecipherable. My crazed reptile 
pursuit had created a footpath that hopelessly zigzagged and crossed 
over itself many times. However, I was not concerned because I knew as 
I approached the town, the motel’s location would become apparent.

Along my way, I came upon two other boys in the desert who 
were embarked on a nearly perpendicular course. They appeared slightly 
older than I. One was carrying a paper cup, which he stared at intently 
as he ambled along. He held it carefully out in front of himself, as 
though it were full to the brim with hot coffee. He noticed my presence 
as our paths converged, but he never fully took his eyes off the cup. 
However, his shorter partner, who slightly trailed behind, scrutinized me 
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closely. He was clearly curious as to what I held in my clasped hands. I, 
in turn, was interested in the paper cup. So, when we finally came face 
to face—in effect, but not purposely, blocking each other’s paths—we 
engaged in a spontaneous “show and tell.”

“What’s in your hands?” the shorter one blurted out, clearly 
lacking any social tact.

I ignored him and addressed the other.
“Hi. What’s in the cup?” I asked politely.
“A scorpion,” the tall one proudly proclaimed, holding the cup 

out towards me while carefully maintaining its level orientation with the 
earth.

“They’re not easy to catch,” he continued.
I wondered if, for some reason, he assumed I did not know this. 

Or, was he merely boasting?
Regardless, I strained my neck to get a better perspective of the 

cup’s contents without approaching the outstretched, cup-holding arm 
any closer. Although I had never seen one in the wild, I certainly had 
heard of and could readily recognize the shape of a scorpion. Its golden-
black form faced upwards from its open-air confines. Little dots that 
appeared to be eyes seemingly stared out at me. Its many legs and two 
pincers worked tirelessly in its vain attempt to gain climbing traction 
against the cup’s wax-coated wall. The resulting unremitting scratching 
noise was amplified by the cup’s natural acoustic shape and quality. 
The cup itself was merely four inches tall and the scorpion’s best efforts 
sometimes breached three inches. Even to a novice of the desert, like 
myself, it did not seem to be an adequate barrier for an agitated and 
poisonous arthropod. This creature wanted out badly. And it had eight 
legs and two pedipalps busily working towards that end. It probably 
wanted vengeance too, I thought.

But my foolish pride overrode this legitimate concern as I did not 
want to reveal any fear. No one wants to be deemed a “sissy boy from 
out east.” So, on my first day in Boulder City, my cowboy persona had 
settled somewhere in between “sissy” and the obnoxious “tough guy” 
I depicted on my first day in Las Vegas. I still had minimum “fearless 
standards” I felt obliged to uphold. Plus, I had not yet fully developed 
an appreciation for the hazards of venom.

The creature was actually smaller than what I would have 
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expected. But both boys assured me it was of medium size.
“The bigger they are, the less poisonous they are,” the tall one 

proclaimed. “It’s the tiny ones that’re the most dangerous.”
He concluded this medium-sized one would be a good candidate 

for a pet. I would later learn it is true that scorpions tend to lose their 
venom’s potency as they grow larger and older. But what none of us 
boys realized was this little “medium-sized fellow” was still small enough 
to pack a lethal punch, particularly to small humans that, through 
captivity, had inadvertently agitated it. Yet, my mind began to wander 
over to the possibility of actually having a scorpion as a pet. Perhaps it 
was a mental means for trying to overcompensate for having inherent 
fears. I was beginning to imagine a life with a scorpion.

“What do you have in your hand?” the short one wondered aloud, 
again, but now with a softer tone.

In my fascination with the scorpion, I had forgotten about my 
catch.

“Oh,” I replied as my mind returned to the present, “it’s a horny 
toad.”

I cracked my cupped hands open just enough to reveal the prize.
They both lit up, being no better at concealing their heightened 

interest in my catch, than I in theirs. This was not because they had 
never seen a horny toad. Quite the contrary. It was rather, as I would 
eventually find out, because the horny toad was considered one of the 
most coveted boyhood desert pets.

With each party in envy of the possession of the other, the 
economic basis of a trade was instantly formed. The transaction was 
quick and easy. So, while each of the two parties continued on their 
respective courses across the desert in higher spirits than they had been 
before their encounter, this would go down in my family’s history as 
“The Day That Three Fools Met.”

As I crossed the desert, the scorpion’s legs and claws relentlessly 
struggled to gain a grip on the paper cup’s wall so it could escape its 
confines. Its curled tail, tipped with a readied stinger, was not quite 
long enough to provide the height it needed. It surely hoped I would 
grow lax and allow the cup to tilt just enough to allow it to spring out. 
Walking on, I could both hear and feel its unrelenting determination. It 
was an unnerving sensation. And it was quite enough to keep me alert, 
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so I would keep the cup level as I proceeded.
Once I arrived back, I was anxious to show off my prize. I was 

happy to see both Fred and Cliff as I came around the corner to the 
front of the motel. They were about to go into our room when they saw 
me approaching.

“Where have you been?” Cliff asked.
“I was out in the desert,” I replied, matter-of-factly.
By now I was feet away and their attention turned to the object I 

carried.
“What’s in the cup?” Cliff inquired as he strained his neck, trying 

to ascertain the answer on his own.
Rather than answer, I held the cup up towards them, close enough 

so they could look down into its contents.
I had not yet heard the stories of how adrenaline could 

temporarily give humans super-strength. Indeed, at that age, I had never 
even heard of adrenaline. But later in life, I would notice the covers of 
grocery store tabloids declaring the feats of frail little old ladies lifting 
cars off their grandchildren or cats or some such. Or otherwise wimpy 
men wrestling full-grown grizzly bears to the ground to save their 
girlfriends. Panic and stress are said to activate this natural hormone, to 
provide a human body with emergency power. I am not certain if these 
stories were even true, but I do know what I witnessed with my own 
eyes when I presented my scorpion-in-a-cup.

I did not see Fred move. He was that fast. I did not even see a 
blur of motion. But I did see a flash. Just like one of my favorite comic 
book superheroes, The Flash, Fred had reacted at supersonic speed. It 
must have been the work of adrenaline. In one moment, I was holding 
out my paper cup. In another moment, my scorpion and paper cup lay 
squashed on the sidewalk below me. It was instantaneous. And when I 
looked from the sidewalk back up into Fred’s face, I saw terror—pure 
terror. Almost as instantaneously as he had batted the cup from my 
hand and then stomped on it, his look of terror transformed to a look 
of rage. It was reminiscent of the chilling expression of the Kite Master, 
back in the Las Vegas desert lot. I felt an attack was imminent. At that 
moment I too must have acquired an adrenaline rush.

In a flash I was gone.
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Boytopia

To a boy in 1963, Boulder City was a dream town. It was akin 
to living inside of the Americana romanticism of a Norman Rockwell 
painting. It was the “unVegas.” And it was as similar to its impious 
neighbor as the Bible’s wicked Sodom and Gomorrah were to television’s 
idyllic Mayberry RFD. This was no accident. Saco Rienk DeBoer had 
carefully planned it that way. The town had everything a boy could 
want. A five and dime store stocked with toys and model cars to stare 
at and dream about. A theater showing many of the latest monster or 
science fiction movies, sometimes as a Saturday matinee double feature. 
A burger joint that fashioned its own food pyramid with the “best ever” 
triangulation of burger-fries-malt—a joint where the owner, wearing 
a boat-shaped paper hat, was the cook, waiter, and cashier. A drug 
store where a boy could stand and read the latest comic book issues 
of Superman, Superboy, Aquaman, and The Flash from a tall, revolving 
display rack—strategically located to be visible through the storefront 
window so its colorful glory would lure boys off the sidewalk like a 
perpetually lit Christmas tree. A corner grocery store where a kid could 
exchange his allowance money for a tall bottle of Horlicks Malted 
Milk tablets—strawberry, chocolate and, surprisingly tasty, vanilla. A 
public library which smelled of old paper and was stocked with a broad 
assortment of riddle, joke, reptile, Boxcar Kids, and Tom Quest books. 
A playground that included a sand patch where one could gamble their 
best “purie” in competitive marble play. And a large manicured public 
park, carpeted by thick ryegrass and lined with big shade trees—all 
hydrated by the nearby Colorado River water that was lavishly pumped 
high up into the desert.

All of these places were in close proximity to one another. The 
town, inappropriately named “city,” was small, simple, quiet, clean, 
and finite. Other than a few local teenage hooligans, it contained none 
of the unsavory elements of nearby Las Vegas. A child could walk 
the streets in relative safety. So, prior to the 10 p.m. curfew, we were 
practically given free rein of Boulder City.

We lived in a romantic painting.
By the end of September, our family had moved ourselves and 

our box collection out of the motel room and into a house a short 
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distance away. It was old, built during the dam’s construction, but it 
was roomy compared to what we had known previously. Its porch had 
been enclosed with windows and converted into a third bedroom. So, 
now Dory had her own space. And Cliff and I were given the largest 
bedroom in which we could spread out our belongings. The house’s 
front yard was an unattractive, scrappy dirt patch with sporadic clumps 
of neglected grass. It surely must have been an irritating eyesore to the 
neighbors, most of whom seemed to take great pride in the appearance 
of their yards. But this mattered little to Fred and Pat, and even less 
to us kids. From our perspective, not maintaining a yard was one less 
chore.

Its backyard was the same, but was adorned with an old ornate 
four-legged bathtub. I was never sure why it was there, but both Cliff 
and I instantly recognized its potential as a reptile holding pen. With a 
little sand, scrub brush, and rocks placed in its bottom, we could imitate 
the desert environment. We convinced ourselves that zebra-tailed lizards 
and horny toads would love it. And even if they did not, we knew the 
tall, smooth, glossy enamel sides would prevent their escape.

The house’s location was its best feature. The centerpiece of 
DeBoer’s planned city, the aptly named Government Park, was only 
one block away. It was below the Bureau of Reclamation Building, 
which sat detached, tall, stately, aloof, and elevated above the apex of the 
community. This pretentious structure appeared as some sort of temple 
on a hill. It was said to have housed the high priests and priestesses 
of government whose realm was the dam and everything around it, 
including the town I now lived in. Strangely, while during the day there 
would be cars in its parking lot, I rarely saw people come and go. It was 
a very quiet, reserved place. Yet, to a kid it screamed “stay away,” though 
it had no signs that said so. Having read H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine, 
I actually feared if I got too close, Morlock-like creatures might emerge, 
then drag me down into their underworld for some late night feeding. 
While allegorically this may have become true later in life as a taxpayer, 
during my time as a child this unease was apparently unwarranted. 
Nevertheless, all Boulder City children, perhaps Eloi-like themselves, 
gave this place a wide berth.

But the park below was always presumed to be Morlock-free. 
So, this is where we played. It was the center of our world. It was a 
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beautiful, comforting place. While it did not have a playground, our 
adjacent schoolyard did. However, the park did have a vast lawn, 
and grass was a scarce commodity in the arid Southwest. It also had 
numerous large climbable Mulberry trees, courtesy of the vision and 
planning of the city’s first chief landscape gardener—the talented and 
tenacious, but farcically named horticulturist, Wilbur W. Weed.

Adjacent to the park was the town’s core of various merchants, 
churches, and other local and federal government buildings. Everything 
a kid had an interest in was within walking distance. While we would 
surely have enjoyed owning bicycles while living in Boulder City, they 
were not essential for getting around. With all of its well-planned 
sidewalks, Boulder City was very walker friendly. Within minutes of 
stepping out of our house, we could be at the park or the drug store 
or the movie theater. We were even close enough to our school that we 
could walk home for lunch each day.

In even less time, we could be in the surrounding desert 
wilderness. Our house was on a hill and its backyard looked down 
towards the great Lake Mead basin. This was the vast body of Colorado 
River water that had been backed up by the giant concrete plug known 
as Boulder Dam. Between our home and the lake was a nearly five-
mile stretch of relatively flat, though gently sloping, desert. Little was 
built on this barren land except a railroad track, highway 93, and a few 
distant meandering roads that vanished off towards the lake. Rocky and 
sparsely vegetated red, brown, and black mountains lined each side of 
this corridor. At one time, these had been clawed at by the voracity of 
flowing water and its unflappable ally, time. Drainage avenues carved 
and sculpted mini valleys within them, creating a jagged, desolate 
appearance. This all came about in an era when water abounded and 
marshes covered much of what eventually became desert—eons before I 
or anyone had arrived.

Even at my early age, I recognized Boulder City’s deep connection 
with nearby Boulder Dam. While this man-made marvel became 
known to the rest of the world as Hoover Dam, Boulder City never 
relinquished the dam’s original title. The “Boulder” name had survived 
the project’s initial relocation from Boulder Canyon to the more 
geologically sound Black Canyon. And it still had its name when the 
town was created to support the building of the dam, consequently 
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resulting in being named after it. So, Boulder City was never going to 
recognize the efforts of mere politicians taking away their namesake. 
And the town literally did not “give a dam” when Congress, in 1947, 
officially titled the dam after the thirty-first president. In Boulder City, 
the dam is and always will be Boulder Dam.

The exception to this, however, was present in the town’s gift 
shops.

One of my first discoveries in Boulder City was a gift store cleverly 
disguised as an “Official Informational Tourist Bureau.” While it did, 
in fact, house local informational pamphlets and maps, this bait was 
strategically placed at the far backend of long rows of shelves. And those 
shelves contained an array of enticing knickknacks, most pertaining to 
Hoover Dam. You could, for instance, purchase an ashtray that had a 
miniature Hoover Dam making up part of its rim. Or you could buy 
a Hoover Dam snow globe, even though it very rarely snowed in that 
part of the Mojave Desert. For spoon collectors, they had sterling silver 
ones with the image of the dam engraved on their handles. And for 
plate collectors, they had one that displayed the dam encircled by an 
intricate lattice outer edge—though as a boy I could never comprehend 
anything so unpractical as “plate art.” They had T-shirts and sweatshirts 
too, that boldly depicted the celebrated water wall. For those who 
preferred subtler dam apparel, they carried polo shirts with little Hoover 
Dams embroidered above the heart. Those could be accessorized with a 
big silver brass or pewter Hoover Dam belt buckle and a Hoover Dam 
one-size-fits-all cap. There was also a ceramic Hoover Dam salt-and-
pepper shaker where the dam would actually lift apart into two pieces, 
one containing salt and the other pepper. Of course, there were wall 
pennants, playing cards, medallions, commemorative tokens, puzzles, 
toothpick holders, key chains, money clips, rubber coin purses, shot 
glasses, coffee mugs, and post cards—all depicting, in one form or 
another, the very recognizable concrete icon.

