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Story One 

Do I remember Schenectady?  Oh yes, vividly.  It was there that I first 

began making up stories, and I am still making up stories today. 

    Let's go back to December of 1933. 

    My father Walter Nelson, was an electronics engineer.  His boss was one 

Laird Bell, apparently a descendant of inventor Alexander Graham Bell.  I 

was named after a radio station my father helped to design, WGY Schenectady, 

the Radio in the Dell, and the name on my birth certificate is Radell.  My 

second name is Faraday, after another electronic scientist, Michael Faraday. 

One wall in my bedroom was entirely covered with radios, experimental 

radios my dad was working on.  He used to take me with him to Arney's Mount where 

he was working on an early version of television.  I think I must have been 

the first kid in America to watch cartoons on TV.  They would broadcast 

cartoons from one end of a kind of shed to the other, cartoons starring Felix 

the Cat.  They liked Felix because Felix was all black and showed up on the 

TV screens of the time, whose picture area was about the size of a postage 

stamp. 

    Every Sunday me, my baby brother Trevor, my dad and my mom would meet 

with Bell and his wife and two kids at church, where Bell was some sort of 

Elder, and afterward we would all go together to the Bell mansion.  After a 

gourmet lunch served by the Bell's black maid, Bell and my dad would go down 

to the basement while the Bell kids and I would go to little Dickie's 

playroom.  I always looked forward to that, because Dickie had far more toys than I 

did, and much more expensive things than my dad could ever afford. 

    There us kids would while away the hours, paying little attention to 
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the pop, pop, pop of gunfire wafting up from the basement.  At great expense, 

Mister Bell had installed a shooting gallery down there where he and my dad 

would practice target shooting with various handguns from Bell's weapon 

collection.  My dad learned fast, and after a few months, Bell suggested that 

they two should enter a local shooting tournament.  Over my mother's protests, 

my dad bought a pricey pro-grade pistol he couldn't really afford. 

    This went on for months, with Dickie and me upstairs and dad and Bell 

downstairs in the shooting gallery. 

    At last a day came when my family went to church, and Bell and his 

family didn't, and we went straight home without stopping at the Bell mansion. 

    When I was alone with my mother I asked her what had happened to the 

Bells.  She got all flustered, and said Mrs. Bell was sick.  When I was alone 

with my father I asked him the same question.  He, too, got all flustered, 

but told me the Bells had gone on a trip.  I asked when they would come back. 

 He said, "I don't know.  It's a long way to where they've gone." 

    On Monday I fetched the newspaper from the doorstep as usual, but there 

I saw on the front page a big photograph of Mister Bell.  I showed it to my 

mom, and asked her to read the news story under the picture.  It was hours 

before I finally dragged the truth out of her. 

    Around Saturday at midnight, Mister Bell had put on his bathrobe, gone 

down to the basement, unlocked the glass-doored cabinet where he kept his 

favorite pistol, took it out, loaded it, walked up to the first floor, walked 

up to the second floor, put the gun to his wife's head and pulled the 

trigger.  Then he went to his sons' bedroom and shot them both in the head, and 

finally put the gun to his own head and blew his brains out. 
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    It was several days later when I was alone in my own bedroom with my 

stuffed panda.  Slowly at first, then faster, I began telling my stuffed 

animal a story. 

    It was a fantasy about a faraway magical land where little boys were 

safe. 

    Someday, maybe, I'll get to the final page 

 

Story Two 

I was three when my baby brother Trevor was born, and at first he 

mostly slept, presenting no problems for my parents or for me.  I, on the other 

hand, had received counseling from my parent's minister and analysis from a 

licensed psychotherapist, and everyone seemed to agree that I was a "Troubled 

Child."  It was as if someone had written a movie, and, according to my 

script, I was type cast in the role of Troubled Child for the rest of my life. 

    My parents were regular church goers, and I didn't seem to fit in with 

the other children in Sunday School.  It was said that I asked too many 

questions, like "If Heaven is really a better place than Schenectady, why are we 

hanging around here?" 

    Thus it was that every Sunday I was delivered into the custody of the 

vivacious teenaged daughter of one of my mother's friends.  Only the name of 

this girl is changed to protect the guilty.  Let's call her Barbie. 

    Barbie lived in a somewhat larger city than I did, and had a large, 

fenced-in front yard.  My house was out in the country.  Across the street from 

my house was an actual farm with actual chickens and actual cows and a 

horse.  Barbie's house was within walking distance of two different shopping 
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areas, and lacked any sign of livestock. 

    On the first Sunday of Barbie's employment, my dad took her and me out 

to the street and said, gesturing as he spoke, "To my right, down a few 

blocks, is the Good Neighborhood.  It's okay if you two go down there for ice 

cream or something, if you watch out for traffic."  He turned on his heel, 

pointed in the other direction, and said, "To my left, up a few blocks, is the 

Bad Neighborhood.  You both must promise never, ever to go that way." 

    I asked, "Why?" 

    My dad said, "Never mind why.  Just promise." 

    "I promise," said Barbie. 

    "I promise," I said, and my dad did not notice that I had my fingers 

crossed behind my back. 

    And thus reassured, my parents drove off to church, along with Barbie's 

parents.  Little did they know that as soon as they were out of sight, 

Barbie would dial her phone and say, "The coast is clear." 

    In minutes, a muscular boy arrived and joined Barbie in the bedroom, 

locking the door behind him. 

    Was I upset?  Not at all!  I was, after all, a Troubled Child, and we 

Troubled Children reserve the right to do whatever we damn well please.  I 

bounded into the saddle of my trusty tricycle named Silver, pedaled down the 

driveway to the street, and cut a hard left toward the Bad Neighborhood. 

