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[ was stunned by Mary Karr's memoir, The Liars” Club. Not
qust by its ferocity, s beauty, and by her deligheful grasp of
che vernacular, but by its refalin—she s a woman who
remembers everyifiing about her early years.

I'm not that way. [ lived an odd. herky-jerky childhood,
caised by a single parent who moved around a lot in my car-
liest vears and who-—1 am not completely sure of this—may
have farmed my brother and me out to one of her sisters for
Jwhile because she was economically or emotionally unable to
cope with us for a time. Perhaps she was only chasing our
father, who piled up all sorts of bills and then chid a runcut
when 1 was two and my brother David was four. If so. she
never succeeded in finding him. My mom. Nellie Ruth Pills-
bury King, was one of America’s early liberated women, but
rot by choice.

Mary Karr presents her childhood in an almeost unbroken
panorama, Mine is a togged-out landscape from which occa-
sional memories appear like isolated trees .. the kind thar
look as if they might like to grab and eat you.

What follows are some of those memuories, plus assorted
snapshots from the somewhat more colierent days of my ado-
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fescence and voung manhood. This is not an autobrography. It
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i5, rather, o kind of aemiordem viter— v attempr to show how

one writer was formed, Nor how one writer was made don't

believe writers cov be made, either by circumstances or by selt-

will Galthough Tdid believe those chings onced, The equipment
comes with the original packaze. Yer it 5 by no means
unusual equipment [ beliove large numbers of people have ar
least some talent as writers and storvrellers, and e those al-
ents can be serengehened and sharpened. 11 didn't believe
that, writing @ book like this would be o wasre of time.

This is how it was for me. that's all—a disjpinted groweh
process in which ambirion, destre luck, and a lictle calenc all
plaved a part. Don't bother trving to read berween the bines,
and don't look for a through-line. There are #0 lines—only

snapshots. most our of focus.

] -

My ecarliest memory s of tmagining 1 was somecne else——-
imagining that 1 was, in fact, the Ringling Brothers Circus
Strongboy. This was at my Aunt Echelyn and Uncle Oren's
house tn Durham, Maine, My aunt remembers this guire
clearly, andl says 1 was two and a half or mavbe three years old.

hadl found a cement cinderblock in a corner of the garage
anc had managed ro pick e ap. |earried i slowly across the
garage's smooth cement floor, except tn my mind T was
dressed in an amimal skin singlet (probably a leopard skiny and
carrying the cinderblock across the cenrer ring. The vase
crowd was silent. A brilliant blue-whire spodhight marked
my remarkable progress. Their wondering faces rold the scory:

never had they seen such an tncredibly strong kid And he's

only re!” someone muttered in dishelt
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Pinknown [0 e, Wasps lizct constructed a small nest in the

half of the cinderblock. One of them. perhaps pissed off
at hemg relocared, fiew out and stung me on the ear, The pam
;;;—p; hrgiii;im! ke a poisonous inspiration. 1t was rhe worse
p;;g‘un | had ever sutfered in my shorr life, but ic only held the
P spot for a few ceconds

mashing all five roes, | forgor all abour the

leswes

 When 1 dropped the cinderblock
{0

o one bare toot.
{ can't remember if [ was taken to the doctor, and nei-

wasp. I
my Aunt Ethelvn (Uncle Oren to w hom rhe Ev

ther can
lerblock surely be longed. is almost twenty years deady,

Cinc
and my reac-

but she remembers the sting. the mashed roes.

2 e e Y g L
sion. “How vou howled, Stephen?” she said. “You were cer

cainly in fine voice that day.

A vear or so later, my mother, my hrother, and [ were i West
De Pere, Wisconsin, 1 don't know w hy Another of my
mother's sisters, Cal {a WAAC beauty queen during World
War 1), lived in Wisconsin with her convivial beer-drinking
husband. and maybe Mom had moved to be near them. It so,
[ don't remember seeing much of the Weimers, AAny of them,
acraally. My mother was working, but 1 can't remnember
what her job was, cither. T want to say it was 4 bakery she
worked in. but [ think thar came later, when we moved to
Connecticut to live near her sister Loss and her husband (no
Leer for Fred, and not nuch in the way of convivialiry, et her:
he was a crewcut daddy who was proud of driving lis con-
vertible with the top #p. God knows whyh,
There was a stream of babysitrers during our Wisconsits

period. [ don’t know if they left because David and | were a
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handful, or because they found berter-paving obs, or

because my mother mssted on higher standards than they

were wifling o rise ol all | know s thar there were a Lot of

themn. The only one | remember with any clariey s Bula, or
mravbe she was Beolah, She was s reenager. she was as big as
a house, and she lasghed a lot Eula-Bevlab had a wonderfu]
sense of humor, even at four 1 could recognize thar, but it was
a dangerons sense of humor-—there seemed o be a potential
thunderclap hideen inside each hand-parting. burr-rocking.
head-tossing outburst of glee. When [ see those hidden-
camera sequences where real-lite babysicrers and nannies juse
all of a sudden wind up and cloue che kids, 10's myv days with
tula-Beulzh 1 always think of.