It was difficult for most to pass through all of those intriguing 
items without making a purchase. Their locations were well thought 
out and their lure was strong. Plus, many tourists felt a compulsion to 
memorialize their visit with an object that symbolized where they had 
been. It was like bringing back a piece of the dam to their home in 
Iowa, to prove to Aunt Hilda they had actually been there. Years later, 
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when they would encounter that Hoover Dam bracelet charm at the 
bottom of their jewelry box, they would reaffirm to themselves they had 
once adventurously traveled there. And they might talk about it again.

“Boy, that was a big dam. What a sight! One of the wonders of the 
world.”

Or, “Those poor guys back then, working in the heat and dust all 
of those long hours.”

Or, “Can you believe that it generates enough electricity to power 
an entire city?”

Or, “There’s a whole bunch of workers buried in that concrete. 
They had no choice but ta leave ’em there, ya know”—which was often 
claimed but not true.

Even we kids, who on a daily basis lived among the images of the 
dam, found these tourist items hard to resist. The dam tourist industry 
depended on these sales, so they put much effort into making the items 
beguilingly shiny and colorful. Luckily for me, I rarely had any coins left 
in my pockets by the time I arrived at the “Tourist Bureau,” having had 
first passed through the five and dime and drug store. Otherwise, my 
bedroom would likely have become a Boulder Dam shrine of sorts.

But if a tourist were disciplined and could lock their head 
straightforward, while cupping their hands on the sides of their eyes like 
horse blinds, and walk rapidly and directly to the back of the “bureau,” 
they would find a plethora of legitimate tourist informational materials. 
There were racks of brochures illustrating all of the competing “things 
to see and do” while in the area. They were free for the taking. And 
next to them in the corner was a small information counter, which was 
quickly manned by the store merchant when a tourist stood before it. 
Sandwiched inside of a countertop, under a layer of glass to protect 
it from sweaty, sticky inquisitive fingers, was a large detailed map. It 
depicted everything in the region, from the Grand Canyon to Las Vegas. 
There was much to do and see in the high desert.

But the true treasure of the Tourist Bureau was nearly hidden. 
It resided in its far back corner and was veiled behind a black drape. 
Visiting tourists may not have known of its existence had it not been for 
the large sign, propped up in one of the store’s front windows, proudly 
announcing it.

Concealed behind the drape was a passageway that led into a small 
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theater. It was only three rows deep. It seated no more than twenty-five 
people. And it only showed one movie on its small screen—a perpetual 
presentation of the making of Boulder Dam, aptly entitled, Boulder 
Dam: The Pictorial Record of Man’s Conquest of the Colorado River.

It was a bland, black-and-white, newsreel-type, government-
issued, thirty-five-minute documentary. But it had the redeeming 
quality of being shown in the heavenly comfort of air-conditioning 
on comfortable padded chairs. During the heat of Mojave Desert 
afternoons, this was often a desirable refuge for the kids of Boulder City. 
And for me, it also served as a convenient retreat from Fred and Pat’s 
tiresome battles. Surprisingly, or perhaps mercifully, the old man that 
ran the place always allowed us kids to sit in his theater. To his credit, 
he did this even though he knew we were not buyers. Never once was I 
asked to leave. But having stated that, it was an unspoken kid code to 
not take a scarce seat when it was busy with tourist viewers. We were 
always respectful, not wanting to “kick a gift horse in the mouth.” And 
the old man was always big-heartedly tolerant. So, to avoid the heat or 
to merely wave off sheer boredom, we would watch and re-watch the 
movie over and over and over again. Personally, I must have watched 
the building of Boulder Dam a hundred times. Consequently, in 1963, 
there were few kids in the world who knew more about Boulder Dam 
than I did. I was like a walking Boulder Dam encyclopedia.

The project had been completed only twenty-seven years prior to 
my arrival in Boulder City. From the paltry time perspective of a boy, 
I always assumed I had been watching ancient history. Three decades 
was an unfathomable time span to a kid. And since the grainy and 
choppy black-and-white film seemed antiquated, it reminded me of 
pre-“talkie” Charlie Chaplin films, which were sometimes televised on 
Sunday mornings. The documentary may as well have been describing 
the building of the Roman Coliseum or The Great Wall Of China, as 
my mind lumped all of these “ancient things” together. Back then, I 
regarded the Coliseum, The Great Wall, The Pyramids, and the building 
of Boulder Dam as extraordinary feats of early man.

But most of my weekend time was spent, not in the tourist-
theater, but rather out in the desert or “making the rounds” in town. 
There was always something to see or do. For a boy, Boulder City and 
its surroundings was a place of variety. If I was not chasing lizards, I was 
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reading comic books or climbing trees or memorizing riddles or playing 
marbles or dreaming about how to spend money that I did not have in 
the five and dime. On a typical Saturday morning after chores, I would 
usually start on one end of the town and then proceed to make a full 
circle, allowing myself to be diverted at any of the stops.

On some Saturdays, the movie theater presented a double-feature 
matinee. Occasionally, Fred and Pat would pay for our ticket fare, so 
Cliff, Dory, and I could attend. The Boulder Theater screened some 
of the classics of our time: The Sword In The Stone, Son of Flubber, The 
Slime People, Mothra vs. Godzilla, The Nutty Professor, The First Men In 
The Moon, and one of my favorites, being an astronaut-buff, Robinson 
Crusoe On Mars. Sometimes on Friday evenings when Fred had scored 
a couple of Vegas show tickets for himself and Pat, they would leave us 
with just enough money to have dinner at the burger joint and take in 
a movie. This was a big deal. It made us feel very mature that we were 
entrusted to do this on our own. So, we would gorge ourselves at Joe’s 
Burgers with a burger, fries and a two-container malt, then walk around 
the corner to get in line for the theater.

These Friday night outings enabled us to see some great movies 
that would not have been available as a matinee. One of these movies 
was with a young upstart actor, who I never dreamed would have a 
future in the business, named Clint Eastwood. For some reason I found 
his name funny and ill-suited for a tough guy. “Clint! Eastwood!” I 
would exclaim to my friends, mockingly trying to instill fear. He starred 
and acted in a “spaghetti western” called A Fistful Of Dollars. Another 
movie was a benign sounding one about little feathered vertebrates. 
But it had been altered by the twisted genius of Alfred Hitchcock. It 
was called The Birds. And it was surprisingly scary. But an even creepier 
movie was X: The Man With the X-ray Eyes. It started out fun enough, 
with a mad scientist gleefully seeing through beautiful women’s clothing. 
But it ended with him ripping his now-turned-shiny-black eyes out of 
their sockets. Seeing those empty sockets was nightmare-inducing stuff 
for a kid in 1963.

But the best movie I ever saw at the Boulder Theater, and 
probably every other boy’s favorite movie, was The Great Escape. This 
classic featured the unforgettable barbed wire fence motorcycle escape 
scene, played by Steve McQueen. What American boy did not want to 
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annoy the Nazis by alluding them on a cosmetically modified Triumph 
TR6 Trophy? It was cinema action at its finest.

We also saw Critic’s Choice, the last of four movies combining the 
comic talents of Lucille Ball and Bob Hope. Lucy, by then, was one of 
the most familiar faces on television. She had co-starred with her real 
life husband, musician/bandleader Desi Arnaz, in the hugely popular 
situational-comedy, I Love Lucy. Then after they divorced, she would 
star without him in the equally popular, The Lucy Show. Ironically, three 
decades later, Lucy and Desi’s real-life son, Desi Arnaz, Jr., would own 
the Boulder City Theater. He and his ballerina wife, Miss Amy, would 
use it to host the Boulder City Ballet Company as well as other special 
community events. Their purchase and the ensuing renovations would 
breathe new life into the old building which had given so much pleasure 
and comfort to the hardworking dam workers and their families—and 
to at least one boy in the early 1960s.

After our Friday night movies, Cliff, Dory, and I would have to 
make a beeline back to our home. There was a strict ten o’clock curfew. 
While the police chief would allow some after-movie leniency, he would 
not allow much. If he pulled alongside you in his black-and-white 
squad car after ten, you had better be walking briskly on a direct course 
between the movie theater and your home. Chief Mitchell was affable, 
but he was nobody’s fool.

However, when we were not at a Friday- or Saturday-night movie, 
which was most Friday and Saturday nights, we were free to roam and 
play in the town. And we were allowed to do this right up until the 
curfew, even during the dark winter evenings. Boulder City was deemed 
safe, no doubt owed much to the diligence of the police chief. But 
since most of the stores were closed after five in the evening, we usually 
gravitated to the central park and the adjacent school grounds. Here we 
would play tag, flag, kick-the-can, or sometimes even marbles, under the 
illumination of street lamps.

But one of our favorite things to do was to climb the Chinese 
elms in front of our school. These short “limby” trees were exceptionally 
climbable. Their tops spread out into a relative flatness, so if you 
climbed as high as you could, it would actually appear you were sitting 
on top of the tree. Since these trees also overlooked the main street’s 
sidewalk, they provided an excellent cloaked perch in which to harass 
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pedestrians. When the movie let out and people streamed onto the 
sidewalks, we would sometimes call out strange noises toward them. 
And passers-by would look around, puzzled, realizing they were 
probably the targets of a hoax, yet not knowing where the sounds were 
originating from. We, in turn, would do our best to not laugh too 
loudly and reveal our hidden treetop locations. But even when we were 
discovered, adults would be hard pressed to climb the tree after us—
though some would feign doing so, causing us great distress.

If we really wanted excitement, and we often did, we would 
go into the park to spy on and annoy the teenagers. On Friday and 
Saturday evenings they would gravitate with their cars to the road along 
the high side of the park, just below the Bureau of Reclamation temple. 
Various groups of them would “clump up.” Each would laugh and talk 
loudly. Many would smoke, though the chief would go after them if he 
saw this. We would watch their glowing cigarette tips move excitedly 
up and down as they conversed. And after we built up enough nerve, 
from somewhere behind the camouflage of oleander bushes, we would 
harassingly call out to them. Sometimes they would give chase.

You did not want to get caught by a teenager. Many of them 
took great pleasure in scaring smaller kids, so you never wanted to 
be on their receiving end, deserved or not. They might pin you to 
the ground, then annoyingly drop blades of grass on your face or, far 
worse, drool saliva upon you. Or they might bend your arm behind 
your back until you screamed “uncle” and begged for their forgiveness. 
To be sure, getting caught usually took the fun out of the incident—at 
least for the perpetrator. And it would inversely bring much pleasure 
to the retaliating teenager. Consequently, we made a great effort to not 
get caught—always pre-planning our escape route before inciting the 
trouble.

But to make this pastime even more precarious, there was the 
ever-present possibility of being caught by a member of the Goon 
Gang. And this was a huge concern. Indeed, this was a Boulder City 
kid’s greatest fear—far exceeding that of being bitten by a rattlesnake or 
abducted by a UFO. Though I could never be sure of having ever seen 
one, the Goon Gang reputation, no doubt enhanced by the imagination 
of children, was terrifying. They wore black leather jackets and they 
slicked their long hair back with grease. Their cars were purposely 
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noisy. They drank beer and, of course, smoked cigarettes. But the most 
fearsome aspect of a Goon Gang member was that they, allegedly, 
filed their teeth into points. And this attribute made them particularly 
ominous.

So, we purposely tried to avoid harassing those that wore black 
leather jackets. And when we were caught by teenagers, whether they 
wore black leather or not, we always looked up into their faces to 
determine their dental condition. Once it was revealed that they did not 
have filed teeth, we were greatly relieved. While we still had to endure 
significant humiliation and discomfort at the hands of our retaliator, we 
at least did so with the knowledge that we would likely live another day.

Captain Pierre

After our move to Boulder City, Fred retained his employment at 
the Tropicana Casino. Each workday he would commute 25 miles back 
and forth on the Boulder Highway. In 1963, this was an easy drive, as 
the casino was on the southern outskirts of Las Vegas. Between it and 
Boulder City was mostly uninhabited desert. The city of Henderson, 
eventually Nevada’s second-largest, was then barely a speed bump.

Though we kids did not know it at the time, because of Fred’s 
“extra” casino duties, our family of five was able to survive on the single 
paycheck of a security guard. It was not on par with the Rockefellers, 
but we did enjoy some of the material niceties of life.

Fred’s income was also supplemented by desperate, down-in-
their-luck gamblers. Often to my mother’s displeasure, he would bring 
home items that were being offered, as he would put it, “too cheap to 
pass up.” This included small things like a 38 Smith & Wesson revolver; 
an antler-handled bowie knife; a flip-top, butane cigarette lighter that 
depicted Las Vegas’s Fremont Street in colorful enamel; a transistor 
radio; a portable record player; and various tickets to Las Vegas stage 
shows. But it also, occasionally, included larger things, like two pairs of 
scuba tanks; a console television; and once even a two-tone green 1957 
Packard Clipper four-door Town Sedan. For a time, the latter served as 
my mother’s car.