    After several blocks of vigorous pedaling, I arrived at what looked 

like a typical American main street, if a little more scruffy than others I had 

seen.  There were shops on both sides of the street, but they all seemed to 

be closed.  There were cars parked on both sides of the street, and they 
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too looked a little scruffy, but nowhere did I seen any live person. 

    I rolled along a little further, until I heard the distant sound of 

music.  I headed toward the sound, and soon arrived at a shop with a big show 

window through which I could see a great many people standing up and singing 

with an enthusiasm I had never before seen in a church. 

    I parked my tricycle in the alley, and snuck up to peek in through the 

door, which stood partway open.  Inside I saw a crowd of dark-skinned 

people, more dark-skinned people than I had ever seen before in all my young life. 

 They stood up to sing, then sat down in folding chairs to listen to a 

tall, thin black man, the tallest man I had ever seen, who stood before them 

shouting and waving his arms in a way no minister would have dared to shout and 

gesture in my parents' church.  I was totally awestruck, totally mesmerized. 

    Then I heard someone stage-whisper, "Psst.  Little boy." 

    It took a moment for me to locate the speaker.  She was an amazingly 

fat black woman in the chair nearest the doorway.  She beckoned to me, 

indicating that the chair next to her was vacant.  After a moment, I gathered my 

courage, and tiptoed in to sit in the vacant chair. 

    Only then did I notice the big black cross hanging on the wall behind 

the tall man, and realize that this was a kind of church.  I stood up when 

everyone stood up, and sat down when everyone sat down, and when I heard that 

the words to the songs were simple and often repeated, I joined in, lifting 

my piping little voice to blend with the fervent voices around me.  The fat 

woman was delighted, and whispered in my ear, "You got the spirit, boy!  You 

got the spirit!" 

    Then suddenly the service was over and the tall man, clearly the 
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minister, took up a position next to the doorway, and as his parishioners passed 

him in single file, he shook the hand of each and every one of them, both men 

and women.  I noted with surprise that some of the flock were children, 

some even younger than I was, but that the minister shook their hands with as 

much respect as if they had been adults.  At first I hung back, watching, but 

then the fat woman whispered, "Don't be afraid, child. Nobody going to bite 

you." 

    I got in line and when my turn came, stepped right up and extended my 

hand.  This tall, thin man, this walking telephone pole, leaned way, way over 

and took my tiny white hand in his vast black hand, shook it gravely, and 

said, in a deep bass voice, "You always welcome in de house ub de Lord." 

 

    The same little drama played out the following Sunday, with the 

boyfriend in the bedroom, the tricycle trip, the singing, the handshake.  It must 

have been more than a month that I attended that storefront church as 

faithfully as any other member of the congregation.  I quickly learned a lot of the 

songs.  I met the fat lady's children.  I got my head patted again and 

again, got told how cute I was again and again. 

    Ah, but nothing lasts forever, does it?  One Sunday our parents came 

home early and found Barbie and her boyfriend literally with their pants down, 

and I never again was allowed to enter the city limits of that town. 

    But the songs. 

    Ah, the songs. 

    I can still sing them. 

    In Paris, many years later, those songs were the backbone of my 
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repertoire as a night club entertainer.  Indeed, without those songs, I might not 

have survived in that beautiful, but heartless city. 

    To this day, when a choir is singing Bach, I keep wishing they would 

swing a little, and I have never quite figured out what those teeny tiny golf 

clubs on sheet music have to do with song. 

 

Story Three 

    Memories! 

    It's amazing how many memories I have of my early childhood in 

Schenectady. 

    In fact, I still have one of the stuffed animals I had back then, a 

battered, one-eyed leopard about the size of a large rat.  My favorite stuffed 

animal is, unfortunately, long gone.  I suspect my mother of making off with 

him when I wasn't looking. 

    I speak of Pete the Panda, a scruffy black and white creature the size 

of a human baby.  When I began telling him my troubles, he didn't have much 

to say.  He just looked at me with an expression of extreme boredom, as if 

to say, "What next?"  Things are pretty rough when you even bore your toys. 

    Well, he had a name.  Shouldn't he have a voice? 

    I started speaking for him, giving him a high, squeaky falsetto voice 

as different from my own as possible.  He still wasn't very sympathetic.  No, 

as an imaginary playmate, Pete the Panda left a lot to be desired. 

    Still, though he didn't say much, he always seemed to be telling me the 

truth, unlike my parents and all other adults.  No bullshit about Santa 

Claus or the damn tooth fairy. 
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    No lullabies about rockaby babies falling to their deaths out of 

treetops. 

    Pete the Panda was a straight shooter, though he did sometimes ask 

rather frightening questions, like, "If you go to sleep, how do you know you 

will ever wake up?"  That's not really what a certified Troubled Child wants to 

hear. 

    After a few months, there came a day when Pete and I were having a 

little chat, and my mother was eavesdropping from the other side of my door. 

    Pete had just asked me a very interesting question about God when, 

without knocking, Mom burst in on us screaming, "What are you doing, Sniffy 

Puss?" (That was the nickname she had been addressing me as, ever since a day 

when I had had a cold.) 

    Pete said nothing, so I said, "I'm answering Pete." 

    She then screamed, "Why are you doing that?" 

    I replied calmly, "To be polite." 

    Much later, I was in the kitchen when my mother told a group of her 

lady friends about this episode.  Everyone laughed their fool heads off. 

    Except Mom. 
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Story Four 

I have so many vivid memories of Schenectady it is hard to pick the 

ones that make good stories.  The whole thing can be summed up in a short poem 

I wrote recently, 

                BOX. 

                By Ray Nelson. 

 

        We're told to think outside the box, 

        Avoid the beaten track, 

        But once you get outside the box, 

        Why bother going back? 

 

    I had already been officially designated a Troubled Child when my 

brother Trevor was born, and my mother had grown to actually fear me.  She would 

often look at me, terrified, and gasp, "Oh my God, what next?" 

