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I don’t have many memories of my dad, and the ones I do have are precious.  Here’s one.  It also shows how my dad, my daughter and I are linked by a spider’s thread.
One summer day at our house on Progress Ave when I was about four my dad mentioned to my mom that there was something in the yard he wanted to show me.  We walked around the yard and he described all the plants and insects.  We came up to a funnel web spider that is quite common back east.  I asked what it was and he said that a spider lived inside the funnel.  Then he touched his finger to the platform and carefully wiggled his finger.  For a second nothing happened, and then an enormous grey hairy spider (all of 1”) rushed out so quickly that it seemed to appear from nowhere.  It was instantly at his finger.  Dad didn’t move and the spider just as quickly vanished back in its hole.  I screamed.  Dad tried to console me but without success.  We went back in the house and my Mom took over and scolded my Dad – this was the only emotional exchange between them that I remember.
I believe that fears of spiders, snakes and similar things are instinctive.  Fear of these things helps young children survive.  But the moment my dad touched his finger to the spider web I became a confirmed arachnophobe.  What scared me most was the speed of the spider.  Nothing should move so fast.  What was a reasonable instinctive fear grew all out of proportion. Whenever I went out into the yard I would either avoid the ubiquitous funnels or whack them with a stick until they were not recognizable.  

After my father died, my mom took me to a summer camp.  It was a camp where parents could also attend with their kids.  Most nights I slept in a tent with mom, but one night I slept in another tent with other boys.  In the middle of the night I woke up feeling a spider’s web across my arms and face.  Looking down in the dim light I saw something on my chest.  I screamed, flung it on the floor, grabbed my sneaker and pounded it for several minutes.  In the morning all that could be seen was a stain.  It was the talk of the camp for several days.  But I felt somewhat better – I had taken a step to develop a power over these vile creatures.

One summer day a few years later when I was with my boyhood pals Dickie and Phil – we were talking about things we were afraid of.  Phil admitted that he was deathly afraid of spiders.  By that time my fears were waning.  Dickie and I hatched a plot.  A few days later we discussed with Phil how scientists had found fossilized remains of huge spiders and that these huge spiders were rumored to still be in remote areas of the world.  We also discussed the horror you have when you walk into a spider’s web.  You could judge how big a spider it was by the resistance of the threads.  If they broke easily, you were dealing with a midget, otherwise…  We brought the subject up several times during the day.  That evening I set the trap and Dickie baited it.  The entrance to my yard from Dickie’s led through a gap in the hedge.  It was also under a big apple tree so even during the day it was dim.  But at night, it was totally black and you had to know your way to avoid tripping.   I strung black thread across the opening in the hedge and waited.  After dark, Dickie and Phil came over to my house through the gap in the hedge.  Dickie let Phil lead the way, and again brought the discussion around to large spiders.  The results were awesome.  Phil hit the threads, panicked, and brought his hands up – just making the situation worse by getting further entangled.  He jumped back screaming, frantically trying to wipe the “web” off his arms and head, and jumping about trying to get away from the spider which he knew must be on the ground.  His screams were so piercing that the lights in all the neighbor’s houses came on at once.  My mom also heard this commotion and shortly thereafter I saw a flashlight bobbing as she came out to investigate.  After Dickie and I pulled ourselves off the ground from our laughing fit, we explained the situation to mom.  She wasn’t too pleased and remarked that she thought “we had a girl out there”. Once he recovered Phil took it in good spirits, and said it was a good joke.  But he vowed revenge.
As a young teenager I began to enjoy science and neighborhood biology was an easy topic to explore.  I got annoyed at my fear of spiders and wanted to end it.  (I think that this was the first time I ever made a conscious effort at self improvement.)  As “luck” would have it a neighbor had a load of lumber delivered to their house from Louisiana.  In the lumber were black widow spiders.  People knew I had an interest in science, and I was offered one.  I kept it in a jar in the kitchen entryway of our upstairs apartment in our house.  (Mom had rented out the larger downstairs to provide some income.)  People would come in to the apartment and see the spider and step back a bit – which wasn’t easy as the entryway was very small.  Phil who was also a recovering arachnophobe helped me feed it.  We would first catch a moth.  Then I would put on gloves and slowly get the lid loose.  In a coordinated movement, I’d open the lid, Phil would throw in the moth, and I’d slap the lid shut.  The black widow spider lived for about a year, but by then I was over my fear.  I felt pride that I had conquered at least one of them.  Our current house has lots of spiders including black widows.  When I find one I kill it, not out of terror, but simply for safety.  To this day, I call it fortunate when I find in our yard a large black and yellow garden spider with a z-decoration on its web.  If it’s in the vegetable garden, I make sure that it’s not disturbed and hope its children will come back the following year.
A few years ago my daughter was watching the movie Arachnophobia with us.  It was great, but she really took it to heart.  She became as much an arachnophobe as I had been when my dad put his finger to the web.  We began to tease each other (I guess I started it) by putting a black plastic spider in unexpected places.  The best reaction I got was when I put it in the toilet paper roll in her bathroom.  Sitting on the toilet, she unrolled the paper, the spider sprung out of the roll and bounded off her leg and then rolled onto the floor.  The screams were stupendous – they gave Phil’s a run for the money.  I’m sorry that I did not have a tape recorder set up. I know that I could have sold the sound of that blood-curdling, primal scream to Hollywood for use in horror flicks.  We continued to hide the spider, but she has not found it in the last place I left it in her current apartment.  Perhaps she’ll find it when she moves to her new house in a few weeks…
Reflecting back 50 years, I wonder what my dad was thinking when he showed me the spider.  He knew what the spider would do since he mentioned that he had found something in the yard.  Why did mom scold him?  While my attention was riveted on the spider, and I wasn’t watching him, I’m pretty sure that his face held a hint of a grin…
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