One day, Fred outdid himself and really surprised us. Very much 
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out of his character, he announced he had brought home an animal. 
Living in cowboy country, we naturally assumed it was a horse. Or 
perhaps it was a trained lion from one of the casino stage shows. This 
shocker prompted us to run to the front window to see what type of 
trailer was attached to the back of his car. But there was none. Our 
expectations sank as quickly as they had soared. Frowns fell over our 
faces. Seeing this, Fred smiled—an oddity in itself. Then he walked 
outside to his car and returned with a large cardboard box. He carried 
it past us and into the kitchen, where we followed him. Then he 
stooped down and placed it in the middle of the floor. All three of us 
immediately pulled at the box top’s folded flaps to get a look at the 
contents, not considering what kind of creature might have lunged out.

But it was not a wild beast inside. Rather, it was a whimpering, 
curly-haired puppy, nervously looking back up at us.

The horse and the lion were forgotten.
Of course, this was exciting for three kids. In our elation, we 

collectively agreed the first order of business was to name this new 
family member. We thought it appropriate to give the little apricot 
colored French poodle a French name. So, we gave him the first French 
name that Cliff blurted out.

“Pierre!” he offered.
It seemed reasonable enough, so its choice was unanimous.
Naturally, we were thrilled to have a dog. But Pierre, in turn, was 

a bit less enamored with us kids. Over time, this became more apparent. 
He did not dislike us, it was more of an indifference. I always believed 
that he considered Dory, Cliff, and me as his annoying siblings. This 
made his disposition easier to understand. Certainly he considered us, at 
a minimum, as his equals—and more likely as his subordinates. The dog 
realized early on that we were not his meal ticket. And if we were not 
his meal ticket, then he was not beholden to us. Poodles are smart dogs. 
And Pierre had a curious “what’s in it for me” demeanor, more typical of 
cats.

The dog’s apathy, however, did not carry over to my mother. He 
took to her right away. And she to him. While Pierre was officially 
the family dog, there was never any doubt he was actually her dog. 
And this made sense, since she was home alone with him during his 
impressionable pup weeks. On weekdays, Fred was away working or 
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sleeping off a night shift and we were attending school. Yet despite Cliff, 
Dory, and I being his personal attendants—feeding, brushing, and all-
too-frequently taking him outside to attend to his “business”—when we 
had completed our dog services, Pierre would fly back to Pat’s feet like a 
boomerang.

He was Pat’s shadow. And the two were nearly inseparable. He 
stayed at her feet during the days. He slept by her side on the bed 
during the nights. When they were separated for long periods, Pierre 
would literally roll up into a ball and sulk. His displeasure of her 
absence would be plainly evident. But when she returned, he would 
instantly exhibit all of the joy a poodle could possibly muster. This 
would be displayed with a ritual of racing in frantic circles throughout 
the house. Like a crazed Tasmanian devil, his tongue would hang out of 
his mouth as he chased some invisible prey-of-happiness. Comically, his 
claws would audibly dig into the carpet as he struggled to make sharp, 
accelerating turns. And we would hear frantic little tap shoes coming 
from the kitchen portion of his orbit, as he tried to gain traction on the 
slippery linoleum floor. We called his celebratory dog dance “the apricot 
tornado.” It was the exhibition of pure poodle euphoria.

But this enthusiastic poodle response was reserved for my mother. 
When we kids returned home, Pierre was not likely to even raise his 
napping head. The same was true for his reception of Fred. About the 
only time we could get a reaction out of him was when we offered a 
Milk-Bone dog biscuit or a walk outdoors.

“Walky-walk?” we would inquire, punctuating the words with the 
familiar rattle of his chain leash.

With these audible cues, he would leap up from wherever he was 
and shoot towards the door like a bullet. Pierre loved to go outside. And 
he did understand we were his primary access. Though we preferred 
not to leash him, we usually did. Pierre had an annoying practice of 
ignoring our calls. Unleashed, he would often stray beyond our comfort 
zone. And this was a problem, since he considered himself only obliged 
to the verbal commands of Pat.

As it turned out, Pierre was the harbinger of even more good 
things to come. Soon after he entered our lives, Fred did come home 
from work pulling a trailer. It was not a horse trailer, but it was 
something even better. In our slack-jawed disbelief, each of us kids 
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looked up at the shiny white hull of a boat. It was not an ordinary boat 
with an outboard motor attached, as we had known back in Minnesota. 
This one only had half of a motor—only the bottom half. And it was 
“weirdly” sticking out of its transom.

“Where’s the rest of the motor?” I excitedly asked, after I had 
circled it several times and had regained some composure.

“It’s inside the boat,” Fred replied. “This is an inboard-outboard.”
And I guess that well described it, because it appeared as though 

someone had cut the bottom half—the propeller half—off a large 
outboard motor and mounted it to the stern of the hull. We were told 
that concealed under the large fiberglass box in the back of the boat’s 
interior was a Chevy car engine. And this we thought quite amazing. In 
disbelief, we continued to circle the trailer as if one of our orbits would 
reveal the hoax.

Another down-in-his-luck gambler had bestowed another 
irresistible opportunity to Fred—and Fred pounced on it. Consequently, 
someone’s bad luck became our family’s good fortune. The blackjack 
table had made instant mariners out of us desert dwellers.

From our backyard, it was a mere five miles down to the shores of 
Lake Mead. I had always thought the word “lake” seemed too modest 
for such a vast body of water. In Minnesota, lakes were plentiful. 
Nearly everyone had heard of its famed “10,000 lakes” or at least read 
the same from a Minnesota automobile license plate. But few realized 
the aggregate shoreline of all of the Minnesota lakes exceeds the 
shorelines of California, Florida, and Hawaii, combined. Yet despite this 
impressive fact, Minnesota lakes—but for a few notable exceptions—are 
quite small. They are numerous, but they are small. Their lakes average a 
mere fraction of a square mile in size. Whereas Lake Mead, all by itself, 
boasts a size of 247 square miles. And it extends for over 112 miles. 
That is a lot of water surface, particularly when you consider it is in the 
middle of the desert. Of course, Lake Mead has the unfair advantage of 
being manmade. Technically, it is a reservoir—the result of pouring 3.25 
million cubic yards of concrete into a deep and narrow river canyon. 
Nevertheless, for a former Minnesota boy, it represented a whole new 
definition of lake.

Barrenness was its other distinct feature. I was accustomed to lush-
green forests surrounding sky-blue lakes. And these green shorelines 
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would typically be dotted with homes and cabins. Each of those would 
have a dock protruding far out into the shallow waters, seeking just 
enough depth to accommodate the draft of a boat motor. The glacier-
scoured landscapes around these lakes were generally flat, making 
the treetops define the skyline. Distances were finite. And life, from 
the annoying buzz of mosquitoes to the haunting songs of loons, was 
everywhere.

But Lake Mead, by contrast, was stark and dimensional. There 
was little apparent life along its shorelines, save the patches of scrubby, 
gray-green desert bushes and cacti and the occasional yucca plant. 
Wildlife existed, of course, but it was relatively sparse. The reservoir 
basin, however, was broad and deep. One could see for miles. And the 
mountains surrounding it climbed to over three thousand feet above 
the water surface. The lake was encircled by distant towering ridges of 
grays and browns. And these rock walls were further distinguished by 
Lake Mead’s telltale white band, which rose, at times, hundreds of feet 
above the surface of the water—always perfectly parallel. This mineral 
deposit represented the ebb and flow of the reservoir’s fluctuating 
water elevation, dictated by the snowmelt of spring and the dryness of 
summer and the years of drought. The prominent band appeared as a 
giant bathtub ring, though inversely light in value.

As kids, we paid little heed to the lake’s surroundings. We were 
focused exclusively on the water itself, and what we could do in the 
water. All we really knew was that Lake Mead had a lot of it.

Surprisingly, in the marine environment, Fred actually became 
somewhat genial. He had been a sailor in the Pacific during the final 
days of the Naval campaign against Japan. And during those days of 
island jumping to rout out the remaining resistance, he apparently 
acquired a true affinity for the sea. There was no question he cherished 
being aboard his own boat. This was apparent to all of us. So much 
so, Pat actually purchased him a skipper’s cap. Without exception, he 
would wear the white cap, with its black brim and anchor emblem, at 
all times while operating the boat. Proudly half-standing, with one knee 
on the helm’s chair, he would look a bit like Quinton McHale, the jovial 
PT boat commander from the popular television series McHale’s Navy. 
Watching him scan the horizon as we raced along the water’s surface, it 
was obvious he felt a bit like McHale too.
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Since both Fred and Pat were raised in the Land of Lakes, they 
were already proficient water skiers. As teenagers, they each learned the 
sport with their friends, on one of the many lakes and with one of the 
many boats they had access to. Both could easily start up on one ski and 
slalom. And this greatly impressed us. We wanted to learn as well, so 
they taught us.

It took countless tumbles before Dory and I finally stood up on 
two skis. And even then, we were fairly wobbly. I remember clenching 
my teeth in terror as the boat would swing wide, forcing me outward 
and across its wake. Sometimes I successfully hopped over it. Sometimes 
not. Cliff, on the other hand, being older and more athletically agile, 
quickly got up on two skis. Then, in short order, he progressed to 
purposely dropping his second ski—an easier transition to slaloming. 
And, eventually, he was able to start out on a single ski. While I was 
envious of this, I had long ago realized and accepted the fact that I was 
not of his athletic caliber. But regardless of our respective water-skiing 
abilities, we all had great fun. It was, literally, the high watermark for 
our ambiguous family. While Fred and Pat’s fighting routine did not end 
during this maritime phase, the severity of their bouts was lessened for a 
time. And this was unprecedented.

We pursued other adventures with the boat as well. Lake Mead 
had countless coves to explore. Its rocky coast was intricate, making its 
perimeter often challenging to navigate. On one occasion, we probed up 
the Black Canyon, getting within a half-mile of the backside of Boulder 
Dam. Ropes connecting bright orange buoys and oversize warning 
signs prevented a closer approach. From this upstream backside view, 
the great Boulder Dam was merely a modest concrete skirt extending 
between steep canyon walls. From this perspective it was difficult to 
comprehend its sheer size and scope. Sitting on top of its backside water, 
one could not fathom the incredible force of 28,945,000 acre-feet of 
trapped liquid pressing against it.

Another time, we ambitiously cruised some 20 miles through 
what is known as “the Narrows.” As its name implies, this was a slender 
canyon with tall rock walls. It connected our base body of water, known 
as Boulder Basin, with the much less traveled larger portions of Lake 
Mead. Near the entrance of the next open body of water, Virgin Basin, 
Fred purposely beached the boat on a sandy shoreline. It was a remote 
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section of beach which appeared to be the delta for a dry creek. That 
night, it would be our campsite.

Sitting around the campfire, under an expansive canopy of 
twinkling stars, we reached the pinnacle of our family experience—
though, of course, none of us knew this at the time. We joked. We 
laughed. We ate hotdogs and baked beans, which we cooked over the 
flames. Then we joked and laughed some more. It was all so idyllic, like 
a television commercial glorifying family togetherness. In that moment 
it felt very real.

Eventually, the sun set behind the tall canyon walls and we all 
grew tired and introspective. Content with full stomachs, we stared in 
silence at the glowing embers. And we watched the lit ashes ascend to 
join the stars in the night sky.

But my contentment was gradually overridden by anxiousness 
as the time to sleep approached. The beached boat only had two fold-
down chairs. Parental protocol dictated these beds be assigned to Fred 
and Pat, and by his umbrella of privilege, Pierre. So, we were relegated 
to sleeping bags on the beach. While this was not a comfort issue—as 
the soft sand was certainly going to be more comfortable than the boat’s 
stiff, vinyl chair cushions—it was, for me, a security issue. And I was 
not worried about banditos or pirates.

Childhood camping memories are often filled with statistically 
unjustifiable fears of impending danger. In the Northwoods, it might 
be the fear of a bear attack. In the Southeast, it might be an alligator 
attack. In the jungle, it might be the fear of a lion attack. But on the 
desert beach that night, my fear was of a scorpion attack. Ever since 
my Dixie-cup fiasco, I had modified my opinion of scorpions. This was 
also partly due to an episode of Gunsmoke that I had seen on television, 
where a cowboy had to shake the scorpions out of his bedding before 
retiring for the evening. Scorpions, it seems, like to be warm too. And 
they are purportedly fond of soft, warm sleeping bags. Yet they are not 
particularly fond of sharing their bed with humans. This gave me great 
concern.

Of course, before sliding into my sleeping bag, I fully unzipped 
and opened it. Then, like a rug, I violently shook it to dislodge any 
unwelcome bedmates. But this did not do much to quell my concern. 
I still feared that an arthropod seeking warmth would crawl in during 
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the long night. And this fear made it impossible for me to fall asleep. 
Every squeak, tweet, scraping, or rustling sound that came from the 
surrounding darkness represented a cluster of approaching scorpions to 
me. I could not get them out of my head.

“Did you hear that?” I whispered to Cliff, who was lying in his 
bag a few feet away.

“Hear what?” he replied, seemingly half asleep.
“Those squeaks.”
“They’re noth’n. Go to sleep,” he answered unconcerned.
“I think those are scorpions,” I said trying to raise his alarm.
“They’re not,” he answered. But I knew he did not really know.
“Shut up and go to sleep,” he added.
So I did shut up, but I did not sleep.
It was just moments later that I felt it against my leg. It was 

cool and soft. My brain raced, calculating the possibilities. But my 
muscles, without the benefit of reason, beat my brain to the punch. 
They immediately executed an evacuation maneuver. Before I could 
even think to scream, I was standing outside and next to my sleeping 
bag, slapping at my legs. I wanted to be certain it was no longer on me. 
So I hopped around, trying to fully ascertain what had just occurred. I 
noticed that Cliff was watching me. My dance was illuminated by the 
still-burning campfire. Then I heard him laugh. It was a muffled laugh, 
as he covered his mouth with his sleeping bag, trying not to wake Fred 
and Pat. But it was an undeniable laugh.

