Pre-teen angst and brand new comic books. Happily married parents, white washed fences and stable secure surroundings. A place for everything and everything in it’s place. These are the memories I enjoy most about my childhood that was spent with a gang of best friends and really cheap entertainment. Nobody ever gets hurt and we all go home at the end of the day.





Those childhood days were doomed to end. I never thought they would end as quickly or as violently as they did. But I never thought one of my “buddies” would disappear before I turned 12 either. There are a lot of things in the world that, when we don’t understand them we instinctively fear them. I soon learned that we all collectively feared Curtis Snyder even if we didn’t admit it. We feared him for being different and we feared him for not being afraid even defiant that he didn’t “fit in.” We all wanted to act alike, look alike, walk and talk alike. We learned to like the same things, we were cohesive we were a unit. Curtis was a loner, he was the kind of person that when you needed him you couldn’t count on him. Curtis was dangerous, as dangerous as a loaded gun.





KA-LING-ling-ling-ling-LING KA-LING-ling-ling-ling-LING 





That sound to us meant only one thing. The ice cream “dude”. In our little corner of Americana during the summer of ’69, he wasn’t old enough to be the ice cream “MAN” but he was too old to be a boy like us. Due to this reason only, he was the ice cream “dude”. His name was Curtis Snyder and he was around 18 or 19 we guessed. All that really mattered to us was that he was on time every Monday, Wednesday and Friday.





Curtis started driving the ice cream route the summer after our old ice cream man “Wimpy” Larson retired. Wimpy’s wife had passed away and everybody said he just laid on his sofa in his little white empty house and smoked cigarettes and cried. I liked Wimpy and missed him now. Looking back, he was the stereotypical older man. His hair reminded me of the slicked back hair of my grandfather. His voice blended perfectly in the Sunday choir at Church. Every kid in town knew him and he knew each of us by name as well as our parents and in most cases our grandparents. Even though he didn’t have any kids or grandkids of his own, he had us. Once or twice a month he would give us a free ice cream. He always used the excuse that he had opened a case by mistake or his cooler was on the fritz and he had to get rid of it before it melted. We were always happy to oblige. 





My house sat near the center of a 13 city block kingdom. For an 11 year old kid in 1969 that was THE WORLD. Everything I could imagine that I needed could be found within these borders. I could ride my bike throughout this suburban tree lined paradise and listen to the chorus of mixed breed mutts barking at each other over back yard fences.





I lived here with my parents and my little brother and older sister. We were typical. Dad had been “in the service” during Korea. Mom didn’t work outside the home and baked desserts almost every day. Our house was open and airy with 2 stories, a big front and side porch with boxwood hedges and picket fences. Our house blended perfectly with every other house in the neighborhood. The outsides were a little different, but the families on the inside were almost identical in attitude and opinion. 





We drank lots of milk, fresh lemonade and Kool-Aid during the summer and were by and large happy to be alive. There were the normal disasters to deal with and usually it was my older sister Karen seemed to hit each of them at full speed. Either her new boyfriend didn’t call her or she had a new pimple or something. My little brother Mike was 9 years old. He was fun to be around but he was only 9. I was 11 already and at a different school. I had different friends and a new bike. I had just gotten a BB gun the Christmas before and the only time I wanted to play with Army men now was to line them up with my friends and shoot at them with our Red Ryders. We tried to re-live the battles that we had heard our Dad’s and Uncles talk about. They talked about having “buddies” in the service and how great it was. They knew what it meant to trust someone with their lives and they were quick to tell you that they weren’t heroes. 





Maybe it was this attitude of selflessness that impressed me the most. These men fought with pride and valor. Trying against overwhelming odds to best tyranny and fear. They worked as a unit. They were cohesive, each man looking out for his buddy, all working for a greater goal than mere survival. They fought for us, they fought for our tree lined streets and bicycles with banana seats. Some of them died just so we could continue to pedal our bikes around 13 square blocks of middle class houses, a few vacant lots and the ever present ice cream man.





Things were great until someone started talking about the new ice cream man. Pee Wee Eaton’s Dad had been in the Marines. He was strict and Pee Wee told us all that his Dad didn’t like Curtis. “He’s weird” Mr. Eaton said. “He has that long hair and that hippy music. Nobody knows anything about him.” Pee Wee said that every time his dad heard the ice cream truck go past he would mumble something under his breath about Curtis. The rest of us never really thought a lot about what Pee Wee had said until the days before July 4th. 