Was she as hard on my brother David as she was on me? |
don't know. He's not inanv of these pictures. Besides, he
would have been less ar risk from Hurricane Eula-Beulah's
dangercus winds; ar six, he would have been in the firse
grade and off the gunnery range for most of che day.

Eula-Beulah would be on the phone, laughing wich some-
one, and beckon me over. She would hug me, tickle me, get
me laughing, and then, stll laughing, go upside my head
hard encugh to knock me down. Then she would tickle me
with her bare feet untl we were both faughing again.

Eula-Beulah was prone to farts—the kind that are both
loud and smelly. Sometimes when she was so affliceed, she
would throw me on the couch, drop her wool-skirted butt on

my face, and let Joose, “Pow!™ she'd ory in high glee. Tr was
like being buried in marshgus fireworks, | remember the
dark, the sense that [ was suffocating, and | remember laugh-
mg. Because, wlule what was happening was sorr of horrible,
it was also sort of funny. In many ways, Eula-Beclabh prepared

me for literary criticism. After having a two-hundred-pound
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habysireer fart on vour face and vell Powll The 10
hesidy few errors, ‘

i don't know whar bappened to che ocher sicters, but Eula-
Beulah was fired. 1t was because of the egus. One morming
Fula-Beulah tried me an egg tor breakfast. Tare it and asked
ior another one. Eula-Beulah fried me a second egg, then
ssked if [ wanted another one. She had a Jook i her eve char
caied, " You don't dere cat another one. Stevie,” So 1 asked tor
another one. And another one. And so on. | stopped afrer
seven, 1 chink-—seven s the number thar sticks i my mind,
and quite clearly. Maybe we ran out of cggs. Maybe 1 cried
off. Or maybe Lula-Beulah gor scared. [ don't know, burt
probably 1rowas good that the game ended at seven. deven
egps is quite afew for a four-year-old.

[ fele all right for awhile, and then T varked all over the
foor. Fula-Beulal laughed, then went upside my head, then
shoved me into the doser and Tocked the door. Pow. 1 she'd
locked me in the bathroom, she might have saved her job, but
she dida's. As for me, [didn't really mind being in the closet.
It was dark. bur it smelled of my mother’s Cory perfume, and
chere was a comforting line of light under the door.

[ crawled to the back of the closer, Mom’s coars and dresses
brushing along my back. T began to belch—long loud belches
that burned like fire. 1 don't remember being sick o my
stomach but I must have been, because when 1 opened my
mouth o ler out another burning belch, T varked again
instead. All over my morther's shoes, Thar was the end for
Fula-Beulah, When my mother came home trom work that
dav. the babysicter was fase asleep on che couch and licdle

st aslvep with halt-digested

Srevie was locked in che oloser, |

friod eggs drving i hus hare
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Qur stav in West De Pere was neicher long nor suceessiul. We
were evicred from our third-floor aparement when a neighibor
spotted my six-vear-old brother crawling around on the roof
and called the pole. Tdon'c know where my mother was
when this happened. 1don’t know where the babysiteer of che
week was, cither. T onlv know ehae T was in the bachroom,
standing with my bare feet on che heater, watching o see of
my brother would fall off the roof or make it back ineo the
bathroom okay. He made ic back. He is now fifty-tive and liv-

ing in New Hampslore.

— 4 —

When T was five or six, L asked my morher if she had ever seen
anyone dic. Yes, she said, she had seen one person die and had
heard another one. 1 asked how you could hear a person die
and she told me that it was a girl who had drowned off
Prout’s Neck in che 19205, She said the girl swam out past the
rip. couldn’t get back in, and began screaming for help. Sev-
eral men tried to reach her. but that dav’s np had develope:d
a victous undertow, and they were all forced back. [n the end
they could only stand around, rourists and rownies. che
reenager who became my mother among them. waiting for a
rescue boat that never came and listemag to that girl scream
untl her strengeh gave out and she wene under. Her body
washed up tn New Hampshire, my mocher said. 1 asked how

old the girl was Mom saidl she was fourceen, then read me a

fes
[
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comic book and packed me oft co bedt On sotme other day she

cold mu about the one she saw—-a sador who jumped off the
roof of che Gravmore Hotelm Percland, Mune, and landed o
the sgroct.

“He splattered.” iy mother sad o her most master-of-
fact tone. She paused. then added, " The statf thac came our
of him was green, [ have never torgorten ir”

That makes two of us, Mom.

