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Author’s Note

I THIS nook, T have done iy very best to express my thoughts and
feelings as accurately as possible. I have tried o do the sine when
1t comes o people, places, and events, although that 15 sometimes
more challenging, When wntnge of my time as a soall chald, 1t 1s
obvious that there is no way for me to remember the exact words
of conversations. But T do have a lifetime of experience with how
my parents tlked and acted, how T talk, and how [ have interacted
with other people over the yvears. Armed with that, T have recon-
structed scenes and comversations that accurately desenibe how |
thought, telt, and behaved at key times.

Memory s impertect, even tor Aspergians, and there might
well be passages in which T have nxed up people or chronologies.
However, this isn't a story with time-sensitive components, In most
cases, ['ve used people’s real nanies, but in cases where I do not
want to embarrass someone or where 1 can't remember some-
one’s nae, [ have vsed a psendonyin. In the case of characters that
appeared in my brother Augusten Burroughss fise inemoir, Riin-
ity with Scigsors, [ have vsed the same pseudonvins he used.

I hope all the people who appear in my book teel good about
my treatment of them. There are a tew who may not feel good,
and [ hope they at least teel T was fair. T thought very hard about
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my portravals of evervone, and I tried to treat the tougher scenes
with sensiavity and compassion.

Above all, 1 hope this book demonstrates once and tor all that
however robotic we Aspergians might seem, we do have deep
e1otions.



Foreword

by Augusten Burroughs

My B¢ BrOTHER and | were essentially raised by two ditterent sets
of parents. His mother and father were an optimistic voung couple
in their twenties, just starting out in their marriage, butlding a new
lite together. He was a voung professor, she was an arvstically
gitted homemaker. My brother called them Dad and Mamn.

I was born eight vears later. 1 was an accident that occurred
within the wreckage of their marriage. By the time [ was born,
our mothers mental illness had raken root and our father was a
dangerous, hopeless aleoholic, My brothers parents were hopetul
and excited about their futuire together, My parents despised each
other and were muserable together.

But mv brother and I had each other.

He shaped my young life. Frst, he tught me how to walk,
Then, armed with sticks and dead snakes, he chased me and |
learned how to run.

I oved him and T hated him, in equal measure,

When I was eight, he abandoned me. At sixteen, he was a
voung, undisciplined, unsupervised genins, loose in the world.
Owir parents didn’t ry to stop him from leaving, They knew they
couldn’t give him whatever it was he needed. But T was devastated.
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He would be away from home tor weeks. then suddenly
appear. And he dido’t just come home with direy laundry, he camne
home with stories about his life out there in the world. Stories so
shockimg and outhindish, so unspeakable and dangerous, they just
had to be true. Plus, he had the scars, broken nose, and stutted wal-
let to prove it all.

When he returned from one of his adventures, the tension
at home evaporated. Suddenly, evervone was lwghing. “Whart
happened nexe?” we had o know. He entertained s tor davs with
tales of his taintastical life, and [ always hared to see him leave, to let
him slip back into the world.

He was a natural and gitted storvteller. But when he grew up,
he becane a businessian, not a writer. And this always felt some-
‘I.".-'I:I'.E[ H"J'H‘i']:ﬂ to me. He was "'|'|.H.~':.-|;.':";-"'it‘l.|].. I“.It fone Ur ]'t'ih L'!]I'["]E‘.‘:ﬂ.‘*.’h
or  Ccustomers l'{]'lt“l."l.'.. ‘l.‘l.'li‘.l'llll'.:l. S ] ].'-'L‘]IIL"I.'L‘, IIIL‘ "'-[l'.I]'i.L".‘*i tllﬁ.’ Ipany
contained.

I myv memoir, Ruaning wath Scissors, T devote only one section
o 1[]"_!.-' U].l'.].t"]' 1]“][1“.‘[. E]L‘l'.ll'l!i-t.‘ [ saw Iljlll CVen ].1.“'51!% 11FL"L|1|L'[]'[1"}' liI.l.I['-
ing the vears in which those events are set. In the chaprer “He Was
Ratsed Withour a Proper Diagnosis,” [ describe some of Ins fasai-
nating behavior as a voung man who would later be diagnosed
with Aspergers syndrome, a nuld form of autism. Much to my
amazement, when I embarked on my first book tour, people wirth
Aspergers showed up and introduced themselves, Rumning with
Seissors contains (amoeng many mdiemities) a crazy mother, a psv-
chiatrist who dresses hike Santa, toilet bowl readings, 2 wonan |
mistook for a wolt, and a Christmas tree that just would not go
awav. And ver without fail, at every event, somebody approached
me and said, T have Aspergers syndrome, just like vour brother.
Thank vou tor writing about it Sometimes parents asked ques-
tons about their Asperger children. 1 was tempted to dispense
medical advice while | had their attenton, but | resisted.

Aren’t there any proper books for these people? 1 wondered. To my
amazement, I discovered there was not all that much out there on
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the subject. There were a tew scholarly works, and some sumpler
though stll clinical texts that made people teel the best they could
do for their Asperger children would be to buy them a mainframe
computer and not worry about teaching table nunners. But there
wis nothing that could even begin to describe my brother.

I wrote about him again in an essay in my collection Mayical
Thinking. And more people came forward. T began toving with the
idea of writing a book about him It would be fascinating, he would
love the process, and all I'd really have to do s start him alking and
type really, really fast. [ could keep the essays heartwarming title
("Ass Burger”) and add the subtitle “A Memoir of My Brother”
Though I emjoved designing the cover in my head, [ wasnt going
to be free to write the book that went inside itanvtime soon,

IN 2004, our father became terminally il and my brother became
distraught. confused, and fully human, For the fiest time ooy lite,
I saw hine weep openly as he sat at our father’s hospital bed and
stroked his head.,

It had the outward appearance of a touching moment between
tather and son, But I'd never seen my brother behave like this
betore, People with Aspergers don't access or show teelings, cer-
tanly not to ths extent, I'd never seen such an unbndled display
l;'l-[1 [ LY -I..:‘]'I_]HILIII:'I"[I-

I el contheted. On the one hand, 10 was a breakthrough, On
the other hand, 1ts a biv of an understatement to say there 15 a lus-
tory of mental illness in our family, so [ was worrted that 10 mighe
be less breakelonel than breakdonn,

Atter our father died, myv normally animated and “tail up and
activated” brother was depleted and sad. He started to worry about
his health and consider, perhaps tor the first time, his own morality.

Not knowing what else to do, [ sent him an e-mail about our
fathers death with the instrucoon “Write about 1" He responded
with a question. “What am [ supposed to write?” T explained that
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it might release some ot the sad teelings he was dealing with, and |
cave him the oldest rule in writing: Show, don't tell.
A tew days later, he sent me an essay about our father, about

visiting him in the hospital as he Loy dying, and the memories
mwost of them dark——that arose trom the past. It was stunnmgly
honest and undeniably beavttully written.

[ ke fie Tradd a story to tell, T thought, bur where the fiell did that
comte from?

The essay went up on oy website and quickly became the most
popular teature. Gratifvingly vet humblingly, abour as much mal
started to come i about him as about me. Will vou publish more
of his work online? Has he written anything else? How 18 vour
brother doing nows?

So, 1 March 2006, T said to him, “You should write a memonr,
About Asperger’s, about growing up not knowing what vou had.
A memoir where vou tell all vour stories, Tell everything”

Abour five minutes later, he e-mailed me a sanple chapter.
“Like this®” was the subject line of the e-mail.

Yoes, Like that,

Cmce agan, my brilliant brother had found a way o channel
his unstoppable Asperger energy and talent. When he decided to
research oor tamily history and create a tanuly tree, the document
ended up being more than two thousand pages long. So once the
idea of wrinng a memoir was in his head, he dove in with an
intensity that would send most people straght mto a psyelnatrie
hospital.

[11 2 very short period of tme, he'd completed Ins nuanuscript.
It goes without saving that I am swollen with pride over the result.
O course it's brlliant; my big brother wrote it. But even 1t it
hadn't been created by my big, lumbering, swearing, unshaven
“early man” sibling, this is as sweet and funny and sad and true and
hearttelt 2 memoir as one could tind—urtterly unspoiled, unintlu-
enced, and original.

My brother, after thirty years of silence, is a storveeller again.
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I cannot tell you how many times T heard that sholl, whining
refrain, It started about the time T got to frst grade. T heard it from
parents, relatives, teachers, principals, and all manner of other
peaple. T heard it so often T began to expect to hear it

Sometimes 1t would be punceoated by a jab fron a ruler or one
of those rubber-tipped pomters teachers vsed in those days, The
teachers would sav, “Look at me when 'm speaking to vou!” |
would squirm and continue looking at the floor, which would just
make them madder. [ would glance up at their hostle faces and
feel squirmier and more uncomfortable and unable to form words,
and [ would quickly look away,

My tather would say, “Look at me! What are vou hidingz™

“Nothing.”

It my tather had been drinking, he might interpret “nothing™ as
a smart-aleck answer and come atter me. By the time T was in
arade school, my father was buying his Gallo wine by the gllon
jug, and he had made a pretty big dent in a jug every evening
betore [ went to bed. He kept drinking long into the night, too.

He would say, "Look at me,” and | would stare at the abstrace
composition of empty wine bottles stacked behind the chair and
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under the table. 1 looked at anvthing but him. When I was lirde.
ant and hid from him, and sometimes he chased me while waving
his belr, Somenmes my mother would save me, sometimes not.
When [ got bigger and stronger and amassed a fornudable collec-
tion of knives (about age twelve), he realized [ was becoming dan-
cerous and quit betore coming to a bad end over "Look me in
the eye.”

Evervone thought they understood v behavior, They thought
it was simple: T was just no good,

"Nobody trusts a man who won't look them in the eye”

“You lock like a crinumal.”

"You're up to something. [ know itl”

Most of the dime, Twasn't ] didnt know why they were getting
agitated. I didot even understand what looking someone in the eve
meant, And vet T felt ashamed, because people expected me to doit,
and 1 knew it, and vet T didn’t. So what was wrong with me?

“Sociopath”™ and “psyvcho™ were two of the most common
field diagnoses for my look and expression. T heard it all the time:
“T've read about people ke vou, They have no expression because
they have no feeling, Some of the worst murderers in lnstory were
sociopaths.”

| camie to believe what people smd about mie, becaunse so muany
sandd the same thing, and the realization that 1 was defective hurt. |
became shyer, more withdrawn. T began to read about deviant per-
sonalities and wonder 1if I would one day "o bad.” Would | grow
up to be a Killer? I had read that they were shifty and didn’t look
people in the eves,

[ pondered it endlessly. [ didn't attack people. T didn't starr fires.
I didn't torture amimals. [ had no desire to kill anvone, Yet. Mayhe
that would come later, though. T spent a lot of time wondering
whether [ would end up in prison. [ read about them and deter-
mined that the tederal ones were nicer. It [ were ever incarcerated,
I hoped for a medivm-security federal prison, not a vicious state
prison like Atdca,
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I was well mto my teenage vears before T frigured out that |
wasn't a killer, or worse. By then, I knew I wasn't being shiftv or
evasive when [ failed to meet somcone’s gaze, and I had started to
wonder why so many adults equated thae behavior with shutuness
and evasiveness, Also, by then I had met shifty and scunmy people
who did look me in the eve, making me think the people who
complained about me were hypocrires,

To this day, when | speak, | find visual input to be distracting.
When [ was vounger, it I saw something interesnng [ night begin
ro watch it and stop speaking entirely. As a grown-up, [ don’t usu-
ally come to a complete stop, but I may still pause it something
catches mv eve. Thats why [ usually look somewhere neutral—at
the ground or oft into the distince—when I'm talking to some-
one. Because speaking while warching things has always been dith-
cult for me, learning to drive a car and @ik at the sane time was a
tough one, but I mastered 1t

And now T know it is pertectly natural tor me nor to look at
someone when I rlk, Those of us with Asperger’s are just not
comtortable domg it In fact, T don’t really understand why itk
considered normal to stare at someone’s eveballs,

It was a creat relief to fimally understand why [ don't look
people n the eve, It [ had known this when [ was vounger, [ mught
have been spared a lot of hurt.

SINTY YEArs aco, the Austrin psvehiotrist Hans Asperger wrote
about children who were smart, with above average vocabulary,
but who exhibited a number ot behaviors common o people with
autism, such as pronounced deticiencies in social and commumica-
rion skills, The condition was named Asperger’s syndrome in 1981,
[n 1984, it was added to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Menial Disorders used by mental health protessionals.

Aspergers has alwavs been with us, but 1t% a conditon that has
Hown under the radar unul quite recently, When T was a child,
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mental heath workers incorrectly diagnosed most Aspergers as
depression, schizophrenia, or a host of other disorders.

Asperger’s syndrome st all bad. Tt can bestow rare gitts, Soine
Aspergians have truly extraordinary matoral insight into complex
problems. An Aspergian cluld may grow up to be a brilliant engi-
neer or scientist. Some have pertect pitch and otherworldly nisi-
cal abilities. Many have such exceptional verbal skills thar some
people refer o the condition as Lirtle Professor Syndrome. Burt
don’t be musled

most Aspercian kids do not grow up to be col-
lege protessors. Growing up can be rough,

Aspergers exists along a continuum—some people exhibit the
svinptonis to such a degree that therr ability to funcoon alone in
society 15 seriously impaired. Others, like me, are affected mildly
I.‘]H:II.IE.._."]I tI:ILE[ []11."':.' Calll I'II.IL'.L' l]'ll'."ir LT "L"L":l'fn'.. '.Iti:'i.']' il I-E'I"illl.';.:lll. Soine
Aspergians have actually been remarkably successtul by finding
work that showcases their unique abilities,

And Asperger’s is turning out to be surprisingly conunon: A
February 2007 report from the federal Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention says that 1 person in 150 has Asperger’s or some
other autistic spectrum disorder. Thats almost two milhion people
i the United States alone.

Aspergers is something you are born with—not something
that happens later in life. Tt was evident in me at a very early age,
but, unformnately, no one knew what to look for. All my parents
knew was that [ was ditferent from the other kids, Even as a tod-
dler. an observer would have thought that I was not quite right. |
walked with a mechanical, robonc gait. T moved clumsily. My
tacial expressions were rigid, and 1 seldom similed. Otten T tailed
to respond to other people at all. T acted as it they weren’t even
there. Most of the ame, | staved alone, in mv own lirtle world,
apart from my peers. [ could be complerely oblivious to my sur-
roundings, rotally absorbed in a pile of Tinkertoys. When [ did
interact with other kids, the interactions were usually awkward. |
seldom met anvone’s gze,
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Also, I never sat sull: I bobbed and weaved and bounced. But
with all that movement, 1 could never catch a ball or do anything
athletic, My grandtather was a track star in college, a runner-up tor
the United States Olvmpic Team. Not me!

It 1 were s child today, it is possible that an observer would pick
up on these things and reter me tor evaluation, thereby saving me
from the worst of the experiences I describe in this book. T was, as
my brother said, rased withour a diagnosis,

[t was a lonely and painful way to grow up.

Asperger’s is not a disease. [t's a way of being. There is no cure,
nor s there a need for one. There 15, however, a need tor knowl-
edze and adaptation on the part ot Aspergian kids and ther tami-
lics and friends, T hope readers—especially those who are strugeling
to crow up or live with Asperger’s—will see that the owists and
LU .II]L:[ 'lIl'II'.'I:'l'l'I‘n.'I_‘I'ItIﬁ'.I'II'.II I'.'I]ﬁ'.l'i{'t""i I II'I.II.:[L1 ]1."1.' (o 2 rl'l'l_‘['['!g.' EUUL] Il.ﬁ.",
and will learn from my story.

It took a long while tor me to get to this place, to learn who 1
a. My days of hiding in the corner or crawling under a rock are

ower, | ain ]muld toy be an ﬂﬂ]‘-ft}_{i.ﬂ]-
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I[ WWils I.I:I‘I.xl'.llll'.'l."i".-'i.lhll.' o e [I]:IL L]]L‘fL‘ I'."Ul'l]li.:l. 1'3'4_' niGre [!'ILI'[:I LI
way to play in the dire, but there it was, Doug couldn’ get it right.
And that’s why I whacked him. Bang! On bothy ears, just like T saw
ot The Three Stooges. Being three vears old was no excuse tor dis-
E'I‘ﬂl.L']'].":.' i.'1|:|:h' l].'ll1[[2"i.

For examiple, T would use v mothers kitchen spoon to scoop
out a ditch. Then, | would caretully lay out a line of blue blocks. |
never nuxed my food, and I never mixed my blocks, Blue blocks
went with blue blocks, and red blocks with red ones, But Doug
would lean over and put a red block on top of the blue ones.

Couldn't he see how wrong that was?

Atter [ Iad whacked him, [ sat back down and plaved. Cor-
[:.'L'tl}',

sometimes, when I got frostrated with Doug, myv mother
would walk over and vell at me. [ don't think she ever sow the
terrible things he did. She just saw me whack him. I could vsually
ignore her, but it my father was there, too, he would get really mad
and shake me, and then [ would crv.

Most of the time, [ liked Doug. He was mwy tirst friend. Bue
sonie of the things he did were just too much tor me to handle. [
would park iy truck by a log, and he would kick dirt on it, Our
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o would give us blocks, and he would heap hus ina sloppy pile
and then gigele abour it It drove me wild.

Our playdates came to an abrupt end the tollowing spring.
Dougs father graduated from medical school and they moved far,
tar away to an Indian reservation in Billings, Mentana, T didn’t
reallv understand that he could leave despite my wishes to the con-
trary. Even it he didnt know how to play correctly, he was my
only regular plavmare. T was sad.

[ asked my mother abour him each time we went ro the park,
where [ now plaved alone. “I'ni sure hie'll send vou a postcard,” my
mother said, bur she had a funny look on her tace, and | didn’t
know what o make of it It was troubling,

[ did hear the mothers whispering, but I never knew what they
Hmicant.

Cdrovwned 1 an IrTrigation ditch ..~

. the water was only six inches deep . ..

- mwist have tallen on his face .. 7
o his mother couldn’t see him, so she went outside and
tound him there . .7

Whar is an trvigation: diecli? T wondered, All T could figure out
was, they weren't talking about me. I had no idea Doug was dead
until years later,

Looking back, mayvbe my friendship with Doug wasn’t the best
omen. But at least | stopped whacking other kids. Somehow [ fig-
ured out that whacking does not foster lasting friendshap,

Thar fall, my mother enrolled me at Phaladelphia’s Muolberry
Tree Mursery School. [t was a small building with kids™ drawings
on the walls and a dusty plaveround enclosed with 2 chain-link
tence, Tt was the first place where 1 was thrown together with chil-
dren | dida't know: [t didn't go well.

At tirse, Twas excited. As soon as [ saw the other kids, [ wanted
to meet them. | wanted them to like me. Bur they didn’t. [ could
not figure out why, What was wrong with me? 1 partcularly
wanted o anake friends with a liede girl named Chuckie. She
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seerned to like rucks and trains, just ke me. [ knew we must have
a lot in common.

At recess, [walked over to Chuckie and patted her on the head.
My mother had shown me how o pet my poodle on the head to
make triends with him. And my mother petted me sometinies,
too, especially when I couldn’ sleep. So as tar as T could tell, pet-
ting worked. All the dogs my mother told me to pet had wagged
their tatls. They liked i 1 hgured Chuckie would like it, oo,

Surack! She it me!

startled, T ran awav. That dide’t work, | said to myselt, Maybe 1
frave to pet her a linele louger to inake friends. I ean pet her with a stick so
e can’t snack me. But the teacher intervened.

“lohn, leave Chuckie alone. We don't hit people with sticks.”

“Twasn’t hitting her. I was trving to pet her)”

“People aren’t dogs. You dont pet them. And vou don’t use
sticks.”

Chuckie eyed me warily. She staved away for the rest of the day.
But T didn't give up. Maybe she ilees me and doesi't kenrone it 1 [llnugllt.
My mather often told me I would like things T thonght T wounldn',
and somietimes she was night.

The next day, 1 saw Chuckie playing m the big sandbox with a
wooden truck. I knew a lot about trucks, And I knew she wasn't
plaving with her truck correctly. T would show her the right way.
She will adnrve e aned we will be frieads, 1 thought, T walked over to
her and took the truck away and sat down,

“Miss Laird! John ook my truck!™

That was fast!

U1 did not! T was showing her how to play with it! She was
doing it wromg!™ But Miss Laird beheved Chuckie, not me. She
led mie away and gave me 2 truck ot my own, Chuckie didn't tol-
low. But tomorrow was another day. Tomorrow, I would succeed
in making triends.

When womorrow came, | had a new plan. T would ulk to
Chuckie. T would tell her about dinosaurs, T knew a lot about
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dinosaurs, because my father took me to the museum and showed
me. Sometimes [ had scary dreams about them, but owverall,
dinosaurs were the most interesting thing I knew of.

[ walked over to Chuckie and sat down.,

Ul ke dinosaurs. My tavorite is the brontosaurus. He's really
big.”

Chuckie did not respond.

“He's really big bur he juse eats plants. He cars grass and trees.

“He has a long neck and a long tail.”

Stlence,

"He's as big as a bus,

“Bur an allosaurus can ear him.”

Chuckie sall didn’t sav anvthing, She looked intently ar the
cround, where she was draowing in the sand.

“Twent to see the dinosaurs at the musewim with my dad,

“There were little dinosaurs, too.

"I really like dinosaurs. They're neat!”

Chuckie got up and went inside. She had complerely ig-
nored me!

[ looked down at the ground where she had been staring. W
was she fooking ar that was so imteresting? There was nothing there,

All my attempts to make a fnend had taled. 1 was a tatlure, |
bewan to cry. Alone in the corner of the plavground, [ sobbed and
sinashed the tov truck into the ground again and again and again,
until my hands hurt oo much to do itanvimore,

At the end of recess, 1 was stll there, sitting by mvself. Staring
into the dirt. Too humiliated to tace the other kids. Wiy don s they
likee e Whaes wrong witle me? That was where Miss Laird found me.

“Its tme o go back inside” She grabbed my little paw and
tovwed me in. [ wanted to roll vp in a ball and disappear.

ILECENTLY, ONE OoF my friends read the passage above and said,
“shit, John, vou're sull that way now.” Hes right. I am. The only
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real ditterence 1s that 1 have learned what people expect in com-
mon soctal situations. So 1 can act more normal and there’s less
chance U'll ottend anyone. But the ditterence is stll there, and it
alwavys will be.

People with Aspergers or autism often lack the feelings of
empathy that natrally guide most people in their interactions
with others. Thats why it never occurred to me that Chuckie
might not respond to petting i the same way a dog would. The
ditference between a small person and o medinm-sized dog was
not really clear to me. And it never occurred to me that there
might be more than one way o play with a tov ruck, so | could
not understand why she objected to my showing her.

The worse of 10 was, 1y teachers and most other I'.II_"I}I'.IIL‘ SIW
my behavior as bad when T was actually orving to be kind, My
good intentions made the rejection h'_-; Chuckie all the more
paintul. I'd watched my parents talk to other grovwn-ups and T hg-
vred I could talk to Chuckie. But T had overlooked one key thing:
Successfil conversations require a give and take betiveen botli people.
Being Aspergian, T missed thar, Totally,

I never interacted with Chuckie agam.

[ stopped tryving with anv of the kids. The more T was rejected,
the more I hurt iside and the more I retreated.

[ had better luck dealing with grown-ups. My disjointed replies
didn’t bring the conversanon to an abrupe hale. And 1 tended 1o lis-
ten to them more than 1 lstened to kids, because [ assumed they
knew more. Grown-ups did grown-up things. They didn't play with
tovs, so [ didn't have to show them fow to play. It [ ried to pet a
crown-up with a stick, he'd take it awav. He wouldn't humiliate me
by velling and running to the teacher. Grown-ups explined things
to me, so | learned from them. Kids weren't so good at that,

Maost of the time, | played by myselt. with my toys, 1 liked the
more complex tovs, especially blocks and Lincoln Logs. [ still
remember the tste of Lincoln Logs, When | wasn't chewing
them, [ made forts and houses and fences, When T got a little
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bigger, I got an Erector Set. I was very proud ot that. T bunlt my
first machines with the Erector Set.

Machines were never mean to me. They challenged me when |
tried to feure them out. They never tricked me, and they never
hurt my teelings, | was in charge of the machines, I liked thae. [ telt
safe around them. I also telr sate around animals, most of the time,
[ petted other people’s dogs when we went ro the park. When |
cor my poodle, I made friends with him, oo,

“Look what vour grandpa Jack sent vou, John Elder!™ (My par-
ents named me John Elder Robison to honor my great-grandpa
John Glenn Elder, whe died betore 1 was born.) My dad had
brought home a wooly, ill-tempered, and probably genetically
defective dog, most likely a reject from some dog pound. Bue |
didn’t know that. 1 was Bscinated. He growled at me and wet the
ﬁl'.lli'lll' "|"|.']'|L‘T:I ney rllt]]t"'l.' 'E'Il" ]Iil'll LII;'.i"n.'I.'I'I.

I wasn't scared of him, because he was considerably smaller
thann me. I had not ver learned that sharp teeth can come in small
I.HH"]*:.'.[EL""L-

“Poodles are very smart dogs” my father told me,

Mavbe he was smart, but he wasn't very triendly. | named him
Poodle, beginning a long traditton ot functional pet nanung. |
didn't really know what to do with a dog, and I was always squeez-
iz i and grabbing s wal and vanking in an effort to fgure that
out. He bit me whenever | vanked too hard. Sometimes he bt
hard enough to make mw arms bleed, and [ would crv Years Later, |
told that story to my mother. who said, “John Elder, Poodle never
bit you hard encugh to make vour arms bleed! It he had. that
would have been the end of Poodle in our house” All T could say
to that was “Little bites are a big deal to little people” And that’s
how [ remember it,

Omee, [ locked him in my room and he got out. He chewed a
dog-sized hole in the bedroom door. We found him lving in the
sun in the backyard.
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Seeing that, tried chewing the door myselt. My teeth barely
made a dentin the paint, I didn’t even manage to bite a splinter out
ot the wood. I realized that Poodle had very sharp teeth. T learned
to put mmy tovs away betore [ went to bed every night. It 1 forgot,
Poodle would come in during the night and eat them.