Slowly it dawned on me that I was yet another terror victim of 
Plastigoop.

In 1963, few kids would disagree that the greatest invention 
to come out of the research and development laboratories of Mattel 
toy company was the Thingmaker. It was rivaled only by the physics-
defying Slinky and SuperBall, and possibly by the mystifying substance 
known as Silly Putty. But unlike those other childhood wonders, the 
Thingmaker was a landmark breakthrough in toy science. It provided 
the essential “missing link” between Plastigoop and a kid’s innate desire 
to instill fright upon others. With the Thingmaker, one could create 
as many soft, cool, squiggly, fear-provoking creatures as his bottles of 
colored Plastigoop could afford.

You simply squirted the liquid into a detailed metal mold. This 
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was then heated by the Thingmaker, much like a hotplate. After long 
minutes of watching the liquid bubble, while inhaling its distinctive 
sweet burning-latex scent, you would carefully remove the now-
rubbery shape from its hot template. If you made the mistake, as most 
inexperienced kids initially did, of being impatient and grabbing the 
hot material before it had fully cooked and matured, you would likely 
get the hot paste trapped between your fingernails and the sensitive skin 
underneath. Then you would gasp in pain. But if you were a smart kid, 
you would not scream out. Rather, you would bear the intense, though 
momentary, burning sensation in silence. Because if you reported 
such an injury to an adult, purposely or involuntarily through a verbal 
expression of hurt, it would almost certainly assure the confiscation of 
the perceived dangerous toy. To most kids who beheld the magic of the 
Thingmaker, a little short-lived pain was preferable to long-term artistic 
deprivation.

Fortunately, getting hot Plastigoop under fingernails was a 
mistake rarely made twice. But barring this mishap, the Thingmaker 
would eventually cook the magical goop into one of the true marvels of 
kiddom: The Creepy Crawler.

Our family never owned a Thingmaker, despite our begging. 
We did not begrudge Fred and Pat for this. It was an expensive toy. 
None was ever offered up by any of Fred’s down-in-their-luck gambler 
acquaintances either. But fortunately, we each had a friend that owned 
one, so we had access to Creepy Crawlers. And Cliff, always the jokester, 
had cleverly created one in the form of a black scorpion. How and when 
he got it into my sleeping bag, I never knew.

Of course, his pleasure was at the expense of my embarrassment. 
But his prank was perfectly legal and, admittedly, well played. Such 
were the rules of kid pranks. Sometimes you dish it out. Sometimes 
you receive. I was mad at first and I kicked at the ground. But after 
stubbing my toe on a rock, Cliff’s muffled laugh grew even louder. Yet, 
his regenerated delight was fair-game too. In anger I had displayed 
bad form. From the same unwritten kid playbook, it was another rule 
that if you had been “had” by a prank, it was inappropriate to “have a 
cow about it.” Kid protocol would dictate that you laugh it off. And 
commonsense, when employed, would back up this edict. An angry 
reaction simply made you a bigger, more desirable target of further 
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ridicule. So, I morphed from anger to laughter. And this was not 
difficult, as Cliff’s amusement was contagious. We both struggled then to 
conceal our laughter. We did not want to wake up and unleash the rage 
of Fred. Nor did we want to provoke Dory, who was not averse to loud, 
attention-getting protests when awoken.

The laughing actually helped take my mind off the real scorpions, 
though I was still convinced they were lurking all around us in the dark. 
It seemed to tire me enough to put me over the slumber edge. Somehow 
I dropped into a deep sleep.

Morning came early for me. I was grateful to see a hint of 
luminosity in the eastern sky. As soon as I considered there to be enough 
light to navigate, which was well before sunrise, I was out of my bag 
and poking around the campsite. The air was crisp and cool. The desert 
was still. Even the squeaks had ceased. Overnight, the lake had relaxed 
into a shiny flat plain. It mirrored perfectly the surrounding silhouette 
of mountains and the overhead canopy of stars. Mesmerized, I watched 
the reflection of the former grow increasingly crimson. And the latter 
gradually faded, yielding to the vanguard rays of the coming sun. The 
water’s flawlessness tempted me to walk upon it as though it were ice. 
But dipping the tip of my tennis shoes into its edge, convinced me that, 
despite what it appeared to be, it was still very much liquid.

As the sun threatened to rise from behind the eastern ridge, 
Cliff, Dory, and my mother awoke. Then jointly we rebuilt the fire, 
rummaging up any pieces of burnable desert scrap within our view. 
As the flames revived, we huddled around it to ward off the morning 
chill. For a long time we stared into its radiance and said little to one 
another, relishing the tranquility of the moment. Eventually, Cliff broke 
the silence by mentioning the previous night’s scorpion prank. Then we 
all laughed about it together. My mother thought it hilarious and this 
encouraged Cliff to be even bolder.

While hawking the attributes of its Thingmaker on Saturday 
morning television commercials, the Mattel toy company staged 
romanticized scenarios where parents were surprised, then momentarily 
frightened by the discovery of a Creepy Crawler. But then, when the 
actor-parents realized it was just a rubbery prank, not a real venomous 
creature about to inflict bodily harm on them, they would laugh with 
their prankster actor-children. It would be a “those darn mischievous 
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kids” type of laugh—a good-natured “yucking it up,” taking the prank 
in stride. To the child television viewer, the lasting impression was 
that the Thingmaker, amongst its many other attributes, could create 
cherished moments. It could bring families closer together.

It did not seem unreasonable to Cliff, therefore, that he might 
achieve the same funny reaction from Fred. So, emboldened by Pat’s 
unthought-through blessing, he carefully placed his black Creepy 
Crawler scorpion on the still-sleeping Fred’s light colored blanket, just 
inches below his snoring mouth. The three of us returned to sit around 
the fire, but now we made sure that we faced the boat. We waited for 
Fred to awaken. And in a short time he did.

I can only imagine how Fred came to realize there was a scorpion 
near his face. But his reaction was predictable. He, as I did, bolted out 
of his covers into an upright position, barely uttering a sound. And 
he, as I, swatted at his body to assure the creature’s dislodgment. Then 
without expending an extra second, he jumped out of the beached boat 
onto the sand. He was clearly a terrorized man.

But by now we could not muffle our laughs any longer. And Fred 
quickly realized he was the object of a prank. He confirmed this by 
looking back over the edge of the boat to see the lifeless scorpion lying 
on the floor. He poked at it with the handle of a dock hook and quickly 
comprehended it was not real. He turned his head up and looked 
towards us. We were still laughing, but now overtly and hysterically. 
Then Cliff made the innocent mistake of shouting out his confession.

“It’s only a Creepy Crawler!” he hollered between laughs.
And we all laughed again, as this was how it was scripted in the 

Mattel TV commercials.
But Fred was not laughing. Nor was he smiling. His face was red 

with rage. And it was getting redder by the second. Fred was not known 
for his sense of humor. He was about to go off script from the television 
version of the Creepy Crawler prank.

“YOU LITTLE BASTARD!” he shouted, as he lunged away from 
the boat and towards Cliff, like a charging lion.

At first Cliff thought it was a bluff charge, a joking retaliatory jest. 
But within crucial seconds, he reconsidered this conclusion. Just in the 
nick of time, narrowly avoiding capture, he sprung off like a startled 
gazelle. And this was a good thing. Fred had truly blown a fuse. By all 
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appearances he was functioning on pure emotion, without the benefit 
of his brain. Luckily for Cliff, he was a far faster runner than Fred. Yet, 
it was not until he was a half mile down the beach that he dared glance 
back over his shoulder. He finally stopped only when he realized that 
Fred, the incessant Pall Mall Straights smoker, had run out of breath.

It took the better part of an hour for Fred’s boil to subside to a 
steaming simmer. And during this time, he would speak to none of us. 
Nor were any of us inclined to strike up a conversation with him. When 
my mother finally thought it safe, she gestured for Cliff to return to the 
camp. He had been sitting on a distant boulder, watching us intently 
the whole time, clearly shaken by the unintended response.

When Cliff finally arrived back at camp, his face was met 
by Fred’s. “Don’t try a stunt like that again boy!” Fred threatened, 
underscoring his words with a resolute glare and a finger jabbing just 
short of Cliff’s ashen face.

Nothing else was said by any of us. Our camp remained silent. 
The goodwill drifted off. All attention turned to the business of breaking 
down camp and loading the boat. Indeed, not many words were said on 
our long return voyage to the marina either. The chill had been cast. By 
the time we got home, the chill had transformed into a full-fledged fight 
between Fred and Pat. But this was not unexpected. They were long 
overdue.

During these boating days, I learned that poodles were ideal water 
dogs, specifically bred as water retrievers. Despite their breed being 
perfected and popularized in France, most believe poodles originated in 
Germany. Pudelhunds, as they were first known, literally translated into 
English as “splash about dogs.” And Pierre, true to his heritage, certainly 
liked to splash about. This dog loved water. He loved being near it, in it, 
on it. And, curiously, he loved cruising across it in a speeding boat too. 
You could see it in his face, in the way he held his snout confidently into 
the wind, with his long floppy ears floating behind like wings. In the 
reversed chair behind the helm, he would literally stand tall—back legs 
on the lower seat cushion, front legs on the top of the backrest. And he 
would scan the horizon as the boat bounced along. He never whimpered 
or looked at us in unease. He was truly in his comfort zone. Sometimes, 
when the boat was stopped and the helm chair vacant, Pierre would 
jump into it as though wanting to take command of the ship.
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We all wanted to recognize the dog’s ardent aquatic-maritime 
nature. And since we could not buy him a cap that would fit and stay 
on his head, we did the next best thing. We gave Pierre the honorary 
title of Captain. It seemed fitting and appropriate. We agreed from then 
on to refer to our poodle-mariner, officially, as Captain Pierre. In time, 
we tired of uttering all four syllables, so we dropped the formality and 
simply started referring to him by his new nickname: Captain.

This name stayed with the dog even after the boat left. And the 
boat left fairly soon after the camping trip. Like with so many of Fred 
and Pat’s abrupt actions, we never knew why. We asked, of course, but 
we were never told. This did not surprise us though. We always thought 
the boating days too good to be true.

Our lives and routines as desert dwellers returned to normal.
This was about the time we kids discovered that Captain had 

another unique trait. He could detect peril like a canary in a coal mine. 
Like us, the poodle would get visibly upset when Fred and Pat were in 
the heat of battle. But while we kids would generally retreat to the far 
corners of our rooms to buffer the air of tension, Captain would cower 
down as close as possible to Pat’s feet. He would not leave her side. 
When the exchanges got especially loud and violence seemed imminent, 
Captain would no longer be able to contain his fear. He would cry out 
in a pitiful howl, hoping that his verbal despair would end the trauma—
hoping his perceived aggressor would back away from his beloved 
master. Surprisingly, his desperate interjection often helped the moment, 
getting the attention of the two combatants like the clang of a boxing 
ring bell signaling the end of a round. But, of course, Captain’s reprieve 
was ultimately futile. It would only serve as the theater’s intermission. 
The two aggressors would eventually go back into full battle.

Captain was a perceptive dog. He was keenly in tune to the 
temperament of Pat. When she was upset, he was upset. Just as he was 
visibly happy to be aboard his boat, Captain was visibly traumatized 
when Pat was traumatized. Often, when we returned home from school, 
we would know Fred and Pat were fighting even before we saw or 
heard them fighting. The dog would wear his stress. And we learned to 
recognize this. Like his canine brothers who could, reportedly, perceive 
an impending earthquake before it occurred, Captain seemed to even 
know Fred and Pat were going to fight before they knew it. So, we got in 
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the habit of looking to the dog for cues. If the “apricot canary” seemed 
to be struggling at the bottom of his metaphorical birdcage, we knew 
to keep low and retreat to a distant corner. His observable angst spared 
us some of the unpleasantries of war. For this we were always grateful to 
him.

But Captain Pierre suffered for his clairvoyance. The poor little 
poodle lived most of his life with a boatload of anxiety.

Moon Base Down

Near the end of September, President Kennedy embarked on one 
of his life’s final outings. It was a five day, eleven state journey through 
the West. To the media, it would be promoted as his “Conservation 
Tour.” Along the way, he would give speeches, dedicate dams, and 
mingle with politicians. But despite the trip’s official billing, Kennedy’s 
accompanying Secretary of Interior—the passionate preservationist, 
Stewart Udall—would later complain of the President’s visible lack of 
true conservation conviction. He would write in his journal, “I can 
hardly, with fairness, complain that my man does not have a streak of 
Thoreau or Robert Frost in his New England makeup, but I long for 
a flicker of emotion, a response to the out of doors and overwhelming 
majesty of the land.” During their stop at Grand Teton National Park, 
Udall was actually laughed at by members of the President’s staff for 
trying to get Kennedy to go on a short early morning nature walk with 
him. And Udall wrote about being appalled by the President’s apparent 
disinterest at the “rare, exciting sight” of two bald eagles flying alongside 
the Presidential helicopter as they did a scenic flyover of Lake Superior’s 
Apostle Islands. But he would acknowledge that the President was, at 
least, making an effort towards stressing the importance of preserving 
the nation’s beauty and natural resources. And he believed the trip 
would be, in the end, beneficial to the overall conservation cause. Never 
giving up on trying to instill nature’s awe within the soul of the thirty-
fifth president, on the final morning of the trip as they approached Las 
Vegas, Udall encouraged Kennedy to have his pilot fly low over the 
proposed Lake Mead National Recreation Area.