Most of the nime months T should have spenec i che firse
prade 1 spene in bed. My problems stareed wich the measles—-—
a peetecely ordinary case——and then got sceadilv worse, 1 had
bout atter bout of what T mistakenly choughe was called
“stripe throae ™ I lay in hed drinking cold warer and Imagin-
ing my chroat n alternating stripes of red and whire (rhis was
probably aot so far wrong).

At some point my cars became involved. and one day my
maother called a axi tshe did not drivey and took me to s doc-
tor tov important to make house calls—an car specialise.
tFor some reason | got che sdea ehae this sore of decror was
called an otiologise } I didn'e care whether he specialized in
cars or assholes. Thad @ tever of a hundred and four degrecs,
and cach ime T swallowed, pain lie up the sides of my face like
a1 pukebox.

The docror looked s my ears, spending mose of his tme (]
thinky on the lett one. Then be laid me down on ls cxamin-
g table. “Laft up a minuce, Stevie,” his nurse said, andd Pt
large absorbent cloth——it might have been 4 draper—under

my bead, so thar myv cheek rested on i when 1 iy back
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down. I should have guessed that something was rotten in
Denmark. Who knows, maybe I did.

There was a sharp smell of alcohol. A clank as the ear doc-
tor opened his sterilizer. | saw the needle in his hand—it
looked as long as the ruler in my school pencil-box—and
tensed. The ear doctor smiled reassuringly and spoke the e
for which doctors should be immediately jailed (time of
incarceration to be doubled when the he is told to a child):
“Relax, Stevie, this won't hurt.” I believed him.

He slid the needle into my ear and puncrured my eardrum
with it. The pain was beyond anything I have ever felt
since—the only thing close was the first month of recovery
after being struck by a van in the summer of 1999. That pain
was longer in duration but not so intense. The puncturing of
my eardrum was pain beyond the world. | screamed. There
was a sound inside my head—a loud kissing sound. Hot fluid
ran out of my ear—it was as if | had started to cry out of the
wrong hole. God knows [ was crying enough out of the right
ones by then. I raised my streaming face and looked unbe-
lieving at the ear doctor and the ear doctor’s nurse, Then |
looked at the cloth the nurse had spread over the top third of
the exam table. It had a big wet patch on it. There were fine
tendrils of yellow pus on it as well.

“There,” the ear doctor said, patting my shoulder. “You
were very brave, Stevie, and it's all over.”

The next week my mother called another raxi, we went
back to the ear doctor’s, and I found myself once more lying
ont my side with the absorbent square of cloth under my
head. The ear doctor once again produced the smell of alco-
hol—a smell I still associate, as 1 suppose many people do,
with pain and sickness and terror—and with it, the long nee-
dle. He once more assured me that it wouldn't hurt, and 1

24
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once more believed him. Not completely, but enough to be
quiet while the needle shid into my ear.

Te i hurt. Almost as much as the first time, in face. The
smooching sound in my head was louder, too; this time it
was giancs kissing (“suckin’ face and rotatin’ tongues,” as we
ased to say). “There,” the ear doctor's nurse said when it was
over and | lay there crying in a puddle of watery pus. "It only
harts & lietle, and you don’t wane to be deaf, do you? Besides,
j's all over”™

| believed that for about five days, and then another taxi
m.‘ We went back to the ear doctor’s. [ remember the cab
driver telling my mother chat he was going to pull over and
fet us out if she couldn’t shut that kid up.

Dﬁ& again it was me on the exam table with the diaper
under my head and my mom out in the waiting room with a
mn;:iinr she was probably incapable of reading (or so [ like
to imagine). Once again the pungent smell of alcohol and the
doctor turning to me with a needle that locked as long as my
school ruler. Once more the smile, the approach, the assur-
ance that 2his time it wouldn't hurt.

Since the repeated eardrum-lancings when I was six, one
of my life’s firmest principles has been this: Fool me once,
shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Fool me three
times, shame on borh of us. The third time on the ear doc-
tor's table I struggled and screamed and thrashed and
foughe. Each time the needle came near the side of my face,
1 knocked it away. Finally the nurse called my mother in
from the waiting room, and the two of them managed to
hold me long enough for the doctor ta get his needle in. |

- sereamed so long and so loud that 1 can still hear it In face, |

think thac in some deep valley of my head thar last scream is
still echoing.

25




Stephen King

R —

In a dJull cold month not too long atrer thar—ir would Lave
been Junuary or February of 19%4, it T've gor the sequence
righe—-the taxi came again, This time the specialist wasn't
the car doctor but a chroar doctor. Onee again my mocher sae
tin the watting reom, once agamn | sat on tlie examining table
witl o nurse hovering nearby, and once again there was that
sharp smell of alcohol., an aroma thac still has the power to
double my heartbear in the space of fve seconds.