My parents didnt like Poodle because he ate their turniture.
Drespite that, Poodle and 1 slowly became friends. T was always a
little wary of him, though, because I never knew what he'd do.

Qur home wasn't very happy. The doe are my tovs and
stapped, and my parents always fought. One night, 1 awoke to
them velling at each other in the next room. They often fought at
might when they thought 1 was asleep, Tt was alwavs stresstul and
unsettling to me, but this gme was different. My mother was cry-
ing in addition to velling, She didn’c usually crv.

“Momma!” T velled loud to make sure she heard e,

“It’s okay, John Elder, go to sleep” She came m and patted me
ot the head, but she went right back out.

T dide'e like thar ar all. Usually, she sat with me, and petted e,
and sane to me ull T tell asleep. Wiiere did she go? Whar's goiug on?

The loud fights were disturbing becavse [ was sure they were
fighting about me, and [ knew 1t they got tired of me they could
Just leave me somewhere to tend tor nyselt, [ thought, I have to be
really good, so they won't ger rid of nie.

So | tried to be very quiet and acr asleep. | figured that’s what
they expected.

“He'll go back o sleep.” my mother said, quietdy. Hearing that,
[ was wide awake, and even more scared,

“MNo, he won't,” my tather cried. "He'll remember this night
when he’s forty” And then he started sobbing, too, Anvthing that
made both of them crv most be very, very bad.

“Daddy! Don't make Monwna cry!” 1 could not help myselt. |
wanted to hide under the bed bur [ knew they'd find me. I was
terrified.
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My mother came back in and sang sottly to me, but she
sounded funny, After a tew minutes, though, I fell into a troubled
slecp.

Much later, 1 learned thar my father had been having an atbur
with a secretary from the German deparoment at the university
where he was studving. My mother told me she looked just like
her. T guess the aftair unraveled thar nighe, and my parents” mar-
riage unraveled some more, too, That was when mv father started
Lo Tl mean.

When | woke up the next morning, he was still in bed. He
wasn T at school. "Your tather is tred.” my mother said. "He's rest-
g, [ walked over to hin, He smelled normal, and he was snor-
ing. I left him alone and mv mother walked me to school like she
always did.

When T got home from school, my father was gone. And that
might, he didn’t come home.

“Where is my dad?”

“Your tather is in the hospital” my mother said. in a strained
VOICE.

“Like when he broke his arm?™ T asked hopetully.

The vear betore, my father had fallen on the icy sidewalk 1n
tront of our house, Luckily tor us, the Umiversity ot Pennsylvania
Hospital was just a few blocks from where we lived. 1 didn’t like
the sinell of the place, though, and 1 was already suspicious of the
doctors there because they gave me shots, It owas bad that he was
in there.

“Yes, 105 like when he broke his arnn, We'll go see him tomor-
rovw. He's gotten exhavsted by his schoolwork and he needs 1o
rest.”

Thart lett me teeling anxious, since I got tired and took naps
every day. What if wake npin the hospital? 1 was almost too scared
to take a nap again. | was scared to go to sleep that night, too.

When my mother took me to see him, a nurse with a kev let us
into his roon. 1 had not realized they could lock people up in a
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hosprtal. 1 resolved to be even meore caretul whenever my mom
took me to the doctor. The visit was unsettling, because he didn’t
siell right, and he dido’tace quite right.

My father did simale when he saw me. He said, “Hev, son, come
here!” He grabbed me and picked me up, which made me very
anxious, He squeezed me and his tace was all scratchy, "Il be okay.
U'll be home soon,” he said. He put me down and I backed away.

He ended up “resting” tor a whele month. He stll looked tired
when he came home,

Shortly after miy tather came back, myv mother took me on a
vacation to see her parents in Georgia. [ didn't like it much down
there, The house smelled like old wooden marches, and the water
tasted funny,

“It% the sulfur in the water,” they said, but no one could rell e
wihy they put sultur in the water down there,

When we got back trom Georgia, my dog was gone.

“Where's Poodlez™ T asked. T was alarmed.

“He ran away,” my father said. But he didn’t sound right. 1
wondered what had really happened.

“Did vou do something to Poodle?™ T asked ham.

“Mo!” he shouted, "Your dog ran away!” His sudden velling
scared me,

[ knew then that my father had done something bad to my dog,
but I didnt know whar, and 1 was afraid 1o ask. T was much more
alrard of mv father after that, That tear lasted unul [ became a
teeriger and was able to defend myselt.

As my parents fought more, nwy taither got meaner. Especially at
night. He was nastiest then, because he had started drinking wine.
It he got mad at me, he'd spank me. Really hard. Or else he'd pick
me up and shake me. [ thought my head nught come oft,

After my father graduated. it was time for him to hind a job.
The one he picked was all the way across the country, in Seattle,
Washingron. It took us a whole month to drive there, in our black
VW Bug. 1 really liked that VW T sull have a picture of myselt
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standing by the front bumper. [ used to crawl mnto the well behind
the backseat to hide. I'd look out the back window at the sky and
imgine [was Hying through space,

[t's been many vears since 1 could fit inte a space that small,

[ liked squeezing mvself up tight ina tinv ball when [ was little,
hiding where no one could see me. I sull like the reeling of Iving
under things and having them press on me. Today, when I lie on
the bed Tll pile the pillows on top of me because it feels better
than a sheet. I've heard that’s commeon with aunstic people. T was
certainly happy back there in the VW, curled up in a little ball on
that scratchy grav carpet.

[t was a great tine. There were no other kids to hure my feel-
ings. My mom and dad tlked to e all dav. Best of all, there was
no fighting at night, And there were fun new things to see all the
tme, like Mount Rushmore. T was impressed by the presidents
carved in the side of the mountain, but I was even more excited
when I tound there was an Indian reservation at the base.

“Can we see Doug?™ Tasked.

“Thisisn't the reservation his parents moved o] My mom had
1 sad look. " They moved to Montana, and this s Soath Dakota.
Thevre a long way from here.”

When we arrived m Seattle, we moved mto an apartment coni-
plex that was full of more kids than 1 had ever seen. As soon as |
saw them, [ wanted o go outside and join m, to be part of the kid
pack. But it didn’t work out that way,

The leader of the kid pack was a six-vear-old named Fonne
Fonson. He was almost two years older than me, a really big kid.
Foonnie and his kid pack plaved cowboys and Indians. They would
run back and torth across the grassy square in the nuddle of our
apartment complex, shouting, “Gitty up, gitty up, Ronson's cow-
boys.” They waved lariats and shot cap guns as they ran back and
torth. It was very exciting. | wanted to be part ot it.

[ tried running back and torth with them.
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“What are you doing? You aren’t a cowboy!™ Hihar? 1 looked at
him, and I looked av myselt. Wy was fre a cowboy and I wasn't?

Isaid, "Tam too a cowboy!”

“Mo, vou're not! Youre a monkev face!” And he rin off, As |
stood there, Ronnie’s cowboys ran back and forth past me, saving,
“Monkey Face!” every time they went by,

They would never let me be a cowbov. T was angry, and sad, and
humiliared. T would never hic in, Why was T alive? [ ran back to our
apartment, cryvine. My mother picked me up and sat me n her lap.

“What's wrong?™

“1 just don't know how to make friends,” | sobbed. “MNo one
likes me”

My mother didn’t know what to say, but she petted me, and |
calmed down. I looked out the window at Ronson’s cowbovs, and
then sat down to work on Chippy, my tractor. Cluppy was never
mean to e, [ alwavs gor along with machines. Even back then.

Chur time in Seattle was probably the best family nme of my
childhood, even though T dide’t have moch luck making friends.
My tather took us camping almost every weekend. He showed me
how to be a woodsman, We looked at books together, especially
the Boy Scowt Hoodananr maonual. T can sull remember the pictures
that showed how to make o trap, and the correct way to step over a
fallen log,

I dreamed about trapping wolves and bears, but sarter snakes
and froes were as close as 1 oot And Dve never ftoreotten the
woodsian’s log-crossing techmques thae | learned at five,

I was happy to discover that there were woods behind our
apartinent in Seattle. I liked it in the woods, When T was sad, [
would go there and sit and thiok, and T would do woodsman
things. That alwavs made me teel better.,

The woods seemed vast to me, but they were really only a tew
hundred teet deep. [ know they didn’t seem so huge to my parents,
because thev always told me not to go all the way through them
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and get onto Aurora, the big highway on the other side. They told
e the highway went all the way to Alaska.

"Don't vou go out by the highway, Someone nughe steal 1y
baby bov!” 1 didn’t want to be stolen, so [ staved clear,

There were o tew other kids that weren't part of Ronnie’s pack,
and 1 got to know them slowly. We were the runts ot the litter, the
misfits, One ot the other mistits=—mostly due ro his small size—
was Jett Crane, who was a vear and a halt vounger than me. Jetts
mother became friendly with my mother, and we used to go 10
their aparoment and visit. Jett had big brothers and a big sister, too,
but they weren't interested in us. S0 we plaved rogether.

Since 1 was older, T knew more than he did. 1 showed him
things, like frogs and plants and how to make fors—all the things
ol ﬁ"r'ﬁ.“}"t‘.':lr-li'.l]l'.l I{[]u'l."-,'h i'l]ll.i o t]'l]‘-l."l.'-':l.-'l..‘i.l]“i]']d WIS [0 11.'.||"l:|. SO -
times we canght small snakes and put them i glass jars. Jelfs older
brother came out and helped with snake catching, We had o
punch holes in the metal tops so they could breathe.

Doing things with Jett showed me that livder kids would look
up toone as a teacher. I telt good about that. Of course, kids always
think they know the answers. The difference m mv case was that
most of the tme, [ actually did, Even at five, T was beginning to
understand the world of things better than the world of people.

When we moved from Seattle to Pitsburgh the next year, I gave
Chippy to Jeft. Chippy was the first valuable thing [ owned, and the
hrst thing [ eave away, but it seemed right because Jeff was my first
real friend. He was vounger than me, but he was smuart, and he
looked up to mie, and he didn't make tun of me like the bigger kids.
Besides, T was almost too big to drive Chippy anvimore, and mwy
parents had said thev'd get me a bike when we got to Pittsburgh. |
knew that having a bike was a sign of being a Big Kid. And mavbe
when | was a Big Kid, the other kids would Tike me.
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A Permanent Playmate

Jnhn Elder, were going to move back to Pennsvlvania” my
E'Itl]ll.'l' '.l'l:ll'tl'.l'lll'lt'l'_‘l.,i T "1'11.!‘. "l.'l.']'IL"'[] I]I_1 el et i]l'.I]'I'I'L" I?I'HII'I. ‘H']H“'.I]- l Whls
more interested in the pile of silver dollars T had just discovered in
his drawer. They were old and heavy, and some were trom the
1880s, But he insisted on relling me about moving. He took the
silver dollar out of myv hand and <aid it agan,

“John Elder, we're moving soon!”

Takme the silver dollar away did ger my attention. But as 1
think back on events hke this, [ realize my parents were not always
very affectionate toward me. Did they even want a child? T'll never
koo,

With my attenton now o my father, Lasked, “Are we moving
to the same place we hved before?™

“MNo, this nme its Pitsburgh,” my father said. He thought he'd
tound a permanent job. I'd be starting hrst grade in the Pittsburgh
schoals, with a new pack of kads. I was sad to sav good-bye to my
friend Jeft, but T wasn't very happy in Seattle, so [ didn’t mind
IMOVITLE AWaY.,

| had learned something from my humiliations at the hands of
Ronnie Romson and Chuckie and all the other kids T'd tried and
failed to make friends with, T was starting to figure out that T was
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ditterent. But I had a positive outlook. T would make the best of
ny lot in lite as a defective child.

[13 Pitsburgly, T hnally started learning how to make friends. 1
knew now that kids and dogs were ditferent. 1 dido't try to per kids
anyimore, or poke them with sticks. And at nine vears ot age, [ had
a lte-changing revelanon.

[ figured out how to talk to other children.

[ suddenly realized that when a kid said, "Look at miv Tonka
truck,” he expected an answer that made sense in the context ot
what he had said. Here were some things I might have said prior to
this revelation in response to “Look at my Tonka muck™

a) 1 have a helicoprer”

b T want some cookies.”

¢} My o is mad at me today”
d} “T rode a horse at the tair”

I was so used to living inside mwy own world that T answered
with whatever [ had been thinking. It T was remembermg riding a
harse at the far, it didn™ matrer 1F a kid came up to me and sid,
“Look at my truck!” or “My moim is in the hospital!™ 1 was sull
colnge to answer, 1 rode a horse at the tair,” The other kids words
did not change the couwse of my thoughts, Tt was almost like |
didn’t hear him, But on some level, T did hear, because | re-
sponded, Even though the response didn’t make anv sense to the
person speaking to me,

My new understanding changed that. All of a sudden, [ realized
that the response the kid was looking tor, the correct answer, was:

¢} “Thats a neat truck! Can | hold 27
Even more important, [ realized that responses A, B, C, and D

would annoy the other kid, With mv newtound social brilliance, |
understood why Roennic’s cowboys hadn't wanted to tlk to me.
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Maybe that was why Chuckie had 1ignored me, too. (Or mavbe
Chuckie was just another detective kid, like me. Atter all, she did
like wucks, and she did look ar the dirc when I talked)

After 1 suddenly got it, my answers nuade sense—most of the
tine. [ wasn't ready to be the lite of the party, but [ was able to par-
ticipate, Conversations no longer came to a screeching hale, Things
were getting better.

[y come ways, the grown-ups around me had actually kepr me
from fguring tdus out sooner. Aduls—almost all family memibers
or triends of my parents—would approach me and say something
fo stare a conversation. If my response made no sense, they never
told me. They just plaved along. So 1 never learned how to carry
on a conversation from tlking to grown-ups, because they just
adapred to whatever T sard. Kids, on the other hand, ot mad or
frustrated.

How do normal kids figure this out? They learn it from seeing
how other kids react to their words, something my brain is not
wired to do, T have since learned that kids with Aspergers don't
pick up on common social cues, They don't recocnize a lot of
body linguage or facial expressons. | know 1 didn't. T only recoe-
nized pretry extreme reactions, and by the nme things were
extremie, 1t was usually too late,

With my incredible new skalls, Tnade friends right away. T met
the Mevers girls across the street, Christine and Lisa, I nade friends
with Lenny Persichetu, five doors down, We lormed a kid pack,
plwing hide-and-seek and building torts in the woods. We hung out
in the garage behind our house, where some older kids had tormed
a band. My new triends and I roamed the neighborhood, exploring
things without our parents tor the fist time. Lenny and 1 found
abandoned castles and ruins and ancient machinery lidden in the
woods ot Frick Park. There were all sorts of things to explore.

That summer. we became Big Kids. We were free. No one was
warching vs. 1 loved it, because all of a sudden, | was no longer
alone, Then [ gor another big surprise,
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“lohn Elder, I'm going to have a baby!™ my mother said,

I didn’t know what to sav. Would it be a sister. I wondered? 1
hoped not. What good would a little sister be? A brother would be
better. Yes. A litele brother! For me! I would have my own perma-
nent plavoate,

Mom got bigger and bigger and [ was able to listen to the baby
inside. I was excired.

Cmy the dav the baby was born, nwy mothers brother Mercer
came and stived with me while v parents went to the hospital. |
couldn’t wait to see my new brother. My uncle drove me ro the
hiospital to see him tor the first time. He was just a few hours old.

“Christopher Richter Robison. What a beautful baby boy!™

"Do yvou want to hold hing” My mother was holding him
against her. He was any, sinaller than I'd imagined.

“Will he get bigger?™ Maybe he was a dwarf,

“You were the same size when yvou were born.” mv maother
said. It was hard o believe, but it T was that small once he would
I.'l']'l'.'.lh'.l].fl]":" gﬂ.]"l.".' l'l].'l'. Lo,

He was all red and kept Ius eves closed most of the tme. My
mother handed him to me. I expected him to strugele, like when |
picked up a dog or a cat, but he didnt do anything. 1 couldnt
really even teel him, all wrapped up ina blanket. It was very differ-
ent from picking up the dog. My own little brother, T was very
excited, but I was careful not to show ir, so they wouldn't tke him
away from me.

He came home wrapped 1in o yellow blanket, and my mother
put hin in a crib across the hall from me. T wene in and watched
hint, but he didn’t do anything. [ looked ar hiny, and sometimes he
looked back at me, but mostly he slept. He was neat,

“Be careful. You have to support his head.” | squeezed him
against me so he wouldn'® fall. T was always afraid his neck would
break like myv mother had said it could. Bur it never did.

[ looked down at him. " Can vou say anything?”
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He snorted,

“Is that itz" I poked him in the nose the way I'd seen myv par-
ents do. He yelled, Quickly, T picked him up and rocked him back
and torth. He quieted down, and snorted some more.

“T call vou Snort,” [ satd, Now he had a name,

I built a @ll crane with iy Erector Set and [ Litted Blocks up to
his crilv T began moving wooden blocks trom floor to crib. T was
hoping Snort would play with them. but he jusr stared.

“Look, Snort, I'm lifting blocks for vou.” Snort watched them
rise and fall,

“Meon, look, I made Snorea crane!™ [ was jealous, because my
mother spent all her tme with Snort. She had never ignored me
before.

“That's verv nice, John Elder” My mother tollowed me to
Snort’s crib, and she admired my crane. T even litted some blocks
tor her, and she took my picture. But she seemed fixated on s
name. “Your brothers name isn't Snore. [ts Christopher, Or Chris”
She had nor vet realized thae T would never call him Christopher
or Chris. T didn’t know e myselt ar that tme, but for some reason |
had a hard time with names, unless T made them up,

[ brought my friends over to see my new brother, “This is my
little brother, His name 1s Snort,” They were umpressed. None of
them had a |1-;11'.|‘5' brother. | couldn’t make him do much vet, bur |
knew he'd get bigger and then he'd be able to do things. [ was
proud of i,

Aovear passed, and he did learn more wicks, 1 tought him some,
and he learned others on his own, At one vear of age, he wasn't
really wsetul tor anvthing vet, but 1 could see the potential. Mean-
while, our parents were tighting even more, and they were talking
about moving, | wished Snort would get bigger so | could rlk to
him and have him answer back,

“Your father has been looking tor a permanent teaching job.
We're looking at owvo schools. One 15 in Ausan, Texas. The other is
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i Ambherst, Massachusetts” My tather had been looking tor that
permanent job for a few yvears now. More and more, my mother
wias doing the talking, My father was silent.

He was getting meaner. too. He had started drinkime some-
thing called sherry. 1 tried 1t but immediately spat it out. [ could
not imagine whiy he wanted w drink glass atter glass ot the stutt,
but he did. He sat by himselt ar the kitchen table and drank. and
ol meaner as 1t got Jater: T was learmng to stay away from him in
the evening,

[ had never been to Amherst or Austin, But from miv reading, |
knew Auvstin was home to poisonous snakes and Gila monsters, [t
was hot and drv. "Let’s go to Amberst,” I said. My parents agreed.

Omee again we moved, This tine we ended up in Hadlev, Mas-
sachusetts, a farming conunumty about six mules from the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts at Ambherst. My parents had both grown up
in the country, but all my life we'd lived in cities. Now we were in
the country. 1 was excited. We moved into an old tirmhouse,

Tt was buile in 1743, Tts one of the oldest hooses in wwn,
John Elder” My mother seemed proud of that,

There were cows in the tront and crops out back. My mother
mtroduced me to the lindlords, Mr, and Mrs. Barstow:. They seemed
nice. Mr. Barstow was the farmer who owned all the fields around
us. And best of all, his brother owned the farm next door, and they
had four Kids T could play with, With mv refined interpersonal skills,
I actually miade friends in Hadley right away, By the tme school
started, I even had buddies to sic with on the bus, [ had never ridden
a bus betore, bue ©didnt tell then that, T had learned not to reveal
anything that might subject me to more ridicule than [already got.

There was a mountain belind vs, and the Connecticur Raver
was visible through the trees across the road. It was the prettiest
place we'd lived. Atter school, the Barstow kids and [ climbed the
mountain and looked for amethysts, “They're purple. They're pre-
cious stones, like rubies,” Dave Barstow sard.
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Snort was getting bigger, too, He had learned how to sit up on
his own, and he crawled around after me. He lived in a pen
with rubber mesh sides. 1 took hin out when he velled and i
he became a pest T put him back., Occasionally, 1 would fip hus
pen upside down so Snort was inoa jail with o root. He didn't
like that.

[ decided ro teach Snort to walk, in the squash field alongside
the house. The plowed dirt was soft, so it wouldn hurt it he fell.
Plus, he was small and dido’t have far to fall anvway, T would hold
his Tietle paw and we'd walk down the rows to the end of the hield.
Then we'd turn and go back., When we started out, | had to litt
him by his paws and drag his feet on the ground so he'd ger the
idea to walk, He had a hard time but eventually T was able to lower
his arms and he'd stand on his own, That seemed hike progress. |
was pleased. Then I started letting o of him completely.

“Gao, Snort! Walk!™

The first time T did that, he velled and sat right down. I nudged
it with my toor and lifted him by a paw. He really wanted to
crawl,

“Come on, Snort, walk!” He tried siting down when | let zo
ot him, but 1 kept pulling him ap. Finally, 1 got him taking steps
while [ held onto hmn. He seemed proud of himselt, but 1t was
hard to tell because he stll just babbled. And 1 wasn't sure how
much [ could expect amvyway, because T sull thought he mght be
defective, He showed no mterest at all in readmge even though |
showed him my books and [ even read him stories.

sSoon | had hin walking on his own. He stll liked being picked
up, arud he still resorted to crawling, bur more and more he used
his hind legs exclusively to get around. When T saw hum tollowing
on tour legs, | would step in the nuddle ot his back and squash him
on the Hoor. Or [ would nudge Inm sideways with my foot,
upending him the way vou'd flip a turtle. He'd yell, but he got the
idea to walk, not crawl.
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“Two-wheel drve,” 1 said. "Not four-wheel drive”” Now that
was big, | read Motor Tiend magazine, and I telt sure the analogy
would be abvious to Snort,

By wintertine, he was toddhing all over. He wasn't talking
much vet, but my mother assured me he would. T had my doubts. 1
expected him to be doing more.

“Your brother is not detective! He's just a baby. He will be talk-
ing just like vou in a few years” My mother continued o stick up
tor him, even when contronted with the evidence, which annoved
me. Atter all, he wasn't talking, and he wasn’t reading.

[ tried to show him things, but he didn’t seem to study what |
showed hiny Usaally, he put whatever 1 handed him in his mouth.
He would oy to eat anvthing. 1 fed him Tabasco sauce and he
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people. Being a little brother, Snort learned to watch what he put
i his mouth,

For some reason, whatever I did to him, Snorestll idolized me.
I was bigeer, and T knew more. T liked having a little brother, Tt
made me feel more marure, “Warch out for vour brother,” my
mother would sav when we went outside to plav. T would walk and
he would toddle atter me, like a pet. 1 liked teeling responsible and
taking care of him, And [ did a good job ot it. Unlike some older
brothers, 1 never set him on fire, or cut off an arm or a leg, or
drowned him in the b, 1 ok really good care of Snort, and it
showed, He sot bigger every month, and he continued to follow
me around. He was thriving,

Gradually, he stopped snorting and drooling. He began to take
my tovs and play with them hinselt. My little brother was becom-
ing a nuisance. [t was time for a new name,

“snort, come here, You are getting bigger. So 've decided to
cive vou a new name. From now on, vou are going to be called
Varmine. Got iez”

“Varmine”
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He sid the word a tew times and toddled off to tell his mother
the news.

The croshing loneliness thar T had felt as 2 five-year-old was
mostly vone, Now [ only telt lonely on specal occasions, when |1
would be reminded of my interiority. When [ had o birthday, my
parents would bake a cake and get me some presents and everyone
rany around looking jollv. But every now and then [ got invited to
birthday partes tor other kids, and at those partes there would be
ren oF twenty kids, all ruming around laughinge. Those were the
cood parties, | thoughe Mine were crummy.

[ was seldom lwghing and happy, and 1 was never surrounded
by kids. I didn’t fully understand the reasons why, buc I knew their
situanon was better than mine, and it hurt to see what T was missing.

As T moved through school as another marginal kid, my dad
and miv teachers started forecasting miv future, They told me 1
would never amount to anything, They said T was headed tor a
career pumping gas or jail or the Army—if they would take me. 1
WS I'.'U[]l['.'l]"'}' ."Illd I "l.".-'["'l.]‘l.ll. 1l LI]:""P]}' [II.}"*S-L‘I.t-.

But I'd show them.
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B}-‘ the time T was twelve, T had progressed trom It he doesn’t
wet better, he may have to be instituttonahized™ to “He's a weird,
screwed-up kid” But although my communication abilites had
developed by leaps and bounds, people had ever higher expecta-
rons for me, and T began having wouble with what the therapists
called “inappropriate expressions.”

COme time, my mother had mwvated her friend Betsy over, | wan-
dered 1 as thev sat on the sofa, smoking cigarettes and wlking,

Betsy said, "Iid vow hear about Eleanor Parkers son? Last
Saturday he ot e by a tan and Killed. He was plaving on the
tracks.”

I snuled at her words. She torned to me with a shocked expres-
sion on her face. “What! Do vou think that's funny:”

I telt embarrassed and a little homiliated. "No, T guess not.” [
saidd as [ slunk away. [ didn’t know what to sav. | knew they thought
it was bad for me to be similing, but T didn’t know why T was
arinnimg, and I couldn’® help it. T didn't feel jov or happiness. At
the time, as [ approached my teenage vears, it was hard to bigure
out exactly whar | did feel. And 1 telt powerless to react any
differently,

As 1 lett, 1 could hear Besy, "What's the macter with thar boy:™
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My mother sent me to therapasts, all of whom focused on the
wrony things, Mostly, they made me teel worse than [ already did,
dwelling on my so-called evil and sociopathic thoughits, They were
all full of shit. They didn’t make me better, They just made me teel
worse. None of them figored out why 1 grinned when [ heard
Eleanor’s kid had been run over by a tram.

