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When I was five or six, I asked my mother if she had ever seen
anyore die, Yes, she said, she had seen one person die and had
heard another one. I asked how you could hear a petson die
and she told me that it was a girl who had drowned off
Prout’s Neck in the 1920s. 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 day’s rip had developed
a vicious undertow, and they were all forced back. In the end
they could only stand around, tourists and townies, the
teenager who became my mother among them, waiting for a
rescue boat that never came and listening to that gitl scream
until her strength gave out and she went under. Her body
washed up in New Hampshire, my mother said. I asked how
old the git] was, Mom said she was fourteen, then read me a

22

comic book and paciced me off to bed. On some other day she

On Writing

told me about the one she saw—a sailor who jumped off the
roof of the Graymore Hotel in Portland, Maine, and landed in
the street.

“He splattered,” my mother said in her most matter-of-
fact tone. She paused, then added, “The stuff that came our
of him was green. I have never forgotten it.”

That makes two of us, Mom.

e

Most of the nine months I should have spent in the first
grade I spent in bed. My problems started with the measles—
a perfectly ordinary case—and then got steadily worse. I had
bout after bout of what [ mistakenly thought was called
“stripe throat”; I lay in bed drinking cold water and imeagin-
ing my throart in alternating stripes of red and white (this was
probably not so far wrong).

At some point my ears became involved, and one day my
mother called a taxi (she did not drive) and took me to a doc-
tor too important to make house calls—an ear specialist,
(For some teason H got the idea that this sort of doctor was

R | rm& a fever of a hundred mnm mosn degrees,
and nmnw time I swallowed, pain lit up the sides of my face Jike
a jukebox,

The doctor looked in my ears, spending most of his time (I
think) on the left one. Then he laid me down on his examin-

- ing table. “Lift up a minute, Stevie,” his nurse said, and put a

large absorbent cloth—it might have been a diaper—under

- my head, 50 that my cheek rested on it whea I lay 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. I saw the needle in his hand—it
looked as long as the rulerin my school pencil-box—and
tensed. The ear doctor smiled reassuringly and spoke the lie
for which doctors should be immediately jailed (cime of
incarceration to be doubled when the lie s told to & child):
“Relax, Stevie, this won't hurt.” I believed him.

He skid the needle into my ear and punctured 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  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. I screamed. There
was a sound inside my head—a loud kissing sound. Hot fuid
ran out of my ear—it was as if I had started to cry out of the
wrong hele. God knows I 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 I
looked at the cloth the nurse had spread over the top third of
the exam table. It had 2 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 taxi, we went
back to the ear-doctor’s, and I found myself once more lying
on my side with the absorbent squate of cloth under my
head. The ear doctor once again produced the smell of alco-
hol—a smell T still associate, as I 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 ]
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once more believed him. Not completely, but encugh to be
quiet while the needle slid into my ear.
it did hure. Almost as much as the first time, in fact, The

smooching sound in my head was louder, too; this time it

was giants kissing (“suckin’ face and roratin’ tongues,” as we
used to say). “There,” the ear doctor's nurse said when it was
over and I lay there crying in a puddle of watery pus. “It only
hurts a little, and you don’t want to be deaf, do you? Besides,

" it's all over.”

I believed that for about five days, and then another taxi
came. We went back to the ear doctor’s. I remember the cab
driver telling my mother that he was going to pull over and

Jet us out if she couldn't shut that kid up.

Once agaia it was me on the exam table with the diaper
under my head and my mom cut in the waiting room with a
magazine she was probably incapable of reading (or so I like
to imagine). Once again the pungent smell of alcohol and the

" doctor turning to me with a needle that looked as long as my

school rufer. Once more the smile, the approach, the assur-

" ance that ££4 time it wouldn't hurt.

Since the repeated eardrum-lancings when [ 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 both of us. The third time on the ear doc-

~tor's table T struggled and screamed and thrashed and

fought. Each time the needle came near the side of my face,

I knocked it away. Finally the nurse czlled my mother in

from the waiting room, and the two of them managed to
hold me long enough for the doctor to get his needle in, I

“screamed so long and so loud that I can still hear it. In fact, T

think that in some deep valley of my head that last scream is
still echoing.
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In a dull cold month not too long after that—it would have
been Jaauary or February of 1954, if I've got the sequence
right—the taxi came again. This time the specialist wasn't
the ear doctor but a throat doctor. Once again my mother sat
in the waiting room, once again I sat on the examining tahle
with a nurse hovering nearby, and once again there was that
sharp smell of alcohol, an aroma that still has the power to
double my heartbeat in the space of five seconds.

