How to Survive Your Nine-Year Old Son

By:  Gary Kurz

I am always amused when I hear my daughter or nieces lament the strange things their pre-teen sons do.  From fishing out things they accidentally dropped into the toilet without washing their hands to vigorously poking a hornet's nest with a short stick, junior boys seem to have an endless list of dumb things to accomplish before they one day succumb to maturity.   
The truth is that these are not only normal activities for junior boys, but are relatively mild undertakings and nothing for mothers to be alarmed about.  My mother would have gladly traded places with anyone if that were all she had to deal with, because I kept her life just a little bit more exciting than that.  
My mother had three children, but she earned all the stripes of motherhood from me.  Before age ten I had caused her anxiety sufficient for several lifetimes. Of course I am not gloating about that, nor did I purposely try to cause her grief; I simply was in my own pre-teen zone, experiencing life as so many young boys do, oblivious to the dangers or ramifications of living life.
To what would later prove to be to my mother’s dismay, I discovered nature and all the creepy critters that live there early in life, and I loved them.  In particular, I found snakes to be great.  Not as good as my dog to be sure, but still pretty cool.  Snakes gave me power.

Let me explain.  For years I suffered under the abuse of my older sister.  I am not exaggerating; it was abuse.  By sheer size she commanded my conformance to whatever her will dictated.   Here is one example; sitting on my chest, holding my arms down with her knees, repeatedly banging my forehead with a spoon.  Who could have known that one small snake down her back was all it took to end her evil reign over me and for her to give me the respect I yearned for?
Mom was the best.  She not only forgave that horrific act, but allowed me to keep my collection of snakes in my room.  She had no idea how large my collection had grown until the dozen or so members somehow got loose in the house one evening.  Even then, Mom showed amazing restraint.  I guess it was discovering the box of live scorpions in the storeroom that finally pushed her too far and all my critters got the heave ho.
In fairness, she should have known by those early warning signals what was in store for her and put me up for adoption.  But somehow, despite my sister’s protests, she still wanted to keep me.  I laid low for a few weeks, but lacking common sense, it didn’t take long for me to find more trouble.  
I had purposed to go straight and be the perfect child, but in less than 30 days I was arrested for climbing a restricted fence on a Naval Base where I was exposed to radiation.  I climbed over to pet the guard dog.  He let me come over, wagging his tail and licking my face.  I would say he was more to blame than I was.
Scolded thoroughly by the Naval Police and my father, I once again determined that my days of trouble were over, that is until about a week later when my friend and I uncovered a metal chest down near where the ships tied up.  We were innocently exploring as boys do and we found what we were sure was a treasure chest full of emeralds and other precious gems.  
The fact that the chest was full of emergency day and night flares and flare pistols was not anti-climatic for us.  We eagerly and excitedly loaded the pistols and began shooting flares all over the bay.  For some reason, the Naval Police didn’t like us doing this either!   I never knew they arrested little kids so much!  Don’t they have better things to do?
Though there are easily a hundred stories of this type that I could share, space requires that I just jump ahead and tell you about “The day,” because my presentation would be incomplete without it.  Undoubtedly, my mother could trump all the collective worries and misgivings of my daughter and four nieces by sharing with them her experiences on “The day.” 
In our family that day is a day akin to Pearl Harbor in that it lives in infamy in our clan.  It was the day that I pulled the biggest bonehead stunt of my young life. We lived in Vallejo, California and I was in the fifth grade. One afternoon my friend suggested that we go to the mountain across the valley in Napa instead of going to school the next day. 

Somehow, in my young mind, that sounded like a great idea and since we planned to be gone about the same amount of time as we would have been in school, we figured no one would be the wiser. We could just come home as if we were walking home from school.

There was no malice aforethought and no intent to upset or hurt anyone.  We were just employing the cognitive powers common to junior boys, hatching what was undoubtedly a stellar idea.
Anxious to go, my friend, I and his younger brother rose before sunrise and headed out. I didn't think my mother would miss me at breakfast, because she seldom got up that early. So we were good to go, and go we did. 
The five mile trip across the valley took considerably longer than our experienced fifth grade minds had imagined. There were about a dozen waterways, commonly called "sloughs” (pronounced “slews”) that we had to cross, and that was no easy task.  It required a combination of scaling fences, wading, swimming and climbing under water pump houses.

 

But we eventually arrived in Napa.  It was well into the afternoon by the time we got there.  Wet and cold from our repeated crossing of the sloughs, we enjoyed the warm sun as we climbed the coveted mountain, which by the way had grown considerably larger in size upon our approach. No matter, there was adventure to be had and we forged ahead. 

We thoroughly enjoyed our day even the brief bout with quicksand and my being bitten by a large, unidentified snake in retaliation for grabbing it by the tail.  None of that was of any concern to us.  We were on top of the world.  Nothing was going to ruin our day.  Unfortunately, there was one factor we had not considered…time.  The sun was quickly dropping in the sky and even though we knew we hadn't a prayer of getting home around the time school let out, we quickly scurried back toward the sloughs. 
Long after dark we finally came up out of the last canal.  We probably should have hurried on home, but again, we were junior boys. Our attention was diverted to a commotion at the local lake about a quarter mile from where we were. 
At first I thought it was some sort of carnival or circus.  But then I saw the police cars and ambulances.  There were also fire trucks and a news crew, along with several hundred people gathered at one end of the lake.  It was all quite exciting.

There were men in boats in the water and search lights beaming out on the water from the big fire trucks.  All the flashing lights and crowds of people really made it look like a carnival.  But it wasn’t.
We hurried over to the lake to find out what was going on.  I saw a friend of mine straddling his bicycle and I called out to him. "Hey Billy, Hey Billy, what's going on?  Billy turned to me and his face went pale. Despite his obvious shock, he rolled his bike over to me and managed to say excitedly "Gary, what are you doing here? You are in so much trouble. Your mom and dad and the whole neighborhood has been looking for you all day. They are dragging the lake for your body. You have had it my friend!" 
Now, I was pale. I was going to run home, but Billy told me that he needed to take me because there was a reward for information about me and he wanted it. I was tired anyway, so I agreed to his giving me a ride. We arrived at my house and all I remember is the shriek that my mother let out.  I have never been hugged so hard in all my life. For a moment I felt like the most loved kid in the world. 
Unfortunately, that feeling was to be short-lived. Whatever relief my mother felt from seeing me quickly dissipated and was replaced by anger, perhaps even rage. I then felt like the most hated kid in the world as my mother scolded me using language that would embarrass a sailor. I know that to be true, because my dad was a sailor at the time, a Chief in the Navy, and he was even wincing at the words that were coming out of her mouth.  But he anxiously waiting for his turn with me. Well, no need to finish that story.  I am sure you can fill in the blanks. 
It shames me a bit to admit to my shortcomings as a youngster, but if it will help mothers to feel a bit more at ease about the sanity of their own youngsters, then it is price worth paying.  So mothers, if your sons are driving you crazy, or if they seem to lack the common sense that you feel they should possess, don’t be overly concerned.    They aren't weird and maladjusted. They are just boys, and though it may not be politically correct so say so, it is true; at that age boys will be boys. 
There just is no getting around it. The next time your son does something that you think is strange, measure it by the behavior my mother had to endure. It might not seem so bad after all.  