    At first Trevor slept a lot, and it was hard not to see him as a loaf 

of bread wrapped in a blanket.  I, however, was a monster, perhaps exchanged 

for the real Ray Nelson by some malevolent troll.  There was a limit to how 

much time she was willing to remain in the same house with me. 

    There was nothing for it but for my father to hire another baby sitter. 

 This in spite of the previous baby sitter who had allowed me to sneak off 

to the Wrong Church.  In fact, the new baby sitter was hired to work every 

day, not just on Sunday.  The new baby sitter was, like the previous one, a 

vivacious teen aged girl, and we'll call her Bunny, in case she's still 

alive. 
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    Bunny did not seem to have a boy friend, and my dad was a little bit in 

love with her, but once again everything changed as soon as our parents 

departed. 

    Right away Bunny started calling me Bunny. 

    "Let's play school," she said.  "You be me when I was a baby, and I'll 

be your teacher.  Won't that be fun? 

    "Well, gee, I don't know," said I. 

    "Oh, don't be a little poop!  Come on, let's do it." 

    "Uh, okay." 

    Then she opened up her closet and dragged out a battered suitcase. 

    "What's that?" 

    "That's my baby clothes!  That's what I used to wear when I was your 

age."  She opened the suitcase and began unpacking pink, white, and pale 

fluffy dresses, socks and silky underwear.  "Aren't they pretty."  She held up a 

white cotton nightgown embroidered with flowers. 

    "That's just girl stuff." I was backing toward the door. 

    "Of course, Bunny!  That's what I was!  A girl! Now take off your 

clothes!"  She helped me undress.  In moments she had me suited up in panties and 

a particularly floral skirt and blouse. 

    "Now you sit here on my lap." 

    "No, I'd rather not." 

    "Do you want a spanking?" 

    "No." 

    "I'm your teacher, Bunny.  You got to do what your teacher says." 

    "Well,..." 
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    She grabbed my wrist and dragged me into her lap.  "I'm going to teach 

you how to read," she told me.  "If you are a good little girl and learn 

your letters, I'll give you a cookie.  You like cookies, don't you?" 

    "Uh yes, I guess so." 

    She snatched a battered book from the suitcase.  It was entitled "Pat 

the Bunny" and featured things glued to the pages, like cotton balls, mirrors 

and tiny items of all sorts. 

    She opened the book.  "See, this is Pat the Bunny.  Can you say Bunny?" 

    "Bunny." 

    "See this letter at the beginning of the word Bunny?  That's the letter 

B.  Like a bumble bee.  Can you say bee?" 

    I tried and failed. She laughed with delight, then slapped my face." 

Say it!  Say it! " 

    "Pea." 

    She slapped me again.  "No!  Bee!  Bee!.  Say it! Don't be a naughty 

little girl!  Say it or I'll slap you bloody!" 

    "Bee." 

    "That's it!  You got it!"  She gave me a ginger bread man.  Speaking 

with my mouth full, I asked, "Are we done?" 

    "Of course not, sweetie.  Now we'll do the letter C!" She pointed. 

"That's it on the page."  I began to cry.  But that hot afternoon I learned, one 

after another, the sound of A. B, C and D.  At last she said, "This is our 

little secret.  If you tell anyone, I'll sneak into your bedroom and kill 

you.  Understand?" 

    "I understand." 
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    The following day I wore a different frock and learned E,F, and G. 

    The following week I began to see that if you put the letters together, 

they actually formed words.  Slowly, painfully, I drew some of the letters 

on a discarded envelope. 

    She said, her eyes gleaming. "You see?  You see?  You're writing! 

Someday you'll be a famous writer.  Thousands of people all over the world will 

read what you write!  Then you'll thank me!  Then you'll thank me a hundred 

times for each time I slapped your face!" 

    So the time has come to pay a long-standing debt. 

    Thank you, Bunny.  Thank you, thank you, thank you. 

 

Story Five 

In Schenectady we lived in a neighborhood we could not really afford, 

but I soon realized that our neighbors were throwing out as garbage perfectly 

good food and even perfectly good magazines and toys, so before I even 

entered preschool, let alone kindergarten, I had become a master of the delicate 

art of dumpster diving.  When my mother discovered me eating a perhaps 

overripe banana, and playing with a broken doll who, though somewhat coffee 

stained, still had one good eye, she uttered her usual mantra of "Oh my God, 

what next?" and confiscated the offending items.  "Don't let me ever again 

catch you stealing our neighbors' garbage!  Promise!" 

    "I promise," said I, and indeed she never again did actually catch me. 

    The greatest treasure of my illicit treasure hunting was our neighbors' 

newspapers.  There was not always a broken toy in the garbage can, but 

there was always at least one newspaper.  I would always get rid of the news 
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pages and save the cartoon pages, especially the Sunday cartoon pages, which 

were in color, bright primary color. 

    Some of the comic strips had no text, but told their stories in 

pictures alone, and other strips did have texts enclosed in speech bubbles, but had 

such simple plots I could follow the stories without reading the bubbles. 

I learned to love a strip entitled "The Captain and the Kids" because Hans 

and Fritz, the kids in question, were always playing tricks on the adults. 

They were nearly always punished, but the following day they were at it 

again.  My heroes! 

    And this was happening at the same time that I was, somewhat painfully, 

learning to read from my baby sitter. 

    There came a day when, quite suddenly, I discovered I could read the 

speech bubbles.  The page was so wet it came apart in my hands, and it smelled 

like mold, but who cares?  I could read!  I could read! 

    At that time my mother was always busy with housework and my baby 

brother, but on weekends my father was home and my mother expected him to take 

care of me.  However, he habitually brought his work home, and focused his 

mind on it.  In my bedroom one wall was completely covered with table model 

radio sets piled up floor to ceiling, and he worked on one or another of them 

in a sunny spot next to a window seat in the front room. 