But now I know. And 1 tigured it out myselt,

[ didn’t really know Eleanor. And I had never met her kid. 5o
there was no reason for me to feel jov or sorrow on account of
anything that might happen to them. Here is what went through
my mind that summer day:

Sognreonte i Rilled.

Dyanin! ' plad T didn 't ger kilied,

[ gl Viwaneint or iy parvents didn’t ger Rilled.

e plad all iy friends are okay.

He wnnst fiave boena pretry desah bid, playing on tie traie iracks,

T wonld never get v over by a frain fike thai.

I plad P okay.

And at the end, T siiled with reliet, Whatever killed thar kid
was not coing to et me. I didnt even know hom, Te was all 2oimg
to be okay, at least tor me, Today my teelngs would be exactly the
same i that situation. The only ditterence 15, now | have better
control of iy facial expressions.

The fact 1s, from an evolutionary standpoint, people have an
imbred tendency o care about and protect themselves and their
inmediate tunily. We do not naturally care about people we don't
know, It ten people get killed in a bus crash in Brazil, T don’ teel
anvthing at all. T vnderstand intellecrually that its sad. but I don't
teel sad. But then [ see people making a big deal over it and it
puzzles and troubles me because | don’t seem to be reacting the
same way, For much of my lite, being ditterent equared to being
bad. even though I never thought of nyselt that way.,

“That’s terrible! Oh, T just feel awtul!™ Some people will cry
and carry on, and [ wonder .. . Do they really feel thai, or is it just a
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play for aftenmion? 1t is very hard tor me o know. People die every
minute, all over the world. If we tried to feel sorry tor every death,
our little hearts would explode.

As I've gotten older, 1 have tanght myselt to act “normal.” 1 can
do it well enough to tool the average person for a whole evening,
mavbe longer. But it all talls apart it 1 hear something thar elicits a
strong emaotional reaction trom me that is different from what
peaple expect, In an instant, in their eves, [ turn into the socio-
pathic killer 1 was believed to be torry vears ago.

Ten years ago, | got a call from the state police. "Your tathers
been in a car accident. He's being taken to the Greenheld hospiml.”

“Shie, thats terrible,” T said,

[ immediately fele anxious, almost nauscous, T was worried. |
was franne, Would he die? Within moments, I had dropped what 1
was doing and [ was speeding toward the Greenfield hospital.

As it happened, my father didn’t die. He and my stepmother
both recovered from that accident. But the sick, anxious feeling
did not leave me untl T had reached the hospital, seen them, alked
ro the docrors, and satnshied mvsell that they were going to be all
right.

[ contrast that m my mind with hearing the news that a plane
Just erashed in Uzbekistan, Fitty-six people are dead.

“Shit, thar’s terrible,” [ say,

To an observer, my reaction to those two events was the same.
But to me there 15 a meh-and-day ditference. Caring—aor pretend-
ing to care—about other people is a learned behavior. Its one ot
several kinds of empathy, [ suppose. 1 have true empathy tor my
Family and close triends. It T hear of something bad happening to
one of them, T teel tense, or nauseous, or anxious. My neck muscles
cramp. I get jumpy. That, to me, is one kind ot empathy that's “real.”

When something sore ot bad happens. [ don't have the physical
reaction but | still react to the news., When the bad news does not
involve danger, my immediate thought is, Whar con I do 1o fix
things?
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When [ was fourteen, my mother came home one day and
said, “John Elder. the cars on fire!” [ went downstairs and out to
the car. The inside was full of smoke I have to fix this for fier, |
thought, Awd I have co doar before sy father gets home,

[ opened the windows and disconnected the battery. When the
sioke cleared, T erawled under the dash and tound a wire trom the
cigarette lighter that was melted and burning. T cut it our and
repaired it and I removed the penny thar my mother had dropped
into the hhter socket. T did all that despire the tact thar the car was
hlthy and tull of cigarette butts and old paper matches, the most
disgusting things in the world to me. [ did it tor my mother,

That's another kind of empachy, T didn't have o fix the car. |
could have plaved dumb and she'd never have been any the wiser. |
would not have fixed it for anvone besides my mother, Bur I fele a
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[ have what you mught call “logical empathy™ tor people T don't
know, That is, T can understand that its a shame thar those
people died in the plane crash, And T understand they have fami-
lies, and they are sad. Bur T don’t have any physical reaction to the
news. And there’s no reason [ should, I don'’t know them and the
news has no etfect on my lite, Yes, 1ts sad, but the same day thou-
sands of other people died from muorder, acadent, disease, natural
disaster, and all manner of other causes. [ feel T must pur things
like this in perspective and save myv worry for things that truly
IAtter Lo e,

As o logical thinker, [ cannot help thinking, based on the evi-
dence, that many people who exhibiv dramatic reactions to bad
news iwvolving strangers are hypocrites. That troubles me. People
like that hear bad news trom across the world, and they burst into
watls and tears as though their own children have just been run
over by a bus. To me, they don't seem very ditterent from actors

and actresses—they are able to burst into tears on comnand, but

does it really mean anything?
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Otten those same people will turn to me and say things hike,
“What's wrong with vou? Youre not saving anything, Don't you
care that all those people got killed? They had Bunilics, vou
know!™

As T got older, 1 tound mysell in trouble more and more tor
saving things that were true, but that people didn’t want to hear.
did not understand e 1 developed some ability to avoid saying
what [ was thinking. But [ sall choughr e Ies just thar T didn' ler
on quite so often,
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A Trickster Is Born

Alumt this tine, [ fizured out one way to capitalize on iy dif=
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clown. Out of school, I became a trickster. T made quire a few mips
to the principal’s office in those years, Bur it was worth ir,

I was good at thinking up tricks. When T did, the other kids
langhed with me, not at me. We all Tinghed at the reachers or
whomever else [ poked fun at. As long as my pranks lasted, 1 was
popular, It telt great, having other kids adnire me and like me.

I didnn’e even have to ask the other kids to join in. They did e
on their own. And even it they didn’t, they never made fun of me
over iy tricks.

Of course, once | figured that out, 1 kept doing i, And 1 eot
better with nme,

I read all the time, and [ was learning all sorts of new things. In
fact. I kept the more interesting volumes ot the Encyclopacdia Bri-
tannitca next to my bed, T knew mv tractors or dinosaurs or ships or
atronomy or rocks or whatever else T was studying at that
IMcHnent,

People began looking at me and listening to me as it [ was a
prodigy. This was especially true of my family, my few friends, and
my parents’ close friends. They were a good audience, because
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they always seemed to like me, even when other people didn™.
Theyv saw how intently I studied things. They saw how often 1 was
right. and they heard the cerminey in my voice when I said things.
It seemed to be a case of “sav it and it must be so.”

[ had an idea: Perhaps | could create myv own reality. My first
experiments were relatively simple. When | pointed out stars and
constellations in the night sky to my grandparents, T added one.

“Theres the Big Dipper,” [ said. “See, over there. And over
there, that’s Orion.”

"You just know all vour stars, John Elder!” My erandmother
was npressed.

“And that bright star—that’s Sirius, the Dog Star. And that one
there, that’s Bovinius, the Cow Star.”

“Are vou pulling my leg, John Elder? T never heard of the Cow
Star.” My grandparents were skeptical,

“T read about 1t in my book ot mivthology. The one you bought
me. Cows arve sacred in India, and that’s their star. Wanna read
about irz”

“MNo, son, I'm osure vou're right.”

The trick was weaving enough truth into the story to make 1t
plausible. T pomted out stars and constellations they knew, and
then | showed them a new one. All the elements of my explana-
ton made sense. Mavbe there was 4 Cow Star after all.

And so Bovinius began to shine over Georgia, My erandfather
contied to spread the legend,

“Hevw, Jeb, look up there, You see that star? That's the goddamn
Cow Star. My grandson told me about it Kid read about it in a
book.”

“Cow Star, huh:”

“Yeah, Goddimn Indians. MNamed o goddamn star for a cow,”
my grandtather said,

“Indians?™

“Yeah, real Indians. From India.”

"Cow Star)”
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As [ got older and smarter, my pranks became better. more pol-
ished. More sophisticated. Sometimes my stories would acquire a
lite of their own.

I started out tricking my By, When my grandfather found
out e was being ricked, he thought it was funny. He encouraged
me. My tather was mean, and he was dangerous to trick. But it
worked with my maother and brother all the time. The vanishing
kid wick became a smple. | worked endless variations tor many
years.

The birst rime was when our mother left Varmint and me
rogether at the perting zoo at Look Park in Northampron, Look
Park was a supposedly sate place close to home. She went oft to
the bathroom, and to el us some snacks. She was LTI less than
five munutes, Varmint was six, and T was fourteen. T had a sudden
fash of inspiration.

“Quick, Varmint, hide in that shed before Mom gets back.
We'll erick her”

I pointed to a small building where they stored nuaintenance
rools and supplies, Varmint slipped in and pulled the door shur, but
opened it a crack so he could see what would happen,

When our mother came back, 1 was leaming on the rail, reach-
ing out to pet a decr.

“lohn Elder, where is vour brother?”

Without even looking around, [ said, “He went to find vou.”

She headed back the way she came, lookimge tor Viemint. So far,
so good, [ glinced over to the shed and grinned at Virmint,

Soon she was back. “John Elder, I don't see your brother.”

“Well, he'll turn up”

Looking unconcerned, T wandered ot My mother followed me.
I continued to act inditterent, which got her even more agitated.

“lohn Elder, where 1s Chrisz™

“He's tine. And anvway, he’s just a Varmine.”

“Iwish you wouldn't talk about vour brother like that”

Now ten minutes had passed with no sign of the Varmint, T was
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proud ot him, staving quiet in the shed all that time. He was doing
very well. Our mother was getting really upset. It was ame to
spring the trap.

“lohn Elder, I'm getting worried about vour brother.”

Yes, 1t was definitely time.

Why are you worried? He's with your friend Paul. He's hine.”

My mother did not have a triend Paul. She turned whire.,

“Tohn Elder!! Whar are vou talking about?”

“Narmint went with Paul. They went to hind vou and ride the
train.”

We had her now, She was panicked.

"I don't know any Paul. Who s he?”

“How should T know? He's vour friend.”

That was just the right thing to sav. [ was getting really good at
thinking on my feet.

“Oh my God. Wait here”

She ran off.

I decided we might have touble it she came back with the
police and they went looking tor Paul. T motioned Virmint oot
He was grinning. Even though all he'd done was stind sall, he was
still proud of his part.

“Okay, Varmint, you have to Keep a straight tace now. Can vou
doiez”

U1 think so.” he said.

Our mother returned with two policemen. She saw the
Varmint. She ran and grabbed him,

“Christopher Robison, where have vou beenz™

The police saw this, lost interest, and wandered away. Betore
Varmint could say anvthing, T said, “Paul brought him back, just
like I told vou,”

Varnint rose to the challenge.

“We rode the train, and got an ice cream.” He made thar up all
on his own. | could see it then. One dav, he might be as good as
me at relling stories,
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Chur mother was suspicious, but she wasn't sure what to say. She
didn’t want to scare him vnnecessarily. She had no 1dea the whole
thing was all a rick, and we were in on it together. She was atraid
to say more about this mysterious Paul, since Varnunt was, after all,
seeningly back in one piece. It was time to distract her,

“Varnnt, lers go get a paddleboar and ram the other boats and
sink them.”

She never hgured our who Varoint had gone oft with, bur we
were on to something else as we headed for the paddleboars.

| didn’rstop there. | tricked the neighbors, too, and mv teachers.
I had a partcularly disagreeable high school biology teacher. His
ideas of the work | should do, and how and when 1 should do i,
were far removed from my own. He tormented me during my
weekly lab, holding up my “sloppily dissected frog” for evervone
to ridicule. He also singled me out in class, asking questions he
knew T couldn 't answer,

“What's this?” he would ask, pointing to a spithball-sized bir of
frog spoiling on my tray, How slionld Tlaew? T thought, but T fumed

and said nothing. T could nor close my eves for a moment i his

jig
class, because he'd pounce. Tt was exhavsting and humiliating, |
pondered how 1 night respond.

I decided he needed reading material to distract him. Some-
thing to take his mund off harassing nice Kids ike me.,

So went to Burtle, the local newsstand. [ headed for the mage-
azine racks, Thev had by far the best selecuon of smut m- town,
They had magarines like Playboy and Penthonse on an upper shelt in
back, but the serious stutt was under the counter, by the cash regis-
ter. [ needed those magazines, but I could not see any way to get my
hands on them. T didn’t need to take them brom the store, Atter all, |
only wanted the subscription torms. But how would T get thems

There was only one answer. | would have to buy them. That
called for some groundwork, because | didn't have any monew.

The next day was a Saturday. | went into town with a meral
camping plate and a sign. T swiped two milk crates trom behind
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Eddies, the town grocer. I set up across the street in front of the
Quicksilver Bar and Grill. In that location, evervone walking
through town would see me and my sign. The sign, which T had

nuade with my mothers art supplies, read:

CHILDREN'S AND OrrHANS R ELIEF
HELr US HELP THEM
YOUR DONATIONS COUNT
SAVE A CHILD

[t was remarkably easy. Ambherst was a great town tor panhan-
dling. In just a tew hours, 1 had darey dollars in change and sixteen
dollar bills, My pockets were buleing., Many people just walked by
and dropped money into my pan. Olten they looked away from
me while doing so. Surprisingly, no one questioned or challenged
me. [ was glad no one 1 knew walked by, That would have been
embarrassing for me. Although, tor them, it might have been
inspirational. TF some of my friends had seen ny panhandling sue-
cess, they'd have been out there the next day themselves,

By this time o my lite, T had gotten to know many of the
lowlites that hung around downtown during the day. Roug, Stump,
Fatso, and Freddie. And Willie the bookie and Charles the pump. |
found Rug siting i a doorway next to a Miller High Life beer sign.

“Rug, can vou go over to Burtles and buy me some porn? The
cood stufl, from under the counter. Buy me five good ones and
vou can keep one for vourselt.”

He was still hesimnt.

“Come o, L buy vou a quare ot Schlitz.” That did ic. [ could
have saved the cost of a magazine for a sixty-nine-cent quart of
beer,

“Okay.” Roug smirked, thinking [ was buving marerial to satisty
my own base desires.

“Fuck vou, Rug,” [ said. “les not for me. [cs for my teacher.”
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“"Hey, you don't have to explain vourselt to me.” he said. He
clearly did not believe the magazines were for my teacher. But
hie bought them anmvway,

That evering, [ looked up my teacher’s address. | filled out the
subscription cards in Ins name, checking the “bill me™ boxes. Then
I hid one of the lettover magazines in my tathers chest of drawers
and another in his part of the bookcase—places where niy mother
would hind them and not associate them with me. T <ipped one
into the parents” waiting area in the school cuidance oftice, And [
lett the List one ina pew in the church downrown.

Betore dismibuting the magazines, | looked through them to
verity the quality of mv gift, In the back pages of one, | found the
ideal product for a lonely high school teacher,

Roevensipre Unsura
Toe Urtimare Inrrataser Dot
Boy or GIRL
A Frienn Woo Wity Never Ler You Down

She was too good to let get away. [ went to the post othee with
seventeen of my panhandled dollars and ordered her,

Nothing happened tor a tew weeks, Then, out of the blue, my
biology teacher walked up to me one day in the hall.

“Sav, John, what do vou know about Ursula?”

“Ursulaz 1 don't know her”

“I thought not.” He sounded sarcastic. I knew then that [ had
wor, and I smiled to myselt. He gave me an F in the course, but |
didnt care. I got Fs in all my courses by that rime. Failling grades
didn’t scare me anymore, [ don’t know if he gave me the F because
he didnt ke my work, or because T stopped going to class, or
because he suspected me ot sending the lovely Ursula into his lite.

But [ had the last laugh. Atter school let out, | called Lane
Cuarry and ordered him two loads of crushed stone.
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“Just drop it in the diveway, please.” 1 sad. "Leave the bill in
the mailbox. The workmen will take care of it tomorrow.”

More than 100,000 pounds of rock. And best of all, they were
colng to expect hint to pay for it

Mavbe Ursula would help hin shovel it out ot lus driveway.
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out in the woods, in a small town called Shutesbury, T looked up
Shutesbury in the Reader’s Digest atlas my grandtather had given
me. Population: 273, Small towns don't come much snaller than
that.

Our house seemed very remote. There were five houses in a
row where we lived, but they were all separated by trees so none of
us could see our neighbors, Atter the row ot houses, our dirt road
went on forever with no houses at all, Just woods and hills. In fact,
all the roads through the woods were named for hills, We lived on
Market Hill Road. Nearby, 1 found Sand Hill Rooad, Pulpit Hill
Reoad, January Hills Road, and even Flat Hills Road. And shortly
atter we moved in, they built a new road, High Point Hill Drive.

All the houses on our street were brand-new. And all the par-
ents living in them taught at the university, except tor a tew who
taught at other schools, like Amhberst College or Smith or Mount
Holyoke. T soon discovered that some of them had kids my age.
We were a little neighborhood in the middle of the woods,

[t was the spring of 1965 when we moved. My parents moved
me from the big Hadley school to a two-room school in
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Shutesbury right at the end of the school year. Once again, [ made
new iriends. The couple in the house on ouwr left had five kids.
Their son, Ken, was ny age, and we guickly became buddies. He
had just moved inte his houwse, too, so we spent that sununer
patroling the woods around our new homes,

Atter living in cities and then the open helds of Hadley,
Shutesbury was a big change. We were only miles trom a busy col-
lege town, where all sorts of interesting things were always hap-
pemng, but there were also miles of woods and roads to explore,
delineated with signs reading:

TowmN OF AMHERST
WATERSHED
HH ITRESPASSING

Which every bov in the neighborhood understood as:
PRIVATE PRESERVE FOR KIDS

COme day, T saw fresh tracks going down one of the abandoned
roads into our private preserve. | walked those old roads every day,
but I never saw cars driving on them. The roads were narrow, with
trees and rocks in the middle and brush hanging over the sides. Tt
had been many years since cars used those roads, many of which
Jdidn't even go anvwhere anvmore, Or it they did go somewhere,
the somewhere was now 2 hole in the ground with a stone post
out front where horses were once hitched,

Cauvtiously, T tollowed the tracks. A tew hundred vards in, |
reached a clearing, In the clearing sat a new Porsche. A blue one.
With ran seats. And a chrome "9 on the back.

someone had left it there. Just tor me. [ knew what it was. |
read Hot Rod and Road and Tiack, and | knew every model of car
there was. So [ had read aboutr Porsches, bur up 6ll now 1 had

IRCVED SCC1 Ore up close,
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Fapproached it slowly. The hood was open. I looked inside, but
I didn’t see any engine. Had it broken down? Maybe someone had
removed the engine to fix it Then [ had another thoughr, Mayvbe
it was stolen, | remembered what I'd read about car thieves in my
Hardy Boys stories. Maybe they were hiding nearby. Suddenly, 1
wirs scared. [ didn't want to end up ted to a tree with tape over my
mouth like the kids in the Hardy Bovs stories.

[ looked all around, bur I didnt see anvthing. There were no
sounds but the rustle of the wind and the chirping of birds, Qui-
etly, I closed the hood and crept awav.

[ walked to Ken's house, He was a yvear older than me. He would
know what we should do. Together we returned to the Porsche. Ken
looked atit. Right away, he knew what was going on.

“The police parked it here. Its a stakeout. ve seen them on
TV. They hide and watch until someone steals it. Then they juimp
out and arrest them. Maybe theyre watching us now., Maybe
thv}'q'-.-'u staked out the road”

“But it doesn’t have an engine.” T said,

“Thats so we can’t get avway. They must be warching vs right
now,” he answered confidently. T looked dround, imagimne police
i camouflage, hiding vnder bushes. Or maybe i foxholes, hike
the Green Berets [ read about in National Geographic,

We ran off. When we crept bhack the next day, the car was still
there. We circled it, but found no evidence of a stakeout. We
entered the clearnge,

“I'm geting i, 1 said to Ken.

“Mavbe theyv'll ingerprint it. And arrest you at school.”

I pavsed. Could they do that? Then made up mwy mind. " They
can't arrest e, im just a kid. T'mtoo young to steal it

The car was still sitting just as we had lett it. [ opened the door
and chimbed inside. I can still remember the teel and the smell of
the tan leather seaws. | shut the door and looked around. The
speedomerer went to 120, But I knew 1t was faster. | had heard any
Porsche could pin the speedomerer needle. There was a tach, too,
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to show the speed of the engine. And a clock and some other
CALZes.

There was also a radio, with push buttons marked “AM™ and
SSWIr took o moment to heure that out, Shortwave, American
cars didn’t have shortwave radios. [ was really impressed. My father
had a shortwave radio at home, bot T had never seen an SW button
on a car radio. I imagined listening to the BBC trom London, or
HCIB from Quito, Ecuador, The Voice of the Andes, We listened
to them ar home some mghts,

Seeing the SW oon the radio reaftirmed how special Porsches
were. My mother had just gotten a new car, but it was a Chrysler
Newport, A brown one. Why didnt she have a car like dhis? |
started it up, though there was no key, Suddenly, T was driving at
Le Mans, [ raced through the corners, sliding off the course at one
point. T had read how Porsches had the engines in the back, and
they spun out on corners. [ had to be caretul.

[ sped down the straightaway. Over a hundred miles an hour
Or mavbe it was 1500 Tr got dark. and the headlamps cut tnnels
through the night,

[ drove tor hours in that Porsche, Then T got out, shut the door,
and walked home tor dinner,

The next day, a truck appeared and took the Porsche away,

Ul ogess the sakeour didon’t work, They'll probably plant it
somnewhere else,” Ken said as we watched Ambherst Towing carry it
off, They did all the towinge for the police m town, [ reahized Ken
had probably been right all along about the stakeout. But |
counldn’t figure out how they were watching us.

When T got a little older, and walked a litde farther, 1 realized
people had been stealing cars and dumping them in the woods for
vears. ['d find them in the strngest places, with trees growing where
windows used to be, A 37 Buick Roadmaster. A "56 Chevy Nomad.
A 52 Studebaker Champion. And the occasional sports car or ruck.

My nexr encounter with a Porsche was three vears later. [ could
drive tor real by then, and T was more worldlv. T had friends with



I Find a Porsche 47

cars ot their own, and 1 helped work on them. Sometnmes | even
test-drove then.

It was sumumer, and T was ar my grandparents” house in Geor-
aia, My enndbather called home from the road. He traveled all
over the South, selling veterinary medicines. He knew everyone
and every place in Georgia, Alabama, the Carolinas, and Ten-
nessee. He even knew people in Mississippi and Louistana,

“John Elder, we have to go to Birmingham. T just bought a car
at an estate sale, Its a Porsche.”

“What model is 177 T asked. | knew all the models. The 911.
The 912, The new 914, The old 3565, | even knew abour rare
models like the 904 and the 53500 [ could dennty every single
Porsche on the streets of my town. [ hoped he had boughta 9115,
Mavbe he would cet tred of 1t and give it to me, He always drove
Cadillacs, and T thought he mght be too tat to fit in a Porsche.

My arandtather knew exactly what he had bought,

“Its an orange one, John Elder. T aave rwo thousand dollars tor
it. Lets go drive it back.”

My erandtather was alwavs buving stuft ar aucnons, The
Porsche was his latest 1n a long string of diamonds, oriental rugs,
tur coats, boat motors, china cabinets, and jade hgurines. We
headed out together to zet the Porsche, In a tew hours, we arrived
at the car, which was parked m front of a nice-looking house
whose contents were being dragged away, prece by piece, by
movers and thuges i prckop trucks.

It was a 914, The more powerful model, with the two-liter
engine, I opened the hood and proceeded to check 1t out. It
looked like o VW Squareback motor. 1 was tamiliar with them,
because my triend Mark had a Squareback, and I'd helped rebuild
its engine that spring,

“Can [ drive 1627 1 asked. T had never driven a Porsche betore, |
didn’® have a drivers license vet, but Jack didn’t know or didn’
care. Licenses weren't as big a deal down South in those days.

[ got i, and mmmediately T recognized the smell from that
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long-ago day m the woods, [started 16 up and Jack stutfed himselt
inn the passenger seat.

“Danm! These furein cars sure are dght,” he said. Jack gave e
directions as we headed for the highway.

[t was very nght, but [ liked it. The only small cars [ had driven
betore this were VWs. The Porsche was a lot quicker, and it han-
dled like it was on rails compared to the Volkswagens. [ pulled onto
the inrerstate and, withour neticing, my speed crepr higher and
higher.

"You're gonna get a mighty expensive ticker, boy” [ack was
looking at the speedometer needle, which sar right near the one
hundred mark. I hadn’t realized 1 was going so fast. [ slowed down
ull he looked away. But I knew they wouldn't give us a ticket any-
way. Mot in Alabaima, My grandtather had a procluanation from the
covernor, George Wallace, appointing him a colonel in the state
militia. And he had a little plate tor his own car. It said Govenr-
NOR's sTAFE And below that, sTAaND UP FOR ALADBAMA,

When we got back to Lawrenceville, T carefully washed and
waxed the Porsche T mried to tmpress my grandparents by taking
really good care of that car. | even polished and waxed the tarm
tractor to earn brownie points, With any luck, The Porsche would
soon be My Porsche, My grandtather just had to lose interest in 1,
and what else could he do but give it to me?

But he didn't give it o me, He let my uncle Bob borrow it
And Bob ranatmto o tree, Once agun, my Porsclie was lost.

[ would not get another Porsche untl T was twenty-five vears
old. That was when 1 saw a beige 912 tor sale on a side street a tew
miles from where I lived. I bought that car and drove it home.

[ spent countless hours restoring that old Porsche, T rebuilt the
engine, and then rebuilt the body. [ probably removed and repaired
every single part of that car, one piece at a time. | stripped the old
beige paimt and refinished it in a nice aqua green. [ got tired of that
and repainted it metallic red. It looked Hawless. Then one day, |
realized that there was a fundamental problem with my Porsche:
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There was nothing left to fix. So 1 sold 1t and found another
Porsche to restore, a gray 21 1E.

