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12— On a Roll in the Suburbs 

 
 Plot Summary—“Christmas” 
 
 

It is Christmas time.  Everyone is excited when it snows, but in the suburbs there are no 
plows to clean the streets.  People have to skip work and shovel the snow off of their driveways. 

On Christmas morning, Carl Ann gets some Elvis records and Rob gets a box of Legos, 
which is a new toy that is popular in Europe (although they haven’t caught on in America yet).  
The younger sister gets her own kitten. 

At Christmas dinner, Uncle Dave comes over.  He talks about how he lost his job—and 
reputation—when he was accused of being a communist during the McCarthy hearings.  Even 
though Uncle Dave was not a communist, he refused to cooperate with the questions and plead 
the 5th amendment. 

The grandparents also come for dinner.  As everyone is talking about the strong 
economy, they reflect on how hard things were during the Great Depression before the war. 
 
 
Quotations and Talking Points 
 
page 32 
 

— …there’s too much snow to drive on.  Dad can’t go to work, and neither 
can anyone else.  Back in the city, he had to leave late one time, but I 
don’t remember him ever having to miss a whole day.    
   

Infrastructure in Prior to the population explosion in the suburbs in the late 1950s and 1960s, 
most of the land in rural areas was undeveloped and scarcely populated.  As 
a result, basic services like road maintenance were not available.  Even 
running water and sewage had to be put in place to accommodate those 
who migrated to the suburbs.  However, as the people kept coming, the 
amenities were quickly established to keep up with the demand.  

  
 
pages 33-34 
 

—  “These aren’t ordinary block…They’re called Legos…They’re still 
working on the design over in Europe… I really think they’re going to 
catch on.” 

      
 
Consumerism In the story, Rob’s father gives him a new toy called Legos and says “I 

think they’re going to catch on.”  A number of items “caught on” in the 
1950s, such as Mr. Potato Head and the Hula Hoop.   The strong 
economy of that decade allowed people to have more leisure time and 
more disposable income than ever before.  In turn, this led to the rise in 
popular culture and consumerism as people were free to spend their time 
and money as they wanted. 

 
 
 
 

the Suburbs 



  13—Teacher’s Guide 

page 36 
 

— “I lost my job when I was investigated at the McCarthy hearings…”  
      
 
McCarthyism In the early 1950s, as Cold War tensions continued to rise, the American public 

became scared that Soviet communists might infiltrate the nation’s 
government and businesses.  Senator Joseph McCarthy was determined to find 
communist sympathizers.  He launched a widespread manhunt known as 
“McCarthyism.”  However, many refused to give in to his fear tactics, and pled 
the “fifth amendment” (refusing to give details about themselves) even if they had 
nothing to hide.  In many cases, this act of defiance meant cost people their 
careers and their reputations. 

 
page 38 
 

— “…people were so poor that they couldn’t afford to have their clothes 
dry cleaned at all.  I remember using a little water, trying to get 
stains out.”  

      
 
Great Depression The Great Depression was an economic recession that lasted from 1929 to 1939.  

It was marked by numerous bank failures, high unemployment, and a decline 
in production.  The worst year of the Great Depression was 1933, when nearly 
¼ of the American workforce was out of work, and millions more were 
struggling to get by.  In the 1950s, most adults who were enjoying the strong 
economy remembered the hard times of the Great Depression (they also lived 
through the tragedies of World War II).  This helped them keep things in 
perspective, even though the baby boomers (children born immediately after 
World War II) had trouble relating to that era. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

All in a lifetime    
 
 

 In the story, Carol Ann is eleven years old in 1958.  This means that he was born in 1947, 
a couple of years after the end of World War II.  
 

Ask your students to think about how old Carol Ann would be today (60 years old).  
Have them list important events in United States history that she would have lived through 
and how old he would have been at the time.  For example, how old was she when man first 
walked on the moon (1969)?  How about when Communism fell in the early 1990s?  How 
about during the September 11th terrorist attacks (2001)? 
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