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Introduction


As Huey Lewis & The News so aptly
put it, “It’s Hip to be Square”. Of course, when the great philosopher and
harmonica player wrote that catchy tune, he was referring to ex-hippies who had
morphed into yuppies. Those who had been the rebellious, free-spirited youth of
the 60s changed into their polar opposites, the well-to-do, conformist upper
class of the 80s. While I am too young to have been either a hippie or a
yuppie, I think the central premise of the song still applies to part of my
generation: kids from the 80s who grew up geeky.


Being geeky, or nerdy, or whatever
you want to call it, is no longer the social stigma that it once was. I’m
unsure what has caused this shift in cultural perceptions. Perhaps, all of us
nerds grew up and now rule the world. Perhaps, we’ve simply found happiness and
success as we’ve aged. Maybe we are nothing more than a valuable demographic
that corporations and the media now pander to. Whatever the cause, things have
changed. It is more than acceptable now to enjoy science and math, or to read
comic books and science-fiction novels, or to play video games. An interest in
these things, and other things like them, is now seen as normal and socially
acceptable.


The Big Bang Theory, a show with some of the geekiest characters you’ll ever meet, is
one of the highest rated programs on television, and has been for some time.
HBO has attained record viewership numbers adapting A Game of Thrones,
first in a series of fantasy novels set in a world that would make a fine
setting for a Dungeons & Dragons campaign. The highest grossing movie of
2014, Guardians of the Galaxy, is based on an obscure Marvel comic book
set in deep space, starring an anthropomorphic raccoon and a talking tree.
Thirty years ago, I was teased mercilessly for enjoying this sort of stuff. Today,
no one even bats an eye when you mention Dr. Who, World of Warcraft, or Smallville.


Though it is happily no longer
true, being a geek was once a death sentence for a young person’s social
development. Let me tell you, as a kid who was geeky, the stigma was a heavy
load to bear. I was called names, seen as a weirdo, made fun of, and otherwise
made to feel as if I was some sort of aberrant who didn’t belong. Throughout
most of my elementary school career, I was belittled because of what I enjoyed,
how I looked, or what I was good at. It took a very long time, years, in fact,
for me to get over this treatment.


But what exactly do I mean when I
say I was a geek? The term is a bit nebulous and means different things to
different people. At the most basic level, a geek is someone who takes up an
unusual hobby or interest to an extent of eccentricism.
This often leads to trouble interacting with more “normal” or mainstream
people. The term nerd shares a similar meaning, but carries with it the idea of
being above average in intelligence and an enjoyment of subjects like math and
science. Geek or nerd, this type of person is seen as an outcast, someone very
different from the rest.


We are all familiar with these
stereotypes, for good or ill. And almost every single characteristic of the
geek or nerd applies to me when I was growing up. I learned to read very
quickly, and I was forced to go to reading groups with kids who were two years
older. When I was seven years old, in the second grade, I got my first pair of
glasses. My lack of athletic talent meant that I was nearly always picked last
on a team, whatever the sport may have been. P.E. became my least favorite
special class. Older students bullied me on the bus and on the playground. I
was naturally shy and a bit awkward around other kids; making friends did not
come easy to me at all. I would often get so nervous and excited in social
situations that I tried all sorts of weird stuff to get other kids to like me.
This only made it more difficult for others to get along with me, and me with
them.


As is so often the case with geeks
and nerds, I would obsess over things I found new and exciting. This went on to
such a degree that I wore out my friends and family with my latest interest.
Then I would forget whatever it was I was so excited about and move on to the
next big thing. I went through a dinosaur phase, then focused on building
things with LEGO bricks, Tinker Toys, or Lincoln Logs, and dutifully watched
television shows like Knight Rider, The A-Team, and Automan (does anyone else even remember this cheesy
gem?). I buried my nose in all sorts of book series ranging from mysteries like
The Hardy Boys and The Three Investigators, fantasy like The
Hobbit and Dungeons & Dragons books, and, as I grew older, sci-fi from
Asimov, Clarke, and others. Star Wars, Star Trek, and Back to
the Future defined my existence at various points. I learned to draw comics
the Marvel way, and wrote stories emulating my favorite authors. Whatever I was
into at the time, I was into it 110%, but it was never too long before I moved
on to something else.


I cannot adequately describe what
being in this state of obsession was really like. I would wake up in the
morning, and before my feet hit the floor, I was already thinking about, say,
for example, Battlestar Galactica.
In all likelihood, I had dreamed about the show, so my mind was already racing
even before I was truly awake. As I got dressed for school, ate breakfast, and
waited on the bus, I was thinking about the design of the space ships, the cool
sleekness of the Colonial Viper, or the menacing profile of the Cylon Raider. On the school bus, while other kids chatted
with one another, I would gaze off out the window, reliving scenes from the
show just as accurately as if there was a VCR in my brain. At school, I got
done with my work quickly in order to get out a sheet of paper to draw one of
those beautiful spaceships, or a robotic Cylon. At
recess or lunch, I might try to find someone else to talk to about the show.
But even though Battlestar Galactica may have been popular, I surely was not, and
rarely would anyone else speak up. Home after school, I’d use LEGO bricks to
build laser guns shaped exactly like those in the show, then run outside to
play, pretending I was a Colonial Pilot myself. If I was lucky, I might have a
newspaper clipping, or TV Guide article, or, best of all, a novelization that I
could read, over and over again. As I drifted off to sleep that night, I would
relive favorite scenes again and again in my head. And the next day would be
very much the same.


This pattern was repeated ad nauseum, whether it was Battlestar
Galactica, the Super Friends cartoon,
X-Men comics, or Godzilla movies. My zeal for these geeky things was so fervent
that it caused problems for me. Some of the stories you will read in this book
detail the trouble I got into when I had my nose in a comic book or my head not
just in the clouds, but above them, exploring deep space.


Another issue in my life has been
the curse of a vivid imagination. Whether by some God-given capability, or
simply the rate at which I devoured all manner of media, my imagination often
went haywire. I was, quite frankly, scared silly for a good portion of my life.
Normal kids are scared of the monster in the closet. But I had memorized the
details of the horrific creatures of Greek and Roman mythology, evil comic book
supervillains, all manner of alien races from dozens of sci-fi properties, and
the varied entries in the D&D Monster Manual. To me, that creature
in the closet became something far more sinister than the boogie man. 


Night time was terrifying; darkness
and silence allowed my mind to run rampant. Though I knew better deep down, I
convinced myself that there was a witch in the bathtub, or a cobra just outside
my bedroom door, or a bug-eyed alien with a tentacled
mouth and lobster claws outside my window, waiting and watching for the
slightest movement. On good nights, I would be brave enough to walk into my
parents’ room for reassurance, or maybe even crawl into bed with my little
brother, who, presumably, would be a meat shield for whatever abomination I had
convinced myself was lurking in the attic or kitchen that evening. 


On bad nights, I would remain in a
state of paralyzed wakefulness, sweating from fear. During these times, I never
left my bed, daring only to move enough grab my glasses to better see what was
surely out there, ready to strike at any moment. Sometimes I’d stare at the
bright lit display of my alarm clock and watch the minutes pass into hours, and
night finally into dawn. Then, I would finally be able to rest. Imagination can
be a great thing, but for me it was a chain dragging me down into fear and
helplessness. Several of the stories you will read are examples of the
overwhelming fear I went through as a child (and to be honest, still struggle
with as an adult).


But perhaps the most common theme
in my young life was the constant struggle to be normal. Reading chapter books
in first grade was different. Spending hours writing computer programs made me
a weirdo. Drawing pictures in my notebook of fire-breathing dragons or tripodal Martian war machines was just strange. Preferring
to play on the swings rather than participate in the kickball game at recess
was uncool. I was just that: uncool. And there is very little more important to
a young boy who isn’t cool than being cool.


So, from time to time, when I grew
sick of the bullying and laughter, I would change gears and obsess over
something “normal” for a while. Sports was an obvious place to begin. I tried a
basketball league at the Boy’s Club in kindergarten, and it was here my fear
for getting smashed in the face by large spherical objects was born. A few
years later, I figured football was just what I needed, and signed up for a
Mighty Mite league. My football career lasted three minutes, which was exactly
how long it took for the coaches to ask us to do a type of push-ups where we
were supposed to extend our arms and then let go, dropping our face in the
dirt. No thank you! Cub Scouts was quite a bit better, and I enjoyed scouting
for a couple years. But eventually I had earned all the indoor merit badges and
had little interest in hunting, fishing, or (shudder) athletics. And so I moved
on to other things.


None of these little diversions did
much to alleviate my feelings of being odd or abnormal. Even when I was wearing
the basketball uniform, my absolute lack of ball handling skills set me apart.
The scout badges on my shirt looked the same as the next kid’s, but the boy
inside my uniform was very different than the rest of the pack. I still kept
trying, though. Another thread running through the stories in this book is this
desire to be just another average kid who wasn’t unusual in any way, or, at the
very least to find others who were more like me.


I have arranged these tales from my
childhood in roughly chronological order. My memory of these events is quite
clear even these many years later. I’ve had to fill in a few inconsequential
details here and there with research, but I’ve done my best to tell these
stories exactly as they happened. I can assure you that every one of them is
true. Hopefully by reading this book, you will get a bit of insight into what
it was like growing up geeky in the 1980s. Or, perhaps, if you, like many
people, were a bit geeky yourself as a kid, it will bring some of your own
memories to light. In any event, let’s all be thankful that we live in a world
where being geeky isn’t geeky any longer. It’s like Huey Lewis said. 


Don’t tell
me I’m crazy


don’t tell me I’m
nowhere


take it from me


it’s hip to be square
























 















Sears, Strangers, and Shogun
Warriors


Memory can be a very, very strange thing.
I have no memory of my first day of kindergarten. I don’t remember the day my
first dog died. I can’t explain it, but these milestones are total blanks in my
mind. In contrast, I can recall details from random, meaningless days with
inexplicable clarity. I can tell you the exact color and shape of an arbitrary
Happy Meal toy from McDonald’s (it was a pale blue rubber flying saucer). I
know the exact flavor of shaved ice (Blueberry Cream) that I spilled on my
aunt’s copy of X-Men #137 on a hot summer day. I cannot rationally
explain the clarity with which I can recall these insignificant details.


Other experiences in my life are
vivid for different reasons, often because of the power of emotion. One of the
earliest such memories was a simple trip with my mother and brother to a
department store. Over the span of a few minutes, my feelings raced from
anticipation and excitement to fear and panic, wildly varying emotions which
make the entire event crystal clear in my mind even now, more than thirty years
later.  


It was a dreary autumn day in 1981,
and I was seven years old. The air was cool and full of moisture. We were
leaving the house on a trip to the Sears department store downtown. As my
mother locked up the house and we headed to the car, a few drops of rain began
to fall. My brother and I took our seats in the back of our white Ford station
wagon. Mom pulled out of the driveway and we began our drive through the chilly
gray afternoon.


We’d barely made it to the end of
the street when the windows began to fog up. Using my finger, I wrote my name
and drew a couple cold, wet smiley faces on the glass. Impatient and excited
due to the trip, I quickly grew bored of my little art project and asked Mom to
turn on the radio. A familiar, rhythmic guitar lick filled the otherwise quiet
air. Juice Newton’s “Queen of Hearts” wasn’t exactly a favorite of mine, but I
did recognize it. As a six-year old Super Friends fan, I didn’t realize
the true meaning of the lyrics, and would have been revolted by the lovey-dovey
yuckiness of it if I had. The only question in my
mind was why she was talking about the Joker without mentioning Batman.


As we arrived downtown, the rain
picked up to something a bit more than a drizzle. We wouldn’t have to worry
about getting wet, though, since this particular Sears store had an attached
parking garage. I always had mixed feelings about parking garages as a child
(and still do to this day); they were scary to me, and this one was not well
lit, as well as cold and wet. This alone would have been enough to make me
uneasy, but in the fall of 1981, simple trips to the department store were
darker and more ominous than normal.


A few months earlier, in the
summer, Adam Walsh, a six-year-old boy only a few months younger than me, had
been kidnapped and taken from a Sears in Florida. His mother left him watching
a display of Atari games, never to see him again. The kidnapping gained
national attention, and by the time poor Adam’s grisly fate was determined, the
case had received much exposure on TV and in the newspaper. I’m certain my
parents kept most of the details from me, being as young as I was, but it still
affected me, as it did pretty much every mom, dad, son and daughter in America
at the time.


Adam’s story was definitely a
factor in my unease as we crossed the wet pavement and entered Sears that
gloomy afternoon. But it was easier to be brave with my mother right with me,
and besides, the promise of aisles and shelves and pegs filled with amazing
toys and games was highly motivating. The bottom floor of this particular Sears
was a basement without any windows, which made it dark and a bit depressing,
but I was on a mission. Beyond the automotive supplies, appliances, and
electronic gadgets stood my goal: the toy department, four full glorious rows
of it. I couldn’t wait to see what new stuff had come in since our last visit.


My mother, however, had other
plans. Her destination was most certainly not the toy department, and we were
in a hurry. As we walked past the bikes and video games, an end cap full of
Atari cartridges attracted me like a moth toward flame. I begged my Mom to stop
just for a few minutes so I could look. But it was not to be; there was dinner
to fix and Dad would be home soon, so we didn’t have much time. This put me between
a rock and a hard place; I wanted to bask in the glory of all those toys and
games, but I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of doing so alone. I weighed my
options, and in a split second made my decision; the electronic bleeps and bloops of Asteroids were practically calling my name. I
begged my mother to let me stay behind in the toy department while she took my
brother and did the rest of her shopping. Whatever caution she may have had due
to the influence of the news media must have been overcome by her desire to get
in and out of Sears quickly, so she agreed. Dragging my brother off with her,
she walked down the main aisle across the bottom floor, stepped on the
escalator, and rose out of sight.


In my euphoria, I didn’t even
notice she was gone. My attention was devoted to the cornucopia of delights
that surrounded me. Another kid, a bit older than me, was using the display
Atari system, so I made a beeline straight past the bikes and Barbie dolls to
the action figures. It was as if I had stepped right into the Wish Book
Catalog.


Dozens, if not hundreds, of Star
Wars figures hung neatly from their pegs, taking up the top half of nearly
an entire aisle. Below them, iconic vehicles from that galaxy far, far away
lined the shelving. I looked through each peg of figures, flipping frantically
from front to back, as high as I could reach. Han Solo in his blue Hoth gear caught my eye, as did a Snowtrooper.
In my mind’s eye, the two squared off in a laser blaster duel in the cold,
desolate wastes of that icy planet. A Tauntaun toy
was on the bottom shelf. I was particularly enamored by this toy, representing
one of the strange, hairy lizard-creatures used as a mount on frozen Hoth. It even had a spring-loaded hatch that you could
place your Luke Skywalker figure in, just like in The Empire Strikes back,
minus the horrible smell and the grey guts. I was thrilled to see so much
plastic Star Wars goodness all in one place.


Eventually, I moved on to the other
delights on display. I only briefly glanced over the ever popular pegs of Hot
Wheels. Toy cars weren’t particularly interesting to me, unless you counted the
Batmobile or maybe the Duke boys’ iconic ride, the General Lee. The slot car
sets nearby were somewhat more intriguing; anything that moved via remote
control was cool. Still, even the sweetest race cars and looping figure eight
tracks were not enough to maintain my fickle attention.


Far more interesting to me were the
fanciful, the unusual, and the outlandish. I wanted toys that weren’t just
models of things that actually existed in real life. Why would you ever choose
a dump truck over an X-Wing? Who cared about a bag full of cheap plastic
cowboys, when there were white-armored Stormtroopers with laser guns on the
next aisle over? My imagination craved the fantastic over the realistic, and
thus I walked up and down the aisles, scanning for something unique.


I found exactly what I was looking
for on one end of the lowest shelf, a dusty, sparsely populated place. It was a
clearance section of some sort, odd bits and pieces from various toy lines,
with no unified theme. Rummaging through these toys, a handful of boxes caught
my eye. These boxes were black, and no more than six inches tall. Emblazoned
with colorful yellow, green, and red lightning-shaped stripes, they were
labeled “SHOGUN Warriors”. Picking one up, I was astounded by the weight of it.
Peering out from the display window was a bright red and blue robot. Gold eyes
were set in his crimson face, a fascinating array of spikes, five in number,
radiating from his head. Lanky, red arms and legs extended from his torso, with
sparkly blue painted details on his chest that reminded me of angry eyes and
fangs. The robot’s chrome thighs glinted under the fluorescent lights. I was
awestruck, but managed to tear my eyes away long enough to read the labels on
the rest of the box. His name was DRAGUN, which didn’t look right as far as
spelling went, but was an incredible moniker nonetheless. I wasn’t sure what
“DIE CAST METAL PARTS!” were, but they had to be important because of the
exclamation point at the end. I didn’t understand what “Shogun” meant either,
but the phrase “INVINCIBLE GUARDIANS OF WORLD FREEDOM” told me exactly what I
needed to know. This was, quite possibly, the greatest toy I had seen in my
entire six year old lifespan.


One label implored me to “COLLECT
‘EM ALL”, but I needed no such encouragement after looking at the back of the
box. An entire group of robotic protectors were pictured, DRAGUN being but one
member, and I immediately desired the lot of them. Black, red, gold, and blue,
these tiny masterpieces had names like GAIKING, GREAT MAZINGA, POSEIDON, and
COMBATRA. This latter name brought to mind the Atari cartridge I had played for
so many hours, and his red antennae and blue earmuffs were dazzling. Cool as
COMBATRA was though, the best looking titan of the group had to be GRANDIZER. A
beauty in glossy black and bright red, with a hint of yellow and chrome, this
sleek robot was perhaps the most beautiful sight my young eyes had ever beheld.