All chat appeared chis tme, however, was some sort of
throat swab. It stung, and it tasted awful, buc afrer che car
doctor’s long needle it was a walk in the park. The throac
doctor donned an nteresting gadget thar went around his
leac on a strap. 1t had a mirror in the middle, and « bright
ficrce lighr that shone out of it like a rthird eye. He looked
down my gullet for a long time, urging me to open wider
untl my jaws creaked, but he did not put ncedles 1ato me
and so I loved him. After awhile he allowed me to close my
muuth and summoned my mocher.

“The problem s his tonsils,” the doceor saidd. “They look
like a cat clawed them. They Il have o come put.”

At some point after that, I remember being wheeled
under bright lights. A man in a white mask bent over me. He
was standing at the head of the table 1 wus lving on (1953
and 1954 were my vears for lying on tables), and ro me he
looked upsicde down.

“Stephen.” he said. “Can vou hear me?”

H S'di(] [ could.
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] wane you to hreathe deep he saed, "When you wike

up, you ¢dn have all the we LT{.‘.U]% vou want,” _

He lowered a gadger over my faee [n che eve of my mem-
ory, it looks like an outboard mortor. | took i deep brearh, and
everything went black. When [ woke ups [ was indeed allowed
all the ice cream | wanted, which was a tine joke on nw
hecause | didne wane any. My tlroat telt swallen and fas, Buar
it was better than the old needle-in-che-car trick. O yes.
Amything would have been better than the old needle-in-the-
car-trick. Take mv ronsils if you have to. pur 2 steel birdcage
on my leg if you must, hur Gaxld save me trom the otiologise.

That year my brother David jumped alead o the tourth
grade and | was pulled out of school entirely. Thad nssed oo
much of the first grade. my mother and the school agreed: |
could start it fresh i the fall of the vear, if my healeh was
good.

Maost of thar vear [ spene cither in bed or heusebound. | read
my way through approximately six tons ot comic books. pro-
gressed to Tom Switt and Dave Dawson (a herore World War
Il pilot whose various planes were alwavs “prop-clawing for
altitcude™, chen mwved on w Jack London's bloodcurdling ani-
mal tales. Az some pome | hegan to write my own stories. Imi-
tation preceded creacion: 1 would copy Comboar Casey comics
word fur wosd (n my Blue Horse rablet. somerimes adding my
own descriptions where they scemed appropriace. “They were
camped m a big dracey farmbouse room,” T might write: i was

another vear or ewo before | discovered that dior and drar were
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ditferent words. During that same period 1 remember believ-
ing thar derarls were dentads and thar a icch was an extremely
tall woman. A son of a brich was apr to be a basketball player.
When you're six, most of your Bingo balls are still floating
around in the draw-tank.

Eventually T showed one of these copycat hybrids to my
mother, and she was charmed—1 remember her slightly
amazed smile, as if she was unable to believe a kid of hers
could be so smart—practically a damned prodigy, for God's
sake. [ had never seen chat look on her face before—nor on
my account, anyway—and [ absolutely loved it

She asked me if 1 had made the story up myself, and [ was
torced to admirt thae | had copied most of it out of a funny-
book. She scemed disappointed, and thar drained away much
of my pleasure. At last she handed back my rablet. “Write one
of your own, Stevie,” she said. “Those Combar Casey funny-
books are juse junk-—he's always knocking someone’s teeth
out. 1 bet you could do better. Write one of your own.”

-8

! remember an immense feeling of possibility at the idea, as if
[ had been ushered into a vase building filled with closed
doors and had been given leave to open any 1 liked. There
were more doors than one person could ever open in a life-
ume, [ thought (and scill ehink).

[ evenrually wrote a story about four magic animals who
rode around in an old car, helping our little kids. Their leader
was a large white bunny named Mr. Rabbit ‘Trick. He got to
drive the car. The story was four pages tong, laboriously
printed in pencil. No one in it, so far as | can remember,
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i ped from the roof of the Gravmore Hotel. When 1 fin-
;:d, 1 gve it to my mother, who sat down in the living
room, put ber pocketbook on the Hoor beside her, and read it

ol st once. I could tell she liked it——she laughed in all the

ﬁghtp{xes——but 1 couldn’c tell if that was because she liked

" ine snd wanted me to feel good or because it really was good.
. Yo didn’t copy this one?” she asked when she had fin-

#hed. 1 said no, | hadn't. She said it was good enough to be in
& book. Nothing anyone has said to me since has made me
foel any heppier. | wrote four more stories about Mr. Rabbit

Trick snid his friends. She gave me 2 quarter apiece for them

and sent them around to her four sisters, who pitied her a Jit-
de, 1 think, They were all still married, after all; their men had
sruck. It was true that Uncle Fred didn't have much sense of
tamor and was stubborn about keeping the top of his con-
vertible up, it was also true that Uncle Oren drank quite a bic
and had dark theories about how the Jews were running the
word, but they were there. Ruth, on ¢the other hand, had
been left holding the bauby when Don ran out. She wanted
them to see that he was a talented baby, at lease.