    One sunny Saturday afternoon I was perched on the window seat watching 

my dad work.  I asked, "What you doing?" 

    "Working," he muttered. 

    "Working on what?" 

    "I can't explain what. It's too complicated." 
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    "Daddy?" 

    "Yes," 

    "You might be surprised.  I can read, you know." 

    "Don't be silly.  You can't read." 

    "I'll show you." 

    "Why don't you go out and play with the other boys your age?" 

    "I don't want to." 

    "Why not?" 

    "They're too stupid.  They can't read." 

    He pushed back his chair, exasperated. "Well, keep busy somehow!" 

    "How?" 

    He picked up a ream of typewriter paper and a pencil and pushed them 

toward me on the window seat.  "Here.  Keep busy!" 

    I looked for a long time at a blank sheet of paper while my father went 

back to work.  Then I picked up a pencil, holding it like a knife, and 

slowly, slowly began to draw.  Slowly, slowly a picture began to materialize. 

When it seemed complete, my mother had entered the room, and she asked me, 

"What are you drawing, Sniffy Puss?" 

    "A picture." 

    "Of what?" she said. 

    "It's me.  I drew a picture of me." 

    She laughed and said, "That's not you." 

    "Yes, it is." 

    "No, it's not,"she said, picking it up.  "See the oval head?  See the 

oval body?  See the black arms and legs.  Why, that's a panda!" 
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    "No, it's me. " I began to weep dramatically. 

    "It's your stuffed animal!  It's Pete the Panda!" 

    I was crying shamelessly, but I had to admit it did look more like a 

panda than a little boy. 

    My father broke in, "What the hell does it matter?  It keeps him busy, 

doesn't it?"  He picked up the pencil and, none too gently, handed it to me, 

then turned toward me and commanded, "Keep busy!" 

    I obeyed, and he never did tell me to stop. 

    I'm in my eighties and still drawing, and in my long life I probably 

have made at least a thousand, perhaps two or three thousand drawings, and you 

know, many of them have been published and some have won awards. 

    Go figure! 

 

Story Six 

Some famous writer said the greatest asset a writer could have was an 

unhappy childhood. Well, my childhood was certainly filled with conflict and 

challenge.  There was a sort of war that never let up between the adults and 

me, and I did not always win the battles in that war. 

    I recently wrote a poem about that, entitled, "They." 

    They say that I'm stupid, 

    As stupid can be. 

    Not quite as bright, 

    As the average tree. 

 

    Well, I may not see much, 
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    But this much I see. 

    There's a whole lot of them, 

    And just one of me. 

 

    So I did lose a lot of battles, but once in a great while, I won one. 

If you see yourself on one side of a battlefield and the entire adult world 

on the other, to win even one is a kind of miracle.  So perhaps I lack the 

negative experiences needed to become a great writer, but I think now and I 

thought then that I was living in Paradise.  I look back on Schenectady as an 

Eden, an enchanted land of daily adventure, a better place than any I have 

visited since, and I have traveled a lot.  Paris? The Sixth Arrondissement, 

with that dark ancient church looming like a vampire's castle over a certain 

sidewalk cafe?  Almost.  A close second. 

    Let me tell you about the Battle of the Anthill. 

    In the first three years of my little brother's life, I was left alone 

a lot, left to amuse myself as best I could.  One hot summer afternoon I was 

sitting in my sandbox with my stuffed animal friend, Pete the Panda, 

listlessly building sand castles with my little sand pail. 

    Pete was never much of a conversationalist, but that day he was even 

more taciturn than usual, not answering even when addressed by name.  Pete was 

like that, moody. 

    Abruptly I became aware of movement near the entrance to my latest 

tower.  There was someone living there!  My tower was someone's home!  I leaned 

close to get a better look.  There I saw, to my amazement, a teeny tiny 

little creature making its way quite rapidly away from the castle.  In my young 
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life I had never yet seen such a thing.  Today, of course, I know it was an 

ant, but then I could swear it was a boy, a boy exactly like me, only 

smaller, dressed in a shiny black suit. 

    "Hello, little guy," I said to it. 

    It paused as if it had heard me, and seemed to do a little bow to me 

before continuing on its way. 

    I called after it, "My name is Ray.  What's yours?" 

    It did not reply, so I added, "Can I call you Blackie?  You look like a 

Blackie." 

    The ant did not reply. 

    Then I became aware that Blackie was not alone.  There was another one! 

 And another.  Why, the little guy seemed to have a whole army of brothers 

and sisters swarming around, especially gathering at a little hill near the 

far edge of the sandbox. 

    "Hello, little guys!  Hello, hello, hello!" I called out, and it seemed 

to me they must like me, because I could feel them walking up my legs and 

down my arms, circulating all over my sweaty body. 

    "Hello!  Hello!  Hello!" I sang to a sort of tune I made up. 

    A shadow fell over me, and I looked up to see my mother staring down at 

me.  "Who are you talking to, Sniffy Puss?"  she demanded. 

    "These little guys!  See?  There must be millions of them," I said with 

delight. 

    My mother turned pale.  "Oh my God," she said, as she often did.  "What 

next?" 

    She snatched me up and carried me at arm's length to the house.  She 
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turned on the water in the bath tub and swiftly peeled off my clothes and 

threw them in the hamper, then dropped me, naked, into the tub.  "The water's 

too hot," I complained. 

    "Never mind," she said, and began scrubbing me vigorously with a wash 

cloth.  When she had worked over me a while she inspected me and, more or 

less satisfied, stood up and ordered me, "You stay here until I get back." 