Sice that day, T've owned seventeen Porsches, and Tve fixed
up or restored every sangle one. Even when 1 had money, 1 never
bought new cars. Awy fool with wmoney can buy a new Porsche, |
thought. It takes a auftsman fo restore an old one. And thats what [
dreamed ot being, A cratsman. An artist, working in automotive

sreel.
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Shutesbury. There were same bright spots—the woods and my
Porsche, tor example—but things were spiraling out of control
with my parents. Lite turned really uely when we moved into the
April House, to use the moronic jolly name my brother and
mother cave our new home, They cave it that name because we
moved there in April 1968,

My father had been drinking tor quite a while, but now he
picked up the pace. The empty bottles began accumulating under
the kirchen tble. They hined the wall, and when we went to the
durp, they filled the back of the car. They were not little bottles,
either; they were gallon ques, S5 Prerce and Galle were Ins
favorite wines. Sherry, actually, His smell changed., too. He began
to reek of liquor,

He had always been quick to spank me, but as his drinking
increased, he turned meaner and pastier. He became dangerous.
Shortly betore we moved trom Hadley, miy father was sitting at the
dining table drinking. [ walked by him, and [ guess | was roo noisy,
because he grabbed me, shook me violently, and then slaimimed me
into the wall so hard that [ fractured the plaster. [ was stunned, but
my mother ran in, velling, “John! Leave John Elder alone!™
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As | sank to the loor, unable to move, hie ran outside, got in his
car, and sped ofL.

"I hope he crashes and dies!™ T eried,

I didn’t ike hving i Hadlev after that, It was a good thing we
moved a few months later. The caved-in spot in the wall was an
ugly reminder whenever [ passed it,

As an eleven-year-old, 1 was somewhat able ro detend myselt.
Burits a miracle thar three-vear-old Snort grew up to become 2
Varmint and then an adulr. He could easily have ended Ins davs
with a little squeal, in a furnace or an unmarked hole in the
eround. I'm sure quite a tew unwanted three-year-olds end up that
wav, After all, when you live way outin the woods, who's going to
notice if a toddlers there one dav and gone the next? And my
tather didin't like Snort too much, back in those davs,

My father would sit each night at the Kitchen table, across from
the sink and the black-and-white TV. His hair was tousled, his eves
black and sunken. He slouched back in the chair, with his glass in
tront of him and a half-empty jug on the Hoor. His cigarette smol-
dered 1 the ashtray, and the pack sar next to it on the tble. Some-
times his hand slipped, and cigarette butts scattered all over the
table. Sometmes my mother would be there, too, and then thar
cigarette butts could be anywhere, In the dishes. In the glasses,
Even in our tood.

As the meht wore on, mv mother would wander off. Some-
tmes she returned to tunt him, which made hom all the meaner. |
learned to be very caretul around him at those times,

Sometimes he would call me.

“John Elder, come here, son.”

He would reach out toward me.

[t T moved toward him, he would try and grab me. That was bad.
He'd say, "1 love you, son,” and he'd scrape his bristly chin against
me and make slobbering noises while holding me paintully tighe.

[ was usually able to escape after a few moments, when his grip
slackened or he reached for another drink.,
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“Come back, son,” he would blubber. But I'd run to my roon.

Sometimes we'd argue, and sometimes he'd whip me with his
belt. If 1y mother was there, she muight try to save me from a beat-
e, Mavbe he would turn on her istead, T don’t remember.

Crther nights, I'd hide in iy room, thinking I'd gotten away.

And then he'd appear in the door,

[ buried my face in the pillows, but T could see his shadow,
blocking the hght from the hall. And I could smell him when he
camne . Then [ could hear him taking off his belt, and 1 would
hope I had a good pile of blainkets on me.

Whack! The belt would come down.

He would hit me as hard as he could. He seemed meredibly
strong then, but he was just a drunken, out-ot=shape college pro-
fessor, Otherwise, he might have kalled me.

I might sob, or T night be quiet. Tt depended on how hard he
hit me. T thought of the knite my grandfather had given me tor
Chrisoas. Selingen steel. Eight inches long. Sharp. T could roll
over and jam it into him, right to the hile. Right in the belly. But 1
was afvaid. Far if T anise? Whae if v deesw’t kill Tine? T had seen the
movies, where they just kept on coming, They didn't die ke they
were supposed to. He might kill me tor real, then.

so I never did, But [ thought about it Many nights,

Eventually, he would put on his belt, cmch up his pants, and
leave,

In the davheht, [ wounld go out mto the vard and smash my
little brothers Tonka trucks with rocks. Big rocks. The biggest |
could find. It was all T could do.

e night, he called mv brother instead of me.

“Commere, little Chris,” he said, slurring his words.

My brother was too small to imstrust him. Stupid kid, He went
closer, and my tather grabbed him. Set him on his knee.

It looked so harmiless. Just a brainless, smiling toddler, sitting on
daddy’s lap. He sat there a few minuotes and nothing happened. |
relaed a little. Snort was similing. Then daddy reached down and
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mashed his agarette out. In the middle of Snorts torehead. My
little brother screamed. He struggled. As T write this, forty vears
later, I can’t remember whether e got away,

Like dogs that had been kicked, we were wary of him after
that. But we would never admit it to anvone else. Getting abused
or beaten vp or bullied is humiliating, even more so when it hap-
pens at home. It took many vears tor me to gcher the strength to
tell the stories in this book,

stll, tor some imexphcable reason, T did well in school—Dbetter
than 1 had ever done, or would ever do again. When [ graduated
trom sixth grade, our class had seven achievement prizes. | won six
of them. I was used to hearing myy tather predice that I would end
up pumping s, That night, though, he sad, “Son, T am really
pmud ol what }‘mll\'v done.” But then we went home, where he
returned to his bottle of sherry, alone in the kitchen, And by nine
o'clock, his proud feelings were long gone,

Mone af my teachers knew or guessed that my parents fought
I."'n-"i."r"l.' d.l:’; 113 t].IUF-L' ":"L':'I]'."i. Lli'.llll..!.. IIE_';I}." T-lé_rrl:lfh. J'jﬁ.llli lII"_:.' T-'.'Itlll.']' 13i‘g:|ﬂ oy
tall apare. First, he gor peoriasis: nasty white scabs all over his bady
[ had thought the ciearettes were diseusting, but those scales were
worse, They tell oft constantly, clogging the dram in the tub, He
lett a trail of white Hecks wherever he went. On the Hoor. On the
rugs. On his clothes, The worst concentrations were in his bath-
rooim and his bed. [ kept well clear of those places.

My mother had to wash our ¢lothes separately, because if any
of nune gor mixed vp with his, they came out with hide white bts
ol scale on them and I wouldnt wear thenw It would take three or
tour washings to get them clean enough to wear again.

The way he acted, though, he didn’t get much sympathy
tran me,

And then there was the arthritis. And his knees—fuid, and
pain, and gold shots, and corbsone shots, and who knows what
else. He was only thirty-five and vet he was falling apart. No one
knew why then, or so they said. But now I know. He was miserable
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bevond beliet. Both my parents had gone trom bad childhoods to a
bad marriage, and now [ was living with the result.

Char father would have been enough for any family, but we had
my mother, too, By this tme, she had begun the slow shide o
madness that would eventually send her to the Northampton State
Hospiral in restramts, She stirted seeing things overhead. Demons,
people, ghosts ... T never knew who or what she saw. They were
in the light fixoures, in the corners, or on the ceiling. "Don’t vou
see them?™ she would ask. T never did.

Some of the things she said were so disturbing, | blocked them
from mv mind and can’t repeat them today. My memories of that
time are like blinding fashes of harsh, actinice light, They hurt to
I"L‘lf'.l]]-

.r"h'l':.' ]."iln.'l:lt"'n drove L".H.']] UII:IL‘I" li.'l"..l.:l‘f"'n", Ll]lil []'Il..':l.' i'l]l]:li.:l"i-t LI['U"'.-'L‘ 1L
crazy. Luckily, the Aspergers isolated me from the worst of the
insanity untl T was old enough to escape.

My mother would say, “John Elder, vour tather is a verv smart,
very d;mgrl'uun man. He's too smart tor the doctors. He fools them
into thinkme he's normal. U'm atrimd vour tather is going to ry and
Kill us. We need to hide. We need to ger away from him until the
doctor can get him under control.”

For a long nimie, [ believed her. My brother was littler, and he
believed her longer. Now [ know. [t was all madness, or meanness.
On both of their parts.

By the mwme [ turned tharteen and my brother was five, my
mother had found the Dr Finch that my brother wrote about in
Runming with Sassors. [ remember going to see the doctor tor the first
time, with my whole family. T was dubiows, because nwy mother had
been sending me to therapists, plavgroups, and counselors for a
while, trying to hnd out what was wrong, Nothing had worked. But
even back then, [ could see one thing that was dehinitely wrong,

“We have the wrong parents, Varmint. 've watched nwy triends’
parents, They aren’t like ours” Varmine didn’t really know. He was
too litede,
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My parents often lett me to watch the Varnunt wlile they were
out. But this time I was going, too. 50 [ spoke to him betore we lett.

“Varmint, we're all going out to mlk about you with a shrink.
can't stay with you because they want to ask me wlat to do. Come
down here. We'll chinin vou to the heating oil tank so yvou’ll be sate
till we get back.”

“Tohn Elder! Don’t vou scare Chris like that. We have a babwsir-
ter for him.”

We lefr Varmint and set out tor the doctors othice, on the top
Hoor of one of the old buildings that lined the main street of
MNorthampton. We rode an antique elevator, the kind thar looks like
an open cage, to the third Hoor, exitng into a large walting room
filled with threadbare furniture, with a girl who trned out to be
the doctor’s -.1;11|:._r|ht+:r at a schoolteachers desk Aznst the wall,

The doctors otfice was belind an old wooden door with lis
name stenciled on a trosted glass pane, just like the door to the pri-
vate detecrve’s othee in the movies. Inside, the oftice was very hot
and stufhy. The steam heat hissed all the time, and T snelled it in
the air. The windows looked like they had never been apened.
The ottice smelled of old carpets and tred people.

The doctor came out to meet us, Or mavbe we went n to
meet ham,

“Good afternoon. I'm Doctor Fineh!™ he boomed at us.

He was old and chubby, with white hair and a vaguely foreien
accent. Apparently, my mother and fther had made a few visits
already, and myv father had told mv grandtather about them.

“Watch out for that Doctor Finch,” my grandtather said on the
phone, when T told him we were going to see him. 7T had him
investigated.”

Why he would investigate the doctor was a nmyystery to me,

“They ran him out ot Kingsporr, Tennessee, on a rail, I heard,”
he said.

[ had read about running people out of town on rails it my his-
tory books,
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“IDid they tar and feather him, too?” 1 asked. Lots of times,
angry mobs did that as part of the running on a rail ceremony. At
least according to what [ had read.

“1 don’t know, Just warch homn!”

So I watched him. Closely.

Ome at a tme, my mother, mwy Bther, and T went o rlk to
the docror, and then at the end we went in together. T can't
remember what we talked abour in that first visit, but shortly after
we started seeing him, Dr. Finch did two things that changed my
lite: He told me 1 could call my parents anvthing [ wanred, and he
rold my father that he could not smack me around. And, unlike
the suggestions of every shrink in the past, Dr. Fineh's suggestions
took hold, My father never hit me aguin, For this, T will always be
erateful to D, Finch, despite lius bizarre belavior later,

“Tohn has decided on new names for both of yvou,” he said,
calling them m atter meeting with me alone, T have encouraged
hiin inn this, as a sign of his free expression. John ... 77 He paused
.'I]Il.i [I.Ir'[]ll.‘l..i Loy 111,

“I have dectded to name vou Shwve” T said, looking at my
mother.,

“And yvour name 1s Stupid,” 1 told my tather.

“Yes, John Elder,” said my mother, Anything to humeor me,

“I don't really like that,” said my father.

“Well, vou have to respect Johm's choices,” the doctor sad.

Dr. Finch may not have known about Asperzer’, but he was
the first person to support and encourage my mmng of things on
11y WL

“And whatever he savs, vou can’t hit him.” This was repeated
tor miy father’s benetit, My mother never beat me up. And from
that day on, my father didn’t, either.

[ began accompanving Slave and Stupid to regular sessions with
Dr. Finch. And my parents went to more sessions by themselves.
Varmint was too small to attend therapy with us at first, and my
mother was reluctant to adopt my suggestion that we chain him up
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i1 the basement, Mrs. Stosz, the grandmother ot one of my class-
mates, volunteered to babysit the Varmunt

As we got to know the doctor’s fumily, they kind ot adopted vs.
I began hanging out with Tus daughter Hope and another patient,
Meil Bookman. There was no denying that D Finch was eccen-
tric. He lived in a big old Victorian house near the center of town
that was always swarming with triends and patients. They all
seemied to worship him, T was a little dubious of that, but he'd got-
ten results for me, so I leftitalone.

My grandfather never stopped telling me, “Warch out for that
Finch ... and [ heard rumors abour him from people in town,
but he was the tirse shrink with whom I'd had a positive experi-
ence, and he did right by me in those carly vears, Tt was a shame

thi']l!_{'-; WD SO WTOIE o tew Vears later.
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Assembly Required

Unt:il 1y tharteenth Christmas, [ studied rocks and minerals,

dinosaurs, the |1].||;u:t.*-;_ ships, tanks, bulldozers, and airplanes, That
Chrisomas, I gor something new: an electronies kit!

My parents gave me a RadioShack computer kit with toroy-two
components, [m'lmling three transistors, three dials, and a meter.
I a black plastic case, Easy assembly. Batteries not mcluded.

The word compurer meant something very different in the late
1960s than 1t does today. My new computer was really an elec-
tronic slide rule, tor those who remember shide rules. To use 1, vou
turnted the two left dials until their pointers were lined up over the
two numbers vou wanted to muloplv. You then tarned the chard
dial untl the meter read zero, When that happened, vou looked at
thart third dial and it showed the product of the two nnmibers.

Betore I could turn the dials, though, I had to build the com-
puter. [ had a bag of resistors, transistors, potentiometers, a battery
holder, and & meter,

“How do 1 build 1627 T asked,

"I den’t know, son. What do the directions say?™

“lesays easy assembly] whatever that means. We need pliers,
wire cutters, 2 soldering iron. and rosin core solder.”
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“Well, we have solder here. To solder the plumbing,” Some-
times my father imagined himselt a handyman.

“"The manual savs we need rosin cove selder. Tt savs acid core
plutiber’s solder will roan it

The nighttime version of my father could turn vgly in the
blink ot an eve, but the davtime version was actually pretry nice.
He alimost never said anvthing nasty about me betore dark, and at
tmes like this he actually worked with me onamy projects.

How [ atruggled with that computer! It probably had no more
than twenty parts inside, the rest of the “forty-two components”
being the trerminal strips those parts were mounted on, and the
nuts, bolts, dials, scales, meter, and case that evervehing else lived
in. Simple as it was, T oarmanged and rearrnged picces for two
weeks before [ got it working,

My parents bought e books they hoped would help: Basic Elee-
tronies and 107 Electronie Projects. My favorite, The Radio Amatenr’s
Handbook, was recommended by the salesman ar RadioShack. By
reading those books, T figured it out. On the way, Tlearned to solder,
and [ heean to understand what the different electronic components
were, and how they worked, Resistors, capacitors, transistors, and
diodes all became real to me—mnot just words on a page. [ was teel-
ing proud ot myself, and [ was ready tor more,

[ decided to siom up tor an electromics class at the high school.
Mayhe PH dowell o thar, | thovght I had gotten straight As m osixth
erade, but my grades had gone steadily downhill once T started
Juuior high, and electromics sounded o lot more interesting than
biology or German or gy,

Since electronics was a high school class and 1 was still in jumor
high, T had to see the teacher and mke a quiz of sorts.

“What 1s ohms law?” Mr. Gray began.

“Eover and 17 T answered. "E 1s volts, [is amps, Ris ohms.”

Twenty more easy questions, and [ was in. 1 already knew more
than the basic rextbooks had to offer. Mr. Gray had an office i a
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closet filled with vacuum tibes, resistors, capacitors, wire, connec-
tors, and all manner of other parts. 1 was fascinated. He thought 1
had already learned enough to skip Electronics T and go directly to
Electromes 11 but T was so driven that [ completed the course
material tor Electronics 11 in my hirst few weeks, Then [ began nos-
ing around the university and learning what [ could on my own,

My mother suggested that T go see Professor Edwards, the hus-
band of a friend. Do Edwards cughe electrical engineering art
UMass, and he opened the door for me o a whole new world.
He got me into the labs in Engineering East, the universitv’s engi-
neering building, and introeduced me to the brand-new Research
Computing Center, where they had a Control Data 3800 com-
puter system in a huge air-conditioned room.

Thev adopted me as a pet in the engincering labs, [ studied
there after school almost every day, continuing with an aggressive
home study program at night.

I bemin eveing the TVs and radios in the house. They were get-
ring old amyway, and T was irching to take them apart <o T could
freure out how they worked, [ decided thar my parems should turn
over all the household electromes to me, right then.

“Okav, vou can have the old Zemth radio. Bur not the new
one!”

My parents began handing over the radios. The old TV fol-
lowed a few weeks later and [ began to amass a considerable mven-
tory of parts on top of the chest of drawers i nw room, and on
the dining table.

“Clean these parts ot the kitchen mble!”

TOw! T just cut my toot on some old radio pare!”

The camplaints became more frequent, and my father decided
o take matters into his own hands. Luckily tor me, this happened
in the atternoon. Later that night, drunk, he would have just
thrown nwy things into the trash.

“Son, why don’t we butld vou a work area in the basement?”
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That sounded good to me. There just happened to be a big
door leaning against the basement wall My father got legs,
attached theny, and the door became my very own workbench.,

soon I owas spending all my time m the basement, and 1 had
moved trom tking things apart to putting new things together. |
began by building simple devices. Some, like ny radios, were use-
tul. Orthers were merely entertaining. For example, T discovered |
could solder some sttt wires onto a capacitor and charge it up. For
a tew minutes, all the charge leaked avwav, T had a crude stun gun,

[ tried it out on the dog, who ran and hid. That was no tun. So
I decided to wy it on mwv little brother, | charged the capacitor to 2
snappy but nonlethal level from a power supply I'd recently
removed from our old Zenith television,

“Hey, lets play Jab a Varmuint,” T said. T wried to sole disarm-
inglv, keeping the capacitor behind my back and making sure |
didn’t ruin the eftect by jabbing miyselt or some other ohject.

UWhat's that?™ he asked, suspiciously.

Betore he could escape. T stepped across the room and jabbed
himi. He jumped. Prety high, too, Sometimes he would heht
back, but this time he ran. The jab was totally unexpected, and he
didn't realize T only had the one jab in my capacitor, It wounld be
several vears betore | had the skall to muake a multishot Varmint
Jabber.

He ran down the hall, velling, “Mopuna, John Elder did Jab 2
Varmmnt!”

I soon moved on to more sophisticated expernments. But [ ran
into a roadblock: The college engineering textbooks vsed equa-
tions to describe how things worked, but I didn't onderstand the
math, I could visualize the equations in my head, but the ones in
my head seemed to have nothing in common with those on the
page. It was as though 1 thought in an enrirely ditterent language.
When [ saw a wave in a book, it was printed nexr to an equation
with symbols [ didn’t understand. When | sow a wave m my mind,
I associated it with a particular sound. It T concentrated hard, 1
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could almost hear the waves, There were no svinbols at all. 1 could
not figure out how to relate the two. Yet. Luckily, it was about
then that my interests in clectronies and music begn to converge.

I had first become mterested i nwsic in the fifth grade. | tried
plaving the French horn with no success. A tew vears later, while I
wis in Georgia, [ saow my cousin, Little Bob, taking guitar lessons,
and 1 decided to try plaving a bass guirar. My grandmother took
me o Wallace Reed Music in Duluth, Georgia, outside Atlanm,
where [ looked at a gir-tar with four strings,

Down South, they don't say guitar. They say git-tar And they
don't say violin, They say fiddle.

“That there’s a bass, sonmy.” the salesman said.

My grandimother asked the salesman it he could plav it He
plugged it in o an amplifier, plaved a few lines, and handed it o
me. T had no idea how to play it but T ouched a string and it
thrummed 1o my chest, T was entranced. Thirty munutes and a lot
ot wheedling later, we loaded the bass, a Fender Showman ampli-
ﬁ!:r, < ‘ﬁ]_."'l_'.'lkl..'l' l'.'."ll.'l-il'!l_'r- SO0 l'.'l;'lll'li.lh, LI[]L]. SO U510 1‘.'(11.1'{."3- RELER] [I:H.‘
rrunk of my erandmaother’s silver Cadillac and headed home,

I practiced all summier, plaving along with the radio and study-
ing my sheet music. T was a terrible bass player, though. I could
hear the songs in my nund. [ could read the music, But [ could not
rranslate the musice in my head into movements of my fingers over
the strings, The sounds that emanated from my bass were clumsy,
Just as [ was clumsy.

I eyved my Fender Showman amp. Leo Fender had designed
somie of the most tunous guitars and amplifiers in the world, but [
still thowght there was room tor improvement. Could 1 ke it
apart and make it better? Mavbe it T couldn’s play the bass, [ could
make something out ot the amp.

[ tound a book that might help, Musical Tnstriment Awplifiers, and
whined and pleaded relentlessly until nyw parents bought it for me. 1
was full of 1deas for integrating my stash of former television preces
into the Showman amplifier my grandmother had bought me.
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My 1deas worked. My Fender amp got louder, a lot louder, and
it began to sound hotter. I took it to some local shows and had the
musicians play it against their own amps, It ran circles aronnd most
ot themn

“Man, this sound is hot!” Muosicians were quick to praise my
work. [ had a winner.

"Hev, can vou do that to mine?” became a conumon refrain
afrer someone plaved my equipment, so [ starred modifying ampli-
fiers tor local musicians, and they told other musicians. T also
started fixing broken equipment.

[ began to understand the relationship between my design
changes and how things sounded. Musicians saw that,

“Can vou make the bass snappiers”

“Can you getmore defimition m the low notes?™

“Can vou soften the overdrive sound?”

With a at of practice, [ hecame able to turn the words of 2
musician into technical deseriptions that I used in my designs. For
example, “This sound is fat”™ translated ro “There’s a lot of even-
harmome distorton.” And 1 knew how to add even-harmonic dis-
tortion on commnind.

soon the musicians and T moved from changing the sound ot
the amiplifier to creating entirely new sound eftects. In those days,
reverb and tremolo were the only effects avatlable o most musi-
ctans. | began to experiment, producing new effects, new sounds.

[ alse began experomenting with transistorized circunts, The

Fender mmps were tube technology—designs trom the 19505, Tran-
sistor circnitry was newer, and integrated circuits were state of
the art. By studying the circuits, 1 hgured out how to make licte
battery-powered special-eftect boxes. | worked hard to imagine
the results of my designs, and 1 retined my thought process as |
visualized a circuit, then built it tor real. and compared my 1mag-
ined resules with the real results. Gradually, I became able to visual-
1ze the results of my designs with a fair degree of accuracy. My
earlier problems with math texts stopped holding me back as |
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developed the ability to visualize and even hear the How of sounds
through my circuits.

At that point, T had made several key breakthroughs, First, 1 had
eained an vnderstanding ot the electronic components themselves.
They were the building blocks ot everything to tollow. Next, |
sotmchow hgured our how to visualize the complex caleunlus
functions that describe the behavior of electronic circuirs in time.
For example, I saw the pure tones of a guitar going into a cireuit,
immeasurably more complex

and [ <aow the modified waves

coming out. I understood how changes in the circuir topology or
component values would alter the waves, And, most remarkably, |
developed the ability to manslare those waves T saw i my mind
into sounds [ imagined in my head, and those imagined sounds
closely matched what emerged from the crcuis when 1 buile
them.

Mo one knows why one person has a gitt like this and another
doesn’t, but I've met other Aspergian people with savantlike abili-
ries like mine. In my opinion, part of this abilitvy—which T seem to
have been born with—comes from my extraordinary powers of
concentration. | have an extremely sharp tocus.

[ spent my tree evenings at local concerts, and became pare of
the scene. Club owners, bouncers, and even bartenders began to
recogmze me; musiclans talked to me and evervone seemed to
respect me. [ felt good about mvself, and T felr even better when |
discovered that many of them were nustits like me, Mavbe 1 had
tinally tound a place I'd fit m.

This was a reliet, becauvse the situation at home was deteriorat-
ing. We had been seeing Dr. Finch tor a while now, and my tather
certainly treated me better, but myv parents’ fights with each other
were still brutal. And both ot them were going downhill fast. My
tather was drinking more than ever. and he was depressed and
withdrawn. Sometimes he staved in bed all day: often he was sim-
ply gone. We didn’t have many tamily activites in those davs. And
my mother got more and more manic, until one day she vanished.
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“Your mother has had a psychotic break.” the doctor told me.
My mother returned a tew days later, drugeed and subdued, but
the handwriting was on the wall,

In search of distractions, 1 began hanging around the jumor
high's andiovisual center. Most ot the kids hanging around the AV
room were interested i the TV cameras and the school’s state-of-
the-art black-and-white TV studio. Nor me. [ wanted to learn
how o take things apart, fix them, and make them berrer. And the
two technicians, John Fuller and Fred Smiead, raught me how 1o
do it. The two of them really helped me on my wav, and I owe
them both a debt of gratimde.

“Ind vou ever fix a record plaver?” John gestured to a pile of
Rhicem Califone record plwvers, The school had dozens of these
I."‘].I‘:.-'L'T"i-. T]IL’ lll'!]_',_"'llllgl‘ li.li."'["":lft]]ll_']]l?'i I."‘]ll_"!.'l.'ll IL""i"nU'I s LM l]'H.'[l'I. TI:IL‘
music departiment plived operas on them. Social studies teachers
plaved records of old radio shows, They were fragile, and they were
always breaking down. My new work-study job was to fix them.