I was oblivious to the President’s Saturday Las Vegas visit. Unlike 
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my father, neither my mother nor Fred had much interest in such 
things. And as a boy, I did not pay too much heed to the local news. 
The Spanish Armada could have been moored down the hill on Lake 
Mead and I would not have necessarily known about it. But I did have 
President Kennedy in mind, on that same Saturday morning, as I pulled 
my Operation Moon Base out of my bedroom closet and into the living 
room. I did know the President, only a week earlier, had proposed a 
joint mission to the moon with our arch-nemesis, the Russians. This 
idea was appalling to me. It seemed preposterous. And I was trying hard 
to re-imagine my moon base with a bunch of untrustworthy commies 
snooping around. To help me digest this thought, I set the entire 
base up. With my little plastic space men, some now designated as 
cosmonauts, I tried to run through the various new scenarios. However, 
I could not stomach the thought of commies creeping around my moon 
base for very long. Within a half-hour, I pushed the toy into a corner, 
then leaned over to switch on the Saturday morning television cartoons.

Pat had a low tolerance for kids watching TV late into Saturday 
mornings. After breakfast was eaten, she wanted us outside and off 
with our friends. And who could blame her? Boulder City’s morning 
weather was nearly always perfect and our house was always small 
inside. Especially with three restless kids. Pat also had zero tolerance 
for kids leaving behind unpicked-up messes. In such instances, she 
would typically “fire a warning shot over our bows.” But she would 
rarely do this more than once. If we did not act, disciplinary action was 
imminent. And this nearly always equated to sentences—lots and lots of 
sentences.

The exception to this punitive inevitability was weekends. Here 
she faced a dilemma. Sentences kept us inside and, consequently, “in 
her hair.” And she wanted us out. So she was, as my grandfather used 
to say, “caught between a rock and a hard place.” And we kids knew it. 
Sometimes on weekends, we would take advantage of this perceived 
weak point. We would test her limits. Push her envelope.

But on this particular Saturday, I overplayed my hand. Before 
heading outdoors, I did not put away my coveted Operation Moon 
Base. Even after two unprecedented stern warnings. When fully set 
up, my moon base covered a lot of real estate. Indeed, it was too large 
to play with inside the bedroom Cliff and I shared. I usually dragged 
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it out into the living room where there was adequate space. But even 
there the turf was finite, so the rule was to disassemble it and return 
it to the bedroom closet when the playing was over. I usually did this. 
But not this time. Instead, I lazily left it in a corner of the living room. 
I doubted her resolve. Somehow, I managed to believe the two rocket 
launchers, twelve astronauts, six green moon men, four roving moon 
vehicles, and sixty-some other plastic moon accessories would be 
forgotten by her. So, I left it and I went outside to play.

This plan, though ill-conceived, may have actually worked had Pat 
not tripped on one of the rocket gantries, causing her to stumble into 
the wall.

I probably should not have been surprised by the outrageous scene 
that met my eyes upon my return home for lunch. Protruding out of the 
partially closed lid of our galvanized outdoor garbage can was a portion 
of my Operation Moon Base. At first I shook my head in disbelief, 
preferring to imagine that my eyes were playing tricks on my brain. But 
when I grasped onto one of the rocket launchers—that, ironically, was 
aimed towards the pale daytime moon overhead—my sense of touch 
came into sync with my eyes and brain. She really was throwing it away.

“What the h … ” I whimpered, as I began clawing the pieces out 
of the can and placing them onto the concrete driveway.

I still believed it was theatrics. No one would purposely throw 
away such a valuable collection of visionary plastic space science. Surely, 
this was a not-so-subtle attempt to make a point.

“You leave those where they are!” she ordered. She had heard me 
through the screen door as I rummaged through the garbage can.

“I warned you! You’re the one that decided to not put it away!”
And that was true. But throwing it away? Absurd.
Yet, a thin veil of doubt was cast upon me. I felt a knot in my 

stomach as I continued to pull out the pieces.
“LEAVE IT!” she threatened.
I looked up at her briefly with a face of hurt and anger, my eyes 

welling up. Then I defiantly turned back to my task and continued 
to dig out the pieces, ignoring her order. This lasted only another few 
seconds until she came flying out the screen door to forcibly pull me 
away from the garbage can. She could not pick me up, so she put me in 
a bear hug lock and dragged me a short distance across the concrete. I 



SINGING DESERT 147

dared not strike at her, but I did try to wrestle myself free. Unsuccessful, 
I then applied the brakes—purposely creating resistance by forcing the 
rubber bottoms of my tennis shoes hard against the driveway.

“I said LEAVE IT!” she repeated, as she dragged me along.
After a struggle, I and finally pulled myself away from her grip. 

Then I leapt a few yards beyond her reach and turned to face her again.
“That’s mine! YOU CAN’T DO THAT!” I screamed.
“You wanna bet?” she retorted, challenging me. “You left it out. 

Now it’s go’n to the dump. It’s your own fault!”
So I kicked. I stomped. I cried. I screamed some more. Then I 

changed tactics. I begged for sentences. I pleaded for a whipping. I 
appealed for mercy. But all I managed to do was put on a show for the 
neighbors, who were beginning to form into an impromptu audience. 
I knew she was not going to give in. She never gave in. She was not 
known for clemency. If she was nothing else, she was tenacious. I may as 
well have been trying to shovel the desert clear of sand.

Defeated, I then opted to hurl a few insults at her, knowing I 
stood far enough away to outrun any charge she might mount. Yet, even 
in my full rage, I never swore at her. None of us kids did. It was taboo. 
It was a disrespect we could not comprehend. It was a line we never 
crossed. Rather, I leapfrogged and said something far worse.

“IT’S NOT FAIR … PATSY!” I blurted between my clenched 
teeth, with the delayed emphasis on the word, “Patsy.”

There were a lot of derogatory words you could call Pat and still 
walk away alive. But “Patsy” was not one of those words. She despised 
the name. She would emphatically instruct people that she was “Pat” 
or she was “Patricia,” but never, ever, in no shape or form, was she 
“Patsy.” I did not understand why, but it was a “word button” that could 
instantly set her off into a wild inferno. I was well aware of this. So, 
feeling wronged and wanting to strike a retaliatory blow, I pushed the 
button.

Fully aware of her assembled neighborhood audience, Pat then, 
suddenly and surprisingly, ratcheted down her loud discourse. She curtly 
replied to me in a eerily cool tone, while still staring me down with the 
steely eyes of a gunslinger.

“Get lost!”
I stared back, like an opposing gunslinger. I thought to myself, but 
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did not dare say, “Get lost? Is that all ya got?” Yet, I knew there was an 
unfathomable coldness to her decree that the actual words did not fully 
convey. I could feel its dagger pierce me. It hurt, but it also regenerated 
my rage.

“So, you want me to get lost, do you?” I reasoned to myself 
without vocalizing the words. “Well, okay. Since you insist, I will. I’ll 
show you.”

I turned away from her and our audience, then stormed off.
Fortunately for me, the desert was a great place to get lost. If not 

literally, certainly figuratively. I had all I could do to contain my anger. 
Walking was a good way to expend some of my overflowing fury. It was 
that or explode. Hence, I walked out onto the desert. And I walked and 
I walked. Eventually, I came to the edge of nearby Radar Mountain. 
By then, I had cooled down to a boil. A degree of reason had returned 
to my thought process. So, as I looked up towards its peak, rather than 
operate on pure emotion, I actually contemplated my next move.

We kids had always been granted a liberal range of where 
we were allowed to roam in the Boulder City area. It included the 
“surrounding desert,” but I instinctively knew that even a vague limit 
like “surrounding” had a finite boundary—at least with Pat. Or maybe I 
wanted to believe this. Fred, I had always assumed, would have preferred 
we kids got lost in the desert. He never voiced an opinion about 
where we went or how far. I never got the impression he particularly 
cared. He deferred, instead, to the judgment of Pat. So, the line was 
blurry. But regardless of where it actually was, I had always considered 
Boulder City’s mountain backdrop as out of bounds. And this had 
never troubled me, since the lowland desert was still new and relatively 
unexplored. I simply had not turned my attentions to the highlands 
yet. But on this day I did. The situation was different. I had adrenaline 
induced energy to expend. I was looking for a challenge. And I was 
looking for vengeance.

I chose to take Pat’s rash “get lost” proclamation literally. “She 
could not have really meant it,” I still convinced myself, “but she did say 
it. And words have consequences.” I would teach her to be more careful 
in how she used them. Since she had, effectively, given me a “get out of 
jail free” card, I would play it. Under the guise of “getting lost,” I would 
do a little exploring.
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By name alone, Radar Mountain was intriguing to a boy. High on 
its peak was a curious array of antennas and a small cubical building. Its 
namesake radar equipment had been removed by the Air Force a couple 
of years earlier. But the remnant structure was still odd looking and 
appeared worthy of a boy’s investigation. Also, I had heard that from 
atop, one could look down onto not only Boulder City and Lake Mead, 
but also Las Vegas. That was a view I wanted to see. And if its grand 
view and antennas were not enticement enough, Radar Mountain had 
the added distinction of housing the giant painted letters “BC,” halfway 
up its face. These bright white letters were a prominent and familiar 
backdrop to the town. If a visitor was not certain whether they were in 
Boulder City, all they had to do was look up at the giant “BC” painted 
onto the adjacent mountainside to be reassured.

So, without water and wearing only a T-shirt, jeans and high-top 
tennis shoes, I embarked up the steep, rocky terrain.

The patch of desert between the edge of Boulder City and the base 
of Radar Mountain was narrow. It was part of my usual desert rounds, 
so I knew this stretch well. But once I stepped onto the ascending grade 
at the base of the mountain, I was entering uncharted territory. With 
this in mind, I proceeded slowly and cautiously. By this time in my 
desert education, I had become keenly aware that poisonous creatures 
were apt to lurk in the cracks and crevices along this rocky route. It 
provided them with many opportunities for shaded concealment. Of 
chief concern to me were scorpions and rattlesnakes. While I would see 
neither on this day, on two occasions I would hear the latter’s warning 
rattle.

But what startled me even more along my upward trek was the 
sighting of a notorious Gila monster. I was well aware of their existence. 
How could a boy not be with the word “monster” in the name? But 
I had never seen one in the wild. Its size of nearly two feet in length 
and its orange and black spotted bands cued me to its identity. These 
fearsome looking “little dinosaurs,” I had been told, had terrible breath 
and were venomous—potentially deadly. But fortunately they were 
also known to be slow moving and not particularly aggressive towards 
humans. An old-timer had once told me “Only a fool could get bitten 
by a Gila, and he would have to be trying pretty hard.” Nevertheless, I 
gave it a wide berth as I passed. I kept it in my sights as long as I could. 
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And it did the same with me.
Eventually, I arrived at the giant “BC” letters. Upon seeing them 

so close up, I was underwhelmed. I had expected something spectacular. 
They were so imposing from far away. But from my close perspective, 
the one-hundred-foot painted letters looked crude and unremarkable. 
Their edges wavered and their surface was interrupted by anomalies, 
such as small scrub brushes and rocks. Yet, in the full sun, their white 
brightness nearly blinded me.

I noticed each letter was lined with uniformly spaced paint cans. 
They were each without a lid. When I looked inside them, I did not 
see any paint. Rather, I saw black soot. I surmised that these were the 
oil cans that were lit to illuminate the letters during home high school 
football games. Indeed, on many Friday nights I had seen these letters 
seemingly float high in the sky. For visiting teams, it must have been an 
intimidating sight to see their opponent’s letters burning overhead.

It certainly helped instill community pride. The high school 
football team was a big deal in Boulder City. Friday nights filled the 
brightly illuminated playing field with enthusiastic parents and fans. It 
was an electrifying experience. And after I watched my first game from 
the bleachers, I dreamed of being one of the Eagles myself. But it was 
a lofty dream at the time, since I did not even know how football was 
played. Other than holding, throwing, and catching a football a few 
times, I had never been exposed to actually playing the game. I was 
never taught. The few times I had played backyard football with friends, 
I bluffed my knowledge with modest success. By the time I had arrived 
in Boulder City, I was too embarrassed to ask. How could I possibly not 
know how to play football?

I greatly admired Cliff’s athletic abilities. He was a natural. And he 
seemed to be proficient and knowledgeable of all sports. Upon moving 
to Boulder City, he quickly joined a pee wee football team. And I was 
envious of him when he suited up into his uniform. He looked twice his 
size and very formidable in football armor. But despite wanting to be 
him, I feigned disinterest to my friends. I brushed away opportunities to 
play. Except on one fateful occasion.

Bedridden with the flu, Cliff was forced to forego his team’s 
first game. And this set the stage for a series of very bad plays. The 
first was Pat’s suggestion that I go to the game in his place. She had 
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been subjected to my football sulking for days, yet frustrated by my 
unwillingness to do anything about it. She saw this as an opportunity. 
If Fred had been home, he would have seen it as the bad idea that 
it was. Cliff was too delirious to care. Nevertheless, after an hour of 
Pat’s goading, my desire to play overrode my better judgment. It was 
a moment of weakness—or possibly bravery. I accepted the challenge, 
though it was a bad bet from the get go.

His uniform fit reasonably well, as I was nearly Cliff’s size. When I 
placed the helmet on and looked in the mirror, I liked what I saw. I was 
an imposing figure, not unlike a gladiator. My confidence grew. I began 
to hear cheering from the bleachers.

So, with ignorance and good intentions, my mother delivered me 
to the lions. She drove me the short distance to the football field, then 
bade me good luck as I stepped out of the car.

“Score a touchdown,” she requested. Then she drove off.
I turned and walked towards the lit field, my stomach full of 

butterflies. I realized, then, I had painted myself into a corner. There was 
no route for retreat—at least no self-respecting route. I had already been 
noticed by the other players.

Some of Cliff’s teammates recognized me as his little stepbrother 
right away and they questioned what I was doing there. But before I 
could answer them, the coach demanded his team’s attention and they 
all obediently fell silent as though Caesar had entered the Coliseum. 
When he finished his speech about playing smart and playing with 
heart, everyone put on their helmets and ran to the edge of the field. 
I did the same, without mentioning to the coach that I was there in 
Cliff’s place. I lacked the nerve. So, hidden under my uniform the coach 
assumed I was he—and I took to the field in hopes I could be.