Four stories. A quarter apiece. That was che first buck |
made in this business.

_ﬁ()_

We moved to Stratford. Conncericut. By then 1 was 10 the
seconid grade and stone in love with the pretty tecnage girl
who lived next door. She never looked (wice a me in the day-
titree, bue at nighe, as [ lay in bed and drifred toward sleep,
we ran away from the cruel workd of realicy agramn and agamn,
My new teacher was Mrs. Tavlor. u kind lacdy weth gray Elsa

2
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Lanchester—Bride of Frankenstern hair and protruding eyes.
“When we're talking 1 always want to cup my hands under
Mrs. Taylor's peepers in case they fall out,” my mom said.
Our new third-floor aparement was on West Broad Street.
A block down the hill, not far from Teddy's Market and
across from Burrets Building Materials, was a huge tangled
wilderness area with a junkyard on the far side and a train

track running through the middle. This is one of the places I

keep returning to in my imagination; it turns up m my books
and stories again and again, under a variety of names. The
kids in 7z called it the Barrens; we called it the jungle. Dave
and 1 explored it for the first tume not long after we had
moved into our new place. 1t was summer. [t was hot. It was
great. We were deep into the green mysteries of this cool new
playground when I was seruck by an urgent need to move my
bowels.

“Dave,” I said. “Take me home! [ have to push!” {This was
the word we were given for this particular function.)

David didn't want to hear it. “Go do it in the woods,” he
said. It would take at least half an hour to walk me home,
and he had no intention of giving up such a shining stretch of
time just because his little brother had to take a dump.

“I can't’” 1 said, shocked by the idea. I won't be able to
wipe!”

“Sure you will,” Dave said. “Wipe yourself with some
Jeaves. That's how the cowboys and Indians did ic.”

By then it was probably too late to get home, anyway; [
have an idea | was out of options. Besides, [ was enchanted
by the idea of shitring like a cowboy. I pretended | was
Hopalong Cassidy, squatting in the underbrush with my gun
drawn, not to be caught unawares even at such a personal
moment. 1 did my business, and took care of the cleanup as
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my older brother had suggested, carefully wiping my ass
wirh big handfuls of shiny green leaves. These rurned out to

be poison ivy.

"Two days later [ was bright red from the backs of my knees
to my shoulderblades. My penis was spared, but my testicles

- purned into stoplights. My ass itched all the way up to my

ribeage, it seemed. Yer worst of all was the hand I had wiped
with: it swelled to the size of Mickey Mouse's after Donald

" Duck has bopped tt with a hammer, and gigantic blisters

formed at the places where the fingers rubbed together. When

 they burst they left deep divots of raw pink flesh. For six weeks

1 sat in lukewarm starch baths, feeling miserable and humil-
jated and stupid, listening through the open door as my
mother and brother laughed and listened to Peter Tripp’s
councdown on the radio and played Crazy Eights.

-10—

Deave was a great brother, but too smart for a ten-year-old.
His brains were always getting him in trouble, and he learned
st some point (probably after | had wiped my ass with poison
ivy) that it was usually possible to get Brother Stevie to join
him in the point position when trouble was in the wind.
Dave never asked me to shoulder af/ the blame for his often
brilliant fuck-ups—he was neither a sneak nor a coward—but
on several occasions 1 was asked to share it. Which was, 1
think, why we both got in trouble when Dave dammed up
the stream running through the jungle and flooded much of
lower West Broad Street. Sharing the blame was also the
reason we both ran the risk of getting killed while imple-
menting his potentially lethal school science project.

3
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This was probably 1958. 1 was at Center Grammar Schoal; -

Dave was at Stratford Junior High. Mom was working at the

Stratford Laundry, where she was the only white lady on the
mangle crew. That's what she was doing—feeding sheets

into the mangle-—while Dave constructed his Science Fair
project. My big brother wasn’t the sort of boy to content him-
self drawing frog-diagrams on construction paper or making
The House of the Furure out of plastic Tyco bricks and
painted toilet-tissue rolls; Dave aimed for the stars. His
project that year was Dave's Super Duper Electromagnet. My

brother had great affection for things which were super duper
and things which began with his own name; this lateer habit

culminated with Dave’s Rag, which we will come to shortly.

His first stab at the Super Duper Electromagnet wasn't
very super duper; in fact, it may not have worked at all—I
don't remember for sure. It 44 come out of an actual book,
rather than Dave’s head, however. The idea was this: you
magnetized a spike nail by rubbing it against a regular mag-
net. The magnetic charge imparted to the spike would be
weak, the book said, but enough to pick upa few iron filings.
After trying this, you were supposed to wrap a length of cop-
per wire around the barrel of the spike, and attach the ends
of the wire to the terminals of a dry-cell battery. According to
the book, the electricity would strengthen the magnetism,
and you could pick up a lot more iron filings.