My cheeks warm with the rush of
excitement, I dropped to one knee and rummaged through all the boxes to see
which SHOGUN Warriors I could find. Two boxes containing skull-chested,
golden-horned GAIKING were there, alongside a lone POSEIDON with his small head
and blue tank-tread legs. Alas, GRANDIZER was conspicuously absent, which was
hardly surprising, since he was so indescribably gorgeous. GREAT MAZINGA was
similarly nowhere to be found. Figuring there was a slight chance that the two
missing guardians of world freedom were simply misplaced, I checked every shelf
on that aisle, and surrounding ones, but to no avail.


I was now faced with a dreadful
conundrum. My chances of getting all four of these mighty robots were slim, but
the odds of actually taking one home were better if I chose only one to beg my
mother for. I agonized and deliberated on the decision for what seemed like an
eternity. If my family doctor had asked me to choose which organ I could live
without, my choice would surely have been easier. In
the end, I went with the SHOGUN Warrior who had first caught my eye, the
magnificent scarlet and silver DRAGUN. Carefully, I placed the remaining three
figures back on the shelves, well hidden behind other clearance toys in the
hopes that they would still be there on my next trip. The extra GAIKING would
be the only robot immediately obvious to any potential future toy purchasers
who shared my affinity for strikingly designed Japanese robots. Content with my
choice, I carried my prize with me and headed over to the Atari display
console, which was, at last, available.


Asteroids was the game of the day.
This classic was a favorite of mine in the arcades, with impressive cabinet art
and glorious vector graphics. Both of these attributes were hard to replicate
on the limited hardware capabilities of the Atari 2600, or, more specifically
in this case, the Sears Tele-Games 2600. The distinctive glowing effect of the
arcade version was gone, but in all fairness, the colorized asteroid
replacements of this adaptation were pretty cool. The most frustrating part was
using a joystick instead of the precise five button layout of the arcade game;
I kept accidentally nudging up or down and using thrust when I hadn’t intended
to. Still, it was enough to keep me happily occupied for some time, though I
was constantly checking to make sure that DRAGUN was still safe at my feet.


I am uncertain how much time I
spent alone in the toy department of Sears that day, but it couldn’t have been
more than half an hour or so. While there were plenty of things to keep my
interest, eventually, I came out of my Atari and robot-induced euphoria.
Increasingly, I became aware that a sizable portion of time had passed, and yet
my mother had not returned. I wasn’t wearing a watch, and there were no clocks
around, nor were there windows so I could look outside. Unable to gauge the
lateness of the hour, I became more and more uneasy, wondering what was taking
my mom so long. At first, it was easy to dismiss these nagging feelings, but
eventually I got to the point where playing Asteroids and checking out the Star
Wars toys again couldn’t keep the stirrings of fear away. Walking to the
end of one of the toy aisles, I gazed up at the escalator. Like the Star
Wars galaxy, it seemed far, far away, much farther than it had seemed
before. The entire store suddenly seemed very large, and grew with every
hurried beat of my increasingly panicked heart. I was a scared six-year-old
boy, very much alone in huge place filled with people I did not know.


Thoughts of toys and games vanished
from my mind. All I could think about was Adam Walsh. The similarities between
us made me even more apprehensive. Adam was my age, he had been kidnapped from
a Sears just like the one I was standing in, and he even looked a bit like I
did. In my panic, every person who walked by me was a Stranger, a potential
kidnapper, someone who likely meant to do me harm. Stress prevented me from
thinking clearly, so I kept staring up at the escalators, hoping that my mother
and brother might appear through sheer force of will.


I stood there for what seemed like
hours, but couldn’t have been more than a few short minutes, then made the
decision to go looking for them. Gaining some small comfort from my chosen
robotic protector, I gripped DRAGUN tightly between my hands and walked toward
the escalator. Two opposing forces controlled my behavior: my mother’s
admonition to stay in the toy department and my frantic desire to find her
wherever she might be. I reached a point of stasis about halfway between the
toys and the escalator. The urge to run and find them struggled against my
compulsion to obey my mother’s instructions in a mental tug of war. I was
paralyzed by indecision, ending up next to a display of football helmets in the
sporting goods section.


Somehow I felt even worse. What
would happen if my mother went to the toy department and I wasn’t there? She
might leave me behind, or have to hunt me down, which would surely mean I was
in serious trouble. As I fretfully considered my options, dozens of people,
each one a Stranger, walked by, and if anyone got even remotely close to me I
closed my eyes in fear. 


I wandered a bit, finally settling
on a location far enough away from too much exposure to the busy thoroughfare
but with the escalator clearly within sight. I stood glued to my sentry post,
fearing to tear my eyes away from the escalator. After a few moments, a Sears worker stopped near me, perhaps sensing my unease. I
was too scared to even speak, and simply shook my head when asked if I needed
help, pretending to be interested in a nearby display of athletic socks. Busy,
the worker walked away, and I resumed my vigil.


Finally, at long last, my mother and
brother appeared at the top of the escalators. Bursting forth from my hiding
space, I ran as fast as I could, arriving at the bottom of the moving stairs
just as they did. My mother scolded me for not staying where she had left me,
and asked what I was doing running around the store “like some yard ape”. My
fears, so real just seconds before, had evaporated completely. Too ashamed to
tell her the real reason I had abandoned the toy aisles, I attempted to cover
my shame by telling her about DRAGUN and how cool he was and we had to go see
the rest of them and could I get him, Mom, please, please, could I? She must
have seen my almost-tears, and I am certain that she knew something was up, but
nonetheless she consented to go see what had me so excited.


I walked out of Sears that day with
a fantastic robotic companion, and even managed to convince my brother that he
needed one too. The car hadn’t even made it out of the dank, dreary parking
garage before POSEIDON and DRAGUN had been released from their cardboard
confines. I was incredibly excited to have found such a great series of toys.
Perhaps greater than my excitement, though, was the sense of relief and comfort
from avoiding abduction by a Stranger and being with my family where I
belonged.


In the following months, I kept on
the lookout for more SHOGUN Warriors anytime I was at a toy store. GRANDIZER
and even GAIKING made their way into my collection, and I played with them
until the DIE CAST METAL PARTS! were loose, the paint
chipped, and the chrome faded away. Like many beloved toys from my childhood,
my memories of SHOGUN Warriors are incredibly vivid. Over the years, my
collection dwindled away as these amazing robots were lost, given away, sold at
garage sales, or perhaps discarded into the trash. Yet I still retain my
fondness for the characters and their gorgeous, iconic designs.


As an adult, I have picked up a few
SHOGUN Warriors toys here and there. Gaiking and Combatra are proudly displayed on one of the bookshelves in
my office. I’ve collected most of the Marvel comic series based on the toy
line, and even had my copy of the first issue signed in person by the artist,
the incredibly talented Herb Trimpe. As I waited in
line to meet him, other collectors stood in line with their rare, expensive copies
of Wolverine’s first appearance, or other Bronze Age masterpieces ready to have
signed. The comic I brought was worth hardly more than ten times the 35 cent
cover price. Artists generally make a bit of small talk during signings, and
when I presented Shogun Warriors #1 to Mr. Trimpe,
he remarked that he hadn’t seen one in a long time. I told him it was special
to me because of a memory. He nodded in understanding and smiled as he signed
it for me. 


As I said before, memory is a
strange thing. I forget where I put my keys sometimes, and often totally blank
on the name of an acquaintance I haven’t seen for a long time. But every time I
pick up my super-articulated imported Gaiking action
figure, I am flooded with emotion. I remember exactly how terrified I was in
that Sears store so long ago. And when I see a Shogun Warriors issue while
flipping through my long boxes full of comics, I am taken back to that cool
autumn day in 1981 when I drove home, safe and secure, in a white Ford station
wagon with my mother, little brother, and a small die cast metal robot that I
would treasure for life.


















 


 




Even as a kid, it bugged me that the
costume wasn’t right. Letters on the chest? The wrong Bat-symbol? All wrong!
But the worst offender is the lack of blue underwear on the outside. There are
few times in your life when you want blue underwear on the outside, but this is
one of them.










The Duct-taped Crusader


The attention span of all children
is short, but my own was more transient than most. I leapt through all manner
of fads and favorites as a kid. Some of my fancies were recurring (Star Wars
and Star Trek) while others were much more short-lived (The Dukes of
Hazzard and “The Curly Shuffle”). Throughout my development, there was one
constant, untarnished, that was part of my life from preschooler to Cub Scout
to band geek and beyond. This ever-present obsession was my love for
superheroes.


My first exposure to superheroes
came via my aunt. Only seven years older than me, my aunt was more like a big
sister than an authority figure. She was a fan of comic books, and had amassed
a good-sized collection, stored haphazardly in a worn cardboard box. I was
fascinated by these tattered newsprint treasures, and spent hours looking at
the pictures, memorizing every page. I first met the Fantastic Four, Black Panther,
Wonder Woman, and the X-Men in this box. Such was my mania that I used crayons
and markers to add my own art to the pages, usually laser beams from the eyes
or scribbly explosions on random panels. When I became a hardcore comic
collector at the wizened old age of 11, I would sorely regret defacing these
four-color gems, but I enjoyed every minute of it at the time.


For a little guy who couldn’t quite
read yet, though, the Super Friends TV show was even better than my aunt’s
comics. Every day, I would watch the show, just as faithfully as my mother
tuned in to her soap opera of choice, Days of Our Lives. Thrilled by
hearing the voices of my favorite superheroes, I gleefully took in the
adventures of Superman, Batman, Green Lantern, and the Wonder Twins, Zan and Jayna. Though I loved all
the heroes on the show, my favorite was Batman. Perhaps it was the iconic
costume, or maybe the appeal of the ultra-cool Batmobile. It might have been
the slick design of the Batplane or his handy utility
belt, always ready with whatever gadget was needed to fight crime. Most likely,
it was the simple fact that Batman was a normal person, not an alien, mutant,
or super-scientist. Batman was the coolest person in the entire world to me for
a large portion of my childhood.


Each fall, just as reliable as
cooler temperatures and the changing color of the leaves, I would dress up as
the Caped Crusader for Halloween. Wisely, my parents would purchase two or even
three costumes off the rack, since I wore them for far more than just those few
hours of trick or treating each year. Those flimsy plastic masks, so hard to
see through or even breathe out of, broke very easily. The cheap vinyl
construction of the costume itself tore at the slightest provocation. I was
very fussy about these costumes, and every scrape, hole, or rip broke my heart.
Thankfully, duct tape, that ever reliable miracle product, allowed for easy
repairs with only the slightest concession to the authenticity of the costume.
The silver tape blended in nicely with the gray of the costume, you see. I
dearly loved these Bat-suits, and wore them for every appropriate occasion.
These vinyl suits were quite ugly, and weren’t very good costumes at all, a
fact that bothered me even then. The most grievous shortcoming, in my Happy
Meal-fueled mind, was the loose fit. Batman’s suit was form fitting, tight
enough to see his muscles. These cheaply made costumes were nearly shapeless,
and limited my options for heroic poses.


A solution to the costume dilemma
came a few years later, in the form of Fruit of the Loom’s most glorious
creation: Underoos. A brilliant marketing coup, Underoos were undergarments emblazoned with the livery of
characters from cartoons, TV shows, and movies. A set of underwear and a screen
printed T-Shirt, in combination, were far more effective representations of the
characters I loved than any mere Halloween costume. Adding to the allure was
the capability for Underoos to be worn underneath
regular clothes. Just like a real superhero, I could wear my costume in secret,
wherever I went. Underoos awakened a primal desire in
me, an aching longing to own as many as possible. I begged my parents
regularly, and to great effect. I ended up with several of my favorites:
Spider-Man, Superman, Captain America, and Dark Knight himself. At long last, I
had a costume that was worthy of such a noble hero. By pairing my Batman Underoos with a leftover Halloween mask, I looked almost
exactly like the Caped Crusader, especially if I wore long underwear beneath
the blue and yellow trunks.


There was one small problem with my
beloved Underoos, however. The Batman shirt, light
gray in color, wasn’t washed in the same load as the dark blue underwear. The
Superman, Spider-Man, and Captain America sets didn’t have this problem, but
Batman’s did. There would often be times when the top and bottom weren’t
simultaneously clean. This was unimaginably frustrating for me. My parents,
weary of my complaints, suggested wearing Spiderman’s bottom with Batman’s top.
The only difference was the color of the elastic waist, after all. But there
was no way I would mix and match in this manner. It would be like having peanut
butter and mashed potatoes; great individually, but horrific if combined. I
loved all my Underoos, but since Batman was my favorite
hero, those blue and gray Underoos were my favorite
as well. 


I recall feeling ill one evening.
My stomach was churning, and I spent lots of time on the toilet. Feverish, I
was sent to bed early after taking some medicine. My mother produced my Batman Underoos, both halves freshly laundered, for me to wear as
pajamas. It was a great comfort to me to have the matching set that night. I
felt better just wearing them, like Bruce Wayne himself, and fell asleep
easily, dreaming of crime fighting and superheroics.


Unfortunately, the peace my beloved
Underoos granted me wouldn’t last. In the middle of
the night, I woke up, sicker than ever. My stomach felt as if a Sherman tank
was rumbling around inside it, firing shells at all my internal organs. I knew
what was coming, but was unable to even get out of bed before it happened. The
tank in my stomach unloaded an earthshaking volley straight up my esophagus,
and I threw up violently. Chunks spewed all over my bedroom. My stomach still
churning, I began to cry and ran into the bathroom, flipping on the light and
looking for a towel to clean up. 


My parents, hearing the tumult,
rushed out of bed, and it was at that moment that I looked into the mirror. My
beloved Batman T-shirt was covered in puke. Tears of pain and sickness were now
intensified by sight of the contaminated Bat symbol on my chest, covered in
ick. My grief was boundless, inconsolable. My mother stripped the sheets off my
bed, and my father helped me clean up, comforting me as best he could. A warm wet
towel later, I almost felt back to normal, but the T-shirt was beyond a simple
wipe off, and would have to be laundered. I was forced to wear a plain white
T-shirt with my Batman underwear, which made me feel worse than physical
illness ever could. Thankfully, I was so exhausted, I fell back to sleep
quickly, leaving me little time to bemoan my mismatched fate.


Batman would remain my favorite
super hero for many, many years. I enjoyed the Superman movies and watched Spider-Man
and his Amazing Friends every Saturday, but even these would do little to
change my preference for Bruce Wayne’s alter ego. In my teenage years, I
generally preferred Marvel’s comic offerings to those of DC, but I never
abandoned Batman. Amazing stories like The Dark Knight Returns or Batman:
Year One only bolstered the Caped Crusader’s standing in my esteem. If
Fruit of the Loom ever decides to bring back Underoos
in adult sizes today, Batman would be the first set I’d buy. And you can bet
I’d make sure the top and bottom are laundered at the same time, every time.

















 





This is one of my mom’s cakes. If I’m
counting right, this was my 11th birthday cake. It’s also one of her
specialty shape cakes, this one, a shoe. Both my 11th birthday and
shoes are important. Shoes you’ll understand soon, but my 11th
birthday will have to wait until later in the book.










The Foot in the Cake Affair


For most people, cake is a special
treat. Who doesn’t like moist, spongy cake covered in sweet, creamy icing?
Birthdays, graduations, weddings, and other random special events are made
better with cake. Pretty much everyone loves a tasty, well decorated cake,
right?


Wrong. Cake is one of my least
favorite desserts. Actually, I would go a step further, and declare that cake
is one of my least favorite foods. I prefer pie, pudding, or a simple chocolate
chip cookie over a cake, any day. It’s not the texture that bothers me, nor the
cloying sweetness of too much icing. It’s not the physical sensations of cake,
but rather mental associations. One person is directly responsible for my
dislike of cake: my mother.


My mother is a gifted artist and an
excellent baker. Cake decorating combines these two talents. A Batman birthday
cake is one of my earliest memories. Mom had reproduced the Dark Knight in
glorious blue and gray icing. It was as if Batman had walked right out of the
comic books and onto my birthday cake. The faintly bitter aftertaste of the
blue and black food coloring in the icing wasn’t quite covered by the intense
concentration of powdered sugar. Still, it was tasty and I loved it.


Over time, my mother’s skill at
cake decorating was noticed by our friends and family members, and Mom began to
do a few cakes for hire. It was a modest beginning, with just a few birthday or
graduation cakes here and there. People often made strange requests, but mom
became adept at shaping cake and icing into even the most bizarre forms. The
bikini cake was extremely popular: a sheet cake cut into an hourglass shape,
topped by a pair of large cupcakes. (Mom refused to do topless bikinis, a stance
that likely cost her a few sales.) With just a few custom-shaped pans, my
mother created cakes ranging from toilets to church buildings. While simple in
shape, a tobacco pouch cake and one shaped like a Velveeta cheese box were
among the toughest to decorate. Mom’s work was fantastic, and people were very
pleased with her cakes.


Over time, Mom’s skills and
reputation had developed to the point where she began making wedding cakes.
Just as with the birthday cakes, my mother did a wonderful job and within a few
years had moved from simple two or three layer cakes to those that were much
larger. Her wedding cakes became more and more elaborate productions, with
glowing fountains, connected arches, real greenery and fresh flowers. The
largest wedding cake she ever did served over 500 people, with a six-tiered
central masterpiece surrounded by sheet cakes. Mom expanded her offerings to
flower arrangements, mints, nuts, table decorations, and the like, and her
services became even more popular for weddings.