Apparently, I was a defensive linebacker. Only after some frantic 
instructions from my teammates, did I get positioned correctly. They 
must have been cursing me under their helmets, but for the first few 
plays I thought I was doing pretty well—meaning, I had not done 
anything blatantly wrong yet. I merely watched the movement of the 
ball and watched my teammates track it and give chase. I stayed out of 
the fray.

But this ended on the 5th play when a fumble fatefully bounced 
the football towards my feet. I watched it approach in slow-motion, 
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hoping that it would veer away from me. But it did not. Instead, it 
rolled right up to my feet.

“Grab it!” my teammates screamed, as they rushed towards me.
So I did.
“RUN!”
So I did.
I sensed that all eyes were upon me, but I did not dare slow down 

and turn to confirm this. Adrenaline filled my muscles. And I ran fast. 
In a surreal flash of time, I experienced unbridled pride as I pumped my 
burning legs as hard as I could, accelerating down the field. I could hear 
the crowd roaring behind me. But I could not hear or feel any other feet 
in close pursuit. Yet, I did not let up on my speed. I was determined to 
make Cliff proud—his new little brother triumphant on the football 
field in his stead, on only the fifth play!

I raced across the goal line untouched. Jubilantly, I turned to 
receive the adulation from my teammates, still far behind me down the 
field. This was the stuff of dreams—until it was not.

“You idiot!” I distinctly heard.
“Wrong goal line!”
“Geez, what a moron!”
My heart sank. I looked around for a hole to crawl into. But there 

was no cover. No escape. It was just me under the glare of the bright 
lights, standing alone at the end of the broad field holding a football. 
By the time I had figuratively crawled back to my team on the sideline, 
the coach had already been informed I was not Cliff. This, no doubt, 
explained a lot to him. But rather than chide me, he merely gave me a 
look of exasperation and pointed towards the bench. And it was from 
there I endured the remainder of the game. No one spoke to me, of 
course, as I was effectively banished by Cliff’s teammates. But they did 
talk about me and snicker. I, in turn, tried to become invisible. At that 
moment, I learned how fast one could fall from glory. It was a steep, 
cold plunge. I fell hard.

Of course, after that humiliating night I should have vowed to 
learn the game. I should have trained and returned to exonerate myself. 
But I did not—at least not until many years later when a high school 
coach in need of sheer size for his offensive wall cajoled me back onto 
the field. And then it was not so much exonerate with my newfound 
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football skills. Rather, it was basic physics. I was simply large and hard 
for smaller players to move out of their way.

From the base of the giant “BC” letters, I could easily make out 
the football field. And I relived my shame for a moment. But only for a 
moment. “Football sucks,” I concluded. Then I turned and proceeded 
higher up the mountain.

Soon the vast blue expanse of Lake Mead came into view. 
The entire giant reservoir could not be fully realized from even a 
mountaintop as it spread off into various hidden canyons—one of 
which led back up the Colorado River, eventually into the grandest of 
all canyons. But from my height I could readily view Boulder Basin, the 
lake’s western-most section. And I could see the wide plain of desert that 
gradually dropped from the northern edge of Boulder City to the lake. I 
was high up. And I was proud of this achievement.

“I may be no good at football, but I sure know how to climb 
mountains,” I said, commending myself. I scanned the panorama before 
me as though I had just laid claim to all that I could see. From this 
bird’s eye view, I could even trace the ribbon of highway back up the 
long slope and into the town. I had intended to follow it back to my 
home, but my concentration was interrupted by what I thought was 
a beige car pulling a boat. I shifted my scan back downhill, slightly, 
to reacquire the vehicle into my sight. And this confirmed what I had 
suspected, but could not quite believe. I was seeing our car and our boat 
proceeding down towards the lake.

“They’re going to the lake without me,” I muttered out loud, as 
though to convince myself.

“They’re going to the lake without me!”
“What the heck?”
In my disbelief, I could not decide between being mad or sad. 

From my kid-centric view of the world, I could not even comprehend 
being forgotten or left behind. Yet, there it was, right before my eyes. At 
first I was sad.

“How could they go to the lake without me?” I asked myself.
But that attitude quickly transformed into anger.
“Those dirty dogs!”
The adrenaline that had once rocketed me across a football field 

rushed back into my legs. I proceeded higher up the mountain, now 
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with renewed vigor—cursing my family all of the way up.
Eventually I arrived at the top. And this was no small feat for a 

boy born in the flatlands. I had ascended over 1,100 feet. I was on the 
top of my small world. The vista rewarded me for the effort. Boulder 
City and Lake Mead lay before me on one side and, just as I had been 
told, the whole of Las Vegas lay before me on the other. The glitter city 
stretched across a long flat valley. I was amazed at how close it actually 
was located to Boulder City, essentially separated only by a row of 
mountains. I was surprised too by Las Vegas’s backdrop of snowcapped 
mountains. They extended along the far side of the valley. I had seen 
these mountains before, but never from such a broad perspective. Snow 
and Las Vegas did not seem like compatible things. Yet, here they were 
before me in relative close proximity.

Studying the city, I could easily make out the location of our 
former apartment building. The prominent saucer-topped Landmark 
Inn made this easy. From that known reference, my scanning eyes made 
out other familiar sights too, like the Silver Dome, McCarran Airport, 
and Fred’s workplace, The Tropicana. I made a mental game of finding 
my way around.

Eventually, I looked away from the view and turned my attention 
to the radar station that I had sought from the beginning of the trek. I 
guess I had expected some sort of top-secret command center, bustling 
with uniformed personal and speeding jeeps. But it was hardly that. 
What remained were some skeletal towers, reaching a bit higher into 
the sky than the mountain that I stood on. Its only discernible occupant 
was a red-tailed hawk. It was perched on a crossbar and did not seem to 
be doing anything at all, except watching me. The station was a boring 
jumble of erected steel columns all enclosed with a tall barbwire-topped 
chain-link fence. Why anyone would want to breach that fence was 
beyond me, as there was absolutely nothing of interest inside of it.

The mountaintop was silent that morning. There was no wind, 
not even a scrub-brush-rustling breeze. The only sound I could make 
out was the soft, distant whirl of tires from the Boulder Highway far 
below. And a distant rumble.

Because it was so quiet, I could discern subtle variances in the 
rumble and, eventually, realize that it was growing louder. I set my eyes 
to find its source and in time, I did. It was a dot moving through the sky 
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in the distance. And as though it knew it had been detected, it suddenly 
stopped moving. Yet the rumble persisted. In fact, it grew louder. 
And within a few seconds, the object began growing larger as well. It 
gradually grew wings and a faint trail of smoke. It was a jet. A large one. 
And it was headed directly for me.

At first I thought it “pretty cool” to be standing on a 
mountaintop, looking straight out at an approaching aircraft. This was 
a new experience for me. I had certainly looked up at plenty of aircraft, 
but I had never looked across at one in flight. This was novel—though 
not for long. My intrigue quickly transformed into concern. The jet 
was hurtling straight towards me. Was this some Air Force attack jet 
dispatched because of my presence on the top of Radar Mountain? Was 
I trespassing? Was the red-tailed hawk actually a disguised surveillance 
camera? Surely the jet could see the mountain along its trajectory. What 
did its pilot have in mind?

I continued to watch and wonder, not yet imagining I might be 
on the receiving end of a blunt aircraft projectile. It got louder and grew 
larger, now at what seemed to be an accelerated rate. Then suddenly I 
could imagine. I panicked and looked for shelter. If this thing was going 
to hit, I needed a place to hide. So, I ran to a nearby boulder to provide 
me with some shielding from looked to be an imminent collision. But I 
did not feel very shielded when the ground I stood on began to shake.

Though it likely passed several hundred feet over my head, I was 
convinced that had I reached up I could have touched its giant silver 
underbelly. But instead, I cowered low behind the boulder, fearing I 
would somehow be sucked up into its wake. All the while I stared up at 
the petrifying sight. As it passed overhead, the noise became deafening 
and the mountain danced to the bombardment of sound waves. Then 
time slowed to a crawl as the immense object hung in the sky above me, 
now only drifting towards the Las Vegas valley. It was a Boeing 707. I 
knew my jets and I had seen this one before.

After it passed to what I deemed a safe distance, I stood up to 
track it. As I did, the large airliner banked sharply to its port side, 
enough so that I could confirm its white and powder-blue fuselage 
colors. I could make out the unmistakable widely spaced Caslon 
typeface.

It boldly read: “UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.”
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Monsters, Muscle Cars, and Marbles

Only weeks after he had flown over Radar Mountain, President 
Kennedy made two very bad decisions. The first would be his tacit 
backing of a coup d’état in South Vietnam. While this helped topple 
the country’s increasingly unpopular leader, it also inadvertently resulted 
in Ngo Dinh Diem’s assassination. And as an unintended consequence 
of an unintended consequence, a series of even more unpopular 
governments followed. The bloody “Vietnam Pandora’s Box” had 
clumsily been thrown wide open.

Meanwhile, on my relatively docile side of the world, just down 
the road in Las Vegas, a 21 year old tenor named Wayne Newton 
performed his first opening act at the Flamingo Hotel & Casino. His 
recent hit recording “Danke Schoen” was making the former child 
entertainer a household name. Somewhere during his approximately 
thirty-thousand performances to follow, he would earn the nickname, 
“Mr. Las Vegas.”

On November 18, Bell Telephone Company introduced the 
“push-button” telephone, ushering out the familiar look and sound 
of the rotary dial. On that very same day in the White House Rose 
Garden, President Kennedy ceremoniously spared an absurdly sized 
fifty-five pound turkey from a dinner fate by joking, “We’ll let this one 
grow.” This benevolent act unofficially began the annual Presidential 
custom of pardoning Thanksgiving Day turkeys. But the turkey pardon 
would not be the President’s second mistake. That would come four 
days later while he and his wife were visiting Texas.

On my mother’s birthday, President Kennedy, against the advice 
of his own secret service, chose to ride in an open limousine through the 
streets of downtown Dallas. It would be a decision that would forever 
after mar my mother’s date of birth as well as, I would later realize, alter 
the course of world history.

Two days after her birthday, an eccentric strip club owner by the 
name of Jack Ruby walked into the basement of the Dallas police station 
and shot dead the President’s alleged assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald. And 
unbeknownst to me, three hours after that, the FBI was knocking on 
the door of our old Las Vegas neighbor, Lewis J. McWillie. It seems his 
name and address had appeared on a scrap of paper inside of Ruby’s 
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parked car, outside of the Dallas police station. Further investigation 
would reveal that McWillie was a longtime friend and associate of Jack 
Ruby. Their relationship had spanned all the way back to the mobster’s 
casino days in Cuba where Ruby had at least once visited him. Jack 
Ruby would later state that he “idolized McWillie” and considered him 
to be one of his best friends. Indeed, in testimony, given directly to 
Chief Supreme Court Justice Earl Warren and future President Gerald 
Ford, Jack Ruby would mention McWillie’s name numerous times. And 
when describing to them his emotional state when he pulled the trigger 
on Oswald, he asserted he had a “picture in his mind” of a distraught 
friend—an Irish-Catholic friend who he thought would surely be 
heartbroken over the death of the first Irish-Catholic President.

That friend was Lewis J. McWillie.
Of course, the FBI was very curious about their relationship. They 

also wondered why six months earlier, long before President Kennedy’s 
Dallas trip had been planned, Jack Ruby had sent a 38-caliber Smith 
& Wesson Centennial revolver to McWillie’s Las Vegas apartment. The 
answer, according to Ruby, was that McWillie had requested the pistol. 
And McWillie would later concur. He would testify to the United States 
House of Representatives Select Committee on Assassinations that he 
wanted the revolver for protection in his home—the same home that 
shared a wall with our home. And he claimed that being “new to Las 
Vegas,” he—the well-known, long-time seasoned mobster who had 
managed the affairs of multiple casinos in both Cuba and Nevada—did 
not know where to purchase a gun. So he called upon his Dallas friend 
who did know.

Some would later claim that Jack Ruby was seen visiting 
McWillie the week before the President’s assassination. There would 
be unsubstantiated “Ruby sightings” at the Stardust, Thunderbird, and 
Tropicana casinos. There would also be allegations that the financially 
strapped Ruby would leave this purported Las Vegas visit with a sack 
of cash. Those claims, plus Ruby’s known affiliation with many other 
sordid underworld figures, would conjure up numerous mob-related, 
Kennedy-assassination conspiracy theories. And nearly all of those 
mob-related conspiracy theories would include the name of our former 
sharply-dressed neighbor. There was no gangster more closely associated 
to Jack Ruby than McWillie.
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And to further shadow and confuse an already shadowy and 
confusing event, when asked by the FBI to write down on a piece of 
paper the “people who may dislike you,” Jack Ruby curiously entered 
the name of his previously described “best friend,” Lewis J. McWillie.

Monsters played a big part in my life in the fall of 1963. Not just 
the sort of monsters that would fire a bullet into the head of a smiling, 
waving president, but the more conventional types of monsters too. 
Frankenstein. The Wolfman. The Mummy. Godzilla. Dracula. The Blob. 
The Creature. These were monsters a boy could understand, whereas 
a presidential assassin was beyond my comprehension. My wee years 
provided little historical reference in which to decipher the flood of 
incoming information. Was killing a president a common event? At 
that time, I only knew the names of a handful of presidents. And with 
a couple of exceptions, I did not know how or why they died. But I 
was aware that President Kennedy’s murder had been very upsetting to 
adults. And I was aware it had been an epic, though tragic, historical 
event. Still, it was difficult for a kid to fully grasp the gravity of the 
moment and to truly empathize. That would come later.

