   Riddle me this , batman. What does a magnifying glass, an empty lot and Bonnie Tyrell have in common?     

The classical Greek playwrights had a term for it. Hubris, the overt pride in oneself leads to your destruction. We have many examples of this throughout history: Napoleon, Bismarck, Alec Baldwin, Michael Avenatti and me.

    It was a beautiful morning, the kind a 5 year-old boy  did not deserve, but was granted by the gods.  All my sisters and brother were  at school. It was late May 1956.  I bounded out of bed, got dressed(didn't have to wash or brush my teeth, I was entitled to my prerogatives). Nothing could stop me. Tess (Mom) was down in the kitchen doing mom chores. I ran past her without acknowledging her presence. She was the ruler of the home, a well-oiled organism of which she had ultimate control. 
    I stood in the front yard of our tine two bedroom, one bathroom house. Suitable for a family of three, but housed 6, I never knew how close to poverty at anytime I could be, Tess and Joe held my universe together through luck, much hard work and a strong Catholic faith.  The low porch and walkway adjoined to a cement sidewalk passing in front of our house. It was my kingdom this day. I was the emperor of cement on this unusually bright and sunny Tuesday.  Between the cracks of the sidewalk lay my minions. Thousands of my subjects were scurrying over in anticipation of my arrival. (Actually, they were ants forming to hunt for food). Ah !!! I shall show them my power and omnipotence. I squatted of the ground and focused my magnifying glass on the center of this insect maelstrom. "Ah ! nothing like the smell of burning ants in the morning". Before you judge me, this was 1950's when ants were ants and people were people. I felt supremely proud of my reign.
As I set about my morning pillaging....

" Watcha doin'?"

 I ignored the person standing next to me.

"WATCHA doin'?" , she insisted.

If I continued to ignore her, she will go away. "WATCHA DOIN'?". I was wrong.
" Burnin ants.", I said to Bonnie Tyrell, a four year-old next door neighbor.  The Tyrell's were  a family of four in a big hulking house next to our house on Ridgewood Avenue. They had an empty lot next to our house and theirs, the center of all neighborhood boys. 

   You see , in my neighborhood I was blessed with manifold little boys my age living on our block. We had access to all the adjoining backyards , unencumbered by the fences that wall off present day backyards. A vast expanse of territory to be explored, trampled and galloped around. As wonderful as that expanse of land was to all of us crumb-crunchers, the Tyrell's held the precious plot of land between my house and theirs. Richie Martin, Eddie Tisconcik, Bobby Dwyer, The Tereba boys, the Wells brothers, Tommy Thorpe, the Kruiswick twins , Dale Cotts Tommie Tyrell, even Harry Smith of ABC television fame lived near and used our personal stadium , known as Tyrell Field. A promised land filled with milk honey whiffle ball games and a climbable cherry tree.
" Why are you burnin' ants?". I was trapped I had  to talk to a GIRL!(ugh! to my 5 year old mind this was painful. In just a few short years  I will learn to regret that move.)

 "Because I like to do it."

" I don't think that's nice", responded Bonnie. "I don't think I like you."
"Who cares?" . Just what I need this morning, moral judgment of what I thought of as my birthright.

" What's so fun.... Eyhh what is that smell!!"

"The ants I am burning, go away" I was getting my dander up.

" I'm gonna tell your Mom", yelled Bonnie.

    That was it! The ultimate challenge. You will not tell my mom anything. Boy , if there were any fighting words that would drive me to the edge, " narcing" on me to the Ruler of My Hearth was at the top of my 5 year-old mind.  That was a transgression I was not going to tolerate here on MY sidewalk , on  my instrument of destruction, on  my sunny day !! How dare she. I struck like a tiger waiting to pounce.

" Bonnie, you better get out of here before I pull your pants down and pull your pee-pee!!!!"

   That did the trick. You should have seen how wide Bonnie's eyes opened. I swear I could see fear, fright and a little tear. She turned and ran home fast.

    I stood there triumphant, secure in the knowledge MY KINGDOM will not be transgressed. I returned to the skewering of my inferior 6 legged constituents. Little did I know two things that would change my life drastically 1. I found out to my surprise (and future adult joy) I was anatomically incorrect in my intended battery toward Bonnie. The second would be a life altering experience.

   Time passed ... 20 minutes of burning ecstasy was sharply interrupted.... "PAULIE, get in here right now!!!!" My empress was beckoning, I had no choice but to lay my magnifying glass down and trudged into the house. In the kitchen, my mom was fuming. " What did you say to Bonnie!!!!"
" What , Ma?"

"Tell me now what you said"

   I shared a version that was sanitized. I don't  think I was convincing because of the tale of woe I will now share. 

    Judgment was swift, no due process for me, a product of 1950's parenting. She pulled me by my ear, dragged me to the bathroom adjoining our kitchen and proceeded to wash my mouth out with soap.  Through my tear-drenched eyes, I received the ultimate punishment that would alter my existence forever.

    Tess was a strict parent. Her father inculcated a firm discipline. However, mom would make non-sequitor decisions to exact punishment. It never fit the crime but it sure hurt!!! Don't get me wrong, as an adult I know my Mom loved me very much, I would not be who I am today without her vigilance. But to a 5 year-old me, you words of pathos would fall on my deaf ears.

         Unaware of my fate being sealed, Bonnie Tyrell's mom, Helen , upon hearing her daughter's story(I am sure embellished to a great degree) marched though the backyards and knocked on our back door. All this while I was enjoying my dominance over the girl world. She sat down and gave my mom "what for" for her child's mouth. This is what Tessie never countenanced . YOU never questioned her chidlren's action. An affront by any of her children was an affront to her But, she did not defend me, but threw the book at me. No child of hers would ever  place her in this defensive position. The die was cast.
    As I was drying my eyes and drinking copious amounts of water to remove the taste of Ivory from my mouth, the final punishment was levied.

   "You are to never play in the Tyrell's yard again(Tyrell Stadium included)"

    What!!!! How dare you take away the place where ALL of my friends recreated!!! How can I play baseball? How can I play tag and hide and go seek? Oh the humanity, I shrieked. Of course this was all in my head. I may have been young, but I was not stupid. Defying my mother's judgment would have had far worse consequences. I accepted my fate, banishment from the Promised Land of Tyrell Field
    This ban was in place for almost two years. It was like I had a letter emblazoned  on my forehead. It was a constant embarrassment to explain to my friends who were playing ball, while I stood in my yard watching, with envy , my buddies having fun.

    Then just as abruptly as I was condemned, two years later, I was paroled, free to play in the field. My Mom never said a would about it, acting like she never would even think of such a punishment.(The invite to the Tyrell barbeque commuted my life sentence...)
    Riddle solved... Never mess with Tess...