As the orders for cakes became more
and more frequent, our house would be filled with the smell of baking cake most
evenings. One of the byproducts of decorated cakes is the leftover pieces that
are scraped off the top so as to keep the layers flat and even. Mom kept these
scraps on a plate in the fridge for us to snack on. You would think that kids
(and adults, too) would be thrilled at having a steady supply of delicious
cake, but we weren’t.  The problem with having cake scraps all the time is
that you have cake scraps ALL THE TIME. To us, cake was no longer a birthday
treat, or something to enjoy on special occasions. It was what I’d eat for
breakfast if we were out of Frosted Flakes or C-3POs cereal. Cake became
commonplace in our household, and thus I was apathetic if not a little repulsed
by the spongy, sugary substance for most of my childhood.


On a particularly warm Saturday
morning in June of 1983, my mild distaste for cake metamorphosed,
Transformer-like, into a much stronger emotion. A very large wedding cake had
to be delivered that day. The previous night, the cakes had been baked, and
frosting applied, smoothed, and textured. My brother, six years old at the
time, had been delivered to my grandparents’ house to spend the night. Just a
few days over the ripe old age of nine years, I had been allowed to stay home,
having been judged capable enough to help my parents with the wedding. My
typical duties included “carry this to the car”, “carry that back to the car”,
“go tell Dad I need this”, or, most commonly, “just sit right here and stay out
of trouble”. It was this latter responsibility that would cause issues on this
fateful day.


In the early summer heat, cake
icing tended to wilt. This was particularly true of shapes sculpted with lots
of details. Roses, leaves, and other fancy trim had to be treated with care.
One solution was to load the more ornate cakes into the car at the very last
minute. I helped my father put down the two back rows of seats in our baby blue
station wagon, leaving behind a large, flat surface to safely transport the
sugary delicacies. 


This being the 1980s, my brother
and I would often ask to have the seats down so we could lie down in the back
ourselves. This strikes me as extremely strange today; now, I never even leave
my driveway without buckling the seat belt. Back then, I suppose most people,
my parents included, never thought twice about letting their kids roam free in
the back of the car. Other potentially fatal activities I engaged in as a child
included riding in the back of a pickup truck and touching lead paint. It’s a
wonder I survived such horrific treatment.


Having done all I could to assist
with the pre-delivery tasks that morning, my instructions were to hop in the
back of the car and wait. I grabbed my copy of the Return of the Jedi
novelization and dashed out the front door. We had traveled to the mall to see
the third Star Wars film a few nights previous, and my mind was still
filled with dazzling space dogfights. On a subsequent trip to the grocery
store, I had begged my father to buy me a copy of the book. The tantalizing
cover depicted what I presumed to be Luke Skywalker’s hands wielding a blue
lightsaber (unlike the much more interesting green in the film). Dad had
relented, and I was making good progress through the book, poring over the
pages with actual photographic stills from the movie time and time again. Glad
to have a few minutes free to read, I hopped into the back of the station
wagon, stretched out, and lost myself in a galaxy far, far away.


I flipped through the pages of the
book at a frantic pace. My favorite part, Luke’s confrontation with Vader in
the Emperor’s throne room, was almost within my reach. The dizzying speeder
bike chase, Leia’s meeting with adorable (but irritating) fuzz ball Wicket, and
group’s capture by the primitive Ewoks seemed to drag
on forever. I wanted to get to the good part, so I hastily skimmed through the
scenes on the forest moon of Endor. I was totally
engrossed in the book, paying little if any heed to my surroundings. As was so
often the case, I was fixated on the book, my attention totally and completely
devoted to it, to the exclusion of all else.


I recall the heat in the station
wagon rising, the glare of the late morning sun warm on my legs. My father was
carefully placing cakes, in order of increasing fanciness, into the station
wagon. Sheet cakes first, next the chocolate-frosted groom’s cake. The smell of
vanilla and buttercream frosting tickled my nose, but I barely even noticed. In
the theater of my mind, Luke was surrendering to his father, and I thrilled to
my recollection of the film as well as the further details provided in the
novel. My excitement mounted, and I felt a touch of perspiration on my
forehead. Wiping it away, I shifted slightly in order to avoid the brightness
of the sun. 


My foot contacted something soft,
and I heard a slight squishing sound. Instantly, I snapped out of my
star-filled state of mind. Dreading what I would find, my mouth instantly dry
from panic, I looked down to see what destruction I had wrought: my right foot
was in the cake. My shoe and even part of my sock were covered in globs of
green, pink, and white icing. A wedge of the cake itself had been destroyed by
my carelessness. The perfectly round, smooth white circle of the cake was now a
pale, snaggle-toothed Pac-Man. 


The heat of shame rose along my
neck and up to my ears. What would I do? How much trouble would I be in? Too
much, that was for certain. Briefly I entertained the notion of running away.
All manner of emotions, ranging from embarrassment and anger to grief and
helplessness, spun through my head like the big wheel from The Price Is
Right before finally settling on determination. In just the space of a few
seconds, I made my decision. I would not run away from what I had done. Like
Luke Skywalker, I would confront my parents. Steeling myself for inevitable
anguish and a probable demise, I walked up to the front door, careful not to
step inside. There was no need to add to my transgression by trailing icing on the
carpet.


My dad came out from the kitchen,
carefully bearing the smallest cake, the one that would go on top, before him.
Tears welled up in my eyes, and I stopped him, barely managing to blurt out
that I had smashed the cake. I lost my composure and began to cry. Crying made
me feel even worse, proving that I wouldn’t be a very good Jedi, not being able
to control my feelings. Dad bolted outside to survey the damage, while Mom
rushed from the kitchen, a bag of icing in her hand. We both stood there next
to one another, in a state of shock, until Dad returned with the ruined cake.
Mom took one look at it, and began crying herself. This made it even worse, and
I felt lower than whale manure (to borrow a colorful phrase from my father).


But we quite literally had no time
to cry. The cakes had to be delivered, and the wedding began soon. Dad carried
the rest of the cakes out. I sat at the dining room table and watched as my
mother cut out the damaged portion of the cake, which looked even more like
Pac-Man then. She began repairs, starting with an enormous dollop of icing. My
mother sculpted furiously and fixed the structure of the cake, working her
craft like a mechanic using Bondo in a body shop. The
remnants of the bowls of colored icing were scraped into bags and used to
replace the missing flowers, leaves, and fancy trimming. The process couldn’t
have taken her more than fifteen minutes, but that was more than we could
spare. The repairs were almost flawless, the only indication of the hasty fix
being slightly imperfect petals on a couple of the roses. Mom’s craftsmanship
was amazing. If you didn’t know the cake had been wrecked, you’d never have
been able to tell.


It should come as no surprise to
you that I sat between my parents in the middle of the front seat as we headed
toward the wedding. My father coaxed the station wagon into hyperspeed
in order to make the delivery on time. Thus far, we had all been too busy for
me to get in any sort of trouble, but I knew it was only a matter of time. My
imagination swirled with scores of possible consequences. The certainty of my
punishment looming before me made it all the worse, just as it had when I was
younger and Mom would say “just wait until your father gets home”.


We parked at the entrance to the
country club where the wedding was located, and all three of us sprang into
action. I carried boxes and Tupperware bowls from the car to the building while
Mom and Dad worked together to get the cake set up. My eagerness to help was
much greater than normal as the late morning turned to afternoon and the
wedding began. All three of us worked hard, but I whirled about like a dervish,
filling a crystal bowl full of nuts, placing mints on a serving tray, pouring
bottles of 7 UP into the punch bowl, and whatever else was needed. Worry over
what I had done was still in my mind, and was an effective motivator. But as
the hours passed, I kept so busy that the pit of dread in my stomach, at first
roughly the size of the Grand Canyon, had grown smaller. Soon enough, the wedding
reception was over, guests full of cake and the bride and groom long since
departed. It was time to clean up. I was beginning to feel almost like a normal
nine-year-old boy, albeit a very tired one.


In between trips from the sink to
the cake table to the car, I saw my mother talking to the wedding coordinator.
The two of them were discussing how things went. The coordinator complimented
Mom regarding the cake (it really was magnificent). Mom laughed and casually
mentioned that you’d never know it, but a foot had been in the cake a half hour
before we arrived. The wedding coordinator made a puzzled face, chuckled a bit,
and immediately moved on to discuss important wedding business. I was a bit
taken aback; I’d have expected her to breathe fire or at least shoot lightning
from her eyes at such news. My father and I finished hauling everything
outside, and then the two of us went to the car and waited. Dad said nothing,
his face an unreadable cipher. 


When I saw my mother finally come
through the doors to the country club entrance, the funny feeling in my stomach
came back in full force. I was certain to be punished; it was just and right
that such a grievous transgression be repaid in kind. Perhaps I would be
spanked. Maybe I would lose TV privileges. No, no; either of these would be too
lenient. Clearly, I would be grounded from my Atari. This would be far more
effective, as I had been prone to spend many an hour that young summer eating
power pellets and defending earth from alien invasions of one sort or another.
Yes, I would probably lose access to the Atari for the rest of the summer at
minimum, in all likelihood for a year, maybe even the rest of my natural life.


Surprisingly these imagined fates
were not to be. My parents said not a single word about the foot in the cake
affair. Instead, they thanked me for all my hard work at the wedding that day,
and told me I was becoming a great helper. I was dumbfounded, simultaneously
shocked and thrilled. I was not being punished, but praised. Looking back on it
now, as a parent myself, I realize that the hidden anguish I went through that
day was more than enough punishment on its own. But at the time, it seemed like
I had been absolved of a dastardly act. It was an unbelievable relief to me.


For the rest of that summer, and
many summers after, I continued to help my parents with wedding receptions.
Eventually, they would even pay me for my efforts. This was the first chance I
ever had to earn my own money. It became a tradition for us to go to the mall
after those long wedding parties, tired but content at a job well done.
Sometimes I’d spend my wages at the toy store on a new Transformer or G.I. Joe,
but more often, it would be the bookstore, for a Choose Your Own Adventure
book or a new Isaac Asimov collection. After spending so much time baking, Mom
wouldn’t want to cook dinner, so it also became a tradition to go out to eat
after those long days. I would always be very hungry after working so hard, but
I never, ever chose cake for dessert!




























The Night the Alien Knocked


In May of 1984, I was almost ten
years old. Ten is the perfect age. A ten year old boy is still a kid who likes
kid things, but is also just beginning to exert a bit of the independence of
the teenage years. At ten years old, the horrible onset of puberty and all
those hormones is still a ways off. It’s a magical time in a young person’s
life. You always love everything that was happening in the world when you are
ten years old. You love the music on the radio, no matter how bad. You remember
the movies you were watching, the contents of your toy box, and what was
showing on TV. Think about what was going on in the world when you were ten
years old; don’t you just get all warm and fuzzy inside remembering it?


One of the major events for me as I
approached this perfect time of life was the return of one of my favorite
television shows, V: The Final Battle (which was an incredibly
short-sighted title). The original V miniseries had aired the year
before, and my eyes had been glued to the TV for every minute of it. I was a
big fan of science fiction, ranging from Battlestar
Galactica and Buck Rogers to Star Trek
and most especially Star Wars. Watching all these shows, I learned that
aliens were found in outer space, or on strange worlds in distant solar
systems. The aliens in V were quite different, located in our literal
backyard, right here on planet Earth. Alien invaders were hardly new, as a
whole genre of science fiction movies could attest. But these Visitors were
different. They looked quite human and seemed to be interested in nothing more
than peace and harmony.


Of course, it was all a ruse. The
Visitors were really reptilian humanoids underneath their artificial human-like
skin. The horrific true appearance of the aliens caused more than a few
sleepless nights for me. I am mortally terrified of snakes. By extension, all
reptiles are similarly scary, at best creepy and at worst just another type of
snake with legs. The lizard-like nature of the Visitors definitely played on my
phobia, but not so much that I wasn’t interested in watching. The sci-fi action
appeal bolstered my courage enough to overcome my unease. Though I was too
young to really appreciate the allegory, symbolism, and other thematic elements
of the first mini-series, I absolutely loved watching it. To me, it was a good
excuse to watch some space ships and laser blasts, and that was enough.


To say I was excited about a second
V saga coming to television would be an understatement. In the days
leading up to the highly publicized event, I became obsessed with the show.
Once again, my tendency to go overboard with my latest fancy was in full
effect. I sketched pictures of the impressive, iconic mother ships hovering over
city skylines during free time at school. At home, I assembled a LEGO laser gun
that was an exact replica of those used in V and ran around the house
hunting imaginary alien Visitors. 


One character from the show was my
favorite. Mike Donovan, the TV cameraman turned resistance fighter, was my
hero. The actor playing Donovan was Marc Singer, who was the only famous person
I knew who spelled Marc with a C just like I did. Singer was also the
protagonist in the classic swords and sorcery movie The Beastmaster.
Marc Singer was a double threat, appearing in iconic shows in my two favorite
genres, sci-fi and fantasy. Few other actors could pull off such a feat. Only
Dirk Benedict came close. Lieutenant Starbuck was the most interesting pilot in
Battlestar Galactica,
and his character Face was my favorite on action blockbuster The A-Team.
The latter show, though enjoyable, had neither lasers and aliens nor magic and
swordfights. Thus, Marc Singer had the advantage in my eyes.


However, the sci-fi spectacle and the
easy identification with the lead actor weren’t the only parts of V that
I found compelling. Another, more unlikely source also drew my interest: the
alien leader and femme fatale, Diana. It’s certainly not uncommon for
ten-year-olds to have a crush on a TV or movie star. Tiger Beat and magazines
like it created an industry around this phenomenon. I was too young and
oblivious to be infatuated with 70s and 80s hotties
like Farrah Fawcett, Bo Derek, or Olivia Newton-John. But Diana was different,
coming along at a point in my life when girls weren’t really icky anymore, but
I had no clue exactly what they were (I suppose I still don’t even thirty years
later). This alien female was the bee’s knees as far as I was concerned.
Considering all of her attributes, it’s no wonder I daydreamed about her. She
was a lovely dark-eyed brunette, quick-tempered and feisty, and was always
yelling at her subordinates. She wore a nifty space jumpsuit, was good with a
laser gun, and had the biggest hair I had ever seen in my life. Topping it all
off, she ate mice, guinea pigs, and small birds for snacks. Diana was the total
package in my estimation. I would call my feelings for the lovely, lizard-y
Diana “puppy love”, but she’d probably eat the puppy, so let’s just go with “mild
infatuation”.


Stars were in my eyes as the
premiere of V: The Final Battle approached. If I had been able to find a
can of red spray paint, chances are that I’d have emblazoned a crimson letter V
on a tree in our yard. The night finally came, and the 6 o'clock news and Wheel
of Fortune never went on as long as they did that evening. After a tortuous
wait, V: The Final Battle finally began, and I was engrossed in it. The
laser vs. machine gun shoot outs, the car chases, the sweet alien ships, and
the melodrama were as grand and epic as I had hoped. The hairdos, for men and
women alike, were even bigger than I remembered. The Final Battle was
perhaps a bit stranger than the first mini-series, with more fantastic
elements, but to my young, space-starved brain, it was perfect. The first
installment drew to a close with a thrilling cliffhanger: clever Diana had
captured Resistance darling Julie and plotted to convert her to the alien way
by means of a mind control process. My mind raced as I imagined what kind of
horrific treatment Diana had planned. Julie’s hair was a bit on the small side
for an American leading lady in the early 80s, but I don’t think a can of Aqua
Net and blue eye shadow were what the lizard lady leader had in mind.


The next day seemed an eternity. I
was consumed by my desire to know what would happen next. Would Julie fall
under alien mind control? Would Mike Donovan be able to rescue her in time?
What sort of small animal would Diana eat next? These questions rattled around
in my brain like a pinball between two bumpers. As the appointed hour
approached, I had worked myself up into a frenzy of excitement, albeit one
tinged with a hint of fear.


The news progressed, the Wheel
of Fortune slowly spun, and then, just as the recap of V: The Final
Battle Part 1 rolled across the TV screen, the unthinkable happened. My
parents decided that it was a good evening for the family to go on a walk
around the neighborhood. I was aghast in shock and disbelief. What kind of
people put the pursuit of good health via light exercise ahead of delectable
science fiction entertainment? It occurred to me that perhaps the Visitors had
their mental tentacles in my parents’ heads. Surely, my true, loving parents
would never have made such an unreasonable request. I was distraught, and
immediately balked at the idea of being anywhere but in front of that TV screen
at that particular moment.


My desire to watch V must
have enhanced my pleading skills, because my parents relented. A compromise was
reached: my parents would take my little brother with them for the walk, and
let me stay behind to bask in V’s glory. This was a big moment for me,
as it was the first time I had been left alone in the house by myself. Had it
not been for the incredible appeal of watching V that night, I might
have been a bit more nervous about the prospect of staying home alone, but my
desire emboldened me. Leaving me strict instructions to lock the door, chain
and all, and to turn on the back porch light if anything happened, my parents
took my brother and left for their walk, leaving me behind to watch the further
adventures of Mike, Julie, Diana, and the rest.


It was bliss. Everything was going
along smoothly. I was caught up in the action and intrigue, oblivious to everything
going on around me. Not too far along into the show, though, a tiny germ of
unease twitched in my stomach. The living room, well lit by the sun when my
parents left a few moments before, had turned a shadowy gray, growing darker by
the minute. I dismissed any nagging discomfort and paid full attention to the
show. On the screen, Julie was being subjected to the Visitors’ mind control
process. Alone, in an alien spacecraft, Julie screamed, and Diana exulted in
her victory. Julie’s mental assault was represented on-screen by an intense
hallucination sequence. It would have been merely thrilling had the lights been
on with my dad reclining a few feet away in his easy chair. But in the murky
twilight, alone, these nightmarish scenes were more than a kid with an intense
imagination could take. My heart was racing, I had goose pimples, and I began
to reconsider the benefits of a brisk walk around the block.