July 4th in our neighborhood meant closed off streets, full block parties, riding your bike in the middle of the street without having to watch for traffic and lots of fireworks. The whole neighborhood effectively shut down and flags were hoisted. Kids on bikes became Pony Express riders shuttling back and forth between homes and Ferguson’s Grocery for last minute supplies or one more box of rock salt for the home-made ice cream.  





Even though the war in Vietnam was going strong, there were no protesters here. No peace signs or bell-bottomed pants. The men of the community all knew each other and we were all taught or even trained to be proud of our country. All of the women talked to each other almost daily. Recipes were swapped. Sugar by the cupful was borrowed and repaid with the latest news. As kids, we laid siege to each house on an orderly schedule of rotating weekends. Each parent knew within a stones throw where their children were at any given moment. We were at the apex of our childhood and the air was sweet with apple pies on windowsills and the occasional smell of pipe tobacco hanging on summer evening breezes. Any younger and we couldn’t leave the yard and any older it wouldn’t have been considered “cool” to pedal fast and take your feet off of the pedals and coast or see how far we can ride without holding the handlebars. We could still read comic books and on occasion be scared of the dark or a storm.





Nothing meant more to us than the approval of our parents. A “Good job son!” delivered by a smiling dad or some similar comment by our Mom was enough to elevate us to “good kid” status for maybe even a couple of days. On hot summer holidays like Memorial Day or Independence Day, front porches were filled with neighbors talking about the past, speculating about the future and contemplating the present. 





There were six of us. Me, Pee Wee, David Hensley, Frankie Harrington, William (Stinky) Johnson, and Johnny Barto. We were together constantly. The six of us were inseparable. We all agreed passionately about our favorite comic book (Sgt. Rock). All of our Dads were pals and our Moms talked to each other a couple of times a week. We were as close as it got. When we played army with other kids in the neighborhood, we were always a unit. We never played against each other. We were all blood brothers. As blood brother as we could be by pricking fingertips with a Boy Scout knife and pressing them one to another. 





Pee Wee’s dad had been in the Marines and fought for Okinawa My Dad had been in the Air Force. He flew F-86 Saber Jets in Korea and then mustered out way before I was born. The rest of the gang’s dads had been in the service in some capacity or the other and we always knew that someday we’d be called on to stand in their place. To go “over seas” and defend our tree lined streets from a faceless, nameless tyrant who would try and overthrow countries one at a time until he reached us. We weren’t about to let that happen, not “over seas” and certainly not here. Our days were spent in boyish pleasures, from exploring creeks, playing war, riding our bikes up and down dirt piles in vacant lots to reclining in Pee Wee’s tree house and reading the latest Sgt. Rock comic book as soon as it came out.





On the Thursday morning before 4th of July weekend, Pee Wee and I were in his driveway waiting on the others to show up and he scared me. Pee Wee told me he wasn’t sure if he wanted to go in the service. He didn’t know if he could go and fight. Wasn’t sure why we were fighting in Vietnam. That scared me. My best friend in the world was questioning EVERYTHING we knew. I couldn’t listen. “Pee Wee” I said as serious as an eleven year old could. “What are you talkin’ about?” My voice high and excited as I tried to stay as calm as possible and get this straightened out before the others showed up. 





“You know Tommy” Pee Wee answered. “I’m just not sure that I could join up and be called a baby killer” and then he started crying. 





“Pee Wee!” None of us had ever used that term for a soldier out loud. We knew better. Our dads and uncles and granddads weren’t baby killers why did he think WE would be? 





“I been talkin’ to Curtis lately” Pee Wee said. Instantly I had a bad feeling about where this conversation was going. 





“What are you talking to HIM for?” I asked. 





“Because Tommy, he makes a lot of sense about some things. He knows a lot of stuff and I’ve even checked out some of it for myself, listen…” He started but I interrupted. 





“I don’t want to know anything that hippy has to say.” I wish we had another ice cream man so I wouldn’t even have to talk to him at all.” 





“No, listen Tommy” Pee Wee tried to tell me again but I interrupted him again to shut him up as his dad made his way to the end of the driveway to be picked up by Stinky Johnson’s dad because they rode to work together. 





“Good mornin’ Mr. Eaton” I said and tried to act like Pee Wee wasn’t completely insane. 





“Hi Tommy” he said with a tired smile that I really didn’t recognize at the time as being that way. “What are the troops going to get into today?” He asked. “Ohhh nothing much, just a little bike riding and maybe an ice cream later.” “Here Pee Wee, you’ll need a quarter” he said as he reached a huge hand into his uniformed pants pockets to fish out a quarter. 