    She reached into a cabinet and drew out a red spray bottle. Now, I knew 

what that bottle was, because she had several times told me it was poison, 

and that I was never to touch it.  As she left the room it gradually dawned 

on me what she planned to do.  She planned to poison my little pals, my new 

friends.  She planned a to exterminate every one of them. 

    I scrambled out of the tub and ran out into the yard buck naked crying, 

"No, Mom!  No!  Don't kill them!  They weren't doing anything wrong!  They 

weren't hurting anyone!" 

    I slipped and fell on my face, but instantly got on my feet again, but 

with blood pouring from my nose and flowing from my kneecaps.  I threw my 

arms around my mother's legs and went on howling, "No, Mom!  No!  They're just 

little guys like me.  Don't kill them!  Please don't kill them." 

    My mother shouted, "Let go of me.  You're getting blood all over my 

dress!" 

    I heard my dad's voice as he came out of the house.   "What's going on 

here?" 

    "The ants!  The ants!" My mother burst into tears. 

    My dad took the spray bottle of poison away from her.  "Were you going 

to spray poison into Ray's sandbox?" 
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    By now my mother was hysterical.  "The ants!  The ants!  The ants!" she 

kept wailing. 

    My dad said, "Are you crazy?  If the sandbox is full of poison, and Ray 

gets into it..."  He didn't finish the sentence, just took my mother into 

his arms and led her gently into the house, calling over his shoulder, "And 

as for you, young man, get decent, for God's sake." 

    By that I understood that I should get some clothes on.  Before I got 

dressed, he put some iodine and band aids onto my knees and held an ice cube 

on my nose. 

    I didn't go out in the back yard for over a week, but every once in a 

while I sat by the window and looked at my sandbox.  Of course, I couldn't 

see the ants from that distance, but I knew they were out there.  I knew they 

were safe. 

    So, as they say, you lose one, you win one. 

    That's how it is in Schenectady. 

 

Story Seven 

My father's radio station, WGY in Schenectady, only briefly enjoyed its 

position as the worlds' most powerful station, called a "clear channel 

station" because, especially at night, it could overpower any competing station 

in its position on the dial all the way to California.  It broadcast almost 

entirely music programs that consisted of playing phonograph records into a 

microphone.  The Federal Communication Commission took note of complaints 

from competing stations, and insisted on WGY turning down its power.  In the 

early thirties there were no big networks, so programs produced on the East 
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coast had to be reproduced with the same scripts but different casts on the 

West coast.  WGY was one of many local stations that were absorbed into one 

of the then developing national networks, the Blue Network, NBC, ABC and CBS, 

and my father benefited from the merger with a substantial raise in salary. 

    Thus it was that he no longer had to hire baby sitters that worked for 

a pittance and were the daughters of my mother's friends from church, an 

arrangement that, from my mother's viewpoint, had been a disaster.  No, much to 

her relief, I was enrolled in the Laura Curtis Nursery School, advertised 

as having a staff of trained professionals. 

    For the first time in my young life, I was confronted with a crowd of 

my peers, and I hated it.  For openers, I was made to understand that my 

stuffed animal companion, Pete the Panda, was not eligible for enrollment, but 

must remain at home.  He took it without complaint, inanimate creature that 

he was, but I was devastated.  Also I was forced to eat things which were 

supposed to be good for me, not the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches I had 

demanded at home, vegetables with a ghastly green complexion, and meats that 

were the corpses of identifiable animals.  Finally, though the school did 

maintain a sandbox, it was woefully lacking in ants. 

    I made do with the sandbox, and only left it under protest to partake 

of various planned activities scheduled by the trained staff without co 

nsultation with the children.  A portly woman read aloud from a story book, but 

the stories struck me as incredibly boring, in no way up to the standards of 

newspaper comic strips like Mutt and Jeff or Mickey Mouse.  I could, by this 

time, easily read for myself the moronic books the fat lady was reading to 

us, but I had long adopted the policy of keeping my literacy a secret. 
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    Of much more interest to me were the records kept on the behavior of 

the students, records carelessly left lying around under the assumption that 

we kids could not read them.  It was here that I learned that I was 

"reclusive," "did not play well with the other children" and had a "bad attitude." 

    The day came when I flatly refused to leave the sandbox and move on to 

"Story Time."  The sand was usually kept moist so that it could be formed 

into various structures, and it had now begun to dry out.  At last the fat 

lady gave up and left me alone in the sand box room. 

    When she had been gone for a while, reading to the other children in t 

he next room with her reedy, high-pitched voice, I realized the sand needed 

some more water to remain workable. 

    No problem!  I dropped my drawers and had a good, deeply satisfying 

piss. 

    It was only when I pulled up my pants again that I realized the fat 

lady was standing in the doorway, watching me. 

    I think it likely that I have the distinction of being the only student 

at the Laura Curtis Nursery School ever to be expelled.   

 

Story Eight 

In the late thirties some of my favorite newspaper comics began to be 

reprinted in magazine format.  Of course, I begged my parents to buy them for 

me, but of course my mother refused to consider laying out hard-earned 

money for such trash. However our next door neighbors bought them for their son, 

and when the kid, who couldn't read, got tired of them, his mom tossed them 

out as garbage.  At that point in my life, I had become a veritable 
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connoisseur of fine garbage, making regular rounds of the neighborhood garbage 

trash and garbage cans in search of the colored cartoon sections of the Sunday 

newspapers.  Imagine my delight when I came on actual cartoon magazines 

unencumbered by stupid news stories about some German idiot called Hitler, or the 

scores of various baseball, football and basketball teams. 

    Because my mother had already made a practice of throwing out old 

newspapers, even newspaper cartoon sections I had rescued, I had formed the 

practice of concealing my treasures in the crawl space under a neighbor's house 

where, warm and dry, I could read and reread them.  My collection, carefully 

sorted and stacked, had been steadily growing for perhaps a year.  Now, with 

the appearance of the world's first crude comic books, I began to collect 

in earnest, and improve my artistic skills by copying the cartoon panels. 