All that appeated this time, however, was some sort of
chroat swab. It stung, and it tasred awful, bur after the ear
doctor’s long needle it was a walk in the park. The throat
doctor donned an interesting gadger that went around his
head on a strap. It had a mitror in the middie, and a bright
fierce light that shone out of it like a third eye. He Jooked
down my gullet for a long time, urging me to open wider
until my jaws creaked, but he did not put needles into me
and so I loved him. After awhile he allowed me to close my
mouth and summoned my mother.

“The problem is his tonsils,” the doctor said. “They look
like a cat clawed them. They'll have to come out.”

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 I was lying on (1953
and 1954 were my years for lying on tables), and to me he
looked upside down.

“Stephen,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

I'said I could.
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“I want you to breathe deep,” he said. “When you wake
up, you can have all the ice cream you want.”

He lowered a gadget over my face. In the eye of my mem-
ory, it looks like an outboard motor. I took a deep breath, and
everything weat black. When I woke up I was indeed allowed
all the ice cream I wanted, which was a fine joke on me
because I didn't want any. My throat felt swollen and fat. But
it was better than the old needle-in-the-ear trick, Oh yes.
Anything would have been better than the old needle-in-che-
ear trick, Take my tonsils if you have to, puc a steel birdcage

~ on my leg if you must, but God save me from the otiologist.

-7 -

That year my brother David jumped ahead to the fourth
grade and I was pulled out of schoo! entirely. I had missed too
much of the first grade, my mother and the school agreed; I
could start it fresh in the fall of the year, if my health was
good.

Most of that yeat [ spent either in bed or housebound. I read
my way through approximately six tons of comic bocks, pro-
gressed to Tom Swift and Dave Dawson (a heroic World War
II pilot whose various planes were always “prop-clawing for
altitude”), then moved on to Jack London’s bloodcurdling ani-
mal tales. At some point I began to write my own stories. Imi-
tation preceded creation; I would copy Coméar Casey comics
word for word in my Blue Horse tablet, sometimes adding my
own descriptions where they seemed appropriate. "They were
camped in a big dratty farmhouse room,” I might write; it was
another year or two before I discovered that drat and draft were
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When you're six, most of your Bingo balls are still floating

around in the draw-tank.

Eventually I showed one of these copycat hybrids to my
mother, and she was charmed—I 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 aever seen that look on her face before——not on
my account, anyway—and I absolutely loved it.

She asked me if I had made the story up myself, and I was
forced to admit that I had copied most of it out of a fanny-
book. She seemed disappointed, and that drained away much
of my pleasure. At last she handed back my tablet. “Write one
of your own, Stevie,” she said. “Those Combar Casey funny-

r

s teeth

books are just junk—he’s always knocking someone
out. I bet you could do better. Write one of your own.

-8 -

I remember an immense feeling of possibility at the idea, as if
[ had been ushered into a vast building filled with closed
doors and had been given leave to open any I liked. There
were more doors than one person could ever open in a Life-
time, I thought (and s¢ill think).

I eventually wrote a story about four magic animals who
rode around in an old car, helping ou little kids. Their leader
was a large white bunny named Mr. Rabbit Trick. He got to
drive the car. The story was four pages long, laboriously
printed in pencil. No one in it, so far as I can remember,
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jumped from the roof of the Graymore Hotel. When I fin-
ished, T gave it to my mother, who sat down in the living
roem, put her pocketbook on the floor beside her, and read i
all at once. I could tell she liked it—she laughed in all the
right places—but I couldn’t tell if that was because she liked
me and wanted me to feel good or because it really was good.

“You didn't copy this one?” she asked when she had fin-
ished. I said no, T hadn't. She said it was good enough to be in
a book. Nothing anyone has said to me since has made me
feel any happier. I wrote four more stories about Mr. Rabbit
Trick and his friends. She gave me a quarter apiece for them
and sent them around to her four sisters, who pitied her a lit-
tle, I think. They were all still married, after all; their men had
stuck. It was true that Uncle Fred didn't have much sense of
humor and was stubborn about keeping the top of his con-
vertible up, it was also true that Uncle Oren drank quite a bit
and had dark theories about how the Jews were running the
world, but they were there. Ruth, on the other hand, had
been left holding the baby when Don ran out. She wanted
them to see that he was a talented baby, at least.

Four stories. A quarter apiece, That was the first buck I

" made in this business.

STy | ﬁl

S Ly

s L SITET,

= e s e
e T i T T T iy

29