“Thanks Dad” Pee Wee said as he received the money in a chubby right palm and tucked it deep within his TuffSkin pants pocket. “You boys have fun today!” Mr. Eaton called to us as he walked toward the corner. “G’bye Dad!” Pee Wee yelled and I echoed a farewell as I stood there straddling my bike. I looked back at Pee Wee who seemed to be oblivious about the conversation we were just having and couldn’t wait to get to get together with the rest of the gang. 





The rest of the gang started up the hill toward Pee Wee’s house and I could hear sprocket chains clanging as 11 year old legs pumped pedals toward where we stood. “I know you won’t tell them what we were talkin’ about will you Tommy?” Pee Wee had just forced me into my first real secret. There we were, the six of us. Only now, two of us shared a secret. In moments it was decided to head toward the vacant lot on 8th street and as usual we paired of and pedaled together in that direction. There was the usual early morning banter that little boys trying to be men talk about. There were the usual distractions that turn the men “want-to-be’s” back into little boys. A pigeon or rat carcass lying in the weeds was enough to make us all get a stick and roll the dead animal around to get a clear look at it. Not out of disrespect for the finality of death, but out of simple morbid curiosity.  





Back on our bikes we were on our way once more to the vacant lot. Then, I heard the bells. I knew it was too early for Curtis to be making his rounds, but I could plainly hear the unmistakable melody of the ice cream truck. 


“He’s early” Stinky shouted and we all laughed a little. As we rode past 7th street, the white ice cream truck came into view and Curtis was standing outside of it getting read the riot act by Mr. Johanssen, the owner of the route. 





As we rode past, I saw a different Curtis. It was the same guy, but he looked different, he looked meaner. He was wearing the same white uniform shirt and pants with black shoes and white socks with a black bow tie but as he looked at Mr. Johanssen he looked meaner. His eyes were nearly empty and it wasn’t missed by “the old man”. “You pay attention to me you long haired ingrate!” Mr. Jo yelled. “I won’t have this kind of carelessness on the routes! You could’ve killed somebody!” As we passed the whole scene I glanced back over my shoulder and saw the right front fender was nearly sheared off of the ice cream truck or “sweet wagon” as Wimpy used to call it. Curtis kept rubbing has hands over his long black hair waiting for Mr. Jo to finish as we rode out of sight. That proved it, he was unreliable and his attitude would get somebody killed. I already believed it because my Dad had said it, but hearing it for myself and seeing it first hand only reinforced what he had told me.





“See Pee Wee” I tried to whisper “you can’t trust that guy”. Pee Wee just kept pedaling with his head down as we made the last corner to 8th street. 





Our vacant lot trips were one of my favorite things to do. Almost always we found a pop bottle or two and that was as good as money in our pockets. We would take the empty bottles to Ferguson’s Grocery. Once sold for their deposit, we had BB and candy money for the day. It didn’t take a lot to satisfy us. Our needs and wants were simple, and our lives were as perfect as possible. As a synchronized unit we rode back to the vacant lot and took turns playing “Up and Over” on the huge piles of dirt. This vacant lot had been the desert in North Africa in our minds eye. It had been Sherwood Forest and Little Big Horn. 





We held court here. It was here that I would see Pee Wee for the last time. As I think back now about my best friend ever, I remember his naturally curly brown hair cut close at the sides. It seemed to stack up on itself on top of his head, never showing beginning or end just an endless pile of baby curls. Pee Wee was a little chubby but it fit him. He was wearing a short sleeved pullover shirt with alternating yellow, white, light brown and dark brown horizontal stripes. Pee Wee’s face was always frozen in a perpetual grin. It seemed that he knew a happy secret but wasn’t yet allowed to tell the rest of the world. 





After a few hours of cherry Pez and lukewarm Coke, Pee Wee came down with the staple of boyhood, a stomach ache. He decided to ride back home and we all told him goodbye. I asked if he wanted me to ride back with him but he said no. After Pee Wee left, we continued to play “Up and Over” for a few more hours then decided to call it a day. 





We all rode back as far as possible together but we came to my house first so I pulled out of the formation, waved excitedly and rode down the block toward my house. When my house came in to view I could plainly see the black and white Ford Galaxy parked near the curb in front of our house. My Mom was on our front porch wringing her hands with her apron. Looking older and weaker than her 40 years, she pointed toward me as I coasted slowly towards my house, a sick feeling building in the pit of my stomach. The policeman walked toward me with a grim smile and asked me if I had seen Preston Eaton at all today. It took me a second, I always called him Pee Wee. “Sure I saw him, we were playing on 8th street this morning but he got sick and went home.” I tried to remain calm but I could hear my voice getting constantly higher and higher.