    My baby brother Trevor, sworn to secrecy, joined me in our secret 

hideaway, amazed at my ability to actually read them to him.  He too began to 

draw, early showing a skill in portraying objects like cars, airplanes and 

houses.  (As an adult he became a successful architect.} 

    I assumed that Trevor and I would continue to enjoy our secret sins on 

into the indefinite future, but that was not to be.  Suddenly there loomed 

before me a catastrophe that would cast a dark shadow over the rest of my 

life. 

    Kindergarten! 

    My mother loaded me into the car, saying she had a wonderful surprise 

for me.  I was suspicious of her surprises, and especially of this particular 

surprise.  As we drove away, I looked back at my brother who was waving 

goodby and grinning.  Usually when I was taken somewhere, Trevor would come 
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along, but now there he was, all smiles, while I was kidnapped into The 

Unknown, without even the company of my faithful stuffed animal, Pete the Panda. 

    Shortly we parked in front of a large, featureless two-story building. 

    My Mom took me by the hand and led me inside. 

    "I want to go home," I told her. 

    "Nonsense.  All little boys go to kindergarten." 

    "I want to go home." 

    We entered a room full of low desks and noisy children. 

    A tall, gaunt woman in a long gray skirt came to meet us. 

    "This is your teacher," said my mother. 

    "You may call me Miss Mitchell," said the woman. 

    "I want to go home," said I. 

    "Well, Miss Mitchell, this is Radell Nelson," said my mother, then 

turned on her heel 

and departed. 

    Miss Mitchell showed me where the boys' rest room was, then seated me 

at my desk.  Standing before the class, Miss Mitchell began to deliver a 

lecture on proper behavior in a flat, emotionless voice.  I must admit I did not 

pay attention, being totally preoccupied with looking for some escape route. 

    Then came recess, and all us children filed out into the playground 

where two cheerful young people in slacks and tee shirts awaited us, a man for 

us boys and a woman for the girls.  The man led us boys to one end of the 

playground, while the woman led the girls to the other. 

    "Just call me Mike," said the man.  "I'm your yard supervisor." 

    Without further introductions, he continued, "Now I want all you guys 
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to form a line here next to the school, okay?" 

    We formed a line. 

    He went on, "Now we're going to have a little foot race here.  Okay? 

See the back fence over there?  Well, I am going to count to four, then say 

go.  When I say go, you guys are going to run your little legs off, and the 

first boy who reaches the fence will be the winner and the last boy to reach 

the fence will be a rotten egg.  Got that?" 

    There was a murmur of agreement. 

    I looked over the other boys.  There were eleven of them.  That meant 

that one of us would be a winner, and the rest would be losers.  One, in 

fact, would be a rotten egg.  The odds were eleven to one against me.  And some 

of those boys were bigger than me. 

    Mike began to do the count down.  "One for the money, two for the show, 

three to get ready, and four to go!" 

    All the boys took off at top speed. 

    All but one.  Me. 

    In a moment the race was over and the winner, the losers and the rotten 

egg decided. 

    Mike leaned over me and said, "You understood me?" 

    I nodded. 

    He called the other boys back and lined us up again, saying, "One of us 

didn't quite get into the spirit of things.  We're going to run again." 

    Again we lined up, again Mike counted down, again we ran. 

    Except for me. 

    Mike leaned over and demanded, "Hey kid, are you going to run?" 
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    I shook my head. 

    "I'll have to send you to the principal if you don't run.  Are you 

going to run?" 

    Very softly I answered, "No." 

    So I was delivered to the principal, who gave me a lecture on good 

sportsmanship which ended with a question.  "Are you going to run?" 

    "No," said I. 

    I was delivered to the school doctor, who gave me lecture on the 

virtues of exercise which ended with a question.  "Now, are you going to run?" 

    "No," said I. 

    "I'll have to send you home to your parents if you don't run. Are you 

going to run?" 

    "No." 

    The principal drove me home, and had a whispered conference with my 

mom.  My mom gave me a lecture on family disgrace followed by the familiar 

question, "Now, are you going to run?" 

    "No." 

    My parents took me to a child psychologist. 

    The session ended like the others.  Would I run? 

    No. 

    However, I learned a valuable lesson which I will never forget.  The 

adults can kill you, but they can't make you run. 

    Here I am in my eighties, and I haven't run yet. 
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Story Nine 

The first week in the first grade, my debut in the Schenectady public 

school system, came off rather well.  I was introduced to the moronic Dick, 

the moronic Jane, and their moronic dog Spot, and I managed to appear bright 

and well-behaved, especially as contrasted with the rowdy and disrespectful 

young thugs who comprised the male part of the class. 

    The teacher praised me as being almost as good a student as my female 

classmates.  My refusal to do sports was attributed to shyness. I did not 

reveal that I could read. 

    But I did pay attention and spoke politely when spoken to, and always 

addressed the teacher as "miss."  Where I really scored was on my knowledge 

of current events.  Unlike either my male or female contemporaries, I had 

formed the habit of reading the newspaper every morning. 

    The down side of those first days did not surface at school, but at 

home.  While I was away, my mother seized the opportunity to throw many of my 

more battered stuffed animals into the trash, and when I got home it was too 

late to try to retrieve them. 

    When I burst into tears, she stated firmly, "You're too old for stuffed 

animals anyway." 

    While she was doing the dishes, I quietly transported Pete the Panda to 

my hideout in the crawl space under my neighbor's house, where, 

fortunately, I had already hidden my comic book collection. 