So, in light of my callowness, I was relieved that, eight days after 
my mother’s ruined birthday party, normal television programming 
resumed. Because this meant the return of Saturday night’s Creature 
Feature movies. This was a highlight of my week and of Cliff’s as well. 
On Saturday nights, we were allowed to stay up as late as we wanted 
to. We could watch monsters to our heart’s content, or at least until the 
television stations signed off for the day (or early morning, as it were) 
with their renditions of the Star Spangled Banner. We gave into sleep 
only when we were left with the alternative of staring at the all-too-
familiar “off-the-air” broadcast placeholder: the static Indian-head test 
pattern.

We watched these movies because we loved to be frightened. Most 
kids did, especially when they knew it would not hurt. Typically, the 
most frightening ones were not the classical monster movies—those 
based upon the likes of Frankenstein, Dracula, or The Wolfman—but 
rather those of the science fiction genre. They were often included as 
part of the Saturday night monster mix. And since the science fiction 
movies tended to be newer productions, they were more believable to 
gullible, square-eyed boys. The protagonists looked like us. Therefore, 
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we could more easily relate to their struggles of confronting slimy 
hovering human-head-seeking blobs, or giant human-replicating pods, 
or wandering and murderous severed hands.

But even these science fiction movies rarely frightened us enough 
to keep us awake at night. And when they did, we had enough sense 
to never admit it, because we had an even greater fear of losing our 
Saturday night television privileges. It was well understood amongst 
kids back then, that we each had an individual responsibility to manage 
our own monster-movie tolerances. To abuse this privilege, by crying to 
one’s parents, was to risk losing it. If you were frightened by what you 
saw, you had to “suck it up” and be brave. Otherwise, you might not be 
able to get frightened anymore—at least not on Saturday nights.

Most of the classical monster movies were not scary at all, but we 
still loved them. Their characters even tended to garner our empathy. 
Many of them were “sort of” good monsters. Yes, they usually savagely 
killed people, but most of them at least had a compelling, often 
sympathetic back-story. They had been wronged or they had been 
made wrong or they simply could not help themselves. Often they 
were victims in their own right. Frankenstein did not know any better. 
Godzilla, no fault of his own, was basically too big and clumsy to walk 
through a city. And the Wolfman wanted desperately to be rid of his 
vexing full-moon curse. If they were good at heart, at least those that 
had hearts, we usually forgave them.

In those days, television monsters spared us, for the most part, 
from the graphic details of their horrid deeds. Some of this was 
inadvertent, simply due to the lackluster nature of black-and-white 
television. But most of it was intentional. Monsters, then, tended to not 
exploit and gratuitously prolong their grisly doings. They simply killed 
their victims and moved on. It was all very businesslike. They were 
not compelled to play to the camera by pulling the guts out or letting 
blood squirt all over the camera lens. They were professionals. They had 
a job to do. So they did it expediently and, generally, without needless 
lingering.

However, the same could not be said for the savvy monster 
financiers. They, like the television monsters, worked in the shadows. 
But unlike the monsters, they fully intended to exploit the monster-
loving boys of the late Saturday-night television audience. They did 
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not want our blood, at least literally, but they did want to relieve us 
of our pocket cash. During that same fall of 1963, the Aurora Plastics 
Corporation shrewdly joined forces with the undisputed horror masters 
of the time, Universal Studios. Together they created the “perfect 
mousetrap” for boys. They named it the “Universal Studios Monster 
Series.”

Somewhere in the depths of a plastics research and development 
lab, a scientist figured out how to mold detailed model replicas of our 
Saturday night frights. Aurora had mastered the creation of scaled-down 
versions of each of the monster all-stars: Frankenstein; The Mummy; 
The Wolfman; Dracula; Godzilla; The Creature; and even, oddly 
enough, considering a boy’s intrinsic distaste for theatrical musical 
performances, The Phantom of the Opera. Of course, we had to have 
them. We were monster junkies. And like Frankenstein, we simply could 
not help ourselves. 

The cigar-smoking plastic tycoons knew this. So, with wringing 
hands and fiendish laughs, I envisioned them greedily decreeing that all 
five and dime store shelves be stocked with their irresistible new monster 
product line. It was akin to placing colorful boxes of cheese directly in 
the pathway of zombie mice. American boys had no chance to resist.

Of course, Cliff was the first to own one, as he was the more 
resourceful of us two. He was thrifty and disciplined. He always 
managed to have discretionary funds at his disposal. I, on the other 
hand, blew through any coins I would acquire like a drunk sailor. 
Impulsively, I would purchase numerous small things, like comic books, 
candy, and marbles. So, any money that would find itself in my hand 
would rarely see the sun set. Saving up for something more substantial 
like a model—along with its needed accessories, such as paints, brushes, 
and glue—was always a formidable challenge for me. Consequently, 
I grew accustomed to watching Cliff build his models. And this was 
probably just as well.

He was a true model artist. I do not know if in his younger years 
he had gone to some elaborate fine art model-building academy or if 
he had simply been born with this gift. But Cliff was to molded plastic 
what Michelangelo was to chapel ceilings. Watching him perform his 
craft was a marvel to behold.

First, he would carefully glue and assemble the various sections 
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of his model, diligently following the printed instructions. Patiently, he 
would allow each section to dry before proceeding to the next. Often he 
would allow these steps to dry overnight. Cliff’s model projects could 
extend into days. After each of the glue joints had fully cured, he would 
unhurriedly paint the model’s base colors—again, patiently allowing 
each section to dry before painting its adjacent section, so as to not 
allow the paints to run together. Finally, he would painstakingly brush 
in the model’s finest macabre details. Then when it was completed, 
he would place the work of art high up on his shelf, on his side of our 
bedroom. And I would stare at it in awe.

Cliff would invariably notice my gaze and he would say, “You 
touch it, I’ll break your arm!”

He was not subtle about his model-protective instincts. I knew he 
meant business, so I “kept my mitts off.”

His first model was a depiction of Frankenstein walking away 
from a tombstone with his arms outreached. Cliff was very fussy about 
his colors and he would spare no expense to purchase just the right 
ones. I might have used whatever green, red, black, or brown paint that 
I had on hand. But Cliff, true to the box cover, believed Frankenstein 
required just the right dull green and flat brown. He was not about 
embellishment and cheap overindulgence. Cliff was about accuracy. 
He wanted his ghoulish monster to look authentic. This was not easily 
accomplished. It required patience, skill, and devotion—all innate 
attributes of Cliff. Indeed, patience was probably the most important 
attribute to successful model construction. But it was an attribute that I 
still lacked.

Perhaps it was because I was two years younger than Cliff. To me, 
model building was all about getting it completed. Because the sooner 
it was done, the sooner it could be played with. And here is where our 
respective model-building philosophies parted ways. To Cliff, models 
were art. They were nothing more and nothing less. He considered 
them to be personal accomplishments—objects to be placed on a shelf 
and admired. Indeed, his shelf eventually became a monster museum of 
sorts—a true shrine to his skill, patience, and discipline. To him, it was 
all about the journey. He found gratification in his methodical process.

To me, conversely, models were playthings, not unlike plastic 
army men or GI Joe man-dolls. It was all about destination: how to get 
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from A to B, fast. Expediency in model completion, from my point of 
view, was paramount. So, when my Leap Year birth date yielded me a 
free Louis Prima album for simply calling into a radio station, I traded 
this unknown-to-me music to my Prima fan mother for cash. Then with 
sufficient funds in hand, I made a beeline to the five and dime store. 
The money was burning a hole in my pocket. I knew that if I wanted to 
take a crack at model building, I had to act fast. So I did. In short order, 
I walked out of the store with a miniature model of the skyscraper-sized 
fire-breathing lizard known affectionately as Godzilla.

It was easy enough to glue and assemble together, as all of the 
monster models were, particularly when I was not concerned about 
excessive glue oozing out of its joints.

“Ya really should go a little easier on the glue,” Cliff would offer, 
as he would inspect my progress.

Or he would advise, “You oughta let this part dry before you 
attach the legs.”

But he could not save me from myself. Ultimately he knew that, 
so eventually he gave up with words and merely rolled his eyes as he 
passed by. It truly pained him to see a model so hastily assembled. I am 
sure he would have preferred, for the sanctity of art, that the five and 
dime store refuse my business.

However, despite the air of disappointment instilled by Cliff’s 
artistic snobbery, I marched on undeterred. My monster-lizard would be 
completed within one day, “come hell or high water.” I was determined. 
But this ambitious time frame necessitated painting over still-pliable 
glue and painting up to the edge of still-tacky paint—neither action 
resulting in good results. Yet it still seemed a small price to pay for 
promptness. Of course, I would have preferred a well-painted model. 
But I even more preferred a quickly completed model. Consequently, my 
art suffered. In the end, I had a plastic creature that vaguely resembled 
its depiction on its box cover. It was not of Cliff’s caliber, but it was 
ready to play with by nightfall, save the stickiness of the soft uncured 
paint.

Naturally, Cliff regarded “playing with art” as blasphemous. It was 
beneath him. And he let this be known.

“Why do ya even bother painting these things,” he would say in 
disgust. “You’re just gonna wear it all off anyway.”
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He was partially right. Even if there had been no stigma attached 
to the practice of playing with plastic models, it was not really practical 
anyway. Models by their nature were lightweight and generally fragile. 
They were not designed for endurance. As I continued to purchase 
and hastily assemble models, I also continued to imprudently play 
with them. This tended to give them short lives. Those that were 
not destroyed outright usually developed troubling disfigurements. 
Sometimes I would try to patch and mend the broken parts with some 
model glue. But the new joints never looked right and their bonds 
rarely held. To model-connoisseurs, my model repair work was a 
despicable sight. I know Cliff looked at my restoration attempts with 
utter revulsion. Compared to his immaculate model display shelf, mine 
looked like a plastic wrecking yard. Because of this contrast, he took 
great pains to keep our respective collections segregated. This did not 
trouble me, as I realized that, amongst his model-building peers, Cliff 
had an image to uphold.

In time, he had purchased, assembled, and painted every creature 
in the Universal Studio Monster Series—even The Phantom of the 
Opera. All were executed with the same consistent, unwavering artistry. 
Each stood proudly, high up on his bedroom display shelf, in its ghastly 
wonderfulness. It was like living in a miniature monster wax museum. 
But it was not frightening. I could see well beyond that, as they were 
much more than mere bloodcurdling monsters. Cliff’s models were the 
awe-inspiring manifestation of plastic, glue, and paint. And I wanted 
nothing more than to get my hands on them. To me, it was sacrilegious 
to let such wonderful monsters go un-played with.

“Don’t even think about it,” he would remind me, somehow 
realizing I was growing weak. Cliff would sometimes underscore his 
point by glaring at me, while smacking a fist into an open hand. It 
was difficult, and sometimes physically painful, to live in the master’s 
shadow.

As a model-building artist, Cliff was prolific. And, he was always 
pushing the envelope. He was never content with the status quo. To 
him, there was always another model-building mountain to climb. 
There was always another plastic, glue, and paint challenge to embark 
upon. By the time I acquired the faintest skill of monster model 
building—and later, super-hero model building—Cliff had moved on to 
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muscle cars and hot rods. And this was a venue that would separate the 
boys from the younger boys. These models not only required diligence 
for painting, but their inherent intricacies required great skill for 
assembling too. I was out of my league. But this did not deter me.

There are powerful forces at work that compel boys to purchase 
and build models. The appealing subjects, themselves, are of course the 
primary force: monsters, super-heroes, hot rods, airplanes, et cetera. Boys 
love to replicate their interests. But perhaps a close second is another, 
less obvious allure: Color. Models generally depict a multitude of colors. 
It is color that gives them gravity. It is color that makes them true. So, 
paints are central. In 1964, when it came to model paints, no one cast 
the line, set the hook, and reeled boys in faster than the Testor Paint 
Company.

There was something mesmerizing about standing in front of a 
rack of colorful glass squared-edged paint bottles. This was no accident. 
Testor carefully designed displays to showcase their vast array of pristine 
solid colors. This, they knew, provided their youthful audience with 
an emotional visual experience. It is the same cognitive color-induced 
sensation that is triggered by a new box of untouched Crayons or a bag 
of vivid translucent “purie” marbles—a mysterious awareness that has 
something to do with color purity, intensity, and range. It is inborn. 
Hardwired. Gut-felt. And it seems beyond our conscious grasp. Perhaps 
only behavioral scientists understand, but color emotion seems deeply 
implanted within our ancient selves.

The Testor Paint Company, of course, knew all of this. They 
played it to their advantage. They never had to pitch very hard to sell 
their products. I generally bought what I could afford and always wished 
that I could buy more. Then I would run back home, so I could bound 
into those beautiful bottles of color. My excitement and haste would, 
naturally, result in sloppy work. This frustrated me to no end, but I 
would later understand “anticipation” was the true joy I felt. It was 
the expectation of twisting open the new bottles of colors. It was the 
still unspoiled dream of a flawlessly executed paint job. This was what 
“floated my boat.”

Like my monsters and superheroes, my cars and hot rods were 
constructed with unnecessary and unhelpful impatience. I would glue 
pieces together, then continue on to the following steps, whether or 
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not the previous steps had dried. And I would rarely take the time to 
carefully measure the amount of cement I applied. Yet, somehow I was 
always surprised when my results were consistently crooked and lumpy. 
Car wheels leaned as though they had slammed into actual concrete 
curbs. Fenders often looked welded on, because of the excess glue 
oozing out of their joints. Windshields appeared coated with ice, due 
to smeared glue. In spite of that, I would race on to apply my paints 
over an unprimed plastic surface that still had un-dried, pliable cement 
joints. And, of course, the paint would get sloppily brushed onto 
portions of the windshields, tires, and chrome bumpers. Still, I would 
be pleased with my finished product, as beauty was, indeed, in the eye 
of the beholder. And beauty was always easier to see in my models, if I 
kept them away from Cliff’s.