“It’s O.K. son, calm down” the policeman answered. 





“What happened to him? Did he get run over?” That was the constant threat that faced us as kids, getting run over by a car or bus or truck or something. 





“No, nothing like that”, he tried to assure me. 





“Where is he then? What’s wrong?” I was panicky, there was a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach. My insides felt clammy and I didn’t want to be here, anywhere but here I knew I couldn’t pedal fast enough for long enough to get away from this feeling and that only made it worse. 





“We don’t know if anything’s wrong” the policeman answered “his bike was found in an alley on 7th street.” 7th street, my blood ran cold. Just this morning we had both seen Curtis getting chewed out on 7th street. I wanted to go and get to the other guys but my Mom wouldn’t let me. She made me come inside the house. 





My Dad came home from work early and we all went to Pee Wee’s house that evening. Mr. Eaton was on his front porch crying, Mrs. Eaton was in the kitchen with several other moms from the neighborhood. A lot of my pals were there with their folks and the kids were forced to the far side of the back porch. Hushed voices made for more speculation and questions. “What if” this and “I wonder” that. I realized that adults didn’t have all of the answers all of the time. Something had happened. Someone had infiltrated our community and we were all shaken. All of us were targets each adult viewed the Eatons with pity and each child as a precious commodity. None of us were suspects except Curtis. The only logical choice for a suspect had to be Curtis. He was different, he was close to losing his job (as far as we knew) and I knew he had already been talking to Pee Wee. 





On Friday morning I knew I had to get together with the rest of the gang. I had spent the remainder of Thursday night listening with drowsy ears to adults who had become judge, jury and executioner. Slowly they pieced together Pee Wee’s hours after he left us at the vacant lot. As far as anyone knew, he was headed home and someone sinister had swooped down and pulled him from his bike maybe before he even realized it.





“Killing’s too good for ‘em” I heard more than once. I wondered if they knew about Curtis too. Nobody mentioned him by name but they described him. A stranger among us. Some cruel “different” thinking person. Probably a hippy. They were giving me hints and I knew it. I didn’t make eye contact but I listened intently. I listened to their clues and directions and I knew it was finally time for me to make my stand.





After pleading with my Mom I left my house bound for Stinky Johnson’s. We were going to go and meet Frankie and David and David’s house. We were all going from there to Johnny Barto’s house. All as a unit, no one alone. That’s what happened to Pee Wee, he was alone and somebody got him. Some coward. At Johnny’s house I got the gangs attention as we sat among the boxwoods in the early morning shade of a huge oak tree. 





“Listen up gang”, I started “I know what we gotta do.”  “We gotta do this for Pee Wee”. Four 11 year old heads leaned in and listened. Verbal orders were handed out and we drew and redrew our plan in the front yard dirt. Landmarks were reduced to twigs as we mapped out every detail. Finally, the plan was in place. Secret handshakes were initiated just as our fathers did when they left a lodge meeting. We were resolute in our plans. We couldn’t accept failure. We were given one shot to get through this and since it was my plan, I would take the most dangerous slot. Not to be a hero, but it had to be done. I had a kid brother that would soon be leaving the sanctuary of the yard. 13 blocks of tree lined streets and vacant lots depended on THIS mission. The tyrant had come home and the threat had to be eliminated.





Over the years, the exact details of the battle have become blurred. It seems that time has a way of taking the edge off of even the sharpest experiences and memories. I do remember the day of the attack. Everything had been planned down to the smallest detail. Weapons had been stored in preparation and we had even rehearsed the timing on Friday, July 3. On Saturday morning, Independence Day, we left our respective houses in accordance to our mission orders. Pee Wee still hadn’t been found and everyone now filled in the blank stares of the policemen’s faces with murder. 





We knew we couldn’t bring Pee Wee back, but no battles are fought for retribution of a past transgression, they are fought in hopes that future generations will remember it and such circumstances may be avoided. 





So there we were, on the hill over looking the northeast corner of our 13 city block world. We stood not as a ragtag force of misfits but as determined Spartans. This hill would be our Thermopylae and against overwhelming odds we would claim victory. 