    On Friday there was a test, and the best students, including myself, 

were sent to the "Advanced Students Room."  It took me several minutes to 

realize I was the only boy in a room full of giggling, whispering girls. 
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    When the teacher appeared, a gaunt, gray-clad woman with horn rim 

glasses, the giggling and whispering ceased abruptly. 

    Also, as the day went on, it turned out that several of the girls could 

read, but I continued to keep my secret. 

    Even with the best of intentions, teachers were adults, and thus my 

enemies.  If I had possessed them, I suppose I would have revealed my name, 

rank and serial number, but nothing more. 

    The issue was sports. 

    If I competed in sports, the odds of my winning were against me, 

increasing with the number of my opponents.  In the unlikely event of my winning, 

I would be winning only against a bunch of scruffy, unknown moppets like 

myself. 

    But if I refused to compete, I would be playing a new game against the 

entire adult world, with a very good chance of winning.  Indeed, I had 

already won a few rounds. First against the entire kindergarten staff, then 

against my parents, then against my parents' minister and psychotherapist.  Here 

I was, in the advanced student room, the only male in my class to make the 

cut.  Here I was, elbow to elbow with the only kids my age who could read. 

    Maybe I was overplaying my hand, though, when I corrected my teacher. 

She said Mussolini was the king of Italy.  After politely raising my hand 

and being called on, I informed her that Mussolini was not the king, but the 

dictator of Italy.  From that point on, I think she suspected I could read. 

    It was after school one evening that I discovered The Green Hornet. 

Though it was aimed at children around my age, this half hour radio theater 

show came on the air somewhat past my bedtime, and my mother did her best to 
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enforce a curfew. 

    I was, however, sleeping in a room where one wall was covered, floor to 

ceiling, with small tabletop radios in various stages of development, my 

dad's homework from his job, so he never noticed when I borrowed one of them 

and began listening to it under my bed covers when I was supposed to be 

asleep. 

    To this day I can recite from memory the opening lines.  "The Green 

Hornet!  He hunts the biggest of all game, public enemies even the G-men cannot 

catch!" 

    What that line did catch was my attention. 

    The Green Hornet show revealed a seedy world of corrupt businessmen and 

politicians easily evading incompetent and dishonest policemen.  I 

certainly recognized this world!  It was my playground, a war zone ruled by gangs of 

brutal bullies and supervised by incompetent teachers unable or unwilling 

to keep them in order. 

    Almost every day one or two boys had to pay a visit to the school nurse 

for a dab of iodine and a small bandage, while the teachers just shook 

their heads and sighed, "Boys will be boys." 

    Oh yes, we could have used a Green Hornet or two there on our school 

yard!  The Green Hornet had a secret identity.  So did I.  The Green Hornet 

had a brilliant mind.  So, I thought, did I.  The Hornet worked outside the 

law.  So did I.  The Hornet had a secret hideout.  So did I.  The Hornet had a 

faithful sidekick. There he was one up on me.  I just had Pete the Panda, a 

good listener, but little help in the endless struggle against the forces 

of evil. 
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    In this setting I was often the Victim of Choice, often the child in 

need of first aid, but I noticed the bullies never caused any permanent 

disabilities, and that members of the several resident gangs also received 

occasional medical attention after some minor playground skirmish. 

    One group, composed largely of Irish Catholics, recruited members by 

beating them up, then offering them membership in their gang.  For these 

roughnecks the human race was divided into two opposing groups, the fighters and 

the sissies. 

    The playground was also divided, with the boys on one side, and the 

girls on the other, and one rule the yard supervisor did enforce was that the 

boys were forbidden to attack the girls. 

    Since the bullies always outnumbered me when they attacked me, I 

adopted a strict pacifist policy and never fought back.  No point in fighting when 

you were sure to lose. 

    Over a period of weeks they attacked me four or five times.  It was 

probably the sixth attack that changed my life forever. 

    I still vividly remember lying face down on the black asphalt while the 

leader of the bullies sat astride my back rhymically pounding me with his 

fists, screaming, "Sissy! Sissy! Sissy!" in time with his blows.  I felt 

pain, of course, but not unbearable pain. 

    As he paused to catch his breath, I spoke up calmly.  "What is a sissy?" 

    He thought a bit before answering, "A sissy is a boy who acts like a 

girl." 

    As he resumed his screaming and pounding, I thought about the two 

lifestyles being offered to me.  I could be a bully, or I could be a sissy.  I 
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thought about the never-ending battle that was the life of a bully.  I thought 

about the girls in the Advanced Student room. 

    Abruptly my attacker was snatched off my back by the yard supervisor. 

    I stood up, brushed myself off, then, after a moment's indecision, 

limped slowly toward the girl's end of the yard. 

 

Story Ten: Conclusion 

    For the world, and for me, 1938 was a remarkable year. 

    For openers, my father had a remarkable job installing the world's 

first television relay station in the top of the Empire State Building, due to 

broadcast for the first time at the opening of the 1939 World's Fair, then 

under construction.  No less a personage than the then President of the United 

states, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was scheduled to speak at that time, the 

first head of state ever to appear on television.  If the event came off 

successfully, it would mean the birth of the television industry, and if it 

failed, perhaps the untimely death of the television industry.  Only a few 

television sets were on line, including a bank of them in the RCA building on 

the grounds of the fair.  Millions, perhaps billions, of dollars were riding 

on the project. 

A single TV set, at that time, sold for several hundred dollars, and 

regular programming was expected for only two hour-long shows per week.  The sets 

on exhibit were huge, with the screen face up to be reflected in a mirror. 

    My dad had always done all the grocery shopping for our family, but now 

he was away from home for up to a week at a time, and we only owned one car 

which my mother had never learned to drive.  A fateful Saturday came when 
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my mother discovered, while setting up to bake some bread, that she had run 

completely out of flour.  She, already on edge because of my father's 

absence, burst into tears, wailing, "What shall I do! Oh God, what shall I do?" 