Every item that T fixed in those days tanght me something new.
I learned how to solder the uny wires to the phonograph needles,
and how turntables and needles work, T learned what went wrong
with the circuits and how to fix them. Soon [ was banging out
three and four repairs in an atternoon and, betore long, the pile of
broken record plavers was gone,

“Do you think we can start the kid on tpe decks?™ Fred said,
i the same tone a mother nnght vse to say, “Do vou think we can
start little Mikev on solid tood?” With thar, broken tape decks
were added to my diet of record plavers. Within a week, [ was fix-
ing all the mpe decks tor the language lab. These machines had a
hard lite, going back and forth endlessly as students kept plaving
phrases and rewinding and plaving them again. And it was all o
waste: Five vears atter getting out of high school, T'll bet 90 per-
cent of those kids couldn’ have made a word ot small talk on the
streets of Paris or Berlin. But for me, the language hb'’s mpe decks
were a ticket to another world, Soon [ was using what [ had learned
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by working on them to make Hangers and echo delays—a whole
new generation ot special eftects. Local musicians loved them.

For the first time in my life, T was able to do something that
prown-ups thought was valuable. [ nray have been rude. T nuay not
have known what to say or do in social situations, But it [ counld fix
five tape recorders in an afternoon, [ was “great.” No one except
my grandparents had ever called me thar betore,

Another thing [ found i the AV room was the girl who became
my fiest wife, Mary Trompke was another shy, damaged kid like me.
Something about her fascinated me. She was very smart, but she
didn't say mwch. Snll, T was determined to ger to know her. We
began to rlk. She would sit with me as T worked on record plavers
and movie projectors, Soon she started to repair things, too, and we
would work side by side on headsets and tape decks,

I began walking her home every dav. She lived in South
Ambherst and T lived all the way over the North Ambherst line in
Shutesbury, so I corin a lot of walking in those vears. Her parents
wenre Lii"n'l]]"ﬂ.'L’Li, .llll.:l. "LI]L‘ ].j"l.'l.'d "n."l."i.[h I]l."]" Illli'ltI]L'l', I:IL'T t]lrl_'ll.‘ 1'!'“![]11."[':"5,
and her sister 10 a small ranch house, Her father had been a violent
drunk like mine. Her mother was overworked, absentminded, and
very dublous of me. I was, atter all, long-haired, dirty, loud, vul-
car, and male. 5o she didn’t think too much of me when 1 started
walking her baby daughrer home after school. But [ persisted,
because [ felt Mary understood me, something 1 had never fele
with anyvone before,

I nanied her Little Bear. Her mother called her Mary Lee—Lee

being her nuddle name—or Baby Daughter, but those mames
would never do tor me. For some reason, I have always had a prob-
lem with names. For people that are close to me, for example, |
must name them myselt. Sometimes [ would call her Baby Dauvgh-
rer to tease her, but she always got mad, and | eventually gave up.

Lictle Bear was what she remained.

| thought she was cute—shore and solid, with dark hair in pig-

tails. T was totally sidtten. She was the first person | had met who
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could read as tast as me, mavbe even taster. And she read excinng
things: books by Asimov, Bradbury, and Heimnlein. 1 immediately
began reading them, too, But T was Lar too shy and insecure to ever
tell her how 1 felt about her, So we just talked and read and fixed
tape recorders and walked into town every day,

That was Aspergian dating, circa 1972,
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The Dogs Begin to Fear Me

Angx child will tell vou that even the kindest and gentlest of
dogs will bite it vou vank its ears and pull its tail long enough.
There is a dark side to Asperger’s, and it comes from our clhild-
hood |.|1:'.||I|1;_5-; with |.H*u'[.‘1]v who do not rear us the WY rhr}'
would like to be treated. As T grew older, it seemed as though there
were very few peaple who made me feel loved. Little Bear was one
ot them. My tather’s parents also stuck by me. [ used to visit them
every sunmner m Georgla, They hived in Lawrenceville, a small
town about an hour outside Atlanta,

[n oy thirteenth sumimer, my grandparents picked me up at
the arport, the way they always did. My grandimother Carolvn
was the first person [ saw when [ walked off the plane. She ran up
and grabbed me and I squirmed away. 1 was gettng a littde big to
be grabbed,

“Oooooooool. John Elder! Look at vou! You've grown so big!
You are so handsome!”

I squirmed some more, but I really liked the way they were
always so proud of me and so glad to see me. No one else was.

“Your uncle Bob is coming up this weekend and he said he was
raking vou driving! Ooooocoool lordy, niy baby bov driving a carl”

She led me downstairs to baggage claim, and out to where my
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crandtather Jack’s Cadillac was idling in the no-parking zone at the
curb. I climbed in and pointed the air conditioner vents at my face
as we drove our of the awrport.

It telt good to be back in Georgia,

That weekend, Bob and [ got in my grandmothers new car. [t
was a Buick Electra 225, a burgundy two-door. T was a little ner-
vous, but I moved the power seat torward unril 1 could reach the
pedals, T had been driving the tarm equipment since | was nwelve,
but now [ was about to drive a car. On a road.

“IF you can drive a tractor, vou can drive the Buick.” That was
easy tor him to say. Atter all, the car belonged to my grandmother,
not hine And as huge as it seemed, it was considerably sialler than
my grandfather’s Fleetwood,

“Its a lot easier to deive than the tractor Its got an automatic
transimission and power steering.”

[ drove the big tractor on the roads all the nime, when I mowed
orf raked or did other work. Tt was a red Massey Ferguson. It iy
I_i._':]".ll:ll.il]H.]'[‘I.Il:.‘r .'IH-L.'L"LI- “Can }-'ULI l,EIL'[ e S0 tL'I'[II]IIIL"I' '.I]H.I. |]l]|]||'|l_'r
six shoteun shells at the store, honey child?™ T even drove the
tractor all the way into town. Sometimes 1 drove to the Baskin-
[Lobbins to get 1ce cream. [ parked in the parking lot with the cars
and went inside, I had to drive as fast as that mactor would co to
et home before the ice cream melted.

[ wasn't scared of tractors because they didn'’t go very fast. But
the car was ditferent, [ put it in gear and touched the sas very care-
fullv. The car leaped ahead, and 1 quickly slammed on the brakes.
We skidded 1o a stop on the white sand driveway., Luckily, there
was 1o one there to see us,

“Gentle, son,” nv uncle said,

Very caretully, T let oft the brake, The car started rolling. Very
cently, [ pushed the brake. The car stopped. My unele was right. [t
was easy to steer. And it had a lot of power.

We made it to the end of the driveway without a crash. |
stopped where the dirt drive came out ot the woods onto High-
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way 27, right where I would trn the mower around it 1 was on
the tractor. The pavement shinumered in the heat, and every now
and then a car went speeding past. 1 looked across the street to
Matthews Pond, where 1 caught Tirgemouath bass that mv prand-
mother cleaned and cooked tor dinner.

“Its okay. Look both ways, and pull out onto the road,” Bob
reassured me from the passenger seat,

We pulled our onto the road. T gave the car a heedle gas, and all of
a sudden the speedometer showed <0,

“This cars gor the four fifty-five engine and a tour barrel. It
fast,” Bob said.

My grandfather always got the best of evervthing, [ touched
the brakes to make sure T could stop, and the tres gave a lictde
chirp. We headed for my great-grandmothers house, a mile or so
up the road. My uncle and T called her Mamaw. She was ancient
and small and dido't go anywhere anymore, When 1 was little, 1
thought she'd tought in the Civil War, which wasn’t troe, but she
was born only a litde while afrer. She lived in a brick ranch house
about two miles up the road from my erandparents. She had snow-
balls made from alupninum foil m her cupboard, and she ted us
coulash and tried okra,

Mamaw had never seen me drive the tractor and was very
impressed that I could drive,

“Oh Lordy, John Elder, look at vou! You've erown so big! And
now vou e driving!”

Shit, 1 thought, she’s just as exared ag my grandmother. They even
sornd the same. She just didi't show it as much because she was so
old. T was pleased and proud, but [ was caretul not to let on,
because T knew by this time that real men did not show emotions
over things like this,

She fussed around in the kitchen, looking tor snacks, My rela-
rives down South always fed me when | came around. My grand-
mother bought ice cream in five-gallon buckets just for me.

“You'll be a grown man soon, with your own car! Did you
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know my daddy had the first car in Chickamauga? He had it
shipped in from Chattanoogn on the train”

[ wiggled my cars. All these thousands of cars around me, and
niy ereat-ereat-grandtather had the first one in town., OF course,
Chickamauga was a smaller town than Lawrenceville, but even
sor ... Woot, [was impressed. [ had a real motorcar pedigree.

Manuw stood in the door to see me drive oft. T backed out of
the driveway and turned the wheel. T lined the car up, ready 1o
shatt into drive. [ moved forward, but there was a problem. T got
confused. The interactions were too much. The brakes. The gas
pedal. The steering wheel. The shitt lever,

[ tarled to properly coordinate the sequential operations of the
various controls, and the Buick ended up in the ditch, on top of
the mailbox, In Georgia, there was alwavs a ditch at the edee of
the road,

My uncle, who had gotten out of the car and was proudly
watching me drive all by mwvselt, quickly jumped back to avoid
being flattened.

“Danmm, John Elder! You wrecked the car! You ran over the
mailbox!™

“Ooooooooooh, John Elder! said Mamaw.

My uncle stepped over to the car and put it in park. I got out,

My uncle chimbed in and backed the Buick into the street. We
looked it over. The chrome didn’t seem damaged. The mailbox
seemed all nght, too, just bent a hetle where 1t had been vanked
out of the ground. 1 tried to put it back, but the hole was way too
big and the mailbox just tell over. It seemed ruined. All ot a sud-
den. | was frantic,

“It's monna be okay” Bob said. “We'll go back and get the post-
hole digger and hix it

Bob drove us back home. Out behind the house, he had a shed
filled with boxes of nuts and boles, old rools, lawn mowers, and all
had hlled
the shed with all manner of wood-handled agricultural tools.

sorts of nameless junk. Dandy—imy great-grandtather
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Uncle Bob chose a wol with two long handles conung up from a
steel bucket,

I was fascinated. 1 had never noticed the posthole digger
betore, [t looked like a metal clamshell with longe handles, That was
a tool that could do a lot more than dig postholes in a firmer's
teld.

[ carried it oot to the car. My uncle drove. T hgured one trip
was enough for me for a while.

"I can dig the hole” Tsaid. T was anxious to try 1t out,

“I better do it John Elder. We need to get finished betore
Mama gets home and hinds out what we did to her car.” Bob called
my grandmother Mama. [ called her Carolyvn,

Bob rammed the digger down into the ground and picked up 2
bite of dirt. I a few minutes, he had a hole alinose two feer deep.
We replanted the mailbox and packed the dirt around the pole,

When we got back, [ took the posthole digger out ot the
rrunk. I walked over beside the shed and banged it into the
ground, just like my Uncle Bob had done. Tv was hard work!

Two davs later, T had dug a hole as deep as the handles were nll.
I had dug as tar as T could. There were so many things [ could do
with mv new hole,

Jummp i with a machime gun, and 1ts o toxhole,

Put some paper on top, and 10's a pit map.

Drop the dog inside, and 1t% a dog jal,

For the rest of the summer, 1 dug holes, I wanted to ke the
posthole digger home, but my grondparents sad they needed it
there,

When I went back to Massachuserts, I went to the basement to
see what my father had tor frnung tools, He had a posthole dig-
2eT, Too,

[ went into the front yard and started going at it. Betore the
hole was knee deep, I was stopped by rock. | moved over a few teet
and the same thing happened. Pretry scon [ had filled the front
vard with rock-bottomed holes,
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[ hadn't it rock in Georgla, That was just one more reason it
was nicer down there,

We had a large pile of wood mulch to the side of the house.
My father had gotten a truckload of the stuft to spread around and
muake the vard look nice. But he never did it, so the mulch was sull
there, decomposing, where the truck had dumped it. T deaded
that would be a good place to dig a deeper hole. There should not
be any rocks in the wood chip pile.

Sure enough, it was easy to dig in wood chips. T hit rock again,
but this time the hole was at least five teet deep. | was ready to oy
It OUL.

"Varmine, come outside, We have a hole to test.” 1 velled i the
window, He was sitting in his room, wrapped in aluminum foil,
looking at the pictures in People inagazine, Varmint would often go
:l]".'.ll'l!‘._" H‘k'llfh 1w U:{T'!L‘]'i'll.'ll'_“]]'t"i .I.'-IL"l".IIIHL" ]IL" ]'I."Il'.:l. |'1||]:| ."iU]'I]L"I'i.'II'IL""'i- .II'IL]
didn’t usually get damaged.

Varmint blinked as he emerged trom the house into the light.
He always staved inside, in the dark, unless T lured him our. T
motioned him over to where T was standing, by one of the smaller
holes, T had to be caretul not to make him suspicious or scare
him off,

Ul want to see how easy it is to get out of these hole traps. Lay
down on the ground, and Ul drop vou in. You see how fast you
can get out.”

“Okay,” he sud,

I picked him up by his legs and lowered him into one ot the
little lioles. 1 had to stare him on soniething easv. He swung his legs
around, and climbed right our,

“That was easy!” OF course 1t was easy. That's why I'd dropped
hint in that one first, But [ dido't say anvthing,

Oy, Tets try this hole”

We went over to the wood chip hole. [ picked him up by the
legs again and dropped him in. This hole was deeper than he was
tall. He vanished from sight. He kicked and squirmed, but all he
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succeeded m domyg was kicking wood chips trom his teet down to
bury his head. He was stuck good.

I was pleased. This was a fine hole, able to tap a big kid. T went
inside for ten or fifteen nunutes to eet something to eat, When |
cae ont, Varnunt was nowhere to be seen. [ had expected he
would have gotten our in the time I was gone, but he was stll in
there. I kicked some wood chips in o see it filling the hole would
cause him to emerge. He just yelled. T pulled him our betore the
neighbors heard him.

When he emerged, he was quite angry, despite the facr thar I'd
just rescued him. " You put me in a hole!™ he shoured. His tace was
almost purple, and he waved his arms and jumped and velled. 1
watched with interest, being sure o stay at a safe distance, He
I'IIIIE_TJI[ ]'I'.l"n.'L" I.'HL'L‘I:I I'L"li.:l.-r:IL'L‘d E'l'..‘-l.‘i.lll."i-l.' I]-L' Wil ]l:l.:H.I. TIIL‘IE ;.ILLI:'TI'i.]I.. I:IL‘
might have been red-faced because he'd been upside down for the
previous hitteen munutes,

“OF course [put vou in a hole, Varmint. That's what vou came
out here tor. To test holes”

He looked puzzled tor a minute, pondering the obvious truth
of what [ just said.

“Reeal Varmints hive in holes. And a real Varmmt wouldn't have
cotten stuck like vou did. You must be a retarded Varmint.”

That was too much tor ham.

“I't or a retarded Varmuint!™ And ar that, Varmint started bange-
e on e with liode fists, 1 rred to jam hom back m the hole but he
ran off and started throwing sticks and rocks at me. | went i the
house and locked the doors. T let him in when he calmed down.,

The next day, 1 covered my holes with brown paper bags,
which T then covered with dire. T checked them daily to see it 1
had caught anvthing, | encouraged Varmunt to try to trap some of
his triends in the wood chip hole, but we never succeeded.

As summer turned into fall, my holes juse sat there. Varmint had
taken o driving his tov rocks in and out of the little holes, bur he
staved clear of the big one. Halloween was coming, and T had an
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idea. Back then. explosive flash powder was avatlable for pennies
trom theatrical supply places. I would till the holes with Aash pow-
der wired to detonators i my room. 1 would make my own war
movie for rick-or-treaters, one in which they would be the stars, |
needed more holes. It was time to put Varnunt o work.

We were ready by the tme Halloween rolled around.

That Halloween, Varmint stood in the doorway like a sweet
child, luring trick-or-treaters in with i imnocent smile. He
enjoved bemng the bait. As they walked up the path, they passed my
Hash-powder-tilled holes. Each hole was wired to an extension
cord that led to my room, from which I warched the whole spec-
tacle. When the kids got close, 1 would plug i a cord, detonanng
the powder in one of v holes. There would be a hell of a tash
and a roar. A fireball would rise o the sky, and dirt would fly
evervwhere, The Kids would screanm and scatter,

That year was one of our most economical candy vears. Very
tew trick-or-treaters braved the blases tor a second run. We ate the
candy ourselves the nexr day.

As T ot older, my practical jokes grew more sophisticated.
When I was tourteen, my sdance counselor said, “John, some ot
vour tricks are sick. They are evil. They indicate deep-seated emo-
tional problems.” It was true that some of my pranks had taken on
a nasey edee. My sadness at how other kids had reared me all mw
lite had turned to anger. If 1 had not found electronics and music, |
nught well have come toa bad end. Tt was around this mme that |
cane up with one prank that trumped all the others.

[t was one hot summer night in the Shutesbury woods when
the rural quiet ended abruptly. Evervone in my house was asleep as
I opened my bedroom window and dropped to the ground. T car-
ried a knite and a Hashlight, though [ didn’t expect I'd need either
one unless something went very wrong. [ knew my way and [ was
prepared. | walked up the dirt road, ducking into the bushes any
tme the lights of a car approached. Ir was about a mile from my
house to my destination—the power lines on Sand Hill Road,
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Underneath the steel high-tension tower, a hundred yards back
trom the road. five one-gallon cans ot paint were arranged in a
pentagrant. I'd caretully swept the area clear of leaves and debris,
anid I'd cut straight preces of wood trom the trees nearby for the
lines of the pentagrany. The cans marked the points. There was a
five-gallon pail of rooting tar in the nuddle with a circle ot stones
around it [ had set them out that afterncon, and now 1 it then.
With all of them burning, thick and posonous black smoke rose
i1 a cloud that blotted out the stars above.

| had hoped the paints—oil-based stains, actuallv—would
burn in ditferent colors, but they all burned with the same dull
vellow Hames. | had stolen the paint cans from a construction site
down the road and T hadnt had time o tese-burn them. T wished |
had some kerosene, too, to liven things up. Mavbe even some
wasoline, But it was too late for that, The pant would have to do.

It was a moonless night and the rnsing smoke made it even
darker up in the tower. Bur the hres would be burning brighter
HLMALD, Ll[]LI tI]E.‘]I | ]*:.]:Il_"'l.".' Ill':' E,_['llt.""it"i- "l.".'UlIIL! E'lll.‘ '.I.I:'l]t‘ oy s, P’i-11l.' HIIL"‘\[?‘E,
of course, had not ver arrived,

I had set up the whole scene m the dark. It had been hard
work, especially climbimg the tower, It was scary. bemg up there
with seventy-five thowvsand volts only a tew feet above nmiy head. A
quick move up there wight have been fatal. 1 felr the electniciry
crackle once when 1 rased my arm and 1 slowly and caretully low-
ered 1t back down, Ragzimg the rope was the hardest part. It was a
heavy pull for a tourteen-yvear-old. But I did it. No one saw me,

By eleven o’clock, there was no wathe at all. T hadn't seen a car
pass i over an houor. T was ready.

The fires were brighter, and anvone approaching would be sure
to see what ['d done. Abour ten teet above the pentagram, a body
was hanging, It was dressed in old clothes, and the rope around its
neck was tied to the crosstree of the electric tower, thirty teet
above. [ had practuced making hangman’s nooses unal [ gor it right.
The one up on the tower was perfect, as anyone with a Hashhight
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could see. The feet had already turned black and greasy trom the
sinoke and the blackness was trailing up the legs. Soon the whole
body would be covered i disgusting otly black soor. The tar in the
nuddle was bubbling now. The edges of the pots glowed dull red.

I'd adjusted the bodys height caretully. Too lugh to recover
trom the ground, but low enough to see in the light ot the tires,
COrverall. T was pleased,

O at the road, a few hundred yards away, the frres were visible
as a dim elow through the brush—nor bright enough to attract
attention. College students had campfires and all-night parties up
there every weekend when school was in session.

But school wasn't in session, and this was no college party,

[t was time to call the authorines.

[ walked out 1o the road. Tt was pitch-black. There were no
houses for halt a mile in either direction, and no street lights, Just a
lomely dirt road, The only people within shouting distance were
the dead ones in the cemetery down near the stream. I climbed the
tL'h'plmw: [.mlu on the street and L‘]ippud on the wires from iy
linesinan’ telephone, which T had looted along with some other
supplies trom a visiting phone truck a few months earlier.

[ clipped onto the phone circuit tor Mr, Elhs, one of mwy least
tavorite neighbors. Out there, the phone arcuits rin on mdividual
pieces of copper wire, strung from pole to pole. Our town had 273
residents as of the last census, and they didnt all have phones. If
vouTe gomng to chimb poles and chp onto wires i the dark, vou
need to know which ones carry phone signals and which carry
electrical power. Otherwise, you can get fried.

[ had a dial tone. Hanging trom the pole by a strap made trom
two belts I'd stolen trom my tather, I dialed the state police, whose
number I had memorized.

“StatePolice ThisLinelsBemgltecorded,” the trooper said.

“I'd like to report a hanging,” | said, in mwv lowest and toughest
Voloe,

Wohae?™ That slowed him down.,
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A rial hanging. A person. On Sand Hill Rioad. From the
power lines. Come see.”

I unclipped the phone, climbed down, and retreated into the
waonds, If they can trace the call, Tsand to mwselt, thar ek Ellis will get a
visif fondplie, He had o kKad, too, a snotty little shit, Maypbe they 'l walke
Ninr up and ask fie about this, T thought, Maybe they'If even arvest him.
I snickered at the thought.

[ circled back through the strean. in case the visiting police had
does. 1 tele at home in the woods atter dark. My might vision was
excellent, my hearing superb. | worked nwv way into a perch in a
pine tree. From there, 1 had a panoramic view of the whole scene
but T was far enough back in the wees that I was invisible, even it
they shined lights, T could climb down silently, and T was high
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hide. T waited n the dark.

[ used to be afraid of the dark, but T wasnt anyvimore, [ used to
fear barking dogs. I would cringe and say to myvself, "Nice doggie
please don’t bite me T just go away,” but by that night T could
look at them and think, Tam your worst wightmare. Conre eloser and [
will fmpale you wpon nry stick. The more firmly T visualized it, the
more the dogs believed i,

MNow the tables had turned. Now the dogs teared me.

Fitteen mmutes passed. Perhaps the police were far away. Per-
haps they were napping. Fmally, T saw headlights approaching.
They had arrived, The wait was over,

The police car stopped in the road. The door opened and
closed. There was only one trooper in the car. State troopers usu-
ally patrolled alone back then. I knew mwy tire would draw him in,
like a moth to a fame, There was nothing else tor him to see.
There was only one power line, and my bre was the only light. It
wias burning even brighter now, The flickering light illuminated
him as he walked on the path ro the tower. He had his light in his
hand. He mmed it up a bit. Above the fire, the body twisted gently
in the smoke. The wooper stopped dead in his tracks,
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“"Holy shit!™ I heard him say,

He looked around, swinging his flashlight back and forth,
scarching for an artacker in the brush. He drew his cun, bue there
was nothing o shoot, In the movies, this was the monment when
something big and black grabbed the trooper and dragged him
screatting into the sswamp. From the look of him, 1 was sure he'd
seen those movies, oo, T was very still, not wanting to be shor.
There was no sound other than the chirps and creaks of the mght-
time, and the occasional rustle of wind in the trees. He jumped
and spun every time the ees rustled. There was no light except
the Hicker ot the fires and the headlamps of the cruiser, up on the
road. Suddenly, he holstered his gun, rned. and ran back to his
cruiser. | heard the door open and shut,

[ heard the chek as he locked the doors, The blue light started
Hashing. He remained in his velicle, T wasn’t surprised. I T were
him, all alome out there, T'd stay in mwv car, too, atter seeing that.
Police are supposed to be brave, but there are limits,

I heard the chatter on his radio but T could not make it oo, T
tieured reinforcements were being called. Ten minutes pased. The
hire eot brighter, Tivo more crusers arrived. They all zot out of
their cars, They talked. Evervone knows there 1s satety in numbers.
MNow they were brave,

“Where 15 he?”

The brst rooper led the wav, They walked down the power
hine road o the tower, They looked up.

“Sonofabitch!™ one of the new troopers said.

“Wadda we doi”

“You climb vp and cut him down.”

“TI'm not getting fuckin’ electrocuted ”

“He ain’t goin’ nowhere, He's dead.”

" Call the fire deparoment.”

“Call the electric company.”

They shined lights around, looking tor perpetrators. One
trooper returned to his cruiser, presumably to call the fire depart-
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ment and the power company. When he returned, he had the
pump shoteun from his trunk. I'm osure it was loaded. But there
wis nothing to shoot, There’s o anbush toright. Tt was stll quiet.
More time passed. 1 was getting bored up in my tree,

Thev did not intertere with my burning pentagram. [ won-
dered what they made of it. Was it devil worship? A Ivnching? An
elaborate suicide? By now, the body was jet black trom the soot,
and 1t was starting to drip trom the heat of the burning ar, which
was bubbling in the pal. T was elad 1 had vsed tar. The drips and
the foul black smoke kept the people back.

The fire department arrived. First came a single fire truck, then
individual firemen in a ragtag collection of vehicles. Soon halt a
dozen cars and pickups clustered in the road, with red lights
Hashing,

The electric company crew arrived next, with a big vellow
cherrv picker truck, It had only taken one of me to hang my
friend up in the tower, but it was going o take twenty ot these
I.'lli.‘l:l]:'!'I.L" [y !._".L'r ]1j|ll LI.‘.]‘\"-'[].