At that precise moment, a sharp,
quick series of knocks sounded from the front door.


Instantly, my unease exploded into
full-blown panic. Was I hearing things? Surely I was hearing things. Then the
knocks sounded again, even louder this time. My ears burned, my stomach
lurched, and dozens of thoughts filled my mind. Who was knocking? My folks
would use their key, wouldn’t they? Perhaps I was imagining it. Or… maybe a
kidnapper was on the loose? Mundane probabilities faded in favor of the
fantastic as the knocking continued, louder than before. I became convinced
that an alien Visitor was on my front porch. There was simply no other
explanation. The world of V was real, and the bad guys had discovered
that I was home alone. My own conversion nightmare was surely coming, very,
very soon. On the TV, Julie was crying and screaming. I knew exactly how she
felt.


Again, the knock sounded forth. I
froze in place, hoping against hope that if I ignored… whatever was out there,
it would go away. I kept my eyes transfixed on the TV, a small, foolish part of
me believing that if I pretended to be invisible, everything would be okay. The
knocking stopped for a few brief seconds, and I began to breathe a bit easier,
but before I could feel relief from the tension, I saw something out of the
corner of my eye. A dark figure was standing just outside our large picture
window, indistinct through somewhat translucent curtains. I shrank into the
couch, making myself as small as possible. More than anything in the universe,
I wanted my mom or dad to be there. Such was my terror that even my kid brother
would have been welcome. Paralyzed with dread and fear, I lay prone on the
couch, awaiting my fate.


What seemed like a decade of time
passed, but it must have been no more than a few heartbeats later when I heard
voices from outside. Still too cowardly to turn my head for a better look out
window, I listened. It seemed to be a man’s voice, but one that was unfamiliar
to me. The characteristic echo that distinguished the alien Visitors’ voices
from those of humans wasn’t immediately discernible, but this was only a small
consolation. Who could it be? My previous kidnapper theory grew more and more
likely. Other, more distant voices called, followed by laughter and other
indistinct chatter. The first voice faded, which was a welcome relief, but then
I heard footsteps moving across the front porch. 


The screen door screeched open, and
the inside doorknob rattled. In my mind, I was certain that a thief had joined
the kidnapper and was picking the lock. My end was drawing near. I was overcome
with final, whimsical regrets: I had never flown in the space shuttle, nor had
I lived long enough to pencil a Marvel comic book. The door opened a few inches
before the inner chain caught and held. A sliver of the home invader’s face
appeared; it was my father. I was overcome by a sense of relief so deep I have
rarely felt its equal. Dashing across the room, I
undid the chain, and opened the door wide. Dad, Mom, and my brother came
inside, followed by the formerly mysterious figure: my older cousin, who had
stopped by unannounced to see us. He wasn’t an alien or a kidnapper at all,
though he was a bit of an odd duck.


My cousin the weirdo laughed at me
and asked why I didn’t answer the door. Not knowing what to say, I feigned
ignorance. My mom told me not letting anyone in was the right thing to do
because I was following their instructions. Everyone had a big laugh over the
whole event, though I found it quite a bit less funny than they did. I suppose
they figured I was so engrossed in V: The Final Battle that I had tuned
everything else out. This wasn’t entirely untrue, but the sad truth was that I
was more scared than I had ever been in my life to that point. The first time I
stayed home by myself, and something this terrifying happened? It would be
months, or maybe even years, before I was willing to stay alone again. My
imagination was too quick to see ghosts, aliens, or criminals everywhere. When
I did eventually stay alone, I kept the TV watching to a strict regimen of
cartoons and comedies. If I had been watching Daffy Duck or The Cosby Show
on that spring evening, would I have even been scared? Who can say?


I kept watching the remainder of V:
The Final Battle that night. The lights were on, my family was home, and so
the remainder of Part 2 didn’t seem very scary at all. Julie escaped, Mike led
the Resistance in a victory over the Visitors, and all was well. I remember
quite clearly the final scenes of the show that night: it was the infamous
birth scene. A human girl, pregnant with an alien’s baby, went into labor. Once
revealed, the child seemed human, but in a not-terribly-unconvincing special
effect, the baby stuck out her snake-like tongue. It was mostly gross and only
a little bit creepy. But then, a twist: a twin baby arrived unexpectedly
shortly thereafter, and this “creature” was by far the most ridiculous thing I
had ever seen. What was supposed to be a reptilian baby boy with green skin and
a row of tiny razor sharp teeth was clearly a foam rubber Muppet covered in
corn syrup. This little tyke made the Gorn from Star
Trek look natural in comparison. (Actually, the alien ankle biter looked
like it could have been a baby Gorn.) Though the
ending was supposed to be a shocking, eerie cliffhanger, it was corny, almost
laughable instead. Cheesy as it was, I was still a big fan of the show, and
remember all the kids at school talking about it the next day.


V came back
as a regular series in the fall of 1984. Friday nights were a favorite that
season, with V and Knight Rider sharing a timeslot, followed by Dallas
and Miami Vice.
As puberty drew ever closer, my crush on Diana grew stronger than ever. During
the regular series, a subordinate of Diana’s named Lydia, a blonde bad girl
with an English accent, joined the Visitors’ crew. If anything, her hair was
even fluffier than Diana’s, a feat I would have thought impossible had I not
witnessed it on my own television set. Her arrival posed quite a conundrum for
my poor preteen brain: who was better, the blonde or the brunette? I felt like
Archie choosing between Veronica and Betty, except in my case, both of the
girls had laser rifles, bad attitudes, and a hunger for live rodents. The
regular series of V was not exactly great television, not even close to
as great as the two mini-series. But it was at least mildly entertaining, with
cool special effects and lots of action. And since it arrived when I was that
wonderful age of ten years old, I will love V forever. Even if I did
think I was going to be kidnapped or eaten by a humanoid lizard while watching
the show on that memorable night.


















 




The best part of Halloween wasn’t the candy,
it was the costumes! Here I am, five or six years old, in a homemade
Stormtrooper costume. The mask came from the store, but Mom custom made the
rest.  She used my action figure as a
reference, and it looks quite spiffy!










Saturday Morning Cartoons,
Or, How I Learned About Opportunity Cost  


Fall is a special time. Leaves
change into brilliant reds, oranges, and yellows. Cooler temperatures signal
the beginning of jacket weather. The first freeze covers everything in a
glistening layer of frost. Fall was one of my favorite times of the year as a
kid, too. But it wasn’t because of any of that junk. I loved fall because it
meant new cartoons on Saturday morning!


As September of 1984 approached,
the promise of fresh shows, plus new episodes of my favorites, beckoned to me,
tantalizingly out of reach. All summer long, I had faithfully watched my
favorites, but reruns were reruns, and the second or third time, things got a
bit stale. The Smurfs had been on for several years, and while I still
enjoyed the little blue characters, and had the collectable glasses from
Hardees to prove it, I was getting a bit old for such obvious kid stuff. Saturday
Supercade, with my favorite arcade characters,
was always a good time. Best of all was Dungeons & Dragons, with two
great cartoon villains: Venger the evil wizard, and
Tiamat, a monstrous five-headed dragon. Spider-Man, whether partnered with his
Amazing Friends Iceman and Firestar, or with the Incredible Hulk, was also a
favorite. But three months of repeats was enough, and I was ready for new
stuff.


After weeks of agonizing
anticipation, finally, the day came: the Sunday newspaper with the TV listings
arrived, containing the new Saturday morning cartoon schedule. Treating it like
an ancient tome of mystical knowledge, I ran to my room, shut the door, and
began to read. It was a conundrum, for sure, to choose what to watch at each
slot. It would be several years of school later before I learned what
“opportunity cost” was. By that time, of course, we had a VCR, and could tape
one thing, and watch another. But as I meticulously planned my viewing schedule
that morning, I was forced to prioritize and make agonizing decisions about
what to watch.


The seven o’ clock hour took some
deliberation. NBC was premiering The Snorks,
which I had seen in comic book ads all summer. I didn’t make the connection
that they were an aquatic Smurfs knock-off, but I knew I had to watch them.
However, ABC was bringing back a longtime favorite of mine, Super Friends.
Unknown underwater oddities versus Superman, Batman, and the rest? With Super
Friends lasting an hour, my decision was easy. I’d begin with Snorks and switch over to see what was up at the Hall of
Justice at 7:30. There was no way I was watching The Get Along Gang or Pink Panther and Sons.


Eight o’ clock was less
interesting. The mainstay Smurfs were competing with Muppet Babies and
something called Mighty Orbots. No
ten-year-old wants to watch anything that has “babies” in the title. And I had
no clue what Orbots were. (They are giant,
Voltron-like robots, which would surely have swayed my decision had I known at
the time). I settled for Smurfs for a half hour, until Saturday Supercade came on at 8:30. Dragon’s Lair, which
was the best looking arcade game I had ever seen, would be my choice at 9:00.
Dirk the Daring was cool, and besides, it had a dragon.


9:30 was a problem. Two of my
favorites, Alvin and the Chipmunks and Scooby Doo, were on at the
same time. Adding to the dilemma was a new video game-based show: Pole Position.
I was a huge fan of the game, with its impressive sound effects, super
realistic graphics, and sweet steering wheel controls. But why chance a new
show and risk that it would be terrible when I could watch a reliable standard?
I had been burned by Rubik, the Amazing Cube, which was a great puzzle
(though one I never solved) but a lousy excuse for a cartoon. Scooby Doo
was a beloved classic, and I loved the Chipmunks, who had a truly epic theme
song. After careful consideration, I ruled in favor of Alvin, Simon, and
Theodore, and avoided another season of the annoying Scrappy Doo.


I didn’t even hesitate to pencil in
Dungeons & Dragons at 10:00, and Mr. T, though not as exciting
without the rest of the A-Team present, got the nod over The Littles and
Pryor’s Place at 10:30. The last block of cartoons was hard to beat:
Bugs Bunny for a half hour, then switching over to Spider-Man and His
Amazing Friends. I loved the Looney Tunes, particularly Wile E. Coyote and
Marvin the Martian, and would have watched them for the full time slot had it
not been for the appeal of the Webslinger and his
thermally gifted partners. It was a fine way to wrap up a busy morning of
cartoons, indeed.


While I was, generally speaking,
pleased with the new lineup I had selected, it wasn’t all rainbows and puppy
dogs (especially since I wasn’t watching Scooby Doo). I had become a huge fan
of Thundarr the Barbarian, and was
shocked and disappointed when it wasn’t anywhere to be found. Truly unusual,
compared to the standard kids’ fare, the show was set in the far flung,
post-apocalyptic future. It had lasers AND magic spells, which was like
chocolate and peanut butter in my mind, and Thundarr’s
mighty weapon, the Sun Sword, was an impressive gadget. Saturday mornings just
wouldn’t be the same without Thundarr, Ookla the Chewbacca analogue, and Princess Not-Leia.


Another unfortunate omission from
the TV Guide was any mention of Tarzan, Lord of the Jungle. This show
was surprisingly good, likely because it was about as far removed from reality
as a cartoon about a guy who swung from vines in the jungle while wearing only
a loincloth could be. It had dinosaurs, talking animals, and even UFOs in it.
Plus, the iconic Tarzan scream was something I loved to hear, and I practiced
it from time to time myself. It was a shame, indeed, that Tarzan went off the
air that season.


My parents had ruled that I
couldn’t use the TV in the living room until 9:00. This meant that I would be
forced to watch The Snorks, Super Friends,
The Smurfs, and Saturday Supercade on
the tiny black and white set in my room. Outraged at such unreasonable
treatment, I managed to negotiate a compromise: I could relocate to the living
room at 8:30, provided I didn’t crank the volume up too loudly. Saturday Supercade, at least, could be seen in glorious full
color, as God intended.


As Friday night drew to a close, I
set my alarm to make sure I didn’t miss a minute. I kept the TV Guide nearby,
perhaps for comfort, perhaps just in case I felt compelled to make any last minute
adjustments to my schedule. I tossed and turned for much of the night, my mind
racing with thoughts of adorable underwater creatures, arcade games, and super
heroes. Eventually, however, I drifted off to sleep.


I may as well have left the alarm
clock unset, because my eyes popped open a full half hour early. My feet hit
the floor, I dashed toward the bathroom to relieve myself, and then I walked
back into my room, shut the door, and watched the U.S. Farm Report, glancing
over the TV Guide from time to time. Boring talks of crops and commodities and
other pointless stuff seemed to go on forever, but at last, the clock struck
seven, and my long awaited morning of cartoon bliss began.




















Christmas is a huge deal for any kid,
and I was no exception. This chapter deals with the Christmas of ’84, but the
picture above had to have been earlier than that. Note what appear to be Star
Wars pajamas and my total lack of excitement at the small gift.










Obsessionus Prime


Toys are a big part of growing up, and it was no different for me.
Perhaps more than the standard kid, toys allowed me to escape from the real
world and use my imagination to create all manner of adventures. Mego Superhero action figures (totally not dolls) are the
first toys I can remember playing with, especially Spider-Man, who I would tie
to a piece of yarn and “web swing” all around the house. I thrilled to the
exploits of He-Man and Battle Cat as they took on the forces of Skeletor in Masters of the Universe. Star Wars
figures and vehicles let me act out scenes from the beloved movies, as well as
go on new adventures in deep space. 


But I always had a special affinity for a particular type of toy:
any sort of robot. Shogun Warriors, as I detailed earlier, filled me with
wonder. The obscure Starriors line, though composed
of mostly recolored versions of only a few basic toys, blew my mind. (The
Marvel comic series, with covers by the stellar Bill Sienkiewicz, was certainly
a factor in the appeal.)  My Star Wars collection had the requisite
Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader, but also a disproportionate amount of droids:
C-3PO, R2-D2, medical droid 2-1B, the red astromech
Luke almost bought from the jawas, R5-D4, and even
the power droid that was on screen for about four seconds on Tatooine. Each and every one of these little droids was
well-loved. In the late 70s and early 80s, robots were about the coolest thing
imaginable for many a young nerd or geek.


In the summer of 1984, while searching the toy aisles at our local
Wal-Mart, I discovered something that surprised and delighted me. There,
hanging from the pegs, were new robots, from a series I had never seen before.
They were called Transformers. The bubble card packaging was impossibly
alluring, the metallic logo and futuristic grid pattern background easily
catching the eye of any soul lucky enough to walk by. Heart racing, I reached
out and removed one of these Transformers from the peg; this intriguing
specimen went by the name Bumblebee. Phrases on the card declared that
Bumblebee was a Heroic Autobot. Presumably, he was so
named because he had the ability to change from an AUTOmobile
to a roBOT and back.


It was as if a bolt of hot lightning shot up from my hands, right
up my arms and into my brain, as I held Bumblebee. A robot that transformed
from one form to another… the concept was almost more than I could take. It
would be like having two toys in one: a car (in this case, a Herbie-like
Volkswagen Beetle) and also a small but still impressive robot. Only one thing
about Bumblebee gave me pause. It puzzled me that he was named after a yellow
and black insect, while he was made of red plastic. The gorgeous package art
displayed the miniscule Autobot in gold and black
colors, adding to my confusion. Many years later, I would learn that this red
Bumblebee was a rare variant. At the time, I didn’t care too much what color he
was; I just knew I had to have it.


Turning the card over, I began to tremble with both excitement and
longing. The intricate details of the transformation process were revealed
here, dictating the exact method by which this toy’s lucky owner could change
Bumblebee from one form to another. I desired to release this Autobot from his clear plastic prison so that I could alter
him from mini-car, to robot, and back again. I was struck by the cleverness of
this action figure; it was quite a feat of engineering to change a
normal-looking car into a robot. The wheels, fenders, and windows of the Beetle
served as the limbs, feet, and torso of Bumblebee’s robot form, which brought a
smile to my face.


Down one side of the card back, I discovered the Tech Specs entry
for Bumblebee, which provided more information about this wondrous character,
like a mini-biography of sorts. His function was espionage, and he was
apparently a very sneaky bot, able to get into places where larger Transformers
couldn’t. Oddly, he could swim, even though he was the physically weakest Autobot. This wasn’t a normal toy. Bumblebee was a
character, a being with a personality, thoughts, even feelings of his own. No
wonder I formed a bond so quickly with him.


Setting Bumblebee carefully under my arm (there was no way I was
letting him get away), I pulled a few more Transformers off the pegs. These
robots changed forms as well, from colorful sports cars, pickup trucks, and
off-road vehicles to Autobot soldiers. One robot, a
red car who went by the evocative name Cliffjumper,
was quite similar to Bumblebee, though his card art illustrated him in red. The
two appeared to share the same exact transformation scheme. None of the others
looked quite like them, and I wondered if they were twins, or brothers,
perhaps, due to the resemblance. 


Putting Cliffjumper back on the peg, I
turned my attention back to Bumblebee, reading his biography again. I learned
that the Autobot spy looked up to two other Autobots, a pair named Optimus Prime and Prowl. My mind
swelled with imagination at these fantastic names. I double checked the pegs
again, looking for these two heroic robots, but to no avail. Obviously they
were bigger toys, possibly the boxed ones mentioned on the back of Bumblebee’s
card. The search for these other robots would have to continue at another place
and time. I was more than content with Bumblebee alone. Before we left the
store that day, I convinced my mother that Bumblebee had to come home with us.
My brother chose Cliffjumper from the remaining
offerings (after a fair degree of convincing from me). And thus I took my first
steps into the glorious world of the Transformers.