Frankie was the furthermost lookout. He was stationed on the right side of the road just over the crest of the hill. Johnny was positioned exactly opposite to Frankie on the other side of the hill. Stinky Johnson and David were on either side of me hidden in the tall weeds and I stood in the middle of the road alone. As fate deemed it, our timing was perfect. I hadn’t stood more that 5 minutes in nervous anticipation and second guessing until I heard Johnny give his signal. 





In retrospect now I realize that he was wasted in this position since we could hear the KA-LING-ling-ling-ling-LING KA-LING-ling-ling-ling-LING KA-LING-ling-ling-ling-LING song of the sweet wagon as it came toward us. Today it sounded mournfully different. At first I thought it was my imagination but I knew instinctively that somehow it WAS different. I realized later that the damaged right front fender made a low whistling sound that I had never heard before. As planned I lay down in the middle of the road and waited. 





The sweet wagon drew to the top of the hill and stopped and Curtis opened his door quickly and ran towards where I lay. From here the events happened so quickly and were so jumbled that the only description can be a quick stab, a rustle in the grass on both sides of the road. Then Stinky and David broke cover and ran toward where I was now sitting up and Curtis was on his knees. His eyes were closed tightly in pain and any sound he tried to make was snuffed by his labored breathing. My mothers best butcher knife was sticking out of his stomach at an odd angle where the handle was lower than the blade. As he reeled forward eyes still shut the back of his head was crushed with a regulation weight Louisville Slugger. Again and again he was pounded until he didn’t move anymore.





The whole incident had lasted approximately 30 seconds yet in that time we were no longer little boys, now we were men. We had depended on each other for our lives. We had stood as one for a cause. We had been selfless in the face of death and had somehow overcome. We didn’t rejoice or celebrate. We had respect for the finality of death. Instead, we disbanded and headed home as adrenaline left our muscles weak and a bitter taste in each of our mouths, we left Curtis there to be found by the next passerby. We didn’t enjoy what we had done. It wasn’t planned for fun. It was performed out of necessity as far as we were concerned.





I didn’t realize that transitions are hard for lots of people. For us the fear was over, the fog had been lifted and we were ready for the streets to be barricaded and the Independence Day celebrations to commence. The streets were barricaded. The festivities were canceled. We were kept inside by our parents who couldn’t believe such an act could be committed in broad daylight in OUR neighborhood. 





Adults were scared. I wanted to tell, I wanted people to know that there was no need to be afraid but I didn’t say anything. I sat and smiled quietly, I now had a secret that I wasn’t able to reveal to the rest of the world. I was still sad for Pee Wee but this was my way of honoring his memory. I sat in silence with my Dad and stared closely at his face. Wrinkles at his eyes and gray at his temples reminded me that time doesn’t wait on us. He looked tired and worried. I heard my Mom cry at night. I guessed she was crying for Pee Wee but I was wrong. She was crying for our neighborhood. She was crying that our lives might never be the same. She was right.





On Monday morning the police began visiting every house. Rumors ran wild even though no one was outside to collect or contribute to them. It seemed that rumors had taken wing and were flying around under their own power. Materializing at will and growing stronger as the day wore on. Some blamed devil worshippers, some blamed hobos. Others believed it was a robbery gone bad and still others believed it was the work of yet another stranger that had passed into our neighborhood. No rumor was strong enough to voice the opinion that it might have been done by some one within our neighborhood. 





The rumors weren’t strong enough, but the police were. Fingerprints were taken. Measurements were recorded and findings were discussed. Crime scene photos were developed and a crime painstakingly planned in secret and carried out openly was soon revealed. 





After days of investigating, 3 black and white Ford Galaxies rolled into our neighborhood on the afternoon of July 7th. Me, Frankie, David and Johnny and Stinky were arrested and taken to jail. After I had been in jail for 2 days, I heard that they found Pee Wee. He had ran away. Mr. Eaton went 20 miles away and picked up Pee Wee and brought him home. Families from our neighborhood went to visit the Eatons when PeeWee came home. Casseroles were baked and cakes were frosted to be shared among neighbors and friends. He never came to visit me and I never saw him at my trial. 





There are no sweet wagons in the Cove Creek Criminal Detention Center. I am a lifetime plus one hour away from where I grew up but I can never reclaim the distance.  My Mom and Dad still come to see me and they look older than ever. Viewing them through wire reinforced panes of glass makes them look even more distant than they must feel.  








Time hasn’t waited for me either. After 13 years here I still think about Curtis Snyder and 7/4/69. 





