Dave didn't just want to pick up a stupid pile of metal
flakes, though; Dave wanted to pick up Buicks, railroad box-
cars, possibly Army transport planes. Dave wanted to turn
on the juice and move the world in its orbit.

Pow! Super!

We each had our part to play in creating the Super Duper
Electromagnet. Dave's part was to build it. My part would
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be to rest it. Little Stevie King, Stratford’s answer to Chuck

- Yeager

Dave's new version of the experiment bypassed the pokey
old dry cell (which was probably flat anyway when we boughe
it ar the hardware store, he reasoned) in favor of actual wall-
current. Dave cur the electrical cord off an old lamp someone
had put out on the curb with the trash, stripped the coating
all the way down to the plug, then wrapped his magnetized
spike in spirals of bare wire. Then, sitting on the floor in the
kitchen of our West Broad Screet apartment, he offered me
the Super Duper Electromagner and bade me do my part and

- plug it in.

* I hesitated—give me at least that much credit—but in the

" end, Dave’s manic enthusiasm was too much to withstand. |
plugged it in. There was no noticeable magnetism, burt the

gadget did blow out every light and electrical appliance in our
spartment, every light and electrical appliance in rhe building,
and every light and electrical appliance in the building next
door (where my dream-girl lived in the ground-floor apart-
ment). Something popped in the electrical transformer out

- front, and some cops came. Dave and 1 spent a horrible hour

watching from our mother’s bedroom window, the only one
that looked out on the street (all the others had a good view
of the grassless, turd-studded yard behind us, where the only
living thing was 2 mangy canine named Roop-Roop). When
the cops left, a power truck arrived. A man in spiked shoes

«limbed the pole between the two aparrment houses to exam-
mec the transformer. Under other circumstances, this would
have absorbed us completely, but not chat day. That day we
“could only wonder if our mother would come and see us in
teform school. Eventually, the lights came back on and the
power truck went away. We were not caughe and lived to
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fight another day. Dave decided he might buwld a Super
Duper Glider instead of a Super Duper Eleccromagnet for his
science project. I he told me. would get to take the frest

ride. Wouldn't that be great?

I was born in 1947 and we didn’t get our first television unicil
1958 The first thing I remember watching on it was Robot
Manster; 2 flm in which a guy dressed in an ape-suit wich a
soldfish bowl on his head—Ro-Man, he was called—ran
around trying to kill the last survivors of a nuclear war. 1 felt
this was art of quite a high nature.

1 also watched Highway Patrol wich Broderick Crawtord as

the fearless Dan Marthews, and One Step Beyond. hosted by
John Newland, the man with the world’s spookiest cyes.
There was Cheyenne and Sea Hunt. Your Hit Parade and Annie
Oakley: there was Tommy Rettig as the firse of Lassie’s many
friends, Jock Mahoney as The Range Rider. and Andy Devine
vowling, “Hey, Wild Bill, wait for me!” in his odd. high
voice. There was a whole world of vicarious adventure which
came packaged in black-and-white, fourteen inches across
and sponsored by brand names which still sound like poetry
to me. [ loved it all,

But TV came refatively late to the King houschold, and
I'm glad. I am. when you stop to think of it. 2 member of a
fairly select group: the final handful of American novelists
who learned to read and write before they learned to ear a
daily helping of video bullshit. This might not be important.
On the other hand, if you're just starting out as a woter, you
could do worse than serip vour television's eleceric plug-wire,

!
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wrap a spike around it and then stick it back into che wall
See what blows, and how far.

Just an wdva.

In the late 1950s, a hicerary agent and compulsive science fic-
tion memorabilia collector named Forrest 1. Ackerman
changed the lives of thousands of kids—I was oyne—whcr; he
began editing a magazine called Furons Monsters of Filmiland,
Ask anvone who has been associared with the fantasy—hor-
ror—science fiction genres in the last thirty years abo;.:t this
magazine, and you'll get a laugh. a flash of the eyes, and a
seream of bright memories—-1 practically guarantee ic.

Around 1960, Forty (who sometimes referred to himself as
“the Ackermonster”™) spun off the shore-lived but interesting
Spacemen. a magazine which covered science fiction flms. In
1960, I sent a story to Spacemen. It was, as well as | can
remember, the first story | ever submirted for publication. 1
don't recall the tidle, bur T was seill in the Ro-Man phase of my
development, and this particular tale undoubredly owed a
great deal to the killer ape with the goldfish bowl on his
head.

My story was rejected. but Forry kept it. (Forry keeps
eterything, which anyone who has ever toured his house——the
Ackermansion—will tell you.) About twenty years larer, while
P'was signing autographs at a Los Angeles bookstore, Forry
tu.rncd up in line .. with my story, single-spaced and typed
v%'lth the long-vanished Royal typewriter My mom gave me for
Christmas the vear | was eleven. He wanted me l‘LO s1gn it to

hi s 1 di
m. and I guess | did, although the whole encounter was so
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surreal | can't be completely sure. Talk about your ghosts. Man

oh man.