Mow we had blue, red, and yvellow lights all flashing. The road
was blocked. Radios were cackling, Tt we had been in the city,
there would have been a crowd gathered by now, They finally
decided to put the hire out, but they acted as though it nmught be
booby-trapped. The firemen seemed afraid to co near the pant
cans, | guess the scene was unusual enough to be unsertling,

People contimued shimng Hashlights mto the erass around the
tower, but there was no evidence to be found. T had made sure of
that. I'd worn gloves, and all the materials had been scavenged or
stolen. [ hadin't boughrt anvthing that was up in the tower, and
nothing was traceable to me, They couldn’t get fingerprints off a
tree. And they weren 't going to catch me,

There were no hire hvdrants on Sand Hill Road, but the hire
rruck had a water tank on board. They unrolled a hose and walked
in the direction ot the tower. | wondered why they didn’t just
drive there, Perhaps thev'd blocked themselves in with all the cars
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up at the road. From titty teet back, the firemen turned the water
on my fire. The hose jumped, and a blast of water hit the burning
pots and scattered them. All of a sudden there was a big cloud of
steann and 4 Qash: burmng paint and tar went Aving. Now the grass
was on tire, too. All those firemen standing around suddenly had
something to do. For a moment, the body was torgotren. More
hoses came out, and shovels, and toam, and soon the whele area
was wer and dark. Firemen walked around 1in the dark, stomping
out embers. It was hard to see the body now that the light had
cone. One of the cops shined a light on i

“Turn the tucking light off! Don't vou have any respect!”

The power line had been turned oft. 1 could tell, because the
faint crackle from the wires had stopped. There was no sound but
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the tower. The driver stopped at its base, and put out his wheel
chocks, just like he was on a highway, The ambulance tollowed
him down, and they backed up to face the tower. Another power
COpany truck lir the ;_rrmlml at the base ot the tower with its
headlighes, The cherry picker on the first electric company truck
started rising, The medics gathered at the base of the tower with a
stretcher, It was time to recover the body,

“Heady down there?”

“Ready”

The hineman reached over and cut the rope. The body fell. The
medics moved gngerly o pick it up, Suddenly, there was a shout,
and the reverent mood changed.

“Fuck!!”

A tew seconds later, [ heard the disgusted vell, "It’s o tucking
mannegquin!”

CA departiment store dummy!”

“Its a fucking joke!”

smiling, [ slipped out of my tree and into the woods. [ headed
tor home quickly, in case anvone came to check on me. I hid my
lineman’s phone and dark clothes i the cemetery on the way
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home. [ climbed the board I had lett leaning against the side of the
house and crawled in throvgh my bedroom window. Before |
dropped inside, T kicked the board away and it fell among the high
erass, car parts, and junk on the ground i frone of the house. 1
slipped into bed and pretended to be asleep. Soon I was.

I had always known that someday 1 would hind a use tor that
mannequin I saw in the Dumpster behind Mr. Walsh's clothing
srore. It had been hard getting him home and hiding him, bur e
had proved worth ir.

The next dav, | returned to the power line to get the man-
nequin. He was gone. [ figured the police had taken him. There
was no sign of the previous mght's excirement excepr a burned
spot in the grass near the ower and some empty charred paint
cans on the ground. The @ had soaked into the dirt in the nuddle
ol the stones, and my sticks were scattered about. T wished T could
tell someone about niy adventure, T had few friends, and T couldn’t
tell myy brother, because he was only six and had no sense. He
would pmh.ﬂr[}' rat ime out to some other litde animal’s mother. 1
didnt <av anvthing abour the incident to anvone for a long time,

A tew days later my mother took me to the airport tor my
annual rip to visit my grandparents in Georgia, 1t was just as well
that ['d be nn Georgia in case the cops came around, asking about
the marmmeguin.



9

I Drop Out of High School

A«; my sixteenth birthday approached, T found myselt spending
less e in school and more time hanging around bars with local
bands. T was failing every subject. Working with John and Fred in
the AV departinent was the only activity that interested me. That
and walking Little Bear home., My graduation date seemed to
recede two davs into the future with every day that passed.

My parents seemed oblivious to my strugeles. After all, they
were starring in their own epic, and I was just a supporting pliver.
At this point i therr marriage, oy parents lairgely et Varnunt and
me alone, That allowed them to tocus all their enermes on attack=
ing cach other. Therr iights would increase m intensity untl some-
thing blew. On several occasions, that meant a quick departure for
my mother, my brother, and me.

“Your tather has stmapped.” myv mother declared on one of
those occasions. “"He's homicidal. He'’s planning to kill us all. We
have to hide until the doctor can have lnm committed.”

I had heard miy mother say that betore, and indeed I would hear
it several more times in the vear ro come, but [ still wasn't sure who
was telling the outh. She might have been right, [ figured, given my
previous experience with my father. In retrospect, though, 1 suspect
it was merely my mothers paranosa, tucled by her mental illness
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and Dr. Fnchs increasingly bizarre behavior. He renamed his
office the Institute of Maturation, and on sunny days, he paraded
around town with an umbrella, towing a passel of balloons. He
said he was drawing attention to his causes,

At times, when my mother posed a ditheult question, he would
use a techngque called “Bible dipping™ to arrive ar an answer. He'd
wy, “Margarvet, open the Bible and put vour finger on a passage.”
She would do that, and he would read the passage and we'd discuss
what to do. I don’t mean to disparace the Bible, but, frankly, it
does not strike me as the place to look for answers to questions
like “Should we leave home and go sty in Gloucester tor a while?”
it o professional to tell e what ro do, 1 thoughe, I ean go home and
read the Bible sonre other time.

[t was hard to object to even hus most dubious technmiques,
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and he made me teel better,

After a tew days” “vacation,” we returned home. While we
were gone, the police had arrested my father and locked him in
the Northampron State Hospital for aobservation. When they let
him out a week orso later, he was subdued and seemed to have less
potential tor violence. [ watched hum caretully because of his prior
hustory, but [ had always judged the probability of his murdering
us to be low, When he got drunk, he was mostly just belligerent,
and [ doubted he would actually hunt us down and kill us while
sober, Also, thanks to los wlks with the doctor, he no longer
attacked me, no matter how much he might have wanted to.

D Finch was insome ways the least predictable variable in the
whaole equation. Sometimes it seemed like he calmed things down
and other times it seemed like he fired my parents up.

Looking back, T can see that mwv tather was seriously depressed.
At the same time, my mother was becoming genuinely crazy. She
would tell me about the demons that were watching her, inter-
rupting herselt periodically ro howl like a wild animal. My brother
has described it very well: She would get a glint in her eve, and she
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would become manic. She would talk nonstop and smoke nonstop
and go faster and taster and faster and then surprise yvou by doing
sotnething totally outlandish, like cating cigarette butts m the
middle of a conversation. Is it hereditary? 1 wondered, T i happen
to me? The territving threat of mental collapse tollowed me long
into adultheod,

My brother and I lurched trom one parent to another, with my
parents” friendz and the doctors daughrer Hope popping in ro take
care of us when both parents were down for the count. My
mothers triend Pat Schneider sticks in my mind as helping more
than most in that time, but many other people whose names I have
forgotten pitched in. I don’t know what would have happened it
they had not been around. T guess we'd have ended up in foster
I]{]III.L"*- o Hi]]l]l:lllil:lf._" CVETE WOTse,

When the ambulance arrived to take my mother to the state
hospital a few months atter our “vacation,” T agreed with Dr. Finch
that she needed o be there. T dimly remember going to visit her.
We had to o through several locked doors, as in a prison, and my
imother looked like an inmate. She seemed to be in a zombielike
state from whatever medicanon they had put her on. I wondered if
she would ever get out,

That was a very hard time for Varmint and me, because we
didnt know whom to believe, It seemed hike everyone told us a
different story,

“Your mother has temporarily lost her nund,” our Bither would
say when she wasn't around. *le rons in her Gnuly” This was said in
a pertectly calm voice, And when she was gone, he didn't get drunk.
Iy cant Do be that way all the time? T thought. Our mother, mean-
while, prepared us tor the idea that our tather was planning to hunt
us down and kill us someday. At least until she herselt was locked up.

One of the toughest things about living with my parents was
the wav thev changed at the drop ot a har. Some days, mv tather
would just lie in bed, mumbling nonsense like " The bats are Hying
all around . .. T have to go get the sink.” "He's just acting out,” my
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mother would rage. Was he? | could never tell. The next day, it
would be as it nothing had happened.

To my grandfather Jack, 1t scemed pretty black and white.
“Your mothers Gy 15 just no damn good! All those Richters are
crazy! Look at them!” [ did look at them, and they seemed okay to
me. Jacks comments really worried me, though. For a long time, |
wished 1 could move down to Georgia and live with Jack, bur |
never did,

“Your parents are really cood people, and they mean well,
Theyre just having a hard dme” Pat Schneider and Dr. Finch's
daughter Hope would try to reassure us, but they were nor the
ones whose parents were raving or locked in cages.

[ tried to look out tor the Varmint but it was hard,

With all the chaos, there wasn’t much chance of my beingan A
"i-tIILIL"I][ CYeT .'I_E:'III]], ] Il N | 'E'l:'l"l"ii.T]‘E Y COUTscs. I h.ll]. [ER TR ARy
family problems and too many detects, 1 have already mentioned
my problens looking people in the eve. There were other issues,
too. Apparently. T was also guilty of bobbing and bouncing and
weaving. And the stress was making ir worse,

“Why are vou bobbing vour head hke thaes™

[ heard that line a lot from teachers and other grown-ups when
I was little, 1sull hear a variation ot 1t today.

“Dad, stop being aunstic!”

That's what myv teenage son savs when | rock back and forth in
A Testaurant,

Both comments—snivels, | would call them., since no harna is

being done—reter to my tendency to move in some kind of regu-
lar pattern without knowing it I might be Iving on the sofa, mov-
ing my toot back and torth. Or T nught be reading a menu, gently
rocking trom side to side. Or [ might just be bobbing my head up
and down, Whatever [ am doing, it teels pertectly normal ro me.
But [ guess "normal” people don’t do ik 1 don't know what causes
me to stare: in fact | seldom notice when I do starc. It just happens.

Then someone says, “Stop bobbing!™ and 1 come to a halt.
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“What's the matter with vou! T told vou about that head bob-
bing five minutes ago and now vou're doing it again! Are vou try-
ing to nuke me mad?”

Reeactions like that would just remtorce the feeling that 1 did
not belong in school,

Along with bobbing and weaving, 1 was also frequently criti-
cized or ridiculed tor inappropriate expressions. These attacks
seemied to me o come out of the blue, and they vsually made me
want to run oft and hide.

“Why are vou staring ar me like that?”

“Wipe that stupid expression oft your face! Right now!”

“You're scary! You're staring at e like a specimen in a jar!”

When [was in tenth grade, 1 heard the increasingly unwelcome
“specimnen i oa jar’ crack one time too often from my English
teacher, Mrs, Crowley, “What are vou staring at?” she would say. Tt
was not a polite question but a rude demand. S0 one dayv 1
answered her rudeness with sweetness and liche.

“Oh, Mrs. Crowley” T answered, in my nicest voice, T was just
imagining vou chamed up, in a deep hole, with a heavy steel grate
on top. And rats. Lots of rats. Crawhngall over vou.” Then I made a
sile, baring my teeth the way dogs do when theyre ready to bite.

That got me a tmp to the prinapal. and then the guidance
office, and then the school psychologist. But it was worth it Mrs.
Crowley never once made a crack to me agan.

I don’t recall any grown-up ever trving to heure out wiy [ was
staring. | might have been able to el them if they had asked.
Sometinies [ was thinking ot other things and just gazing their way
absentimindedly. Other tmes I was watching them intently, trying
tov interpret their behavior,

My parents decided on a last-ditch eftort to keep me in school.
They enrolled me i a group tor troubled kids. We would meet
each week in an old farmhouse owned by the wniversity and mlk
about our problems getting along. There were six of us, and a
facilitator, who was a psvchology major. They didn't teach me to
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cet along, but I did learn that there were plenty ot other kids who
couldn’t get along any better than me. That in iself was encourag-
ig. [ reahized that T was not the bottom of the barrel. Or it T was,
the botton was roomy because there were a lot of us down there,

[n1 the fiest sixteen years of mwy lite, niy parents took me to at
least a dozen so-called mental health protessionals, Not one of
them ever came close to figuring out what was wrong with me. In
their defense, I will concede thar Asperger’s did nor ver exist as a
diagmosis, but autsm did, and no one ever mennoned [ night have
any kind of autistc spectrum disorder. Autism was viewed by
many as a much more extreme condinon—aone where kids never
talked and could not take care ot themselves. Rather than take a
close and svinpathetic look at me, it proved easier and less contro-
versial for the professionals to say T was just Lazy, or angry, or defi-
Anl. Hllt e []'I" l'lll:'ll"i-L" "L‘n'lfl'I.'L!H 11_":.1 Loy 2 ‘il]llltllﬂT] t.;:'ll'l' v |'|]'|;1].'.I]L‘[I'I."i.

It would take more than a discussion group to hx my school
troubles. So when my next report card showed straight Fs, T real-
ized it was time to o, There hadn’t been much keeping me there
anvway bevand the vague idea that being a legitimare high school
eraduate was better than bemng o dropout. There was only one
problen. [ was just fifteen, and it was against the lw to gquit school
betore the age of sixteen,

The school had such a strong desire to be rid of me that they
stepped up to dhe plate with a solution, “If vou take the GED and
seore at least seventy-five percent, we'll treat yvou as a graduate and
vou can leave.” My gurdance counselor presented this to me i the
same tone of voice he'd use o sell some punk a two-hundred-dollar
Cadillac in his second job as a used car salesiman. | took the test and
cot a 96 percent. They offered me a diploma, “tor a small record-
ing tee”

"Omnly twenty dollars,” the clerk sard with a smile.

[ smiled back. “No thanks,” [ said. 1 don’ need vour diploma.”
And [ never looked back. My parents hardly seemed to nonce.

[t was tme to fgure out what to do. now that [ was a ifteen-
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vear-old grown-up. [t was a Little scary. [ retreated to the woods to
think, just as I'd done as a little boy in Seattle.

I had always loved the ourdoors, and once T wasn't in school it
felt as though [ had all the tme in the world. It was spring, and 1
spent a lot of tnme alone, thinking about what [ should do next. [
would venture out from home tor davs ata time, living under trees
and in falling-down cabins that I tound in the torest.

One day 1 was walking through a glade of voung pine trees,
several miles from home, when a voice boomed out of nowhere.

“Stop right there!”

| ducked under some pine branches. There shouldn' have been
anvone for miles in any direction.

But there was, Twenty feet in front of me, a shaggy-haired guy
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What the fuck!

[ stopped.

The guy was camped in the nuddle of a small clearing, T saw a
green tent behind him. There were no guns in sight. There didn’t
seemn to be anyone else around,

“You're just a kid. What are vou doing out here?”

[ didn’t think of nuyselt as “just a kid,” but he was older and big-
cer arud appeired to be bving in the woods, 1 consadered runmng
away, but there didn’t seem to be any threat. 1 decided to answer,

“I live here,” I said, “About two ninles away, What are you doing
herez”

“I live here, too,” he sand, “"Raght here.”

“Here in the woods?” Grown-ups were not supposed to live in
tents.

“For now. I've lived in worse places,” he said, “Have a seat” |
sat down and he began to talk,

"aul told me he was a disabled Vietnam veteran. He had been
shot, and his leg didn't work very well anvimore. Afrer getting out
of the service, he'd been hitchhiking around the country. living oft
the land. T was fascinated.
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UWant a drink?” he asked. T wasn't exactly sure what he was
offering, but I nodded. He opened a small glass bortle filled with
what looked like fizzy warer. Canada Dy was all the label said. T ook
asip and would have spat it out it [ weren’t on my bese behavior.

UWhat 1s 1677 [asked. T knew whiskey was nasty to swallow, but
that drinking 1t was a sign of being grown up. Mavbe this stutt
would be the same.

Ouimine water!” He said i brightly, as though anvone should
know what it was, and know it was good. By that pointin my life,
[ had heard ot all the most common types of liquor. Vodka.
Whiskev, loum. Tequila, Bourbon. None of them sounded any-
thing like quinine water.

Ul acquired a ste for icin "Nam,” he said, "It keeps vou from
cetting malaria.”

I had never heard of anvone in New England coming down
with malaria, Maybe it5 owe of these vare diseases, Itke memingitis, |1
thought. Se ity like aredicine warer. T rook another drink. T had read
Ll.l.'.IUIiI[ I]U"l.'l.' '[].IE.‘}' ]'I:Id [y Lonuer ll]:'l]:'l]'i.'l 11 l.'I'I'l'..I.L‘]' [y ‘I:]lll.]l'.:l. [I:IL‘
Panama Canal. T looked around as T sipped my quinine water,
comparing the Shuteshury woods to the Central American jungle.

Tl was iving ina glade, tar from roads, with nothing more
than an army tent and a duttel bag, He had made a seat troma log,
and he had a small ring of stones with a fire that warmed an old
coffeepot. Where was his food?

I Ive off the Lind, and [ forage i town,” he told me, What-
ever he was doing mst work, | higured, becavse he looked healthy,

“Why den't you build a shelters™ 1 asked.

U don't want to settle down.” he said. I need to be able to
move out on a moment’s notice.” In face, he never did build a shel-
ter. He seemed impervious to weather,

[ had always thought T knew my way around the woods, but
Yaul showed me how much [still needed to learn. Paul could snare
rabbits for a stew. He caught wout for breaktast. And to round it
out, he knew how to forage in dumpsters for tresh baked goods
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and vegetables. Untl T met him, 1 never knew the bounty that
could be fished from a dumpster in a town like ours,

It was trom Paul that I learned how to catch fish with a BB
g, IS surprisingly sunple, provided youre 4 good shot. You sitat
the edge ot the pool, gun at the readv. Ideally, vou sit in a tree
branch so that vou are eight to ten teet oft the ground, looking
down into the pool. Then vou throw bread crumbs onro the
ponds surtace., When the fish swim up to eat them, vou shoot
them. [ts a lor easier than hishing, butir does take a steady hand.

U1 use a shorgun with slugs,” Paul said. "That way, yvou don't
have to hit the fish. They ger stunned when the slug hits the water,
and vou just scoop "em up. The only casier way to get fish s to toss
a arenade in the pond and go in with a big net,” he told me. I soon
I:I*.".l'['l'.l IIL‘.‘I.I 1.!';.'.'[]';.‘ [hi'lt.. T at H[I'I'ill'l {;EF].]C"-.::U. TI]L‘ "i-I:IL'.IIZ'L‘ s Ii.l'l!."ll
with dead fish when T walked over to check it out,

Thanks to Paul, T learned to walk silently through the woods, 1
learned to How around and under the brush, so as o pass withour a
sound and without a vace. T learned to live in the woods, not just
VisiL,

I also learned to watch where [ stepped.

“Watch that wire!”

Hire? Paul had ngged a perimeter of trip wires around his
cammp to prevent someone walking moand surprising nm. They
were virtually invisible.

I that was nigged to a chivmore nmune, vou'd be dead now!”

As a kid i the Shutesbury woods, 1t never would have
occurred to me to watch tor trip wires and land nines, Thirey
vears later, though, T still remember whar he showed me, and [
watch where T step,

He told me stories of his time in the Army. [ expected a Viet-
nam vet to tell me ot combat in taraway places, but that wasn't
what I heard. He rold me about being ambushed by rigers in the
jungle. He told me about leading bales of drugs and contraband
aboard DC-3 airplanes. He told me of setting booby traps for the
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enenty, and impaling them with sharpened sticks. His stories bore
no resemblance to my previous notions of war, which were tornmed
watching Vie Morrow in the TV series Combat,

aul stayved m his camp all through that summer. [ walked up to
visit i almost every day, and [ stayed several days on many occa-
sions. [t was a nice place to pass the time. There was no tamily
trovble, no pressure to get a job, and no one to give me a hard
tme. The skills that had enabled Paul to hide in the Asian jungle
allowed him to remain pertectly hidden in Shutesbury, Whenever |
was there, | was invisible, too,

[t was nice living in the Shutesbury woods with mv triend
Paul, but anvtime [ wanted to go to town [ faced a six-mile walk. 1
never wanted to be a hermie. T oalways imagined myselt” being
arourd other people, even though 1 had a hard time interactunge
with them. I realized that 1 needed some vmgque talent that would
make people mteract with me. That way, I wouldn’t have to initi-
ate any interactions—Id just have to respond, whicl was easier for
me, Luckily, T was going somewhere with my talent tor fxing and
improving and innovating musical equipment. T seemed to be able
to nutke 1t sing 1 a way that few others could. More and more,
musicians began seeking me out,

With every passing week, [was growing up, [ had learned to avoid
land mines and had searted imagining a future for mysell in music.

That September, when the mghts begn eetung cooler, Paul
becan alkmge about going south to Flonda, One fall mornine, |
walked up to see him and he was gone. No trace of him. The camp
had been swept clear. I could have walked through o tew davs Iater
and [ would never have known that someone had lived there tor two
months, No trash, no disturhed ground, no evidence ot any kind.

I never knew where he went, and [ never told anvone about
himt or what he tavght me. Years later, [ saw a news story about
Yaul testitving at a Boston antiwar hearing and discovered that he
was a war hero, a nghly decorated Green Berer,

[t was time to come out of the woods and join society,
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Collecting the Trash

E:r a long e, T had been considering how 1o escape my par-
ents” house, When T owas fifteen, my father had bought o motor-
cycle to commute to school. He wouldn't et e ride it bur it got
me thinking about a bike of myv own. T asked evervone [ knew
.'Il.'llflllt ]l]”t“]'f}'{'ll"& I-ﬂ]' H'I]:.‘- | hl‘..ll'I]]L'LI '[I]L' t'l.l‘ﬁ?'iiﬁt'i.l adds I-Ul' i L"]'lll.".l].'l'
motorcyele, Finally, T tound one. T bought a 1966 Honda Diream
tor twenty-tive dallars. Omce Tmade it run, T was able to get away,
at least temporarily. [t was with the possibility of escape i mind
that [ tollowed my parents to their friend Walter Henderson's tor-
neth birthday parey. My parents were always on their best behavior
when they were out in public, so I knew they would not tum on
me. Amnd 1T would be downtown, where 1t would be easy to get
away 1t things got strange,

Slave and Stupid seldom did anvthing together. However, they
both liked the Hendersons, so they headed to Walters birthday
party together. [ iked Walter, too—at least what [ knew of him.
He taught English ar Amberst College and wore a brown corduroy
Jacket. He was always an interesting fellow to rlk to, and he
seemed moderately interested in me. For some reason, my parents
reallv wanted me to go to his paroy.

[ had never gone o a faculty party before. They were for
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crown-ups—usually my parents” friends. Some of therr friends
were okay, but others seemed to me arrogant and conceited, and it
wis starting to make me angry I knew [ was some kind of nustir,
but 1t was beconung apparent that some ot the grown-ups who
similed sweetly and told me how terrible and tucked-up [ was were
complete tuckups themselves, And my experience in the music
scene had shown me that there were places in the world where
misfits were welcome.

Slave said, “John Elder, Walter and Annette reallv like vou,
They really hope vou'll come to their parev”™ Maybe they likee e, |
thought. Or maybe they tiink 'l be entertaining becavse P nvind, Yes,
that was more likely. They thought [ was weird,

Stupid said, “Ies up to vou, son, but they did invite vou. If vou
Irnore Invititons, pretty soon they stop comng m.”

As it T ever got invited to parties,

[ decided to go, but T didn’t ride with them. [ went on my
motorcvele. When we arrived, a big crowd was milling around in
Walter’s vard. They had a tent set up, and a rble with food, and
what looked like a band. Everyvone was dressed better than me,
They probably all have good educations, respectalle jobs, and families, |
thought. But | iigured, P clean. 1 shower every day, 'l be olay here,

Walter had had cards printed for the occasion. He gave me one
when we arrived. It said:

Warter HeNDERSON, 40
Lecturer, 40 different ropics
Traveler, 40 different conniries
Chef, 40 different conrses
Lover, 40 different wonen

This was going to be my kind ot party, | could already tell.
I didn’t know whart to do, so | just stood there. Annetre saw me
and led me over to alk o one of her friends, [ guess she meant
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well. Atter a brief introduction. she flitted off to take care of the
next guest. Her friend George turned out to be a rather pompous
professor who tried to engage me in conversation,

“We have a son about vour age,” he told me. “We're very proud
ot him. Hes starting at Harvard in the tall” Just then, another
couple walked over and the woman said, "Owr davghter Janet has
decided to go to Smith. So she’ll be nearby for tour more years!
What are vou doing?”

All three of them looked at me.

| wasn't doing anvthing in particular. [ certainly wasn't going to
Harvard. Semehow, [ was in the improbable position of scoring in
the ninety-minth percentile on the intelligence tests and sull Hunk-
ing out of high school.

I was sure this crowd would just sneer at the dea of my srow-
ing reputation with local bands, so T decided not to mention it.

“Tve actually started on a career,” T said,

“Really? What are vou doing?” This came trom Thurston,
.'I]IL'I-[I:IL‘]' I.'ll'l']l][."ll;'ll'l.lf*': I1|'1'r:1 H.I. UF e'!'LI'I'lIL'ErL‘.H. TI]I.IT!H'[UlL d LIL’I.'LIT[JI:]L‘III
head ar Amberst College, was Bar removed from making any career
choices limselt. He stood there, drink 1 hand. with a superior
sitle. Perhaps he was thinking of visiting his Thugwald, or what-
ever lus sons name was, at Yale,

“I've gotten into the waste management business. Down in
Springfield. Thev've started me right at the bottom so [ can really
learn the business, On a truck, i the Novth End.”

“You mean voure a garbage collector?™ someone asked, polite
but incredulous. Garbage collectors were not usually seen at Anm-
herst College faculty parties. Garbage collectors came in atrerward
and emptied the trash. They didn't participate in creating the trash
with their intellectual betters,

[ smiled back.

“We dont call ourselves garbage collecrors. We are Sanitary
Engineers.”



95 Look Me in the Eye

By this time, another older tellow had stepped over to join the
conversation. 1 didnt know hing, but with his curly hair, tweed
coat, and bow tie, he probably wasn’t a Sanitary Engineer.

“I'man engineer. [ went to college for eight vears for the priv-
ilege. | don't think a mere citv garbage collector has the credentials
to call himselt an engineer.”

[ decided to change the subject.

“You know, we see all kinds of things, Just list week one of iy
buddies tound a dead babw in the Dumpster behind one of the
dorms at the college.”

Thar was met with shocked silence.

"We heard the mother was a student there. No one knows why
she threw the baby away. Her father was the president of some big
company. But she'’s in jal now.”