My urge to learn more about the Transformers was incredibly
strong, but really there just wasn’t much out there that summer. A commercial
popped up a few times in between He-Man and Inspector Gadget episodes.
The brief ad showed the toys themselves, as well as animated cartoon
representations of the characters. This half-minute clip drastically increased
my desire to have more of these glorious toys, as I am sure was the intended
effect. I also came across mention of Transformers while flipping through Spider-Man
comics at the grocery store one evening. I was reading up on Spidey’s new black
suit (which I was a big fan of), and lo and behold, there, in the monthly
checklist in the back of the book, a Transformers comic was mentioned. Sadly,
though I searched and the entire spinner rack twice, I was unable to find a
copy. 


The toys themselves were the only real source of any information
about the Transformers. Dutifully clipping the Tech Specs card from the back of
each new Transformer gave me statistics for each in categories like Strength,
Speed, Endurance, Rank, and Firepower. The mini-car Transformers, like
Bumblebee, were inexpensive, so we were able to pick up several of them. I had
pulled off something of a master stroke of begging with my dad one evening when
he was in a particularly good mood, and came home with my first large, boxed
Transformer, one I had been longing for since the day I first learned his name:
Prowl. 


Beautiful may be an unusual word to describe a toy, but it
certainly applied in this case. Prowl’s car mode was a sporty police cruiser,
in a familiar yet striking black and white color scheme. Spinning tires made of
actual rubber, with shiny chrome wheels, provided Prowl an aura of realism. The
level of detail of the toy was incredible, with clear plastic windows and doors
that actually opened. But as great as his car form was, his robot mode was even
better. Prowl’s legs formed from the back end of the car, twisted around and
separated to give him bulky feet, one labeled “HIGHWAY” and the other “PATROL”.
The hood of the car became his chest, prominent, and emblazoned with the red Autobot logo. Prowl’s car mode doors rose from behind his
shoulders like black and white wings; in my mind I envisioned Prowl soaring
through the sky. An impossibly shiny chrome gun and head mounted missile
launchers gave him the appearance of a walking arsenal. His face was silver
beneath an angular white helmet, framed with metallic red crests on either
side. Prowl’s Tech Spec revealed that his function was Military Strategist, his
logic center was the most sophisticated of all Autobots,
and his gun fired acid pellets. Prowl was an absolute marvel of toy perfection.


Included in Prowl’s box was a small, glossy paper that managed to
simultaneously appease and increase my hunger for Transformers lore. On one
side of this insert, a painting depicted an intense battle between the Autobots and their foes, the evil Decepticons.
Prowl was prominently featured, firing a volley of rockets at his foes as he
flew through outer space. Bumblebee and a few other small Autobots
flew alongside him. The other side of the insert revealed the Transformers toy
line in its entirety. Twenty-eight characters, eighteen good and ten evil, were
displayed in both robot and alternate modes. The Autobots
were naturally all cars, but the Decepticons were
quite different. These evil robots took on the forms of jet fighters or tape
cassette recorders. One was even a gun! An Autobot
named Bluestreak caught my eye because of his
similarity to Prowl; perhaps these two were related like Bumblebee and Cliffjumper? My mind raced with the possibilities. But the
highlight of the toy line, a real show stopper by any rational person’s
measure, was Optimus Prime, who I had been wondering about for months.


Immediately, I understood why Bumblebee looked up to this noble
robot. Optimus Prime… this magical name belonged to a bright red and dark blue
tractor-trailer. The cab transformed into a tall robot, bedecked with chrome on
his thighs, waist, and the shiny smokestacks on his broad shoulders. Windows
across his chest gave him the appearance of great strength. The trailer
transformed into the Autobots’ headquarters,
including a six-wheeled vehicle and what appeared to be a weapons platform of
some sort. Optimus Prime was jaw-droppingly
impressive in both robot and tractor-trailer forms. I was enamored with the
picture on that package insert, and I longed to own Optimus Prime in real life.
Right then and there, I resolved to collect all of the Autobots,
but I wanted their strong, wise leader most of all.


The next few months were fairly quiet. I memorized all the names
of the Transformers. Dutifully, I checked the spinner rack for Transformers
comics, but never found even one. There were no new commercials, either. I did
get a few more small Transformers, but as school began and summer turned to
fall, there were no sightings of larger toys like Optimus Prime.


My before-school custom was to watch The Bozo Show on WGN
every morning as I ate breakfast. Bozo, Cookie, and the rest of the clownish
crew were a bit kiddy for my sophisticated ten-year old tastes, but I did enjoy
the Grand Prize Game and they showed clips from cartoons every day. As I
munched on a Brown Sugar and Cinnamon Pop-Tart, Bozo wrapped up the Grand Prize
Game with some poor soul who somehow failed to get the ping pong ball into the
third bucket. Just before a commercial break, Bozo announced that they would be
right back, and had brand new cartoon to show that day. The stars of this show
were robots in disguise… more than meets the eye… the Transformers!


I am not a morning person, and have a tendency to drag my feet
after I wake every day. It was much the same for me as a kid; I was almost
always scrambling around to brush my teeth and get my clothes on when my mother
spotted the school bus pulling into the little subdivision just down the road
from us. On this particular day, though, as soon as Bozo said “Transformers”, I
flew through the remaining morning procedures at breakneck speed; by the time
the clown’s red nose returned to the TV after a few words from his sponsors, I
was totally ready: hair combed, teeth brushed, PJs put away, shirt and jeans
on, and shoes tied. I likely swallowed all the toothpaste in my fervent haste
to get ready, legs crisscrossed, just a few feet from the television. After
some inane banter from Chicago’s favorite clown, the first episode of The
Transformers began.


So much detail! So much backstory! After watching an all too brief
five minute clip, I learned more about these characters than I had even dreamed
of before. The Transformers came from a distant world called Cybertron, a planet made entirely of metal. War had been
raging viciously for millions of years, exhausting Cybertron’s
resources. The Transformers had different forms on Cybertron
than they did as toys. Bumblebee didn’t have a faceplate in the cartoon like
his toy did, and he wasn’t an Earth car at all, more like a hovercraft. This
discrepancy was puzzling to me, but had zero effect on my enjoyment of the
show. The show featured two awesome spaceships, plenty of laser blasts, and a
thrilling fight which ended in a cliffhanger as the Transformers crash landed
on Earth. As Bozo came back on the screen, I was in a euphoric haze, wide-eyed,
and wanting more. I daydreamed about outer space, sentient robots, and laser
battles during school that day and likely many more to follow.


My zeal for Transformers was boundless. Prior fascinations with
Captain America, Darth Vader, or Knight Rider were casual flirtations in
comparison. Other kids at school watched the show, and many loved the toys,
too. But I went far beyond a casual level of fandom. Transformers became an
outright obsession for me, almost unhealthily so. A common interest with my
peers would normally be a benefit socially, but my mania was so intense that it
backfired, and I would occasionally be teased about it. The appeal of
robot/vehicle hybrids was so great that I didn’t back off at all; if anything,
the teasing made me lose myself even more in the world of the Transformers. 


The cartoon eventually moved to a full after school time slot, and
I watched faithfully every day. The exploits of Optimus Prime, Bumblebee,
Prowl, and all the rest thrilled me. My toys were posed, transformed, zoomed
across the carpet, transformed, and posed again. I took pride in how quickly I
could change these wondrous creations from one mode to the other. Heavy play
wore joints loose, stickers peeled away, and pieces broke off here and there.
The worst damage was to Prowl; his lovely lines were marred by a broken
windshield. Repeated applications of superglue kept it together temporarily,
but eventually the damage was irreparable.


As Halloween approached, the J.C. Penney Christmas catalog arrived
on our doorstep, and I immediately scanned its pages for my beloved series of
toys. Sure enough, amidst the catalog’s myriad delights was a full page of
Transformers available for sale. I had been checking the toy aisles for months,
but hadn’t seen the one Transformer I wanted more than any other: Optimus
Prime. There he was, right there in the catalog, conveniently available for
order by phone or mail. I was ecstatic, and reminded my parents daily that
Optimus was the gift I really wanted most under the tree that year.


My desire for Optimus Prime grew exponentially. As the Autobot leader, Optimus was featured in every episode of
the cartoon. His patriotic color scheme was incredibly appealing, and his
impressive fighting skills made him a force to be reckoned with. Yet, Optimus
Prime was, in his Energon-fueled heart, a peaceful
being, with no desire for war or its glories; he was kind and fair, yet
tenacious and fierce when threatened. The largest of the Autobots,
his toy form was truly impressive. The trailer, emblazoned with a blue and
silver stripe and a crimson Autobot symbol, was full
of all sorts of gadgets that I longed to have in my own hands. I daydreamed
about pulling other Transformers along in his trailer, than changing it into
headquarters mode to facilitate repairs or mount defenses against the Decepticons. My desire for Optimus Prime was bone deep, a
primal longing that my ten-year-old psyche could hardly bear.


After school one day, I overheard my mother on the phone. She was
apparently making an order for something. Unseen, I listened carefully to the
details, memorizing them and acting nonchalant when Mom got off the phone.
Later, I would double check the item numbers with the Penney’s catalog, and I
was delighted with my findings. Both Optimus Prime and Megatron
were headed to our house, surely to be gifted to us on Christmas morning! This
was an incredible relief to me; somehow, knowing that Optimus would eventually
be mine made the interminable wait until the holiday season more bearable. At
times, it was difficult to pretend I didn’t know what was coming, but I dared
not reveal my foreknowledge to anyone.


After weeks of waiting, dozens of The Transformers
episodes, and hours of time spent admiring the picture of Optimus Prime in the
catalog, Christmas day finally dawned. It was merely cold outside, without
snow, but I cared little for such things as the weather. I had only one thing
on my mind: a robotic tractor trailer. My long wait was nearly over. A pile of
presents sprawled across our living room floor, but I only truly cared about
one special package. My brother and I tore into the presents, opening clothes
and books and other considerate choices. It was difficult to contain my
excitement, especially given the secret knowledge I had obtained via espionage.
I wanted nothing more than to rip apart every package that was even remotely
close to the size of the Autobot leader’s box.


But it was taking longer than I expected. A third of the presents
were opened, then another third. No Autobot leader
was among them. Finally there were only two presents left, one for each of us.
A tremble rose in my guts as I considered my last remaining gift. It seemed to
be very small, but it had to be Optimus Prime… hadn’t it? I spared a glance
over at my brother, who was gleefully tearing the wrapping paper from Megatron. Somehow this did not bolster my confidence.
Carefully peeling away the festive paper concealing my final gift, I saw the
familiar Transformers logo. But my relief drained away when all the paper was
removed.


Autobot military strategist Prowl, a
Transformer I had owned for months and knew very well, looked up at me from the
box art. He was not Optimus Prime, nor was he even a new Transformer I didn’t
already have in my collection. I was stunned.


After the disgraceful behavior I exhibited on my tenth birthday
earlier that year (a shameful story best saved another time), I had promised
myself I would never, ever show disappointment about a gift again. I put on the
appearance of happiness. Inside, I was a mess. My feelings were a chaotic stew
of sadness, confusion, even a touch of anger. My parents picked up on my
unease. Mom explained that they had ordered Optimus Prime from Penney’s. I was
too shocked to feign surprise. Dad told me that Optimus had unfortunately sold
out, so they had checked other places, but there were none to be found. Knowing
that Prowl was my second favorite Transformer, and that my well-loved original
was broken, they figured a shiny new police car robot was the next best thing
to the Autobot leader himself. Even through the
tangled web of my emotions, I recognized the thoughtfulness of my parents’
thoughtful gift. Prowl was, after all, an amazing toy and character in his own
right.


I can’t say that Christmas was ruined that year, because it wasn’t.
I had an embarrassing pile of loot, with plenty to keep me occupied that day,
and for weeks to come. My love for Transformers continued, undiminished by the
lack of Optimus Prime in my collection. Over the next few months, I managed to
obtain a good sized army of Autobots to fight my
brother’s Decepticons. The following spring, as I
walked home from the street corner where the bus dropped me off, I saw a big
brown UPS truck pulling out of our driveway. Knowing that the UPS delivery
often brought goods ordered from J.C. Penney, I sprinted home, hoping against
hope that Optimus Prime had finally come in stock. But alas, it was just
clothing, not the red and blue defender of the rights of all sentient beings.


It would be almost twenty years before I finally got the Optimus
Prime toy I had so fervently wished for when I was ten. In 2002, Hasbro
rereleased several vintage Transformers as Toys “R” Us store exclusives.
Laughingly, I told my parents that they could finally rectify this major
problem leftover from my younger years. I can’t say I was surprised when they
took me up on it. 


I opened Optimus Prime at home with my family one evening. My wife
was cooking in the kitchen, and our youngest boy, just 18 months old, was
playing in the living room. I sat down on the couch with our oldest son, who
was eight years old at the time, almost, but not quite, the same age I had been
at the height of my Transformers mania. The two of us opened Optimus Prime
together. Both of the boys thought Optimus was pretty cool, and I gladly shared
him with them, telling the story of what the toy meant to me. Somehow it felt
right to have my own children, bright eyed and full of imagination, right there
next to me as I admired Optimus Prime from every angle. I held the red and blue
object of my former obsession in my hand at last, overcome with emotion.
Sharing that moment with my boys was one of the greatest experiences of my
life, and I mean that without the slightest hint of exaggeration or hyperbole.


Of all the toys I ever had, the Transformers were by far my
favorites. The toys were brilliant, absolute marvels of engineering. Playing
with realistic sports cars like Lamborghinis and Porsches was fun, and so were
trucks, jet airplanes, or even miniature stereos and cassette tapes. Changing
into robots multiplied the fun level by a large factor. The challenge of
learning how to transform from one form to the next was appealing, as well.
Each new Transformer was more than a car or robot; it was both at once, plus a
mind-taxing puzzle. It was like getting three toys in one. But the best thing
about Transformers, as I look back on them now as an adult, was sharing my love
for these robots in disguise with my own children. You’d never have convinced
ten-year-old me of that, but it’s the honest truth, with Optimus Prime as my
witness.

















 













DD Club


When you get to fifth grade, recess
isn’t quite what it used to be. This was especially true in my case due to my
lack of athletic ability. I had little desire to join a game of kickball, since
I was a slow runner, a poor kicker, and a clumsy fielder. Everyone knew this,
so I was usually picked close to last for teams. This was not exactly a great
time. The slide, jungle gym, and balance beam were fun in the primary grades,
but my enjoyment had faded over time. Spending time on the swings never got
old, but there simply weren’t enough swings to serve the fifth grade
population. By the time I was ten years old, recess was more about socializing
than play. I always struggled with peer interactions, but fifth grade was
especially hard for me.


There was one day each week,
though, where recess was actually something I looked forward to. This was
Pioneers day. I had taken a test and had been identified as a gifted student.
One day a week, I left my homeroom and spent the day with the gifted teacher in
a program called Pioneers. There were a few kids from my school in Pioneers,
but most of them came from another school. My social ineptitude was far less of
a problem in Pioneers. I had many of the same interests as the other kids, and
my affinity for math and reading were shared by my peers there, instead of
marking me as an oddball. Pioneers day quickly became the highlight of my week,
and was probably the only thing that got me through a year otherwise filled
with tears and loneliness.


Pioneers day recess was the best.
Due to the scheduling, we didn’t have recess at the same time as other fifth
graders. There would be no distractions from older bullies on the playground,
nor the unreliable classmates I had spent my entire elementary school career
with. I was able to spend time with the new friends I had made. One sunny but
cool winter afternoon, I joined two of my buddies, Marty and Jason, in a bit of
teeter totter time.


The three of us had much in common,
and had gotten to know each other quite well since we did so many group
projects in Pioneers. Our shared interests included computers, Transformers,
and a love for competing against each other in solving logic puzzles. We took
turns on the see saw, one of us sitting out while the others rocked back and
forth. After a few moments, the conversation fell comfortably silent. Jason’s
bright eyes scanned the playground, checking to make sure we had a measure of
privacy. He leaned in closer to the two of us, an easy grin upon his face, and
whispered, almost conspiratorially. “Hey, do you guys want to be in DD club?”


I had no idea what he was talking
about, and glanced at Marty. From the look on his face, he was as clueless as I
was. In hushed tones, Jason explained that he was the president, founder, and,
currently, the sole member of the DD Club. Secret clubs are intriguing, and
this one seemed to be quite exclusive, so my interest was piqued. I asked what
the club was all about, speculating internally that it might be related to
Daredevil, who Spider-Man called DD from time to time in the comics.
Jason informed us that there were two basic requirements to becoming a member
of DD club. First, you had to enjoy the music of Duran Duran.
Second, you had to play Dungeons & Dragons.


I was now even more fascinated.
Every kid who had MTV in their cable package knew all about Duran Duran. Even though I wasn’t “officially” permitted to watch
that channel, I did every chance I got and knew a couple of Duran Duran’s
songs. “Hungry Like the Wolf” was getting some serious
airplay on the radio. The Duran Duran requirement was
acceptable to me, but I was more enthusiastic about Dungeons & Dragons. The
cartoon was among my favorites, and ads in comic books indicated Dungeons &
Dragons was a game of some sort, piquing my curiosity. I was more than willing
to learn what D&D was all about. Marty also agreed to the terms of
admittance to this elite club, and so it was that the membership of DD Club
tripled.


