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Summer has officially arrived, and with it, the return of a million little things that only these months bring.  Fireflies at dusk.  Corn on the cob.  The omnipresent scent of mosquito repellant and sun block lotion.  And always, in the afternoons, the Ice Cream Man, navigating through the neighborhoods.


We live in a suburban maze where his visits are, by necessity, exquisite torture.  The musical tinkle of his truck, a siren's call to any child, draws close, then fades away, then comes close again, as he weaves past the houses where his customers live and play.  It whips my children into a frenzy of frustration and delight, reducing my four-year old daughter to sobs when the music drifts beyond earshot.  They wait at the end of our driveway, holding up crisp one-dollar bills like hitchhikers' destination signs.


"Never give up.  Have faith.  Be patient," I coach them, as we listen for strains of The Muffin Man or Turkey in the Straw.  Our tenacity is rewarded when he finally rounds the corner to our block.  The children literally dance with excitement, and my own spirits rise.  Until I get a look at him.


He has a pack of cigarettes tucked in the sleeve of his tight tee-shirt, which is filthy, and a three day stubble covering his face.  His nose, upper lip, and one ear are pierced with a collection of gold studs and loops.  He frowns as he directs his truck at my laughing, enthusiastic children, and instantly I am transported back in time to New York City, 1965.  It is the Christmas season, and I am sitting on Santa's lap in Macy's Department Store.


My mother took me there for what she believed would be the ultimate Santa Experience.  Because where else could Christmas be more Christmas-y than in Macy's, beautifully, magically decorated, with piped-in carols and a jolly fat man in plush red velour?  I wore a green tartan outfit, my hair was in shiny ringlets, my patent leathers gleamed and I had just told Santa my fondest Christmas wish.  I remember his eyes were unusually bright and his nose authentically red.


"Great, kid," he wheezed sarcastically.  "Tell your mother the toy department is on the second floor."  I remember being confused when he pushed me from his lap and clapped his hands loudly, saying "O.K., O.K., next one."  And more than a little dismayed when my mother marched with me to some office in the store and demanded to know why Macy's had a drunk Santa.


And now, the Ice Cream Man From Hell heads straight for my children and I realize I am about to witness the death of their innocence.  It is too late to snatch them up and carry them indoors, so I prepare for maternal intervention.  Perhaps if I'm quick enough, I think, I can keep them from noticing anything is wrong.  So I start jabbering before the music even stops playing.


"Let's see now," I say, "you each have one dollar, so what can you choose?  Mommy will point to all the one-dollar treats.  See, there's a fudge pop, and an ice cream sandwich, and a creamsicle.  Which one would you like?  Do you know?  Can you decide?"


My children, meanwhile, are completely ignoring me.  And I'm so busy talking to myself that I scarcely notice they are negotiating directly with the man, who listens to them attentively.


"Do you have Googly Eyes?" my six-year old son asks him.


"What?  Google-what?" I ask as the Ice Cream Man nods knowingly and begins to rummage through his freezer box.  I scan the ice cream picture directory on the side of the truck.  "Does it cost one dollar?" I persist.


The Ice Cream Man hands two neon-colored, plastic-wrapped packages to my children.  "Two dollars," he says briskly, and they willingly hand him their bills, completing the transaction.  I see they have purchased white and purple skull-shaped pops with round gumballs in their sockets.  Googly Eyes.


"Thank you!" they call out, unprompted, and skip away from the truck.  The Ice Cream Man rings his bell, engages his engine and slowly pulls away.  But not before I see, plain as day on the ice cream picture directory, a purple and white skull pop with gumball eyes -- in the $1.25 category.


"Wait!" I call out.  "Stop!  That wasn't enough!"  But whether he chooses to ignore me, or simply can't hear me because the music has started up again, the Ice Cream Man keeps going.  My children, standing in the driveway, have ripped open their wrappers, and are completely engrossed in the miracle of iced purple cream.  At this moment, there is nothing else on earth they could possibly want, and I realize Turkey in the Straw never sounded so sweet.
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