Not only was he of another league in the model world, but he 
was always one step ahead. By the time I had evolved into cars and hot 
rods—still employing the archaic brush-on painting techniques of the 
monster and superhero model days—he had moved on to spray paints. 
And, as was typical, he quickly learned to master this new coloring 
technique. Employing his trademark diligence, he would actually pre-
paint many of the model’s parts—body, hood, floorboards, seats, et 
cetera—before assembling them. Then he would allow the individual 
parts to dry for a day or two before he proceeded. This was the correct 
way to do it, though I could never fathom such patience. But his results 
were indisputably amazing. And his sprayed colors—with names that 
sounded good enough to eat, like candy-apple red, fireball orange, 
metallic-twilight blue, golden root beer, mustard yellow, and plum 
crazy—looked better than reality. His miniature cars became those of 
some automobile dream world.

But Cliff’s crème de la crème of his model building career was not 
his monsters or super heroes or hotrods or muscle cars. Rather, it was 
his stunning model rendition of the popular anti-cultural character of 
the time: Rat Fink. This slobbering rodent was hotrod enthusiast Ed 
“Big Daddy” Roth’s mocking anti-hero answer to the all-too-wholesome 
Mickey Mouse. The inherent rebel within most boys loved this crass, 
unsavory, anti-establishment cartoon rat. But even though it was a 
crude, seemingly simple character, Rat Fink, in fact, required the precise 
painting details only a model-artist like Cliff would dare attempt. And 
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he executed this daunting painting task with the same vigor and skill he 
had demonstrated in his previous masterpieces. Once completed and 
proudly displayed high on his shelf, it adorned our shared room with 
an air of artistic grandeur and conquest. I was in awe of Cliff’s abilities. 
And though I would never tell him, his boyhood influence would reach 
far into my artistic future.

At about the same time as his Rat Fink magnum opus, Cliff again 
diverted my attentions. This time he would do so by introducing me to 
another colorful pursuit. It was a sport of sorts—though a somewhat 
unsavory sport.

Marbles are simple beautiful objects. Their perfect tiny spheres 
and their marvelous variety of hues and designs are yet another 
unexplained lure to boys. I was enthralled by them all: cat’s eyes, tigers, 
swirlies, aggies, milkies, and even the heavy chrome-coated balls known 
as steelies. But my favorite marbles were the captivating puries. These 
were the transparent ones that were colored in a variety of vivid hues. 
Indeed, they were cherished by many. The only way you could win a 
purie was to play it against an equally beautiful purie. And it was always 
unnerving to risk your most coveted marbles. But the sport of marbles 
was not for the squeamish.

Perhaps hardened by our overexposure to nearby Las Vegas’s 
gambling core, we always played for “keepsies.” That meant if your 
marble, propelled by the flick of your thumb, knocked your opponent’s 
marble out of the sand pit’s circle, then you got to keep your opponent’s 
losing marble. Since losing one’s marble was the harsh reality of the 
game, great care was generally taken to assure both players had marbles 
worthy of one another. You were not, for instance, going to win a 
bright red purie with some commonplace cat’s eye. Such preposterous 
mismatches simply did not occur. If you wanted to win a bright red 
purie, you had to come up with a marble of equal value and appeal. It 
was a game of high risk, to be sure. And over the months in Boulder 
City, I risked and lost many a marble.

This forced me to purchase marbles to replenish my dwindling 
supply. But I would do it on the sly, as purchasing marbles was a 
humiliating act. I would never buy marbles when other kids were in 
the five and dime store. However, Cliff knew how I was restocking my 
marble supply. He would ceaselessly mock me with his taunt, “You’d 
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save a lot of money if you’d just win your marbles, like me.”
Cliff was cocky when it came to marbles. But he was, indeed, a 

very good player—perhaps the best in town. This gave him an annoying 
strut of confidence.

I did fine against my peers in the marble arena. Sometimes, I 
would actually “get on a roll” and my marble bag would begin to bulge 
with winnings. But, as with most gamblers, this would eventually be my 
undoing. It would be cyclical. I would start winning. My mind would 
inflate my marble-playing proficiency. I would get overconfident. Then I 
would overreach. When I did, I became easy prey for Cliff.

As the best, he was the guy to beat. If marble playing was gun-
slinging, and in many ways it was, then Cliff was the fast-gun everyone 
wanted to challenge in the middle of a dusty street at high noon. To 
defeat him was to prove undeniable marble worthiness. For a boy, that 
was no small badge of honor. So even I, like the other marble hotshots, 
would “call him out” from time to time. From my perspective, this 
would always prove to be a mistake. Because from his perspective, it was 
truly akin to taking candy from a baby.

“Are you sure?” he would always ask me. “I don’t want you crying 
to Fred and Pat.”

“I’m sure,” I would annoyingly answer, giving him the squinted 
stink eye whether it was sunny outside or not.

Then we would head off to the circle. Any boys within view would 
stop what they were doing and they would come to watch, circling the 
circle. It was like Romans collecting in the Coliseum, wanting to be 
entertained by the mismatch of a man and a lion.

Coolly, like a seasoned billiard player, Cliff would study the 
circular dirt setting, making calculations in his head and noting 
any significant surface anomalies. I do not know if he factored in 
humidity and wind, but he certainly seemed to fully assess his playing 
environment—carefully processing the data for any advantage. There 
would be chatter in the background until he stooped down and took his 
launching position. That would be the cue. The crowd, like the gallery 
surrounding a golf tournament’s putting green, would instantaneously 
fall silent. Then still fully engaged in his task, Cliff would cock his head 
to line up his view between his trigger hand and his target. With a rapid 
flick of the thumb the marble would be fired into space. Following 
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the very trajectory he had intended, at just the right speed and just the 
right angle, the orb would inevitably land upon my waiting marble. 
This would send the recipient marble soaring out of the circle and, 
ultimately, into Cliff’s possession. It would be fast. It would be painful.

In the end, it was pure mastery of physics, though it looked to be 
artistry. We would go many rounds, as I had a habit of “throwing good 
marbles after bad”—too many rounds. Cliff, predictably to everyone 
but me, would pick off my prized orbs, one by one. And I would 
pathetically stay in the losing battle. Over time, the onslaught would 
become difficult for the gallery to watch—ugly, some boys would say. At 
times, onlookers had to turn away. On one occasion, even Cliff could 
not stomach any more of it. Without saying a word, he simply shook 
his head, picked up his sack of marbles, then walked away. As his figure 
receded into the sunset, his gait exhibited a noticeable limp as he tried 
to compensate for the overly-stuffed marble bag tied onto his belt.

To a marble-slinger wannabe, the desert Southwest could be a very 
cold inhospitable place.

The Errand

By the spring of 1964, the United States Surgeon General 
determined “cigarette smoking may be hazardous to one’s health.” 
Plans were announced to build twin World Trade Center towers in 
Manhattan. The satirical “nuclear scare” movie, Dr. Strangelove or: How 
I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, premiered in theaters 
across the nation. Our own tiny Boulder City Visitor Bureau theater 
caught fire, due to faulty wiring. This latter event temporarily closed the 
town’s charming and unique tourist trap. And worse, it forever closed 
our air-conditioned theater refuge. 

Also that spring, The Beatles launched their first U.S.A. tour, 
which included a television performance on the popular Ed Sullivan 
Show. The Ford Motor Company began production of a sporty 
modification of their humdrum Falcon. They would name it the 
Mustang. And responding to increased hostilities, the fallen President’s 
replacement, Lyndon Baines Johnson, ordered two aircraft carriers into 
the waters near Vietnam. This faraway place was still relatively unknown 
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to Americans. But that would not be for much longer.
In late May, Fred had an errand to run. We never knew what 

the errand was, but it seemed important to him. And for some reason, 
he asked Cliff and me to come along. So, on a beautiful painted-
sky evening we rode off into the desert with him. A high veil of dust 
followed behind our car as it raced down the desolate gravel road. 
Eventually, we turned onto a long narrow rutted driveway. It led us 
to a shabby house. Although it was isolated from other homes, it was 
surrounded by several other dilapidated structures. Some of these 
seemed makeshift in design. Next to one of these outbuildings was a 
fenced corral. It contained several horses. Like most ranch homes I had 
seen around Boulder City and Las Vegas, this place appeared aged and 
neglected. But much of this impression may have been due to the stark 
desert surroundings.

In Minnesota, I had grown accustomed to lush, fertile, green 
farms. The farmhouses themselves tended to be painted and well kept. 
This rarely seemed to be the case in the Mojave. Laxity, combined with 
an inability to hide abandoned farm implements in the woods, bushes, 
or tall grass, like their Midwest counterparts, made desert ranches seem 
relatively rundown. On this ranch, every piece of junk imaginable, from 
rusty dented pails to old dilapidated cars, seemed to be cast about the 
property willy-nilly. If it were not for the presence of twentieth-century 
junk, the ranch could have been used as the set for an old western 
movie.

By the time we arrived, the sun had slipped behind a mountain. 
So, while the sky still had light, nighttime had befallen our immediate 
surroundings. The ranch house had a single draped window glowing 
with a light. Fred pulled his car up alongside the house and parked. 
Then he turned off the engine, leaving the key in the ignition. I had 
never seen him do this before.

“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” he said to us.
He looked nervous.
“Can we go see the horses?” I asked.
“No!” he snapped, “It’ll just take me a minute. Wait here.”
He stepped out of the car and walked the short distance to the 

house. This prompted a porch light to be turned on. Then the screen 
door opened and an extended arm beckoned him inside. Fred abided, 
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walking into the house and out of our view. 
The two of us sat bored, though patiently, for what seemed a half 

hour. It was enough time for the diminishing evening light to transform 
the ranch equipment and horses into dark silhouettes. The rapidly 
cooling desert air began to creep into the car. As we were both dressed in 
short sleeve T-shirts, we began to shiver. Yet, without any discussion, we 
both found this preferable to simply rolling up the car door windows. 
We were uneasy and, though counterintuitive, wanted nothing between 
us and flight.

All was still and quiet, except for an occasional snort from the 
corral.

Then, suddenly, a shout from the ranch house warranted our 
angst. The screen door creaked open, then slammed shut. Against the 
glowing house window we could make out Fred’s silhouette walking 
briskly towards us. When he arrived at the car, he quickly opened its 
door and jumped back into the driver’s seat. The brief illumination 
cast from the dome light revealed a distorted face. Something was very 
wrong.

Fred fumbled nervously with the ignition for a moment, as 
though an actor in a suspense drama, purposely trying to build audience 
tension. Then at just the right cinematic moment, the engine roared to 
life. But it revved excessively as Fred had his foot prematurely pressed 
on the gas peddle. And this careless act caused the transmission to clank 
loudly once it was forced into reverse gear. This odd driving behavior 
made Cliff and me even more anxious.

After an abrupt backward half turn, Fred pulled the transmission 
lever into forward. While the car was suspended in the brief limbo 
between backwards and forward, a man appeared at Cliff’s passenger-
side window. He grasped onto the opening with his two hands, then 
thrust his head fully inside. Cliff instinctively recoiled backwards to gain 
some space.

The dashboard provided just enough light to make out his face. 
It was ugly and angry—scary, to be sure, though perhaps exaggerated 
by the dim glow. His skin seemed weathered and pock-marked, like old 
worn leather. A prominent scar traveled along his entire left cheek. His 
large dark eyes, topped with thick threatening furled eyebrows, actually 
bulged out, as they stared across Cliff’s horrified face, towards Fred.
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“I’m gonna get you, ya bastard!” he snarled.
His mad dog jowls unintentionally sprayed Cliff’s face with saliva, 

but he was not aware of this as he was wholly focused on Fred.
“You can count on that!”
Fred turned for a second to face his antagonist, but he said 

nothing in reply. He looked frightened and pale. He nearly froze, I 
think, before his muscles involuntarily depressed the accelerator on their 
own—not waiting for a command from his preoccupied brain. This 
caused the tires to struggle for traction in the sand. In response, the dark 
figure pulled back his face. But his clasp on the car window’s perimeter 
remained for an uncomfortably long moment. Finally, the tires gripped 
the ground. And they gradually moved the car forward, like an ignited 
rocket struggling to achieve lift. Once some velocity was achieved, the 
dark ugly figure was forced to let go.

As we gained a few yards distance in our escape, the angry man 
screamed out at us the same words, “I’m gonna get you, Fred!”

And even after a hundred yards, Cliff and I looking back could 
still make out his silhouette standing in the middle of the driveway, 
no doubt watching us pull away. Eventually, the figure fused into the 
distance and darkness.

Fred drove away fast with focused intent. His rearview mirror 
eyes, intermittently illuminated by passing headlights, looked as though 
they had seen a ghost. He said nothing and we asked nothing. It was a 
long silent drive back home.

The next morning, we awoke to see a U-Haul trailer attached to 
our car and Fred and Pat busily packing boxes.

“What’s go’n on?” Cliff asked them first.
“We’re moving,” Pat replied, still frantically filling boxes. 

“Can’t explain now. I’ll explain later. Start get’n things together.” Her 
dispassion seemed to indicate that she considered her explanation 
somehow satisfactory.

“Why? What? School is not even over? We love it here. What 
about our friends?” We each asked these questions in a panic, along with 
many others.

But there were no answers provided. The subject was closed. 
Pat had decreed it closed. She and Fred did not entertain further 
questioning. Nor did they ever explain to us why we had to suddenly 
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move, though it seemed evident it had something to do with Fred’s 
errand-gone-wrong. Regardless, we were moving. That was that.

By evening, we were all cramped into the car and driving north. 
The familiar taillight-illuminated U-Haul trailer once again filled the 
back window. We drove through the night and we arrived at the Reno 
airport by sunrise. Some hours later, Cliff, Dory, and I were loaded onto 
a plane and flown back to Minnesota.
          From its window, I looked towards the southern horizon and 
tried to find the saucer-topped tower and Lake Mead. But we were too 
far gone and they were too far behind us.