On the playground that day, with
the cool wind blowing and the creak of the teeter totters filling the air, I
enjoyed my first session of Dungeons & Dragons. It was quite different than
most of my later games; there were no dice, character sheets, or manuals. Three
kids with vivid imaginations was all we had, and that was more than enough for
a memorable affair. Jason was the Dungeon Master, who functioned both as a
storyteller and referee. Bright eyed, with an easy grin on his face, Jason
described the action with fervor and wonder. Marty and I, as players, took on
the roles of fantastic characters. I became an anti-paladin, a sort of evil
knight, while Marty was an assassin, a stealthy killer trained in the use of
poisons. The two of us had no idea what we were doing, but that didn’t affect
our engagement in the least.


Jason led us on a journey to a
dark, mystical land called Barovia. Packs of wolves
howled in the distance as we traversed a muddy road shrouded in eerie fog. A
creepy fortune teller cackled as she made predictions about the dire fate that
awaited us. We made our way through thunder and pouring rain to the gothic
towers of Castle Ravenloft. Inside, the treasures of
the vampire wizard, Count Strahd von Zarovich, lie ripe for the plunder. The gloomy setting was
incredibly evocative to my ten-year-old mind.


Jason would occasionally present
choices for us, asking for our responses, and take the story a bit further. He
deftly weaved our ideas and input into a compelling, if not campy, adventure
story. It was as if all three of us were reading and writing a Choose Your
Own Adventure book together at the same time. I loved every minute of it.


Inside the castle, we encountered
all sorts of horrific entities, ranging from stone gargoyles to ancient witches
and animated suits of armor. All manner of deadly traps had to be overcome, but
vast stores of gold coins and ancient, powerful magical artifacts made the risk
worthwhile. Anti-paladins and assassins are not exactly renowned for their
sense of community and sharing, and thus Marty and I inevitably betrayed one
another, but it was all in good fun. All too soon, the recess bell rang,
pulling us from the clang of swords and daggers on undead bones back into the
real world. Oh, what I’d have given for a longer recess that day, but it was not
to be.


I was hooked on DD Club, and
thought about it for the rest of the week. Duran Duran
was fine, and I certainly appreciated their music, but the so-called Fab Five
weren’t the real draw to DD Club. Playing Dungeons & Dragons was by far the
most pleasing part. DD Club met regularly each week, and Jason would
occasionally bring his set of special dice with him. These strange bits of
plastic were unlike the cubic dice I was familiar with. They were in all sorts
of colors, the numbers of each side marked with a digit rather than a set of
pips. The perfect faces, angles, and shapes of these arcane implements were
beautiful, and I loved watching them roll, appreciating the mathematical
perfection they represented as they sat in my hand.


Winter turned to spring, and then
school was out for the summer. Jason and Marty lived too far away to meet
outside of school, and so my thirst for D&D had to be quenched by watching
reruns of the cartoon on Saturday mornings. This was not nearly enough;
watching the events of the show was not an acceptable substitute for shaping
the story itself with the help of my friends. I longed to explore that castle
filled with horrors once again, or perhaps a cave full of goblins and orcs.
Better yet, the lair of a dragon, sleeping on piles of gold coins… My mind was
ablaze with all manner of scenarios. 


That very summer, while on a trip
to the mall to spend some mowing money, I found a copy of the Dungeons &
Dragons Basic Set. I studied the contents of that red box with great fervor and
reverence for months. I kept a notebook with stacks of dungeon maps on blue
graph paper, scribbled notes on monsters and treasure, and even a few sketches
of the important people, places, and things that populated my imagined world.
D&D was an elegant blend of imagination and structure; fantastic creatures
and mystical tomes were appealing enough, but the math nerd in me loved the
charts, statistics, and probabilities of the system. Dungeons & Dragons was
the most important hobby to me from fifth grade to college, and I still play it
these many years later in my life (although far less regularly and
fanatically).


I will never forget the day I
joined DD Club. It was there, on the teeter totters, as the sounds of a
kickball game carried on the wind, that my eyes were opened to a much larger
world. A fantastic world, filled with rust monsters and eye tyrants, evil
clerics and noble archers, and most importantly, whatever I could imagine. My
social awkwardness seemed to fade away when I played D&D with other geeks,
and many of the strongest bonds I’ve ever made were over a half-eaten pizza, a
table full of dice and rulebooks, a steady supply of soda, and lots of
laughter. I still enjoy the musical stylings of Duran Duran
from time to time as an adult, but Dungeons & Dragons will forever be the
D&D I love best.


















 




My old stereo sits proudly atop a shelf
in our game room. We use a laptop to play old music videos, and an FM modulator
broadcasts the sound to my radio. We play billiards, darts, and Atari while
listening to the best of the 80s. 11 year old me would
definitely approve.










Mix Tape Memories


The late 70s and early 80s were an
amazing time for music. Rock juggernauts like Queen, Pink Floyd, and Aerosmith
cranked out the hits. Donna Summer, Olivia Newton John, and other divas
dominated the Top 40 charts. A disco arrangement of the Star Wars score was the
#1 song in America for two weeks, and eventually went platinum. The landscape
of pop music as the 70s faded into the 80s was truly incredible.


Unfortunately, I was ignorant of
Freddy Mercury, The Wall, Grease, and other hallmarks of the era.
I missed out on a vast cornucopia of auditory delights, and it was the fault of
one man: my father. Dad had no tolerance for the American Top 40. I had only a
passing familiarity with the distinctive “wakka dow wakka
dow” of disco era guitar. The guitars in the music
played in our house were of the acoustic and steel variety. Dad was a die-hard
country music fan. 


Instead of Led Zeppelin, we
listened to the Statler Brothers. Who were The Who? I
had never heard of them, though I was familiar with Alabama and Marty Robbins.
Rush? Genesis? The Eagles? Nope. As we listened to the radio in our car, it was
Merle Haggard, George Jones, Conway Twitty, and the
Oak Ridge Boys, all the way. Pat Benatar, Blondie,
and Stevie Knicks were unknown to me, replaced by Barbara Mandrell,
Loretta Lynn, Tammy Wynette, and Dolly Parton.


In retrospect, such treatment seems
like child abuse, or at minimum, neglect. If it weren’t for listening to my
aunt’s record collection when we visited my grandparents, I likely would have
developed serious mental issues. (The reader might surmise, due to the
testimony of the rest of this book, that mental defects were likely a
preexisting condition in my case.) The tantalizingly brief moments I spent
listening to her records were like drops of water to a man dying of thirst in
the desert. On her turntable, I first listened to Queen’s stellar Flash
Gordon soundtrack (AH AAAH! SAVIOR OF THE UNIVERSE!) on
a set of headphones that dwarfed my young head. It was in her bedroom, adorned
with a poster of Magnum P.I.,
that I first learned about those two infamous females,
“Jesse’s Girl” and Jenny. And, of course we dialed 867-5309, just for kicks.


But these moments of pop rock
bliss, like shooting stars against an inky black sky, were all too brief and
intermittent. I was constantly exposed to country music, drowning in it. I was
sick of hearing about all the gold in California and how it was located in some
bank just outside Los Angeles. El Paso, thanks to my Grandmother and her Marty
Robbins records, was more than just a brand of salsa. I was constantly brought
down by the depressing nature of country music. These folks had depressing
lives, all about drinking, cheating spouses, more drinking, not having money,
and D-I-V-O-R-C-E (and also drinking). It was a major downer, and had it not
been for a brief respite by dad’s affinity for Ray Stevens (don’t look,
Ethel!), listening to all that country music may have broken my fragile, young
soul.


My brother and I managed to exert
enough independence to obtain a few records of our own as we grew older. Like
pretty much everyone on the planet in 1983, we were big Michael Jackson fans.
My parents frowned on MTV, but we caught a few music videos here and there,
with “Billie Jean” and “Thriller” being our favorites. Dad maintained his iron
grip on the radio control knob, but in between suffering through Eddie Rabbit
and Crystal Gayle, we caught a few precious top 40 snippets, which we treasured
like Gollum did the One Ring. By the time I was ten years old, my brother and I
had scrounged up a small collection of non-country albums, notably including
Huey Lewis & The News’ Sports, and ZZ Top’s Eliminator. With
such a small selection, these two records were worn and scratched yet
well-loved. 


I have a crystal clear memory of
placing Sports on my beige plastic record player one evening, turning up
the speakers as loud as they would go before dropping the needle. The
increasing crescendo of a heartbeat filled the room as Huey crooned about the
longevity of rock and roll. I knew all the words and sang right along with him,
feeling the slightest bit indecent when I got to the line about pretty girls,
clad so scantily. As the lesser known but still catchy “Heart and Soul” came
on, I became distracted by my Starriors toys. I
dearly loved this toy line, with interchangeable limbs and wind-up action
features. As Huey implored his lover to let him know “If This Was It”, I
arranged Hot Shot, leader of the good Starriors, in
various poses on my bookshelf, the bright blue and white plastic contrasting
with the black and brown leather of my encyclopedias. Memory is such an amazing
thing; this was no special event, just a kid being a kid, but every time I hear
that song, I am transported back through time to that otherwise unremarkable
evening.


As you can imagine, listening to
the same three records over and over again, even those as excellent as Thriller,
Sports, and Eliminator, grew tedious. My impressionable young
mind craved musical variety; more precisely, the variety that didn’t include
fiddles and banjo. I obtained a small radio at a garage sale. This little
silver marvel allowed me to choose whatever station I wanted to listen to, and
I loved it. All the different channels were available to me, at long last.
Twisting the little dial to classic rock, easy listening, or even talk radio if
I wanted was a genuine luxury. But this new array of choices was overkill; I
kept my little radio tuned to the pop stations. The first night with my new
silver comrade, I kept the radio next to my pillow, listening to American Top
40. The dulcet tones of Casey Kasem lulled me into a
drowsy half-awake state, but I made it all the way through to Night Ranger’s
“Sister Christian” before I finally succumbed to slumber.


There was a problem with my new
favorite thing, however; the radio was battery powered. I pillaged the drawer
designated for battery storage like a pirate, but eventually there were no
stores left to plunder. I had to learn to ration my radio time. Though I craved
the sounds of the synth, drum kit, and distorted guitar every waking moment, I
was forced to limit myself to a few hours a week, in order to stretch my
allotment of batteries from one store trip to the next.


This was the state of music in my
life as the summer of 1985 approached. Though I was forced to endure country
music far, far too often, I had developed some small sense of a personal
musical identity. It wasn’t a particularly unique identity, given it was the
same as that 95% of kids my age. The fact that pop music was popular, and thus
“normal”, was very appealing to me. MTV-style pop music became my new thing, my
latest preoccupation, one of many before and many that were yet to come.


My birthday dawned on June 14. I
was now, officially, an eleven year old. Ashamed of my distressing behavior the
year before, I steeled myself in preparation. Whatever gift my parents had
decided to give me would be fine. I didn’t really know what I wanted, and had
no clue what gifts might be headed my way. Toys were always good, maybe a nice
new Transformer or some G.I. Joe figures. But I was slowly growing out of that
stuff, or at least feeling the pressure to act as if I was growing out of it. Choose
Your Own Adventure books were a favorite of mine, and a strong possibility.
A ten-speed bike seemed like a birthday-level gift, though it would likely soon
be collecting dust in the garage just like my old bike was. Whatever it might
be, I was resolved to at least act as if it was the greatest gift I had ever
received.


I need not have worried. Turns out,
this present was the greatest gift I ever received, my own equivalent to Ralphie’s Red Rider BB gun. For my eleventh birthday, my
parents gave me a radio. But it was more than just a radio; it was a full sized
ghetto blaster, an enormous boom box. This was the ideal gift, perfectly suited
to provide the greatest enjoyment for me at that particular time in my life and
at that place in history.


My new radio was huge, almost three
feet wide and a foot tall. The grey plastic housing contrasted with black mesh
speakers that were large enough to fill the room with stereophonic sound. Used
to a tiny, monophonic speaker no more than two inches across, I was ecstatic at
the richness of the bass and clarity of the treble. Chrome buttons gleamed
while blue and green trim gracefully outlined the contours of this exquisite
piece of engineering. The attached antenna telescoped out further than my arm,
providing a crystal clear signal. But better than the lush sound and attractive
appearance of my new stereo was the tape deck, or rather, the tape DECKS. This
beauty had TWO tape decks, with a continuous play feature for uninterrupted
playback from one to the other. It even had an 8 track player, which I had no
use for, but still added to the grandeur of it all. A flip-up handle allowed me
to carry the stereo wherever I liked, though it ran on roughly four dozen D
cell batteries. Thankfully, it had one accessory that seemed simple but was the
most important of all: an AC adapter. 


This was a game changer. No longer
would my radio sessions be limited to the stored power of cheap batteries. Now
I could listen all day and all night, as long as there was an outlet nearby.
Music on the radio metamorphosed from a sporadic special treat to the ever
present soundtrack to my life. I listened for hours at a time while reading
comics or writing programs on my trusty Texas Instruments computer. Pop music in
1985 was a stark contrast to the country music I had grown up with. Twangy
crooners, fiddles, and simple guitar strumming seemed clunky and primeval;
synthesized electronic tones, heavy drumbeats, and power chords were sleekly
modern. I developed a fast affinity for Phil Collins, Tears for Fears, Prince,
Duran Duran, and Wham! among
many, many others. 


But the best was yet to come. Using
birthday money, I purchased a three pack of blank cassettes. This would allow
me to record my favorite tunes, straight from the radio to the tape via
electromagnetic sorcery. Using a tape recorder in such a manner was hardly new
to me. I’d had fun with our battered old Casio tape recorder for years. My aunt
and I spent many memorable evenings interviewing our family members and
generally acting silly, then laughing as we listened to it later. I also made a
tape filled entirely with television theme songs. Holding the recorder right
next to the speaker of my tiny black and white TV set wasn’t exactly ideal as
far as sound quality went, but I didn’t really care. What mattered was that I
could listen to the Magnum P.I., Battlestar
Galactica, Knight Rider, and Miami Vice
theme music anytime I wanted. The trusty old Casio recorder was now hooked
up to my computer to use as tape storage for whatever programs I had written in
TI-BASIC.


My amazing new tape deck allowed me
to record directly from the radio to tape, with no external microphone needed.
It sounded amazing, much clearer than my attempts at recording the distinctive
TV themes of Jan Hammer and Glen Larson. Recording Madonna or Tears for Fears
left only the slightest hiss on the tape, barely detectable to my young ears.
And so I would wait, standing at the ready as one song faded into the next over
the airwaves. I developed a careful method to ensure that I taped every single
bit of music I wanted. I would begin the recording at the end of one song, just
in case. If the next song was something I didn’t care about, I’d switch to tape
mode and rewind to the exact same spot, ready to try it all again. It was
laborious, and time consuming, but I was glad to do it, in order to create the
greatest mix tape the world had ever known.


Over the span of a few weeks, I
filled up all sixty minutes of that tape, a half hour of glorious pop per side.
When I hear the songs from the carefully curated collection I made that summer,
to this day I can still remember which song came next on my beloved mix tape.
“Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go” leads directly into Huey
Lewis singing “The Power of Love”. Animotion’s
“Obsession” follows hot on the heels of Duran Duran’s “View to a Kill”. As
Madonna’s voice fades slowly, singing “Crazy for You”,
“On the Dark Side” from Eddie and the Cruisers follows. “Everybody Wants
to Rule the World” and Van Halen’s “Jump” can hardly be more different from one
another, but they are forever linked in my mind.


As the tape filled up, I ran into a
small problem. All of these glorious songs didn’t add up to the exact thirty minutes
that were needed to fill it completely. Thus, there were annoying pauses at the
end of each side. Lesser geeks might have let this minor annoyance slide, but I
couldn’t abide it. Calling back on the goofy announcing skills developed with
my aunt years before, I recorded what only seemed natural to fill those
distressing empty seconds at the end of the tape: fake commercials. Another
benefit of a double tape deck was that you could record from one tape onto
another. Using bits from my well-worn copy of Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the USA (another birthday present), I
delivered the lines I had prepared, showcasing the totally fictitious “Glory
Days” brand cologne. Another commercial ended the flip side, but I can’t
remember the exact fake product I was promoting. It was probably “Dancing in
the Dark” brand matches or something equally ridiculous.


Looking back with the benefit of
hindsight, it’s clear that my affection for the pop music of 1985 wasn’t
entirely founded on the musical prowess of the many bands and artists I
listened to. Don’t misunderstand me; there were some fantastically talented
people on that mix tape, like Madonna, Prince, Phil Collins, and others. But
there were also those that were, and I speak charitably here, less accomplished
musically. No, it wasn’t the greatness of the music that sparked such an
interest in me. Being familiar with what all the other kids were listening to
helped me fit in a little better. Plus there was the natural tendency for an
eleven year boy to draw away from his parents’ influence, represented in my
case by country music. As an adult I will listen to almost anything, as long as
it isn’t country music (even considering country is pretty much
indistinguishable from pop these days). 


That mix tape was played time and
time again that summer, and for many summers to come. Even when the mix tape
was practically falling apart from overuse, my wonderful double tape deck
served up all sorts of tunes for me. (I never did try an eight track in it,
though.) After a few years, we got a CD player. I used that at home, and later
on, the tape deck in my car. My father repurposed my old boom box as the garage
radio. For decades, there it stayed, hanging from a couple nails in the wall,
ever loyal and ready to serve up the music. A few years ago, I noticed my old
stereo, dusty and alone in dad’s garage, and decided to take it home. 