    I piped up, "Don't worry, mama.  Don't worry!" 

    My mind was racing, thinking of calling a cab, calling a neighbor, 

calling the mom and pop grocery store about half a mile away.  Suddenly the 

solution popped up in my mind. 

"I'll go get the flour." 

    "You?" 

    "Me.  I'll go get the flour." 

    "Those sacks of flour are too heavy for you." 

    "I'll carry the sack in my wagon." 

    The wagon I spoke of was a small, red, four wheel, steel wagon given to 

me the previous Christmas by my grandfather on my mother's side, Fred L. 

Reed of Cadillac, Michigan.  I had dragged my little brother around in it for 

a few days before realizing that he was going to do all the riding while I 

did all the pulling.  It now was gathering dust in our garage. 

    In a kind of trance, my mother doled out money enough to cover the 

purchase, and also a note to the grocer, and I set out at a trot, my wagon 

rattling along behind me.  The grocer and his wife thought I was really cute, but 

gave me exact change and loaded a hefty bag of flour into my wagon.  The 

whole transaction went down without a hitch. 

    From that point on, my mother often sent me to the store with my wagon 

to fetch all sorts of things.  She was impressed and grateful, and I was 

proud of myself, even though I was, of course, working for free. 
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    The neighbor who had been throwing comic books in the trash had moved 

away, so 

my supply of free comic books had dried up, and in the grocery store there 

was a rotating display stand full of brand-new, bright-colored comic books 

retailing for only a dime each.  Alas, I could look longingly at them, but 

not touch them, let alone buy one. 

    Life is hard for the working poor. 

    However, as unpopular as I was with my fellow students at school, I was 

very popular with their mothers because I was so polite and never got my 

clothes dirty.  One of them started asking me to cart her groceries, then 

another, then another. 

    One unforgettable day in June, one of the moms told me that, when 

accepting change from the grocer, I was to keep a dime for myself. 

    A dime! 

    Recently I wrote a poem about that day. 

    Here it is. 

 

    PRICE. 

 

    When I was young I paid a dime, 

    To buy a comic book. 

    Ten silly cents was all I had, 

    But that was all it took. 

 

    If I sold that book to you, 
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    It'd almost be a crime. 

    You would not get the magic spell. 

    I got for just a dime. 

 

    It's safe to say you'd have to pay, 

    A thousand bucks or more, 

    Direct from me, or if you went, 

    And bought it from a store. 

 

    There are things you cannot buy, 

    For silver or for gold. 

    That which is really worth the most, 

    Cannot be bought or sold. 

 

    Yes, the comic book I bought that day was Action Comics, number 1, June 

1938, the first Superman comic book, the one with Superman throwing a car 

around as if it was nothing. 

    From that day forward I still carted around my mother's groceries, but 

anyone else had to pay a dime a trip.  I began building a comic book 

collection that featured the first appearance of many of the classic superheros 

that are still with us today, and for the first time, but not the last, I was 

in business. 

    On April 30, 1939, the World's Fair opened, and I and my family got in 

ahead of the crowd because my dad was the one who gave the bank of TV sets 

one last test.  We were there in the crowd when the image of President 
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt appeared as a flickering, black and white image on a 

television screen, and the voice we all knew from his radio Fireside Chats came 

crackling through the television room of the Radio Corporation of America 

building. 

    After the broadcast my dad had to work, so my mother, my brother and I 

were left to wander through the fair, a kind of preview of The World of 

Tomorrow.  How vividly I remember the vast model layout inside the big sphere 

they called the perisphere, the tower topped by a statue of The Worker 

provided by The Soviet Union, the stage show in the railroad building where actual 

railroad trains rolled across the stage in a reenactment of the Wedding of 

the Rails in 1869, the huge nude statue of The Orator with its full frontal 

exposure of a gigantic penis, and the enormous swimming pool of the Aquacade 

water ballet which included an appearance by no less a superstar than Tarzan 

himself. 

    But the life-changing exhibit for me was a seven-foot-tall steel robot 

named Elektro and his robot dog Sparky.  I can still see in my mind's eye 

the robot smoking a cigarette, opening his mouth and blowing a smoke ring, a 

perfect smoke ring into the air above me.  At that moment I became a science 

fiction fan, and I remain a science fiction fan today, after having actually 

written quite a few science fiction novels that were translated into not a 

few foreign languages. 

    At sundown my family and I got into our big Rio  Flying Cloud car, my 

dad and mom in the front seat and my brother and I in the back, and left the 

fair.  As we zoomed along into the night, I sleepily asked, "How long until 

we get back to Schenectady?" 
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    My mother answered,"We're not going to Schenectady." 

    I was suddenly wide awake. "Not going to Schenectady?" 

    "We're going to Marion, Indiana, "she said. "Your father has a new job 

there." 

    "But all our stuff is in Schenectady!" I protested. 

    "It's in a moving van headed for our new home," said my dad. 

    "I know you're worried about your Pete the Panda doll, "said my mother. 

 "We looked for it but couldn't find it." 

    Of course they couldn't.  Pete was tucked away in the crawl space under 

the neighbor's house, along with my priceless comic book collection. I 

would never see Pete again. 

    I closed my eyes, trying to adjust to this disaster.  My mother said 

softly, "I really tried to find it." 

    In my mind's eye I could see Pete plainly, looking at me with his calm, 

intelligent eyes. As I watched in amazement, his mouth opened and he began 

to speak.  "I'm still with you, Ray.  Just close your eyes and we'll be 

together again in Schenectady, just like always." 

    My mother spoke anxiously, "You're smiling.  Why are you smiling?" 

    She asked me the same thing three times, but I didn't answer.  I never 

have answered. 

    Until now. 

 