There were now six people gathered around. T had given themn
something to think about, Would their kids do anvthing like that:
Omne of the moms torced a smile and said, "It mwst be havd beinge
out there in all kinds of weather”

“The weather isnt the problem. We can take weather, Its the
packs of wild dogs and the feral children you really have to worry
about,”

“Feral childrens™ That surprised then.

“We meet them in the rougher parts of town. Two of them hit
one of our guys in the head with a beer bottle full of gravel. Cur
him badly, Almost killed him. Theyre worst when thevre n
packs. And some of them carry knives”

My audience looked shocked. "Can vou get a police escort?”
one asked.,

“No, the police don't care, They have their own problems. Tt's a
city, you know, We've started carrving billy clubs. They won't let
us carry guns. A tew ot the guys carry motorcycle chains, They
wear “em like necklaces. A punk with a knife is no match for one
of us, swinging a motorcyvele cham.”

[ let them digest that for a moment, They would sce their local
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trashmian in a whole new light atter that. They looked horrhed,
but they couldn’ help themselves. T was not vour usual taculey
party entertainunent,

“What do vour parents think ot vour new careers”

“They wanted me to go o medical school, but when I told
them how moch money mv boss makes, they were impressed. He
does a lot beteer than any doctor T know. 5o T guess they're proud
of me.”

“How does vour boss do <o well? asked a bookish-looking fel-
loww who had recently walked up.

“Tips, We get rips everywhere we go”

“I've never heard of that, Who gives a garbage man ups? 've
never done that” The woman who was speaking sounded pretey
sure nF ]EL’THL‘"‘. Mo tl.].'!"'i ﬁ.!f |IILT :,_Fll‘i"'-i'lll_"l_‘ 1T,

“Well, if voure in the city, and vou don’t want the dumpster to
spull shit all over your steps when they pick it up, yvou tip the trash-
nuan. One of those dumpsters can do a lot of damage if it talls on a
car. A well-tipped driver makes sure that doesn’t happen. And it
_"e."i'fl'l.l."'n.'ll." ;'-_"UF a4 restaurant, "Il'lflll |]I.!]’\'.L" SLITC '_'.-'Ull [il'l l_ﬂi.:ll:'llll., UFI:'IILT"L'I.-'IIHL'
vour trash overfloavs, vou have trouble wiath rats, and the health
inspector shuts you down.”

Inspired by the appalled silence, 1 continued.

“Iid vou read about that burger joint on Boston Rooad? Whole
kitchen was full of rats. Little girl went m the bathroom and ot
bit. [ was savage: her arms were all chewed up, And just nune vears
old. That place probably won't ever reopen. They didn't pay their
Sanitary Engineer, and look what happened.”

“Excuse me, mav 1 rlk to vou a second?” said Annette. She
and myv mother had cavght me entertaining their triends, They
steered me away from the group. I moved toward the tood table,
picked up the shrimp platter, which had only eleven shrimp
remaining on it, and began to eat. | was having a fine time.

“John Elder, what are you going to do? You can't lead those
people on like that! They believe vou!™
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Well, vou mvited me”” And they had. But they wouldn't do so
dgzall.

“Hey, Aunette, 've got a question for vou, Which is casier to
load on g garbage ruck? A pile of bowling balls, or a pile of dead
babiess™

"I don't know,” she smd sullenly.

“Dread babies. You can use a pitchtork.”

My mother and Annette looked sick. They were both sorry
thev had invited me. T wasn't worried. | was sure Walter would see
the whole thing as humorous. | ate the last shrinip.

"Il go apologize o vour friends. You wait here”

[ walked back to the group of garbage aficionados [ had col-
lected.

“Folks, 'm sorry but Uve got to go. They just called from
‘l.'l.-'i'.ll'li. E'I'I.]Ul'f..:L"I]I'.'}". {-}]'I:L" l;'lj'h l]'I:L‘ [“’IIL“!' Il!._’_:l]']:'l."l!:_'_l_" l'.'-('l-]]]i‘l.'l]]'i % I'-il'l_‘-'
hombed one of our trucks. Thev're calling all of us in. See you
later.”

And with that, T walked quickly to my motoreyvele, put on my
helmer and leather jacket, and kicked over the engine. The back
wheel spun up little clumps of grass as T rode away, my crazy par-
ents and their friends receding in the rearview mirror,
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The Flaming Washtub

Vitl]ig my  triend  Jim Booghtons house was another of
my escapes. We had similar interests, Jim and 1. Rocketryv. High-
powered clecriciny. Explosives. Motoreyeles. Fast cars. Jun lived
about five miles away, in South Amberst. He was two years older
than me, blond and |1L';|1.'}'-.L'r, witl ulight]}‘ demented look. He
lived in a big old Victorian home thar was owned by Ambera Col-
leee, where lus parents taught theater, The house was ours to wreck,

“Dont worry, Jim would say, as debris spattered the ouside of
the house, "Ambherst College wall fixie”

The Amberst College maintenance stalt mowed the Tawn,
repainted the interior, and fixed all of our destruction, My father
taught at the wmversity, wlach was low-rent compared to Ami-
herst. We didnt get a free house, and no one hxed anything, The
holes 1 smashed in the doors ar thirteen were still there three vears
later.
“Come check out what I lanlt,” Jim called and sid one day:

Jim had been working teverishly on a top secret project, and it
seemed he had timally gotten it to work, When [ arrived at Tis
house, he led me out to the shed, which stood abour fiftv teet
behind his parents” house, Sitting m the middle of the Hoor was a
burned-looking concrete barrel with a steel frame above it from
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which a chain dropped into the barrel. A hose connected the bar-
rel to a huge silver tank ot propane.

“That's my new furmace.” e sard proudly,

Another eighteen-year-old would have shown oft his new car,
or his new guitar, or his new camera. Jim showed off his new blast
turnace. He had buile the whole thing hinselt, right there in the
shed. He had made the pliers and tongs and equipment to handle
molten metal. He had made the frames to hold the ceramie fur-
nace body. And he had made the burner. Amazingly, almost every-
thing was constructed from scrap. | was sure there was nothing else
like 1t in Ambersr.

"You've got vour very own steel null]” 1 sad,

“NoIes not a steel mill, You need oxveen injection to get the
lugher temperatures needed for steel. This 15 a nonterrous toundry
tor casting aluminuim and bronze”” T was a good audience, The
average layperson would not have appreciated the distinction,

Wanna see it work?” he asked. Without waiting for mwy agree-
ment, he walked over and tarned a switch. T heard the sound of 2
tan picking up speed.

“I've ot two high-capacity vacuum cleaner blowers torcing air
into the furnace, It not as good as oxyeen njection but it’s free”

The sound ot the tins got louder as they sped up. "I'm using
the most powerful fans T could find ar Graingers, down in Spring-
field,” Jim said, Those fans could move air, [Inside the carage, my
lanr was starting to blow,

“INow we turn on the propane and light it off”

Jim turned what looked like a water taucet down low on the
side of the machine, The smell ot propane hilled the grage.

“Tgnition!”

He grinned, lit a ball of paper trash, and tossed it in the barrel.

There was a loud bang, and [ was stunned tor a second. A
bright fash and the propane odor had vanished. It the shed had
had windows, they would have blown out. But it didn't have
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windows, at least not since the hrst time the turnace had been
fired up.

Oince lin it sounded like a jet engine at idle. T looked over the
top of the barrel and saw flames switling in the chamber.

“Lets crank it up” he said, as if it wasn't eranked already. He
turned a big rheostat and the tans sped up as he torned the taucet
to let more propane into the burner.

“We have to keep the propane mixture right,” he said. "A vel-
low fame means carbon monoxide. We want an alimost colorless
blue Hame”

The roar was increasing to the point where | needed earplugs.
Blue Hunes caime out the top of the barrel. The roar was incred-
ible, unbearable. So was the heat,

“Lets melt some metal)” he grinned. We tossed chunks of scrap
Auminum mto a bucket, which T quickly discovered was not a
bucket when Jim corrected me.

“Its o pumber torty silicon carbide crucible. Tt holds forey
I.'ll'.l'lllldh ut1 .1]l|[|1i1]l|||1 ] EII.I'[]LITL‘I'.]. .'Illd t‘l.'ﬁ'i‘[]r:l.' ]:'H.]lllltlh L‘I- 1'3'[1.][]11.'-
Maolten, that 1=

The alummmem chunks, tormer antomaobile transnssions, were
about to liquety.

Wearing  heavy gloves, Jim hooked the crucible to the
chains and vsed a pole to move 1t over the furnace. Then he Jow-
ered the crucible inside. The sound of the furnace changed shightly
as 1t swallowed the metal, After a few seconds, the chain that
dropped down mnto the barrel was glowing dull red. just like the
barrel top. 1 was atraid to step over and look mside, bot [ did any-
way. It had only been a few moments and already the hard edges of
the broken metal were softening in the intense heat. His turnace
looked like a jet engine running in a gardeners shed in South
Ambherst,

| opened the door to get some air, but Jim motioned me to

close 1.
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“The roar antagonizes the neighbors. They might call the
police.” The police had visited Jim and his inventions in the past.
We certainly dido’t need them there again.

Jim pulled the chain and the crucble came up out of the tur-
nace, glowing hot. He pulled 1t on the mack and gnipped it with
long metal tongs. He handed me some gloves and another pair of
LOgs.

“You can help me pour”

[ held the pouring shank—a long pole with a hoop i the
middle that Jim had welded up in his garage workshop. Jim care-
tully set the crucible in the shank. He scooped the slag off the top,
then slowly and smoothly poured the molten menl into a gray box
on the Hoor. Steam _jl;."[[L‘Ll fromn the cormners of the box as he
poured. The box contained tightly packed damp sand. The object
he wanted to mold in aluminum had been mserted into the daunp
sand, and then caretully withdrown, The process was surprisingly
delicate,

CICH ke a few minutes tor the metal o harden, and we can
crack the mold apen.”

He shut oft the furnace. The tan spooled down, and the heat
cradually dimimished. Mow that the nowse was gone, he signaled
that I could open the doors,

We cracked the mold halves apart. There, mnsade, lav a perfectly
formed pair of human arms cast in gy aluminom, T owas
nnpressed,

“They're Andy’s” Jim said proudly. Andy was his licde brother.
He had posed. it you can call it that, in Jins sandbox while the
arm molds were being made.

Jim spraved the arms with water, and steam hilled the garage.
He lifred an arm.

“Look at the demil! Fingernails! Hair! Even fingerprints!” He
was right. The casting was remarkably derailed.

A few months later, Jim was working in the garage artached to
his parents” house, It was a big house with a big garage, which Jim



The Flaming Washitub 15

had turned into his private auto repair shop. Jim had taken a huge
soapstone washtub from the basement and made 1t into a parts-
cleaning tank. He filled ic with gasoline, which was tlanunable but
very good for cleanming grease oft old car parts.

That mght, Jim and I were helping our friend John and lis girl-
friend, Carol, rebwld their VW engine. The engine block and a
pile of other parts were soaking in the rank as we stood around,
nnkering and drinking beer. Jim had installed a pump in the wash-
tuby to circulate the gasohne. It cleaned better it it was moving, but
we couldn’t run the pump all the nme because the vapors were
dangerous, and cleaning 15 a slow process. The gas was getting
direy, I guess, We'd already gone through a whole case of Old Mil-
wankee, and less than halt the parts were clean. Tt was after eleven,
[ERI8 ]'.I.[L" ﬁ.]t’ Tnorye I."‘L"L‘]‘. WE‘LI I'I."I"."li.‘ to Illllk‘L' l|.1.:l "n"."i.tl:l "n"l.‘]:l.:lf WO I]LH.'..

Jim walked over to plug the pumip in, and a spark jumped clean
across the garage, In an instant, the b of gasoline was on fire, Tt
seeined like the whole place was on hire. With all the fumes, it
I.'ll'l;'lll.'l".l.].'fl]}' WIS

“Fuck!™

“Fire!”

“Get out!”

“Now! Bun!”

[ was close to the door, so | jumped out, leaving my beer behind.
All of a sudden, the seventy-five-degree night air felt cold. T didn'
seen to be on fire, and T didn't feel damaged. [ was Tucky, 1 euess,

Evervone scattered through the open door, into the safety of
the vard. Evervone but Jim. We could see him in the fame-tilled
carage. His arm was on hire. He wok oft his glove and swarred it
and the fire went out.

In only a matter ot seconds, Hames trom the tub were hitting
the garage cetling. Yet Jim was still in there. He moved to the
Haming tub, crouched low. With a mighty shove, he pushed the
tub of burning gas and car parts out the door and into the drive-
way. [t camie to rest about owenty teet away.
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Jun was hardly burned ac all. He was grinning, prood. He had
saved the house. He took oft his gloves, looked at each army, and
nodded approvingly.

“No damage!” He erinned.

[ the heat ol the burning wrage. he had actually thought
clearly enough to put on heavy gloves so that he could push the
tuly without destroving his hands. Remarkable.

"Good thing that tub was on wheels,” Jim said.

[t s good, Otherwise, the whole huge house would have
burned to the ground.

Carol emerged from the house. 1 hadn seen her go in, but
then, a lot was happemng. “'1 called the fire department,” she said.
“They're on the way”

Jirm wasnt too happy to hear that, “Why did vou call them?™ he
asked, as flames from the burning b reached twenty feet into the
skv. Truchtully, at that point it was harmless. Tt would  have
burnied itselt our i an hour or so, and provided entertainment. Jim,
John, and T preferred not to involve the authorities in anything, tor
any reason, Two of vs ran alongside the houvse and unreeled the
carden hoses. There were two, more than enough, we figured, to
wet down the surrounding area till the gas burned out.

The Hames went out i the garage as im troined one of the
hoses on the cetling and ona few burmng scraps on the floor, Out-
sicde, however, the flames were roarme. The casoline was burning
hercely, making a pyvre higher than the roof of the house, Pamt
hid started to bubble on the wall nearest the Hames,

"I wish I'd pushed it a little farther avway,” Jim said,

[t was way too hot to approach by then.

I looked at the scene and concluded the house was not in any
real danger. Nothing tresh paint wouldn't fix,

At that moment, Jims parents emerged. They had been reading
at the other end of the house. They appeared calm. Jim's mother
was smoking a cigar, and s father had a drink in his hand. They
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looked at us, the bire, and each other. Without a word, they went
back inside.

Moments Later, the tire department arrived. We were all stand-
ing back at Ieast owenty feet because of the mtense heat. Jim and [
were regretting the loss of our engines, wlich would surely be
nothing but slag when the tire cooled.

The tire department was ready to show its prowess. Four men
ran down the driveway dragging a fire hose, Jim attempted to <top
them.

“I don't think yvou want to do that. That rub conmins gasoline
and magnesiuni You need foam, not warer.”

"We know what we're doing, son. Step out of the way”

“MNo! P'm telling vou, water is dangerous on a magnesium fire!
You need foam!™

“Step aside” The voice of authority spoke,

And with that, two men held the hose and blasted the tub.
There was a violent explosion, as the water hit the burning mag-
I'IL'!Hillll'l, '.I[]d t]'ll.‘ whater .I.'l]'ﬂkll.‘ down mnto its L'l'.'.I]l]'FH.'I'I'IL"]It ].'HI['[Z"E,
hydrocen and oxveen. The magnesivm and gasoline exploded and
ramned down over the vard, We ran tor cover,

Balls of magnesium, burning with a brilliant blue-white flame,
were everywhere, The tirehighters looked stimned. For some of
them, the Viemam veterans, it must have been like being back in
combat. [aght in Jun's backyard,

“Goddamn i, [ warned vou euvs! Now look what you've
done!™

It was a scene from hell. Chunks of burning magnesiom had
scattered evervwhere trom the blast. Some were eating holes in
the van parked in the driveway. Some were burning on the root of
the house, Several seemed to be eating faming holes through the
driveway itselt. Multiple fires were burning, many with the disninct
white-hot glow of burning metal. The firetighters retreared to
their truck, where it turned out they did carry foam.
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Now they had some real work to do. They had sneered at toam
betore, but not now. Jim politely renunded them it was their fault,
"You shouldve listened to me. Look at the mess vou assholes
niade!”

They mixed the foam and—much more cavtiously this tine—
approached the tires. Even the toam was slow to extinguish them.
They would spray a spot and it would seem to be our, then explode
again a nunute later, Tewas scary, this mess the hire deparoment had
made,

Jim realized the root of their problem was lack of knowledge.
“In a university town, you guvs should be trained on chemical
fires!™ They did not respond.

Two firemen approached the wb with pikes, the sort of tools
thv'_»' use to break down doors, Th-:"-.' knocked the IHITI'['EI]E_{ tub
over, presuinably to let their buddy sprav foam inside. They
seemed to have forgotten Jint's warning,

“Stupid assholes, its sll full of gas!”

MNow fllL" ":'.'I]'Li, "l.'l.']]jll.'ll II'.II'.]. aLh I-EII' L“‘iL"Ll'[."'L"d {II_'Htl'lll"[jU]I- WS Ol ﬁ['l.',
too, Ar least the scene was well lit, Tivo more fire trucks showed,
and the chiet arrived by car, A crowd had gathered. Jim's parents had
come back out, and now they stood off to the side, speaking sottly
to each other. His dad had timshed his drink and his mom was
enjoving the kst of her cigar by firchght. Their calm was remarkable.

[t took the fire department over an hour o extnguish the
blaze, When everviling was out, and the mght was once agan
dark. the chiet had a long talk with Jum. There were calls for his
arrest from some of the firefighters, but, really, there were no
grounds. The chiet could only threaten to return ftor periodic

inspections of the house.

Larer o, that night would seem like the calm before the storm, as
my fanily and my lite fell completely to pleces.
Little Bear told me she never wanted to speak to me again, and
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she wouldn't even tell me why, T was crushed. She wouldn't come
to the phone and wouldi't see me. I didn’t know what to do. T was
so Jonely, Two vears would pass betore Tlearned why she'd lett.

O top of that, my parents finally separared. Varmunt staved wath
ny mother, who moved to an apartiment in town, Then, a few
months later, my tather moved to an apartment and my mother and
Varmint returned ro the house. The dog and 1 remained ar the house
through all of thar, except for periodic forays into the woods,

MNow that my parents had splic, my mother decided she was
bisexual. She took up with a woman her own age tor a while, but
then she gor iwolved with a woman a vear vounger than me. It
was unsetthng, the idea that my mother would leave my father for
a airl, but when her great love turned out to be even vounger than
me, that was just too weind,

Meanwhile, my father was struggling in his apartunent in town,
at one point eating sleeping pills in a drunken suicide attempt that
left himn drving out in the hospital. We were lucky his colleagues
liked him and the university was tolerant. And T guess its hard to
fire a protessor with tenure, He had stopped going to Dr. Finch,
saving, “He has erazy ideas, son. I don’t know what will happen
with the doctor and vour mother.”

Despite the good things the doctor had accomplished tor me, [,
too, was troubled. Things just didn’t seem right over there. T had
pone to see doctors of one sort or another all my life, Their wait-
inge roons were places where other people actually wanted. Patients
Aowed m and out, Their othces were alwavs nice and clean. They
looked, well, “protessional.”

Dr. Finchs othice was nothing of the sort. It was old, and the
turniture was run-down and threadbare, T never saw new faces
there, just the same hangers-on—patients, he said—that ['d seen
tor years. Most ot the time, the othce was deserted except tor
Hope, the doctor, and vs. It didn’t look like any other medical
office I'd ever seen.

“The docror s unique,” my mother would sav.
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“The doctor 1s crazy™ was my grandtather’s response,

Friends from town would say things like 1 hear that Finch is a
nutcase!” Even though the doctor had done good things for me, it
was hard to mamtain my confidence in the tace of those remarks,
especially when I began hearing them evervwhere, Dr. Finch grew
a long white beard, and wore a Santa hat in the middle of sumumer,
which was not exactly reassuring. [ learned he'd been tived from
the state hospital before we'd met him. Hearing thar, T thoughr of
my grandfathers “run out of Kingsport, Tennessee” comment a
tew vears back. Then I heard he was not even allowed in the local
hospital. Can that be true? Whar did e do? T wondered.

Dr. Finehs strange behavior proved o be too much for my
father and me Both of us stopped going to see him. Not iy
mother, though, She believed i the doctor for six more years,
right up until the day she escaped. And she dragged the Varmint
along tor a ride that got wilder and wilder as the doctor loaded her
up on medications. Luckily for me, maost of the shocking scenes
that playved out in trone of my brother (described in his memoir
Raneing with Scissors) were snill o few vears in the future, and by the
tirne they occurred, [ was well out of the doctor’s orbir.

[t was not untl 1983 that my mother finally broke free. When
she did, all the vague worrtes [ had ever telt about Dr. Finch
became concrete. My mother went to the DA, saving the doctor
had medicared her and then sexually assaulted her at a motel, At
the same e, DA mvestigators discovered that D Finch had
billed myw tather’s health insurance tor many nonexistent office vis-
its. My mother was too upset to follow through with a sexual
assault prosecution. She just wanred to escape,

So the DA filed larceny charges over the bogus hilling. That
allowed them to get a restraining order against Dr, Finch and pro-
tect v mother as a state witness. Even then, Dr. Finch tried to
silence my mother by having her committed against her will.
Knowing all this, I was not surprised when the docror’s medical
license was revoked in 1986,
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By then, [ was long gone. It was music that took me trom that
insanity tooa much better place. 1 was building a reputation amony
local musicians, and they welcomed me with open arms. Friday
mights, [ stepped trom the madhouse that my Ennily had become
into the Rousty Nail, o local nightspot. Now that [ was an insider, |
didn’t have to worry about sneaking in or getting carded. I'd even
grown a beard, to look older. The bouncer and the cop actually
areeted me at the door as they waved me inside.

As T walked into the room, the lead anger of a local band
named Fat stepped vp to the microphone. " This is rock i’ roll,
people!” He shouted it so loud, 1 saw the lights dim and relt my
ears bleed. A palpable wave ot energy rolled over the crowd,
packed shoulder to shoulder, *Nineteen seventy-five!” When they
launched into “King of the Highway” T was tansported into my
own world, T was so Tucky T had the music to take me there,

[ wish T could have brought the Varmint along. But T was just a
kid myselt, in grown-up clothes. He would be on his own.



12

I’'m in Prison with the Band

IE was Fat that saved mie, Ever since | had dropped out of high
schoal, T had been keeping their sound equipment going, and 1
liad become triends with Dickie Marsh. the sound man., and Steve
Fooss, s assistant. Dickie was impressed that T had developed the
ability to listen to the sound and tell hin what knobs to trim on
the graphic equalizer. He thought it was a natoral gife, but it was
really something I'd worked very hard at tor several vears,

Atter one show, Peter Newland, the lead singer and flute
plaver, came to talk to me.

“You could move i with us and do mwsie all the time,” he sad.
“We could even pay you, Eighry dollars a week” With that, |
Joined Fat and had a home. The band members hved together in
ant old farmhovse in Ashheld, up in the Berkshires.,

Billy Perrv, the dronumer, was across the hall from me. His
druom practice ensured I'd never sleep too late. The rooms ar the
top of the stairs howvsed Mike Benson and Chris Newland, the
bands two guitar plavers. Peter, Chriss brother and the bands
leader, lived in the master bedroom vp tront. Dickie and Steve
were squeezed in on the rop Hoor. [ moved my stuft into an empty
room in the back corner of the ground Hoor and parked my
motorcyele in the backyard, right next o my window,



114 Look Me in the Eye

Outside of mne spent living in the woods as a teral child. this
was the tirst time I had actually lived away trom my Banilyv, With
nwy own motorcyele, a place to live, and a role in a top band, T fel
I had it made. To celebrate, I bought o Tekronix 504 osailloscope,
which became my pride and jov.

[ spent my davs working on the sound equipment in a quest to
squecze every last watt of power out of the amips and get the very
best possible sound from all the insrruments. Far became known
tor its sound as well as the quality of it music, Steve, Dickie, and |
took turns driving the truck to shows and lugging rhe equipment
in and our,

[t was a great lite.

Fat was one of a small number of bands that plaved it own
mwsic in clubs all over New England. Our manager also cot us jobs
opening for bigger bands at large concerts in Boston. That winter,
we played with James Montgomery, James Cotton, Roxy Music,
and Black Sabbath. The time T spent with them allowed me to
meet other musicians, and T got more calls o design things—ifrom
maore powertul amps to an electric flute.

ONd trends like im Boughton would come to my shows, but
tor the most part T was on my own, with a new circle of people
around me, [ was getting pretty good at adapting to new people
and places,

[ was even starting to see the world, Every time [ had a day off,
I took a tnip somewhere on my motorcycle, 1 rode ito Vermont,
New Hampshire—anywhere I could go in o day’s ride, That April,
while the ground in Ashheld was still covered with two feer of
snow, the band decided to take a trip to a Caribbean island, and |
was included. They had saved up tor this vacation, setting aside a
tew hundred dollars trom every show, Personally, mwv entire net
worth was the eighty dollars in my wallet when 1 lett home, but
Peter told me this would be an all-expenses-paid vacation. We Hew
from a dreary winter in western Massachusetts to Montserrat, a
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tropical paradise, where I would realize that [ was kind ot ditterent
trom the typical rock n’ roll musician.

The tun started at six in the morning, Easter Sunday, 1976, 1
was asleep 1 a villa high on o mountamside, with a long winding
road leading from our door to the town of Plvinouth far below,
According to Peter. the villa belonged to some rich Englishman
who liked musicians. The sun was just coming up, the air was
clear, and it was a comfortable seventy-one degrees, All around us,
the ishand was quiet. Monserrat has no industry, no highways, and
no loud noise. [ts warm and peacetul and very pretty.

You'd think anvone would be delighted to be there. Not me.
All the small things I'd come to expectin lite were missing, There
was 1o recular American food. No hamburgers, No iced rea.
There was nothing to eat but eges and conch meat, And they said
we could have chicken, but only if we killed the chicken, and if
we killed it, we wouldn't have any eggs. But there was plenty of
conch. However, I'd never eaten conch mweat betore and T was
suspicious. It's like a cross berween a scallop and a soft, decayed
fish.