My old friend was repurposed again
to use in my own garage, which has been converted to a game room. The plastic
is more green than gray now, and the tape deck makes a horrifying screech,
eating any tape used to test it. But the radio still works as well as it ever
has. The antenna, though now bent, still picks up the same frequencies I
listened to almost thirty years ago. You can even listen to the same music that
was popular back in 1985, though it’s on a different channel now, a channel
intended for an older audience concerned less with what is popular than what
brings back memories. My double tape deck stereo was the greatest birthday gift
I ever received. Back then, it brought me the latest hits on Top 40 charts.
Now, it brings me something even more wonderful: a connection back to the
memories of my youth.




























Worst First Day of School
Ever


In June of 1986 I turned twelve
years old. That summer was a crucial time in my life, the awkward months
between sixth and seventh grade. No longer would I walk the comfortable,
familiar hallways of my elementary school, located less than a mile from my
front porch. Junior High now beckoned, an implacable specter, several miles
away from the safety of my neighborhood. It brought portents of enigmatic
mysteries like shower rooms, Master padlocks, and a seven-hour schedule. As
summer began, the threat of school was a few months distant, so though I was
distressed, I didn’t worry about it too much, no more than an hour or two a
day.


Summer days are always long,
especially when you are young. But eventually the fireworks of July and dried
out lawns of early August passed by. As the first day of school inevitably approached,
my anxiety grew by leaps and bounds. I did well at school from an academic
perspective, so I wasn’t bothered by the presumably increased rigor of the
junior high curriculum. My interactions with my classmates were always a source
of some stress, but I was used to this as well. My worries were caused by more
than homework and social woes; the simple fact was, I knew very little of what
to expect from the new school, and this terrified me.


Most horrific to my timid brain was
the thought of the bus trip to Junior High. My entire school career, I had
taken the bus to school. Since our house was close to the elementary building
the ride was thankfully never very long. I knew most everyone on the bus, and
had learned which bullies to avoid and which fellow passengers it was safe to
sit by. I understood what my boundaries were and had accepted them, according
to the unwritten pecking order that has existed on every school bus since the
dawn of time. I didn’t particularly enjoy the bus ride to elementary school,
but at least I knew what to expect. This familiarity was comforting.


Riding an ominous bus filled with
junior high and high school students was the exact opposite of comforting. The
trip would be much longer that what I was used to, and I would be one of the
last kids to get on the bus each morning. Oh, what I would have given to be
first! The simple luxury of selecting an empty seat would have been the highest
bliss. Getting on a full bus, on the other hand, meant there was little hope of
avoiding awkwardness or outright confrontation with the other students when
finding a seat. Some of these were fully grown high schoolers, a thought that
sent a shudder down my spine. I had already encountered some of these
overdeveloped brutes around the neighborhood, and it had gone very, very
poorly. The thought of having to beg for a seat on a bus full of hateful high
school students, some of whom had full moustaches, caused a cold sweat to form
on my poor pimply brow.


Adding to my terror was the massive
quantity of stuff I had to take with me. Junior High required a backpack
stuffed with supplies. Pending my survival of the bus ride, once I finally made
it school, there would be a locker waiting for me, available to store some of
these esoteric items. This was small consolation; the concept of a locker
itself made my heart race. Over the summer I had attempted to alleviate some of
this particular phobia by practicing on a combination lock (or three) for hours
on end. The locker, if I could manage to operate it, would be helpful, but
first I had to manage my overstuffed backpack, filled with Trapper folders,
spiral notebooks, pencils and (horror of horrors) an athletic supporter, while
in enemy territory on the bus. My alto saxophone was an additional burden. Band
was a source of pride and pleasure for me, but the instrument case was an
absolute beast to carry around. Dad teased me about the massive black sax case,
advising me to play piccolo or the mouth harp instead. He meant well, I am
sure, but his little joke did nothing to make me feel better. My beloved sax,
along with a heavy backpack, would weigh me down like an albatross.


As the first day of school
approached, my nervous tension increased tenfold. Noticing my obvious worry, my
parents sensibly found reasons to drive by the junior high every few days. I
meticulously kept track of how much time elapsed from our driveway to the
school, and was surprised to find it was no more than fifteen minutes. Though
the trip was only a quarter hour, it may as well have been a quarter eternity;
the duration of the bus ride mattered far less than the act of getting on the
bus and finding a seat. On one of our last evening drives past the junior high,
I grew bold enough to ask my dad to pull in and let me look inside the glass
doors. Peering through cupped hands, I couldn’t make out much, just the
entrance to the gymnasium and an endless wall of countless dull yellow concrete
blocks stretching as far as my eyes could see. This brief glimpse into the
inner environs of junior high did little to ease my apprehension.


If sheer willpower and emotional
duress could alter the passage of time, I am certain that I could have stopped
calendars and clocks the world round on the morning of my first day of junior
high. Unfortunately for me, such incredible powers are reserved for The
Twilight Zone and comic books. Trembling, I waited, backpack stuffed with a
Trapper Keeper, paper, gym shorts, and a jock strap. My saxophone case was a
giant black monolith, resting on the pale gray gravel of the driveway.
Inevitable as the sunrise, the yellow-orange bus pulled onto our road, drawing
ever closer. Far away at first, then just a few houses down, then at last the
amber-colored omen of imminent doom arrived. As the brakes squealed to a stop,
I risked a glance at the faces peering out of the window, but recognized none
of them. The door creaked open loudly. I peered up at the face of the
unfamiliar bus driver, as alien to me as a Tusken
Raider or Klingon. This was it. It was time. I took a deep breath and stepped
onto the bus, not daring to look back at my mother for comfort. Though just
inside my front door, Mom may as well have been on one of Saturn’s moons.


The bus was full, incredibly so.
Boys and girls, or, more accurately, young men and women, were packed shoulder
to shoulder, in most cases, three to a seat. I kept my eyes down, slowly
shuffling down the aisle. My saxophone, which I shamefully pulled along behind
me, bumped into people’s knees left and right. I stopped at the first seat with
only two people in it. I recognized one of them as a classmate’s older brother.
He looked through me as if I were a panel of glass, though I had played video
games at his house for hours upon end. Without meeting my gaze, he shook his
head no, so I moved on, avoiding eye contact as much as humanly possible.
Eventually, a kind soul, a high school girl, allowed me to sit on the four inch
sliver of green vinyl at the end of the seat she shared with a friend. One
cheek hanging precariously off the edge of the seat, I sat down, setting my sax
case in the aisle next to me. The unwieldy case bumped the rear end of the
person in front of me. This ogre-like fellow, by all appearances an escaped
felon, turned around and a glared at me for a few seconds until I mumbled an apology.


The driver hit the gas and the bus
began to accelerate away, taking me away to realms uncharted. My heart was just
beginning to ease back into its proper rhythm and place in my chest when I
heard an all too familiar voice from the back of the bus. It was a bully who
had tormented me mercilessly on the bus for years before. At the beginning of
my fifth grade year, he had moved on to junior high himself, giving me a
welcome respite from his cruel taunting. I ignored his rude comments about how
he bet I liked to play with my horn all the time as he let loose a laugh like
the cackle of a rabid hyena. This threat, at least, was nothing new, and I
simply ignored him. He kept up the insults for a while but eventually grew
bored, looking for a better target, as bullies always do. I did my best to
blend in with the crowd as a twelve year old with a giant instrument case and a
backpack containing a jock strap could.


The trip lasted approximately ten
millennia, but after that small eternity we arrived at the junior high.
Bewildered, and frankly a bit surprised that I hadn’t been beat up yet, I
entered the building. It was loud, busy, and full of people I didn’t know.
Those first few frantic minutes of my junior high life are an incomprehensible
blur in my mind. Images are all that remain from those panic-ridden moments:
finding my locker, cracking the lock on the third attempt, shoving my stuff
inside, and grabbing my Trapper Keeper before shutting the door. Only one part
of the experience stands out with any clarity: I didn’t know what to do with my
saxophone case. Obviously, it wouldn’t fit in my locker. A few doors down, I
saw a girl put what appeared to be a flute case into her locker before slamming
the door shut, and my father’s comment about playing the piccolo sprang to
mind, but it was quickly washed away by uncertainty and panic. Looking up at a
nearby clock, which revealed that only a few seconds remained before class, I
decided to simply take the saxophone with me. I walked as fast as I could to
the end of the hallway to my homeroom class.


Taking an empty seat, three back in
the center row, I shoved my sax case behind my chair as best I could. The
teacher, an older lady, raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t say a word. Her hair
was probably intended to be red but was instead a gruesome artificial orange.
The bright color didn’t match the wrinkles on her face, but her hairstyle
definitely showed her age. It was a harshly styled flip that brought to mind
Samantha from the classic TV show Bewitched. The teacher’s sweater was
baby blue, fuzzy, stretched tight over her (shall we say) robust torso. The
bell rang, and with great pomp and exaggerated dignity she rose from her chair,
revealing brown polyester pants that strained to contain her even more robust
backside. She may have been emulating Samantha, but she looked more like her
evil mother Endora. I wished I had the power to
wiggle my nose and magic myself home, where I could be watching the show at
that exact moment.


Homeroom Social Studies passed by
quite quickly, but not nearly as fast as did the four minute interval between
classes. Worried about finding my next class on time, it never occurred to me
that I was the only person carrying around a band instrument. Second and third
hour went by, with the standard student handbook and/or syllabus explanations.
Fourth period, gym class, I dreaded most of all. My athletic shortcomings
always made the mandated period of physical education a time of shame and
nervousness. I was always missing an important catch, or kicking the ball
straight into the hands of a waiting athlete. The potential changes in junior
high P.E. added to my stress level. Would we have to shower on the first day of
school? Would we really have to wear the prescribed black shorts every day?
What if we had to run the mile and I had an asthma attack and died right there
on the spot? My fears were many, and varied, but they faded
somewhat as I entered the gym.


The gym teacher was directing
everyone to sit on the bleachers: no dressing out today. What heavenly words
these were! I sat near an aisle, with my ever present musical companion at my
feet. Coach seemed like an OK guy. He was very thin, very tan, and wore a white
polo shirt. His shorts were tight, royal blue, of a length that certainly would
NOT pass the fingertips test. Ridiculously bright white socks with red stripes
contrasted with his hairy, knobby knees. His largish nose sat atop a moustache
that would make Tom Selleck green with envy. Coach
laid down the gym procedures in a no-nonsense manner, waving his clipboard
around as he spoke. Two things he explained that day eased my concerns about
junior high gym class: first, the jock strap could simply be worn on top of
normal underwear, and second, we wouldn’t have to take showers every day. He
even showed us the locker room, which eased my apprehension considerably. We
left gym for lunch in the cafeteria, which was right next door, just a few
steps down the hall.


My modus operandi for the day
seemed to be working so far, and I saw no reason to change. Walk slowly with
the crowd, keep my head down, and don’t talk to anyone. I was unfamiliar with
the lunch procedures, so I just went with the flow and hoped for the best. The
lunchroom was large, with round tables, not like the room-long, narrow ones in
my elementary school. I stood perplexed for a moment, wondering how I would
manage to fill my lunch tray and carry the awkward saxophone case at the same
time. Then, the unthinkable happened: an adult voice began calling me out. 


“Young man. Young man! Why are you
carrying that around?” A short man, with a pitiful comb-over barely covering
his pinkish, sunburned scalp, walked over to me at a brisk pace. The eyes of
everyone in the room turned toward me. I was transfixed, a deer in headlights,
and glanced around, looking for a familiar face, seeing none. One person held
my gaze briefly, a pretty girl with poofy blonde
hair, but she quickly turned her attention back to her lunch. I stuttered
something as the man approached, noticing that he was wearing a gray three
piece suit. No teacher or coach would wear a suit; this had to be the
principal! My first day of school was barely half over and already the
principal was yelling at me. He grabbed me by the shoulder, and directed me out
of the lunchroom. I may have actually tried wiggling my nose at that point, so
eager was I to magically teleport away to somewhere, anywhere else.


I presumed I was being led to the
office for a stern talking to, and a probable call home to my parents. Was
carrying around an instrument forbidden? Had I missed a rule in the student
handbook earlier? But the principal wasn’t leading me to his office. Instead,
he calmly explained that band students were allowed to take their instruments
into the band storage room before school every day. I cannot describe the
relief that washed over me that moment. It was like running under a Willy Water
Bug sprinkler on a sticky August day. He walked me to the band room, unlocked
the door, and waited patiently as I found an alto saxophone sized shelf in the
closet. Locking the door behind us, the principal smiled and told me I had
better hurry on before I missed lunch. I took off, walking perhaps a bit slower
than I had before homeroom that morning (I was in full view of the principal
after all). I somehow managed to make it through lunch, science, band (the
puffy haired blonde played clarinet!), and even potentially fatal industrial
arts class without major harm to body, soul, or spirit.


The trip home on that first day of
school was far, far better than the morning ride. Junior high students loaded
first, and I chose a seat at my leisure, with enough time to stow the
troublesome saxophone case under the seat in front of me. The bus was less
crowded on the way home, too, so we only had to sit two to a seat. As we
approached home, I thought of my elementary school. It was just a few miles
down the road, and a few months in the past, but it felt incredibly far away. I
was sad, and still very anxious about junior high, but somehow, with one day
down, I was less worried. Uncertainty had been replaced by tangibility. I had
survived my first day as a seventh grader, jock strap, sax case, and all.


Junior high turned out to be one of
the best times of my school career. All the problems I had socially in prior
grades didn’t matter too much when I was surrounded by others who I hadn’t met
before. I wasn’t forced to spend time in class with people I didn’t get along
with. Band was a highlight, a fun way to end the day and a great way to make friends,
too. In advanced math and English, I met other smart kids who liked computers
and science fiction as much as I did. Even P.E. was enjoyable when you didn’t
have to worry about impressing girls. After all, it was hard to be worried
about looking stupid when you were all wearing tiny black shorts and white
T-shirts. My first day of junior high may not have gone as smoothly as I had
hoped, but in the end, my first steps in those halls were the first steps in a
new, unashamedly geeky life.
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I came across a complete set of Topps
1987 baseball cards in a flea market recently. It cost $7.50. Nearly three
decades after I started it, my collection is finally complete. I do wish they
could have thrown in a few sticks of bubble gum, though.










Laundromat Blues


Summer vacation! The phrase itself
brings many activities to mind: Trips to the lake for some camping and fishing.
Going to the pool for a relaxing swim. Riding bikes through the neighborhood
all day. Enjoying a kids’ movie at the theater. I did more than my fair share
of these summer activities throughout my youth, but one of my most memorable
summers was spent at a place far removed from cool crystal clear water or the
smell of buttery theater popcorn: the local laundromat.


Not too many days of my summer
vacation in 1987 had passed by when either our washer or dryer (or possibly
both) stopped working. As you can imagine, laundry didn’t concern me all that
much. While I would fold towels or even my own clothes from time to time, I was
barely involved in the actual process of cleaning my clothes. I was lucky
enough to have a mother who took care of it for me. My ambivalence towards
laundry would soon change. No longer would the laundry just sit in the basket
waiting to be folded at our convenience. Instead, we now faced the prospect of
taking our dirty shirts, jeans, towels, and even underwear (heh… I said
underwear) to the laundromat. I had never been to a laundromat before, and
while it seemed simple enough as a concept, I honestly had no idea what to expect.



I would learn soon enough. After a
day or two, the piles of dirty laundry had grown to a significant size. We
packed heavy laundry bags full of our unmentionables and threw them in the back
of the station wagon. Knowing there would be some dead time, I looked around
for something to read. I had read and reread everything on my shelves at that
time, so I grabbed a book of my brother’s that piqued my interest: Bunnicula by James Howe.


That summer, I learned more than I
ever wanted to know about the finer details of laundry. From start to finish,
the process was extremely boring. I’ve heard it said that war could be
described as long hours of boredom interrupted periodically by a few minutes of
absolute terror. Laundry in my mind followed a similar pattern. Upon arrival,
you furiously load your sorted piles into as many free washers as possible.
Then you wait while the suds bubble and the agitators agitate. Once the cycle
is complete, you hurriedly unload the washers, transfer the soggy items to the
dryers, and wait some more. When the buzzer finally interrupts the steady hum
of the dryers, you fold and hang, hang and fold, as quickly as possible before
loading it all back into the car.


Frenzied moments of activity
punctuated long periods of waiting in the laundromat that summer, and I never
brought enough to keep me occupied for the entire trip. This was a dark and
primitive time before iPads or even Game Boys, so portable entertainment was
quite limited. I had books to read and comics to enjoy, and even drew pictures
and wrote stories to help pass the time. I tended to get bored easily, and
there was so much dead time it drove me crazy. Thankfully, there was a
distraction to keep me occupied for at least a few minutes right next door to
the laundromat: a convenience store.


I would have happily flipped
through issues of Fantastic Four, Spider-Man, or Uncanny X-Men
as long as I could, but sadly, this particular convenience store didn’t have a
comic spinner rack. An arcade machine would also have been a welcome
distraction. A nice Gauntlet, Centipede, or even a pedestrian Nintendo
Playchoice-10 would have provided some serious entertainment. There wasn’t even
as much as a pinball available to take my quarters. My amusement would have to
be found elsewhere. 


Mom and Dad graciously allowed my
brother and me a dollar or two for helping with the laundry each trip. During
lulls in the laundry cycle, I would walk into the convenience store, money in
hand, and decide what to spend it on. It became an exercise in economics, and I
resolved to stretch the entertainment value of those 100 pennies as far as I
could. 