The first story | did actually publish was in a horror fanzine
issued by Mike Garrert of Birmingham, Alabama (Mike is
still around, and still in the biz). He published this novella
under the ritle “In a Half-World of Terror,” but 1 still like
my title much better. Mine was "I Was a Teen-Age Grave-

robber.” Super Duper! Pow!

— 14 -

My first really original story idea—you always know the first
one, 1 think—came near the end of Tke's eight-year reign of
benignity. I was sitting at the kirchen table of cur house in
Durham, Maine, and watching my mother stick sheets of
S&H Green Stamps into a book. (For more colorful stones
about Green Stamps, see The Liars' Club.) Our lictle family
troika had moved back to Maine so our mom could take care
of her parents in their declining years. Mama was about
eighty at that time, obese and hypertensive and mostly blind;

Daddy Guy was eighty-two, scrawny, mofose, and prone to

the occasional Donald Duck outburst which only my mother
could understand. Mom called Daddy Guy “Fazza.”

My morher’s sisters had gotten my mom this job, perhaps
thinking they could kill two birds with one stone—the aged
Ps would be taken care of in a homey envitonment by a lov-
ing daughter, and The Nagging Problem of Ruth would be
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solved. She would nio longer be adrift, trying to take care of
rwo boys while she floated almost aimlessly from Indiana to
Wisconsin to Connecticut, baking cookies at five in the
morning or pressing sheets in a laundry where the tempera-
tures often soared to a hundred and ten in the summer and
the foreman gave out salt pills ac one and chree every after-
poon from July to the end of September.

She hated her new job, I think—in their effore 1o rake care
of ber, her sisters turned our self-sufficient, funny, slightly
putty mother into a sharecropper living a largely cashless exis-
gence. The money the sisters sent her each month covered the
groceries but lictle else. They sent boxes of clothes for us
Toward the end of each summer, Uncle Clayt and Aunt EH:;
{who were not, I think, real relatives at all) would bring car-
tons of canned vegetables and preserves. The house we lived in
belonged to Aunt Ethelyn and Uncle Oren. And once she was
there, Mom was caught. She got another actual job after the
old folks died, but she lived in that house until the cancer got
her. When she left Durham for the last time—David and his
wife Linda cared for her during the final weeks of her final ill-
rgﬂ«-_l have an idea she was probably more than ready to go.

.._15_.

Let’s get one thing clear right now, shall we? There is no Idea

- Dump, no Story Central, no Island of the Buried Bestsellers:
good story ideas seem ¢o come quite literally from nowhere’
_sailing ar you right out of the empty sky: two previously,

~”ttnrclatcd ideas come rogether and make something new
under the sun, Your job isn't to find these ideas but to recog-

ntize them when they show up.
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On the day this particular idea—rthe first really good
one—came saifing at me, my mocher remarked thar she
needed six mare bouks of stamps to ger a lamp she wanted 1o
give her sister Molly for Chrisemas, and she didn't think she
would make it in time. T guess it will have o be tor her
birchday. iastead.” she said. “These cussed things always look
like a lot until vou stick them in a book.” Then she crossed
her eyes and ran her congue our ar me. When she did. | saw
her rongue was S&H green. 1 thought how nice it would be if
you could make those damned stamps in vour basement, and
tn that instant a story called “Happy Stamps” was born. The
concept of counterfeiting Green Stamps and the sight of my
mother’s green tongue created it in an instane.

The hero of my story was your classic Poor Schmuck, a
guy named Roger who had done jail time twice for counter-
feiting money—one more bust would make him a three-
time loser. Instead of money, he began to counterfeit Happy
Stamps . . . except. he discovered, the design of Happy
Stamps was so moronically simple that he wasn't really coun-
terfeiting at all; he was creating reams of the acrual article. In
a funny scene—probably the firse really competent scene |
ever wrote-—Roger sits in the living room with his old mom,
the two of them mooning over the Happy Stamps catalogue
while the printing press runs downsrairs, ejecting bale after
bale of those same trading stamips.

“Greac Scort!” Mom says. "According to the fine print,
you can get anythmg with Happy Stamyps, Roger—vou cell
them what you wane, and they figure our how many books
vou neced to get it. Why, for six or seven million books, we
could probably get a Happy Stamps house in the subuchs'™

Roger discovers. however, that alchough the wamps are
perfect, the glue is defective. I you lap the stamps and stick
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them in the book they're fine, buc if vou send them througly
& mechanical licker, the pink Happy Stamps rurn blue. Ar e
end of the storv, Roger is in the basement, standing in frone of
a mirror. Behind him, on che table, are roughly nineny books

of Happy Stamps. cach book filled with individually hicked

sheets of stamps. Our hero's lips are pink. He runs oue his
tongue; that's even pinker. Even his reeth are turning pink.
Mom calls cheenily down che scairs. saving she has just goteen
off the phone with the Happy Stamps National Redemption
Center in Terre Haute, and the lady said chey could probably
get a nice Tudor home in Weston tor only ¢leven million. six
hundred thousand books of Happy Stamps.

