
V 
is Used To Be My Playground 

"kipping the pre-packaged attractions, we uncovered a genome amusement park 

BY LISA SIMON 

CHILDREN, IN THEIR QUEST fur play, wilt turn 
any environment into a scene ot tun and 
panics. In fact, the more effort required 
i. p adapt .1 setting to recreatii in, the more 
fertile a setting it becomes. The fort made 
ot cmich cushions or the tea party at the 
bottom ol .1 swimming pool provide far 
more diversion than a spin around Candy 
Land or Snakes and Ladders. 

Once my friends and I reached the 
age of 16, the state of Texas considered us 
to have matured sufficiently beyond the 
stage ol phi) to he read) lor the responsi 
bility of driving. We accepted the respon-
sibility with a giggle, knowing that we 
would, in fact, play with it. We would use 
our new mobility to search Houston far 
and wide tor fun. 

Just when we needed it, my best 
friend was handed down her grandmoth-
er's old rust-red convertible. At night, 
when the humidity closed around us like 
a wet slap if we stood still too long, that 
convertible was the perfect car. (During 
the day in the blistering sun, a hermeti-
cally sealed and air-conditioned interior 
was preferable.) Yes, the wind in our hair 
made us feel free, and yes, the air flow 
helped to combat the stickiness of summer 
nights, but rooflessness was only part of 
the car's appeal. 

The best thing to do with the con-
vertible was to park it in the circle drive 
in front of the then-new Transco Tower, 
sit on the doors, and look straight up. If 
there were any clouds at all (and espe-
t ialh ii there was ,i bil ot lightning oi 
thunder), the view was cinematic, like a 
modem il.i\ h\inkcn$tcin in which the 
mad doctor's lab was up a glass-skinned 
tower instead of in a castle on a hill. 

Even though we were right there, my 
friends and 1 never went to the neoclassi-
cal water wall just across the lawn from 
the tower. It was lovely, but—lit up, mes-
merizing, drawing crowds ol visitors—it 
was too obvious and seemed too ordi-
nary. How could a person (eel a part ol 
Houston while behaving like a tourist? 

By this time 1 had read "The Loss of 
the Cfeature," a 1958 essay by physician 
and novelist Walker Percy, in which he 
writes that what a tourist sees, especially 
when it is a well-known and heavily pho-
tographed sight, is only what he expected 
to see. Therefore, the tourist lias not truly 
"seen" the thing he came to see at all. 
That is, he has not experienced it directly, 
but through tile hirer of his expectations. 
1 had taken tins cssas wholly to heart. 
because it llattered my desire for a more 
authentic, unexpected relationship with 
the sights of my hometown. 

Visits to pre-packaged attractions like 
the water wall, NASA, and AstroWorld 
did not generate any new intimacy with 
the city. Those attractions may have been 
local—Houstomans, like we were—but in 
a plastic, symbolic way. Only the weather 
at those spectacles was recognizably ours. 

If we had been able to think of an 
alternate use for the water wall that 
wouldn't have landed us in the back of 
a squad car, we would have done it in a 
heartbeat, for the chance to have a genu-
ine experience there. This desire to shake 
up our expectations of a place found its 
greatest expression in our atypical use of 
I louston's most (anions mall. 

The interior of the Galleria was vast, 
even in those days before Galleria IV. The 
more devoted fashion plates in my group 

had spent many hours there, drinking 
cokes, watching shoppers, and uninten-
tionally memorizing the mall's layout, A 
couple of our best thinkers got the idea to 
use our knowledge ol the stores and cor-
ridors ot the Galleria for noncommercial 
recreation. They drew up a fiendishly dif-
ficult mall-wide scavenger hunt, and gave 
us the Galleria dailies. 

In the Games, each team followed a 
different route through the mall, via clues 
written in perfect rhyme and meter. L.very 
clue riddled the next one's location, until 
all the teams converged on a single end-
point. Often a clue would force the team 
to interact with store personnel to obtain 
the next clue in the chain. We found thai 
the Galleria's workers—so very like the 
costumed pl.ivers.it AstroWorld—were 
eager to participate in anything out ot 
[he-routine. 

but our greatest success at mining 
the city for bona fide experiences was 
our subversion of downtown Houston, 
accomplished just by being there at night. 
On foot. 

The grid's pristine sidewalks saw 
precious little use even during the day, 
when people who needed to move around 
downtown preferred to use the tunnel sys-
tem. On our nights downtown, we stuck 
to the sidewalks in part because they 
seemed to uv mil loj the caress ol shoe 
leather, hut that was not our only reason 
for staying north of the curbs. 

At night, downtown was ruled by the 
Urban \nunals, a roller-skatt posse that 
also practiced a doctrine of city-as-play-
ground. At night they made principal use 
ot the broad, flat roads, which the office 
workers (and their cars) abandoned every 

weekday after 5 p.m. Crossing the streets 
and skyscraper plazas, we only had to 
leap out of the Animals' way. There was 
no motor tratttc at all to trouble us. 

My group liked to park near down-
town's western edge, then slowly stroll the 
depopulated canyons, trying on apocalyp-
tic visions. After all, the only things we 
had seen comparable to the deserted city 
streets of downtown I louston at night 
were the aftermaths of grave disasters in 
end-ot-the-world movies. Unfettered by 
the rules of a society that was nowhere 
apparent, we climbed Mini 's sculpture at 
the loot ot lev.is (. ommerce Plaza and 
pressed our faces against buildings' cool 
facades. Once, a musician friend brought 
along a recorder, and as he tootled, we 
made up ballads about the graceful curves 
ot Allen Center and an (imaginary) band 
of destitute itinerants known as the "One 
Shell Plaza tramps." 

But as we grew older and our enter-
tainment horizons broadened beyond 
Houston, we strayed. We made compari-
sons. We thought our city was diminished 
by its lack of a non-subversive downtown 
nightlife. We talked about how nice it 
would be to see foot traffic and cars on 
the streets, restaurants and bars open late, 
providing the kind of kicks we'd had in 
other places. 

Now we have our wish. We happily 
take advantage ol .Main Street's light rail 
thrill-ride and downtown's proliferating 
clubs and cafes. We consider ourselves 
lucky. With excellent t iming, our home-
town grew up along with us. • 