My initial choices were unwise to
say the least. Back then, a dollar bought quite a bit of candy. Nerds were my favorite
confection, and I sampled every different flavor that summer before crowning
grape/strawberry the most delectable combination. Hubba
Bubba was also a frequent choice for me, as it both tickled the sweet tooth and
provided an activity. Unlike most gums, Hubba Bubba
left hardly any mess after unfortunate bubble-blowing accidents. I had plenty
of time to practice that important skill, working hard to develop a bigger
circumference and a louder pop while waiting on the dryer buzzers to go off.
Pixie Stix, Three Musketeers, those nasty wax soda pop bottles… I tried them
all. Candy would prove to be merely a temporary solution to my laundromat
blues. In fact, the resultant sugar rush made the sameness of the eternal hum
of the dryers even more unbearable. I needed a less ephemeral option for my
limited budget.


One particularly warm afternoon, I
finished reading another borrowed Bunnicula
tale, The Celery Stalks At Midnight, and was
unsurprisingly bored to tears. To ease the monotony, I perused the laundromat
bulletin board, reading every business card and flyer on it. Finally I gave up
and begged my mom for another dollar to take next door. I walked from the cool
air conditioning inside the laundromat onto the boiling summer sidewalk
outside. Four quarters in my pocket, the humidity was thick enough that I had
already begun to sweat by the time I made it to the convenience store doors. I
entered and began wandering up and down each aisle, looking for something,
anything, that would ease my suffering.


The familiar Nerds, Hubba Bubba, Pixie Stix, and other candies were
unappealing, but in desperation, I looked at the colorful offerings on display
anyway. My eyes swept quickly over the rainbow landscape of shelves. From the
corner of my eye, I noticed a bright green and yellow package. Intrigued, I
took a closer look. The package was a small, wax paper-wrapped rectangle
emblazoned with bright red letters: “1987 Topps Major League Baseball -- the
Real One”. Inside the wrapper were seventeen baseball cards, plus one stick of
bubble gum. 


My curiosity was aroused. I checked
the price, and was pleased to discover I could purchase a pack for the thrifty
sum of forty cents. This seemed reasonable, just under half the cost of a
typical comic book. I could pick up two packs, plus have a few cents left over
for tax and maybe an atomic fireball. I ruffled through the display box,
choosing a pair that felt lucky to me. Gleefully, I paid for my purchase, and
decided it would be best to open the packs in the more spacious environs of the
laundromat. In my haste to race back over, I barely had time to feel the sticky
weight of the summer air before I burst into the laundromat, found a quiet
corner, and began to rip open my new treasures. What jewels would I find
inside?


I should stop here to relate my
experience with baseball at this time in my life to serve as context for my
discovery of baseball cards that hot summer afternoon. My parents were not fans
of sports at all. Ball games of any sort never graced our television set, with
the possible exception of the Super Bowl. My grandpa, however, was very much a
sports enthusiast. He would watch any sport, but his favorite was baseball.
During the frequent trips to our grandparent’s house, there was always a ball
game on. Grandpa was, at heart, a Cardinals man. However, if the favored Cards
or acceptable substitute Royals were unavailable, he would settle for the Cubs
on WGN or the Braves on WTBS via cable.


After the I-70 World Series in
1985, I suppose everyone in Missouri was more of a baseball fan than they had
been previously. Though I didn’t follow either team myself, I devoted just
enough time and attention to the newspaper and the sports segment of the
evening news to be able to hold a decent conversation with someone who was a fan.
My father, ever the opportunistic salesman, taught me that you could make a
sale more easily by knowing a little bit about someone’s favorite team. What
worked for sales also worked for making friends, and for a kid who had some
social issues, knowing enough to talk for five minutes about baseball was a
lifesaver.


It is highly probable that my
grandpa’s interest coupled with the increased prominence of baseball in
Missouri in the summer of 1987 surely influenced my spending choice that
afternoon. I’m not sure exactly what I expected to find inside, as I didn’t
really know that many players off the top of my head. Dared I hope for a George
Brett, or an Ozzie Smith? What about a Willie, either McGee or Wilson? Maybe
the one slinger I actually knew, Dan Quisenberry, he
of the strange pitching style? I ripped open the waxy paper, breathing in the
distinctive aroma of cardboard and bubble gum flavoring. I rifled through the
cards in the first pack greedily, scanning each for a name I knew, but alas, I
didn’t recognize any of them. The second pack was also full of unknown players
who may as well have been faceless nobodies. That latter pack, though, did
contain a card that would prove to be perhaps the most valuable of all, and it
didn’t even have a photograph on the front.


The little treasure in my second
pack was a checklist card. Front and back were composed of a simple list of
numbers, names, and tiny boxes. I would later learn that experienced baseball
card collectors disliked pulling a checklist card, but for me, it was
incredibly important. It quantified the unknown for me. Seeing a list of names,
very few of which I had ever heard of before, made it more real. These weren’t
just random pieces of cardboard, but rather part of a greater whole, an
ordered, tidy set. The check box itself ignited a desire in me. I wanted so
badly to check those boxes off. It reminded me of assignments at school; the
blanks had to be filled in order to reach completion. Immediately, I made a new
goal for myself: to collect the entire checklist before summer ended.


By the time we headed home that
afternoon, the back of the station wagon full of clean clothes, I had memorized
the stats of the thirty-three players I now owned in cardboard form. I put them
in order by division, then by position, then ascending by batting average, and
so on, again and again. The math loving geek inside me found the numbers
fascinating, and it was interesting to compare players to one another based on
their statistics. 


Some of the abbreviations in the stats
were unknown to me, so I decided to consult an authoritative source. I dug
through my bookshelf and found The Encyclopedia of Sports, a gift I
received from my grandparents several years before. The dusty green leather
cover contained the full rules for many popular sports, and this book, barely
opened before, became my tutor. The emerald encyclopedia expounded to me the
meaning of RBI, ERA, and more. I was a quick study, and learned much. Despite
my lack of athletic talent and previous familiarity with the sport, I
transformed into a baseball fanatic that day, within a few hours of opening
those first packs of Topps 87 baseball cards. (To be fair, though, I am still
not sure what slugging percentage is to this very day.)


Trips to the laundromat were no
longer something I dreaded. Instead, they became the highlights of my week. The
allure of what might be in the next pack kept my interest at a fever pitch. The
desire for completion is powerful for many people, as evidenced by the
popularity of collecting all sorts of things as a hobby. My own personality is
such that I am even more prone than most to the mania of collecting. This was
particularly true when I was younger. Baseball cards became my passion, and I
spent hours looking at the cards and dreaming about what cards I would open up
next. Soon, I was picking up new packs at the grocery store even when comic
books were available. Just a few weeks before, I would have chosen to purchase
a comic over anything else, but the chance at a Nolan Ryan, Andre Dawson or
Darryl Strawberry often beat out obtaining the latest adventures of Spider-Man
or Iron Man. I suspect my fervor was less about the appeal of those all-star
players than it was the rush of excitement at opening a wax pack and thumbing
through the treasures inside. On some level, I suppose that collecting baseball
cards seemed more normal for a thirteen year old boy than reading comics,
programming computers, or playing Dungeons & Dragons. When you are in that
awkward, gangly stage between childhood and adulthood, there is little that is
more appealing than being normal. 


With my interest in the game of
baseball thoroughly ignited, I began watching and listening to all the
available offerings. While I thought of myself primarily as a Cardinals fan, like
my grandpa, I actually watched more Chicago Cubs games than any other. Back in
1987, Wrigley Field didn’t have lights installed for night games, so I spent
many afternoons lying on the floor of our living room watching the Cubs. If
they played early, I would have to watch on the tiny black and white set in my
room, because from 1:00 to 2:00 Days of Our Lives was always on,
no exceptions. My mother would not miss the sordid exploits of Bo and Hope just
so I could watch the Cubbies in glorious color. If I was at home, and the Cubs
were on, I was watching. WGN broadcast lots of games on those lazy summer
afternoons, and Harry Caray was always entertaining. Baseball was a great way
to pass the time.


As the summer wore on, I amassed a
modest amount of worn, bubble-gummy baseball cards, held together with a fat
rubber band. I never cracked open an Ozzie Smith or a Dan Quisenberry,
but I did get my mitts on George Brett, Roger Clemens, and a Future Stars Bo
Jackson. My most memorable pull was the St. Louis Cardinals Leaders card, which
(excitingly) had part of Ozzie’s left arm pictured on it.


Eventually, we got a new washer and
dryer, so the laundromat trips ended. For the most part, I was glad. We (by
“we” I mean mostly Mom) could once again wash and dry our clothes without ever
leaving the house. A small part of me would miss the thrill of plunking a stack
of quarters down to pay for a couple of those lurid green and yellow Topps
packs. I kept buying baseball cards every once in a while, but never again at
the same rate, or with as much intensity, as I did that wonderful summer.
School started back up, and I took my baseball cards with me occasionally. I
didn’t make many trades, but I did get lots of offers on my Leaders card. There
was no way I was letting that one go. (Unless it was for an Ozzie Smith where
you could actually see his face.) 


The Cardinals went to the World
Series that fall. They would face off against the Twins. I watched as many
games of the series as possible. A couple games I enjoyed watching at my
grandparent’s house. My dad worked for a company with a home office in
Minneapolis. He had to travel there quite often, and the week of the World
Series, he flew up for a meeting. The “big wigs” from the company took a group
of visiting salesmen to see one of the World Series games at the Metrodome. I remember talking to Dad on the phone before
the game; I would have traded the Leaders card and maybe even George Brett for
the chance to be there with him watching the game. The Cardinals lost that
night, and went on to lose the whole Series. Thus, missing the chance to see
the Cardinals play in the World Series was only a major disappointment, not a
full on catastrophe. My dad brought back a Twins American League Championship
flag as a souvenir for us. My loyalties prevented me from displaying it in my
room in good conscience. My brother on the other hand had no such compunctions
and hung it proudly on his bedroom door for months. 


After the 1987 season, my baseball
fascination faded fast. Several factors contributed to my decreasing interest.
For one, the Cardinals weren’t very good that next season. I was the definitive
fair weather fan. Also, my time and freedom became somewhat limited. The summer
of 1988 was the transition between junior high and my freshman year. Mowing,
band, and other activities didn’t leave me much time for watching the Cubs,
Cardinals, or anyone else. Ever fickle in my interests, I left my brief,
intense obsession with baseball and transitioned on to other exciting
activities.


The summer of baseball was an
unusual time for me. Looking back, it doesn’t really coincide with the more
typically nerdy things I spent my time doing. If the summer of laundry had
taken place when I was, say, eight or ten years old, or if the Cardinals and Royals
hadn’t just been to the World Series, maybe I would never have latched on to
baseball cards as tightly as I did. If I got the laundromat blues a few years
later, when I had stronger relationships with other geeky types who shared my
interests, I would have probably spent those long afternoons designing dungeons
or attempting penciling like Todd McFarlane. Though I don’t have a particular
affection for baseball in my life today, I will always remember the mingled
smells of cheap cardstock, stale bubble gum, and laundry detergent from that
precious summer.




















My parents are fond of this picture.
They say I was just making a mess for the fun of it. I say I was probably
looking for a record that wasn’t The Statler Brothers
or Conway Twitty.










Afterword


I
didn’t magically metamorphose into one of the cool kids in junior high, but
things definitely became better in my life at that point. While I had dreaded
moving on to seventh grade in a different school building, that year ended up
being great. The worst of the bullying and teasing had passed. Instead of being
stuck in the same classroom with twenty-five kids who had known for years that
I was an odd duck, I now had seven different classes each day, each full of new
people for whom I was a blank slate. Kids in advanced math and English didn’t
have any preconceived notions about me, or disdain for people who read a lot,
or liked solving geometry problems.


6th
hour was band, and this quickly became the highlight of my school day. Music
seemed like a natural outgrowth of math for me; whole, half, quarter, and
eighth notes were perfect fractions, and the precision of the scales and
different time and key signatures was beautiful. While learning more about
music was a large part of my enjoyment of band, the camaraderie was even more
appealing to me. I may not have been first chair yet, but I still felt like an
important part of the team. Band was, in essence, a sport that I could excel
in, which was something I had never, ever had in my life.


I was
able to make a host of new friends in junior high, many met through
participating in all sorts of extracurricular activities. I gained a measure of
confidence in myself, and tried all sorts of new things like a starving person
sitting down to an enormous buffet. Student council and clubs of nearly every
variety kept me busy, and challenged me. So often did I have to stay after
school for some meeting or the other that my time on the dreaded bus was limited. I’m sure my parents didn’t like having to drive so
far to pick me up, but I was less concerned about the price of gas than the
threat of thuggish high schoolers, though they grew smaller and less ominous
every day. 


Making
friends, so difficult for me in the past, became far easier. Some of the
relationships I forged in junior high are still strong to this day, almost
thirty years later. I would see Transformers toys or Star Wars wallpaper
or stacks of computer disks when I would visit a friend’s house, reminding me
that I wasn’t really a misfit or a freak after all. Other people enjoyed the
same things I did, and were just as eager to talk about them as I was. Many
hours were spent forging these friendships by playing video games, rolling dice
for initiative, or rewatching favorite Star Trek
episodes. 


By no
means was everything perfect for me as I began my teenage years, not by any
measure. But life was better. Depending on what I was immersed in at any given
time, my obsessive behavior became less a social barrier than it was the glue
making my friendships with other geeks even stronger. The turbo-fueled
imagination that still kept me awake some nights served me well in creative
endeavors like writing and art.


Unfortunately,
as these two qualities of mine became less problematic, my desire to fit in and
be seen as normal went into overdrive. I had to wear the correct brand of clothes,
and the right type of shoes. I spent too much time fixing my hair in just the
right way. When my eye doctor suggested contact lenses to prevent my vision
from growing even poorer than it already was, I was almost giddy with glee.
Finally, I could abandon my glasses and look a bit less nerdy. A less geeky
appearance was so important to me that I endured the eye-watering pain of hard
contact lenses gladly. Looking back on it as an adult, I am ashamed of how
shallow these urges were, and wish I hadn’t found conformity to be such a
virtue at that time. I daresay, though, that this desire to be accepted was
important for most normal teenagers, not just very nerdy ones like me.


Now,
I’m forty years old, and being normal is something I couldn’t care less about.
In other ways, though, I am much the same as I was as a child. Obsessive
behavior is a constant struggle in my life. I have learned to maintain multiple
hobbies so as to not allow any single one to dominate my time. As I write this
little book, I am sitting in my “office” at home, surrounded by over a hundred
Transformers toys. Forty-nine of them are various incarnations of my favorite Autobot, red-and-blue icon Optimus Prime. My bookshelves
are laden with tomes and boxed sets from various editions of Dungeons &
Dragons. A small table behind me is devoted to painting miniatures used in
tabletop games. A legion of Warhammer dark elves and a squad of Mars Attacks
aliens wait for me, primed and ready to paint. My iPad streams 80s music that
is so bad it’s good, and is full of digital comic books. The adventures of
Spider-Man and Batman are almost always within arm’s reach. Just last night, I rewatched Return of the Jedi with my sons for the
umpteenth time and, as always, went on a brief rant about the changes that came
along with the Special Editions. Forty-year-old me isn’t that much different
from ten-year-old me.


Why it
is that I still spend my time with these hobbies as a grown man? Do I still
appreciate these things from my childhood because they are meaningful on their
own? Or is it merely the powerful effect of nostalgia? I believe it’s a little
bit of both, but probably more the latter. Painting miniature Martians and
elves is a fine creative outlet, and a good stress reliever, certainly; but I’m
using these painted minis in games that aren’t too much different than what I
used to play with a bag of little green army men. Yes, I appreciate graphic
novels (a very adult euphemism for what my grandpa would call a funnybook) for their literary merit and the masterful
sequential art. But I also love The Dark Knight Returns and Batman:
Year One because the Caped Crusader has the best superhero costume of all
time, and when I read these books I remember running around in Underoos when I was six.


More
than anything else, when I do all these geeky things, I am making a connection
to that distant time in my life. In some way, when I buy a Transformer off the
shelves, or read a new comic book, I am reliving a part of my past. It’s almost
like traveling through time. And until a real life Doc Brown invents time
travel (and he better not, because of what Back to the Future and a
dozen Star Trek episodes have taught us), doing things that remind me of
my childhood is the best way to keep in touch with the little geek I used to
be.


If
only I could send a message back, just a whisper, through the decades and into
my younger self’s ear. I would tell him that everything he worried about would
turn out just fine. I’d tell that kid who pretended to web-swing around the
house that he would grow up to have two boys of his own, that he’d take them to
see Spider-Man not in a comic but in a movie theater, and that he would be
unable to fight the tears when he watched his sons’ eyes light up as Peter
Parker web-zipped on the silver screen. I’d tell that boy who didn’t dare to
close his eyes in the dark that eventually he’d find a beautiful woman who
would love him just the way he was, and that he would always feel safe and
secure with her next to him at night, even after he watched a scary movie. I’d
tell that child who so desperately wanted to be normal that being normal is
overrated, and soon he would live in a world where there were countless others
who loved the same geeky things he loved.


Though
my distaste for country music is just as strong now as it ever was, I will
close with a modified quote from Babara Mandrell’s 1981 hit, “I Was Country When Country Wasn’t
Cool”. The title of this book is, of course, lifted from that song. While the
song is not especially enjoyable to me from a musical perspective, the lyrics
are another thing entirely. I believe the message behind the song is a good
summary of what it was like for me, growing up geeky in the 1980s.


I took a lot of kiddin'

'Cause I never did fit in

Now look at everybody tryin'
to be what I was then

I was geeky, when geeky wasn't cool.
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My new book is now available! Don’t Stop the Geekin’ is
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·        
I Was a Second Grade
Pencil Thief


·        
The Summer of Ms.
Pac-Man
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A Tale of Two Johns
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Knowing is Half the
Battle


·        
Mad Math: The Slope
Warrior (Beyond Polygons)
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