“That's nice, Mom.” Roger says. He [ooks ar himself 4
moment longer in the mirror, [ips pink and eyes bleak. then
stowly returns to the table. Behind him, billions of Happy
Stamps are stuffed inco basemenr storage bins. Slowly, our
hero opens a fresh stamp-boak, then begins to lick sheets and
stick them in. Only eleven million. five hundred and ninety
thousand books to go, he thinks as the story ends, and Mom
can have her Tudor.

There were things wrong wich this story (the biggest hole
was probably Roger’s failure simply to start over with a difs
ferent gluey, bur it was cuce, ir was farrly original, and [ knew
Fhad dene some precey good wricing, After a long time spent
studving the markets in my bear-up Wivrer's Digeit. 1 sent
"Happy Stamps” ot} to Alfred Hitcheock s Mystery Magazine. Tt
came back three weeks later wich 2 form rejection slip
attached. This ship bore Alfred Hitcheock's unmistakable
profile in red ink and wished me good Tuck with my storv. Ar
the bottom was an unsigned joreed message, the only per-
sonal response | got from AHMAM over cight vears of periodic

submisstons. "Don't staple manuscriprs.” the postseripe read.
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“Loose pages plus paperclip equal correct way to submit
copy.” This was pretty cold advice, I thought, but useful in
is way. | have never stapled a manuscript since.

- 16~

My room in our Durham house was upstairs, under the eaves.
At night I could lie in bed beneath one of these eaves—if I sar
up suddenly, [ was apt to whack my head a good one—and
read by the light of a gooseneck lamp thac put an amusing
boa constrictor of shadow on the ceiling. Sometimes the
house was quiet except for the whoosh of the furnace and the
patter of rats in the attic; sometimes my grandmother would
spend an hour or so around midnight yelling for someone to
check Dick-—she was afraid he hadn't been fed. Bick, a horse
she’d had in her days as a schoolteacher, was at least forty
years dead. I had a desk beneath the room’s other eave, my
old Royal typewriter, and a hundred or so paperback books,
mostly science fiction, which I lined up along the baseboard.
On my bureau was a Bible won for MEMOriziNg verses in
Methodist Youth Fellowship and a Webcor phonograph with
an automatic changer and a rurntable covered in soft green
velvet. On it | played my records, mastly 455 by Elvis, Chuck
Berry, Freddy Cannon, and Fats Domino. 1 liked Fars: he
knew how to rock, and you could rell he was having fun.

When I got the rejection slip from AHMM, 1 pounded a
nail into the wall above the Webcor, wrote “Happy Stamps™
on the rejection slip, and poked it onto the nail. Then [ sat on
my bed and listened to Facs sing “I'm Ready.” I felt pretry
good, actually. When you're still too young to shave, opti-
mism is a perfectly legitimate response to failure,
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By the cime 1 was fourteen (and shaving twice a week
‘whether 1 needed to or not) the nail in my wall would no

.- fonger support the weight of the rejection shps impaled upon

it. T replaced the nail with a spike and went on writing. By ehe

 time I was sixteen ['d begun to ger rejection slips with hand-

written notes a little more encouraging than the advice 1o stop

~ using staples and start using paperclips. The first of these hope-

ful notes was from Algis Budrys, then the editor of Fanmtasy and

- Sctemer Fiction, who read a story of mine called “The Night of

the Tiger” (the inspiration was, I think, an episode of The Fugi-
#ige in which Dr. Richard Kimble worked as an attendant
cleaning out cages in a zoo or a circusy and wrote: “This is
good. Not for us, but good. You have ralent. Submie again.”

Those four brief sentences, scribbied by a fountain pen
that left big ragged blotches in ies wake, brightened the dis-

“mal winter of my sixreench year. Ten years or so later, after
I sold a couple of novels, I discovered “The Night of the

Tiger™ in a box of old manauscripts and thoughr it was still a
perfectly respectable tale, albeit one obviously written by a
guy who had only begun to learn his chops. [ rewrote it and
on a whim resubmitted it to FESF This time they bought
it. One thing I've noticed is that when you've had a little
success, magazines are a lot less apt to use thar phrase, “Not
forus.”

—-17 -

Although he was a year younger than his classmares, my big
brother was bored wich high school. Some of this had o do
with his incellect——Dave’s 1Q tested in the 150s or 160s—
bur I think ir was mostly his restless narure, For Dave, high
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