The truth was, [ had no idea how to vacaton. This was mv first
trip tar from home with anyone besides my tunily. [ had no money
and there was hardly anvthing tor me to do. One thing [ learned
from that trip was: Bring money!

Evervone except Willie, our native friend and guide, was
asleep. | had taken o iking to Willie as soon as 1 met lam, perhaps
because he had a pet iguana that he led around on o leash made
from scrap aireratt cable. This morning, the iguana was home and
Willie was wild. He burst in the door and ran through the house,
velling at the top of his lungs.

“Wake up! Wake up, mons! Its a bust! Wake up!”

He ran down the hall, opening the doors and shouting ar all
of us.

“Wake up, mon, the law s coming!”
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[ opened my eves and sat up. 1 didn’t have any drugs. i ior up
to anything, 1 thought., Wy wonld T be getting busted? T walked out
onto the porch and looked down the hillside. Four carleads of
ragged-looking natves were chmbing the steep road to the villa,
Each car had two guys riding en its hood and who knew how
many guys inside. The ones on the hood had clubs, It didn't look
like a raid. It looked like the natives were attacking,

[ ran back inside,

“Fucking nanves with clubs!™

“Irs a tucking attack! Wake up!”

A tew of the guys began Hushing dope, coke, pills, and what-
ever shit they had down the sink and the toilet. T hoped there was a
septic tank. Halt these native wilets emptied onto the hillside a
hundred feet away, Fine surprise that would be,

It was the wirls who had gotten us into this mess. T knew they
waould be trouble,

When we arrived, they were in the house. They greeted us at
the door like they belanged there, Mavhbe they did.

“Hi, U Jen and this is my friend Barbara, Joe told us we could
stay here nll next weekend.” None of us knew who Joe was, but
atter a moment’s thought, the guys in the band deaided the two
airls could stay, Hearing that, the girls became more talkative,

"We ran away from home three weeks ago.”

My facher’s a New Jersev policeman, But he'll never find me
here.”

“You wanma smoke some pot?”

O, shir, 1 thought.

[ didn't like finding extra people in our vacation home. Arriv-
ing to hind it populated by two girls made me teel like an intruder.
Who really belonged in the house? Us? Them? [ tound it un-
settling. [ was actually finding the whole trip unsettling, because |
didn’t like changes in my enviromment. [ liked sleeping in the same
place and having the same people around.



I'm in Prison with the Band 117

The other guys didn't see 1t that way, Mike turned to Peter and
said, " Two tree girls, Peter. 1ts an omen.” Two of the guys moved
right in with them.

I never understood how some euys did things like thar, A erl-
friend tor o week, just like that. [ was too shy even to talk to then.

Billy Perrv, Chris, and 1 went into town the first morning. The
people all spoke in a rapid musical lile that T tound hard to under-
stand ar first but soon became used o, We learned one thing

qui ckl v

evervone kinew where we were staving,

“Yes, mon, vou stay with the girls in the Maxwell place”

Evervwhere we went, the girls had preceded uvs. | never did
i out exactly what they had done. but 1t seemed those airls
had been having quite a party since they came to town a week or
rwo before. And now we were part of whatever scene they had
created,

There was plenty of pot in the house, and coke and pills and
liquor. too. I drank some beer, but the rest of the stufl just didn't
appeal to me, so T ignored it Undl that morning, when the law
arvived. Jesus Christ, T thought, m gonna go ro jail for smncone efse’s
diigs! It's por guy shit!' 1 wanted to vell out, But [ didn’t say anything.,

By the time the randers made 1t to the door, we were all awake. 1
wits dressed. Peter opened the door tor the Low as [ stood back and
warched. There were no guns in sight, but the two cuvs out front
did have clubs. They seemed respectful, though, and one of them
showed us a badge, He looked hike o homeless person, but | figured
that's how the law looked in third world countries.

I stepped aside and they swarmed in. Eight ot them. Working
in teams, they began searching the villa.

I stood in the fover, watching and listeming, Every now and
then I heard a shout as though someone had scored a point on the
pinball machine in the bar in Plvimouth. They must frave found sone-
thing, I said o myselt. | became concerned abour corruption. Are
they planting drugs in my socks or nndenvear?
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Finally. they emerged trom the back of the house holding sev-
eral bags. T couldn’t see inside, but I consoled myselt with the
thought that the bags weren't nune. Sull, they were grinning, They
had something, I couldn’t understand evervthing thev said, but 1t
became clear that we were supposed to accompany them some-
where. | stepped outside, where two more cars had arrived.

Mike turned to me and said nonchalantly, “Well, John, this is
it. This is where they take vs to jail and throw away the kev’” |
looked around, bur there was no possibilicy of escape. Mike doesnt
ko anyprfiing, 1 told mvselt. He wruse be high,

The raiders motoned me into an old Ausan station wagon. [t
was butle with seating tor five, but eight of us climbed aboard. A
native sat in my lap. If the brakes fail on the way donw the fill, he'll
absorh the crashi for e, T thought, He didn’t sav a word the whole
way down, Another native rode on the hood. T waited for our
driver to slam on the brakes a bit too hard and send him flving
under the wheels, but it never happened. He muost have had prac-
tice. He grinned like he was ona roller coasrer.

We headed into the town of Plvmouth and stopped m tront of
a stone structure. The jail. A tropical prison, really. [t had rough
stone walls three feet thick, The natives who raded us turned out
to be the slinds entire police torce, with a few drinking buddies
thrown in for cood measure. They were excited. A big buse! Us,

“stand up, mon! Say cheese for the camera, Its your mug shot,
mon!”

After taking the pictures, they all stood around watching them
develop. They were using an old Polaroid Land Camera. My
crandfather had one in the 19605,

The leader said, “T'm Inspector Vincent, okav, gimme your
passport, mon!”

"I don’t have a passport. 1 just have an 1D, 1 responded.

“Okay, then, mon, ginume your [D!7

[ handed Inspecror Vincent nmwv Top of the Campus card,
which, back home, entitled the bearer to adimission to the ninth-
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Hoor bar at the Umversity of Massachusetts, I never did get that
card back. He copied my name, address, and date of birth in
paintully ooy script on an mdex card, which he caretully tiled ina
recipe box. Smce the spelling of my name and my date of bareh
were wrong en the Top of the Campus card, the inspectors card
ended up wrong, too, [ was pleased,

No one searched me. I realized they had torgotten about that. Ir
made me wish T had a knife or a gun, But the natives were so
friendly, T would have hated to staby or shoor one. T tried to edge
out the door. Politely but firmly, Vincents sidekick grabbed my
arm and pointed back inside, to a seat.

“You have to stay mside, mon. This is jal” And he laughed.
Asshole,

Alter we were all booked, Tnspector Vincent led us to a cell.
There were no windows, just rusty bars. At least it wasn’t cold.

“Jesus Christ. 1 hope they don’t have rats in here!™ said Mike,
the guitar plaver. Undl he sadd ie T hadn't given any thought to rats,

Do they have snakes here?™ This was not the tme for Mikes
vivid imagination.

There was no way out through those stone walls, so [ tugeeed at
the bars, T eonld break out, 1 told navselt, bur ity going (o take some time
aird some work. | hoped it didn’t come to that, Besides us, the jail
had one resident, an old run=down wite killer,

Cur confinement didn’t turn out to be very onerous, Inspector
Vincent had some musicians on has crew, and once things cabmed
down, they wnlocked our cell and brought out their guitars, We
aave them money to buy tood in town, and they served it with
Coke in refillable gliss bortles. T hadn't seen bottles like that since
I was a child. When they were empty, one of the policenien hlled
them partway with water and plived them like 3 musical instru-
ment. [ would have been mmpressed it [ wasn't locked in tuck-
ing jail.

erer had a friend who knew someone on the island, and he
pledged some land for our bail, and we were released in tme for
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dinner. The next mornmeg, Peter’s friend tound us o Inwvver, a wiz-
ened little specimen with a sharp disposition. He didn’t seem espe-
cially enamored with us. Perhaps fie lives here and has daugliters, 1
thought, Atter all, he'd heard about those runaway girls,

When we were all together, he smd, “Iid vou voung men
know certain kinds ot drug possession are a hanging oftense i a
Crown colony?™

MNone of us sadd anything,

“Drug penalties in the colonies are, ahem, a it deacoman.”

"Cops love busting musicians. [ hope they dont lock us up
torever.”

"Fuck vou,” I said, Mike was full of happy thoughts that dav,

Seeds seemed to be a big deal to Montserrat’s finest. And that’s
what they had us on: some seeds in the bottom of a bag. Marijuana
seeds et MAHCT, ]_:I'i:-pr: "i[I'Il'.I]"::.’]"'i WOTL H]{.l}-', _ill"if ].'ll'l':i“\.lfll'l e 'I':.]-I'
them, but growers were executed. The coke, the mushrooms, the
speed, the acid, all those things were still packed in the luggice in
soime quantity, despite evervone’s best Hushing efforts. They didn’t
care about any of i, Seeds were what they had come for, and seeds
were what they cot.

The il was set for Wednesday, We all washed wp and
appeared in court as ordered that Wednesday mormng. There
didn't seem to be any other cases except ours, and the courtroom
was empty except tor us, the judge and court ofhicers, the Liwyers,
and o few spectators. We had a briet appearance 1 front of the
Judge, who was wearing o wig that would have marked him as a
transvestite back in New York., However, 1 telt sure he did not see
himselt as being in drag,

I couldn’t actually hear most of what was said becauvse the
lawver and the prosecutor and the judge were all huddled together
up front, but the whole thing was over in halt an hour. Two mem-
bers of the band were fined tive thousand BI'WT dollars, which
came to about owentv-tive hundred US. dollars. The charges
against e and the girls were dropped, We were free to go in dine
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tor lunch. 1 got the distinct impression that our arrest provided a
considerable boost to the island governments economy.

Oine of the policemen drove me back to the villa, where 1 picked
up our rental car It was a Jeep-like rig called a Morris Moke, Mokes
are a lot of fun, and a tropical sland like Montsermt was the ideal
place to have one. Prior to myv arrest, | had even gotten a Montser-
rat driver’s license for the thing. I was kind of proud of it

[t was actuallv a surprise thar T would have anv car to drive,
civen the fact thar I was broke, Asat happened, though, T hadn't
needed any money when Billy Perrv and | walked past the car
rental place on our hirst day on the sland. 1 had looked into their
warage, where two mechanmies seemed to be struggling to change
the oil in an old Morris car.

“Need some help?” T was halt=joking, but they wok mie seri-
Hll‘il‘:-'.

“He'’s a great mechanic, From the US” Billy pomted at me and
thev looked impressed. I ended up staving there two hours, help-
Illli_"| tilL’I]] ﬁ."-'. L )

“You could make a great living it vou wanna stay here, mon,”
they sad.

They didn’t have any money to pay me, but I didn't have a car.
So we had the basis tor a good trade. 1 fixed some Mokes and
Austins, and I got wheels,

I drove my Moke back to the jaul o ferry the crew home.
When | eot there, though, the plan had changed, Te seemed we
were now celebrities, Drinks were on the house at the local bar,
and that’s where we went.

When it came tine to leave, we were all pretry drunk. [
decided to go tor a ride on the beach, which was only a short ride
away, When [ got there, | raced down the sandy straightaway,
swerving around people as they lay on the sand. | headed to the
end, into the littde sand dunes. Mokes don't go very fast, bue | had
this one moving pretty good as [ popped over a dune, and just like
that, T was in the ocean,
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The Moke sank, and I quickly discovered the tide was conung
irn. Soon the Moke was gone from sight.

Standing on the shore, 1 telt sick and drunk. My friends had
wandered oft. And [ had lost my mansportation. The only sign of
my Moke was the little red flag that was on a pole sticking up from
the back bumper. Every time there was a trough in the waves, the
Hag popped out ot the sea.

Shir, 1sand to nyvselt, P berrer ger i out of the water,

There was no sign of the people T had been riding with. |
rrudged back to the bar to get help removing the car. When [ went
inside, a band had ser up, and two guvs were playving steel droms, [t
was magical, the way they plaved those trilling melodies on imstru-
ments made from old oil drums. One of the suys from the jail was
there, too. He'd changed from a policeman to a musician. Lookinge
at him, you'd never have guessed. T was tempted to sty at the bar
all might, but T knew we had to get that Moke back. I couldn’t
attord to l‘lll‘y‘ the rental eIy another one,

I rl'.'.l'lllldl_'d 'I.Il.'l J'-I"I.'L' au "l.-'?'i Lll]d e "I.'L".I.Ikt.‘d 1'-I.|l'.l"l:\'.. iy tl:H.‘ ]:'lL'.IL'I]- TI:IL‘
tide was still hizh, and we had to swnm out to the Moke and stand
on 1ts hood and seats,

CAll together, now, lets dive down, grab it, and drag it back.
Ome . .otwo L. three . divel” Shir, that was hard work! But we
did it Once the Moke was back on the sand, | removed all 1 fller
caps and we fipped it on s head o drain. [ gota ride home while
it sat and dried out,

The next morning, I got up early and got a nide to the rental
agency. As soon as 1 arrived, | heard, "Hey, [ heard vou sank our
Moke mn the ocean, mon!” It seemed news traveled fast on
Montserrat,

“Don’t worry,” Tsaid. “Ill have it running in a tew hours” [ got
somne gas, some oil, and a tresh batrery, and then I trodged back to
the beach with two guvs from the rental place as assistants. We
Hipped the car back on its teet. | flled 10 with fresh fuids, changed
the bartery, and cleaned out the carburetor and the igninon. |
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pulled the plugs and shot oil mto the cvlinders. Amazingly. 1t ran.
We drove back to the rental agency, where 1 rinsed it with a hose
and pronounced it good as new.

The nexe day, our vacation cune to an end, [ said good-bye to
Willie and his 1guana, and we Hew home on o World War 11 sur-
plus DC-3 with no door and with chickens in cages stacked in the
aisle. Skinuning a thousand feet above the ocean, we headed back
ro the snow, the spring thaw, and the muod. And our nexr show,
Friday nighet at the Rusty Nail, A tew vears later, most of Montser-
rat vanished when the volcano erupted. The villa, the jail, the
roads . . L all gone.

I didn’t end up staving with Fat very much longer. [ had a hard
timie living with all the people in that house. | never knew what to
say or do, and [ ofren felt lost. But T had made a lor of contacts and
become a lot more confident, at least with respect to engineering
issues, Interacting about technical things had become comtortable,
and the more I did it, the more [ knew and the easier it ot 1
wouldn't hesirare at all ro walk Ly Loy sound muan ar a concert. But

[ was stll terrified of walking up toa eirl,
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The Big Time

G-mn.l things started happening to me as the winter of 78
came to an end. That March, a hm_q dark period of loneliness
came to an end when T ran into Linle Bear at the university one
dav. Twas amazed to hind that she was now a student there. We had
[ RLAT hl.'l'l.}]':.i.‘ll il]: H | 'l.-'L‘]':'!.' ]U]I'L-,_'_ l:[l]l'i.'1 .I.'lllt W I'L"l'.'l'lll:l'[:ll_'l‘rll.‘d ri':,_[l:l[ '.I"l.'l.'.l":.'.
She rold me that she'd lett me when one of her triends made up an
uely story about me, She later learned 1t was all a lie, but by then 1t
was too late, We both regretted the lost time,

We spent that spring walking the old rmlway lines around
Amberst, collecung old ralway spikes and glass telegraph insulators
that had been abandoned in the grass, We talked about ourselves,
our dreams, scaence heton, electrones, cars, and motorcyeles, |
wis 1 love,

I zot another big break two months later: a job with a national
sound company. One with big equipment. The kind vsed in stadi-
LIS, ot ]T.'IE"I'II'.II;H'II"H.

The first to hare me was Britimnia Row Audio, the sound
company that 'ink Floyd had tormed to rent out their equipment
when they were not on tour. Britro, as they were called in the
United States, was headed by Mick Kluczynski, an English fellow
who had been with Pink Flovd for years. T met Mick when he



1264 Look Me in the Eye

came to Amherst, doing sound tor the vmversity's spring concert.
Sha Ma Ma was playing, and their amplifiers were breaking down. 1
could see they were having rouble as T wandered in during the
sound check.

“Having roubles with those Phase Linears:™ [ asked. Maybe this
will be iy dunce, 1 thought,

“"Fookin® right we have touble. 'm Mick, and this is Seth.
Who are you?”

Mick was a short, chubby tellow with a strong Enghish accent.
"1 run the main svstem,” Mick continued, “and my mate Seth runs
the monitors.” The main sound system is the one that the audi-
ence hears—the system whose speakers fank the stage in huge
piles. Its sometimes called the house svstem, The monitor system's
'-;pv.ik-:rr-; tace the stage. Monmtors allow the pn:rﬁ:ur[ln:r:-; to hear
themselves sing over the noise of the instrument amphfiers and
everything else on stage,

“I'm John Robison. ' an engineer. I know abour Phase Lin-
ear troubles.” That sounded fmpressive, At least, T hoped it did,

And 1t was true, At the nme, Crown and Phase Linear were the
two main companmies makmg large amplhitiers for big sound sys-
tems, and [ had fixed several Phase Linears tor local bands, They
had an unfortunate tendency to explode when vou plaved them
too loud. But all I had ever seen ull then were sound systems with
one, or at most two, Phase Linears, These euvs had 2 mountain of
then, at least twenty that [ could see ata elance. T had never seen
anything like that betore. [ was very impressed.

“Well, come up look at these, Mister Engineer.” Mick invited
me up ontoe the stage and took me over to an area on the side that
was filled with racks of auxiliary electronics. They had more
equipment than I'd ever seen in one place, but I didn't let on.

[ asked tor a screwdriver, and they handed me a complete
Xeelite ool kit At the time, Xcelire was the Rolls-Royee of hand
tools. | had one or rwo myself, but an entire kit was a luxury. |
looked at the fuse panels. The DX fuses were blown, and the glass
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was black. The black coloring meant a dead short. The output tran-
sistors had fried. I could fix them, but not there. I needed a shop.

“Where do vou guys come from?” T asked.

“We're from the UKL he sand, “Bur we've just opened an
ottice here in the States. In Long Island City” It took me a
moment to fgure out what “trom the LLE. meant. For some rea-
son, British muosicians T spoke to were never “from England.” They
were alwavs “trom the UK. “The Flovd sent me here to run the
place,” sard Mick, “and Mr. Goldman here”—poinnng to Seth—
“is my number two.”

“l could fix these amps tor you, but I'd need bench space to
take theny apart. Do vou have space down theret”

[t turned out they had a big radio studio with all the room |
would need. We made a date for the following week, and 1 loaded
my tools into the carand headed for New York. T had never been to
Long Iskind City betore. T was a little scared. Could 1 really do this?

[arrived in front of a nondescript building on a side street, one
of a hundred identical buildings. Had Tiade a mistake? There was
nothing ta give any clue what might be inside,

Seth opened the door when I rang. I stepped into a fover that
opened up into a huge studio, Sound and light gear covered the
Hoor, and speaker cabinets were piled against a wall,

“You guvs have a lot of gear,” T said,

“We've got halt’ the Flovd system here, with some stuff’ we've
added,” Seth answered. “The Flovd have the biggest sound system
in the world, vou know.”

Just as they were “trom the LLK.” they worked “tor the Floyd.”
Only outsiders said “Pink Floyd.” T caught on to that pretty tast
even with miy linuted social skills, T also hadn’t known that Flovd
had the biggest sound system, but [ nodded knowledgeably.

“Where are vour broken amps? 1 asked. anxious ro prove
myselt.

Seth led me o a back room, where a long bench lined a wall
and skvlights provided illonmination. There were probably hifey
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Phase Linear amplifiers piled up against the wall, The mound of
broken equipment was at least ten feet wide, and wller than me,

“Are all of those broken®” Surely that wasn't possible. T was
expecting one or two broken amplifiers, not a trockload.

“Fookin® right,” he satd. "Have at 167 And with that, he went
back up front.

[t took me three davs, several trips to the parts store, and two
overnight shipmenes from Phase Linear, but I fixed all bur two of
them. And those two | stripped ftor parts. When 1 was done, we
hauled the repaired amplitiers onto the soundstige. One by one,
we hooked them into the PAL Seth ran each one up to full power,
plaving tapes of Judas Priest and Roxy Music he'd made on the last
Lours,

All fifty-two of iy amps passed the tests,

“Fookin® incredible,” said Mick.

I was very proud of myself. It was the biggest and tastest repair
job T had ever done. And they had more. Piles and piles of broken
equipment. They had ideas, wo.

“We've ot a three-way svstem now, but we'd like to oo hive-
way. No one has that on tour, Think vou could build a five-way
CTOSSOVET:

“Or course,” I sand, determined to sound confident. Then 1
headed home to think abourt it

[ told Little Bear abour my plan,

“What's a five—way crossover? she asked,

“le divides the sound into bands. 3o vou have the low bass notes,
vour bass guitar sounds, going to the biggest speakers. Then vou
have upper bass, the low range on the goitars and piano, going to
the next biggest speakers. You have vour low mids, vocals mostly,
coing to their own speakers, Your high mids, the saxophones and
horns, go to another ser ot speakers. And, fimally, vour highs, the
high hats, the cvmbals, go to special high-frequency speakers.”

“Okay” she smd. It wasn’t clear it she understood or was
merely humoring me.



The Big Time 129

I did the design and Little Bear made the crreut boards. We
poured the acid to etch the boards into a Tupperware tray in the
kitchen sink and asscmbled everything on the dining table in our
apartiment. Amazingly, i worked., T loaded 1t into the car to deliver
it. O the ride to New Jersev, | pondered how tar we had come
from the two kids who'd hixed broken record players tor the high
school language lab just a tew vears betore,

Seth was waiting when T arrived at the New Jersev Center for
the Perfornnng Arts,

“You're late. What took so fucking long?™ he said,

“This crossover of vours better work, We don't have a spare.”
He was sure anxious,

There would be no rehearsal, 1 realized. We were going to plug
it in and do a shows FF i worke? T was tense and worried. Ir worlked
when Idid nry lase wests, five mintes before T put it o the car, 1 told mg;w]f.

We hooked it up, and the first thing T heard through it was
Gerry Ratterty’s horns plaving “Baker Street”

“Fucking clean.” Seth was impressed. “Smooth. Listen 1o those
horns”

It was hike nothime I'd heard betore. They were smooth. T was
thrilled.

That mght, [ watched Meat Loat play for a sellout crowd. Dur-
ing the show, his manager came over to me. “Fuckin® great sound
vou guys have tomght. So clear!” Tsimled. The five-way 1dea had
really worked.

Britro had plenty of work tor me after thar nighe. It seemed
their sound systems were evervwhere. Whenever I'd go to Long
Lsland Ciry, thev'd be setting up a new tour, always vsing equip-
ment I had designed or tixed or built or moditied in some way, All
ditterent kinds ot music—Judas Priest, Talking Heads, Blondie,
Phoebe Snow.

And | was the sound engineer.

By the summer of 1975, Brioo had several sound systems tour-
ing at any given time. That August, T got a call about a system we
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had put together for a band called April Wine. Apparently. they
were having trouble with the bass cabinets. They had blown thirty
bass drivers. Britro asked mie to ride up with them the next day to
SOTE 1E out,

“Okay, but [ have to bring nywy girltriend. | pronused to go away
with her this weekend.”

Oy Seth said, "We'll pick you up romorrow.”

[ called Little Bear and smd, “Get ready, we're going on tour
with April Wine tomorrow.”

“Whao's April Wine:” she asked.

“Thev've got an album called Firsr Glanee,” | replied. People
said that April Wine were the Rolling Stones of Canada, but they
were unknown in the ULS,

The next day, a green stadon wagon pulled into my driveway
with one of the crew from New York and o Brt T hadnt met
betore, There wiks Just 13.11’0]1.' room to stutt ourselves, v tools, and
all the speaker boxes into the car. It was packed ro the aills. We hit
the road with Nigel, the Brit, driving. And he drove hard. As we
slid around the ramp onto 191, Nigel tirned o me and said, ©1
went to Rolls-Rovee chautteur school, T did. Taught me how to
drive right proper. And were in a bloody tookin® hurry here.
Thevre waitin® on us tor temorrow s show, they are.”

Onee we left Massachusetts, T lost sight of the Buick’
speedometer on the far side of 100, At the speed Nigel was going,
curves on the mterstate felt ke hrpin torns, We made the border
in record time, When we pulled in, the customs officer looked in
the back. The back ot the wagon was filled with cases stenciled
PIME FLOY = LOMNDON,

“Got Pink Floyd in the back of the car, do vou?™ he asked

“Righto, mare, We shrunk “em and stuck "em in fookin boxes,
we did,” said Nigel.

Amazingly, the customs officer laoghed and waved us through.
We stopped for dinner at a hiele French restaurant ouside Mon-
treal, where 1 had one of the best meals [ have ever eaten. With a
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change ot drivers, we were oft agmn, driving through the night. It
must have been three in the morning when we caught up with the
tour. April Wine was plaving hockey rinks across castern Canada,
the only places big enough to hold the crowds, Nigel banged on
the door for ten minutes before someone let vs m.

Little Bear and I sat up, shook ourselves awake, and got to 1t By
dawn, we had changed out halt the dead speakers—enough to do
that nights show, We retreated to the motel.

We spent the next week pounding our way across Canada, fix-
ing sound equipment as we went. Nigel took the wagon back to
the city and returned with another load of speakers and parts so
we could fimsh the job, By August 12, the day before my birthday,
we had reached the Bay of Fundy on the castern tip of Canada.
That nighe, we ook the ferry to St John's, Newfoundland, Tt was
an overmght trip, and Little Bear and T spent the night of my
twenty-tirst birthday curled up an the top of the terry, in the shel-
rer of the smokestack. With an important job to do, the gentle roll
of the ship, the stars, and the sea air, icseemed like magic,

I couldnt imagine a better lite. T could almost forget my
screwed-up toly back home. T wished 1 could stay on the road
torever,



14

The First Smoking Guitar

Umm"}: [ worked almost alone in Britros huge building, unless
Little Bear was with me. I'd be in the back, and Seth and one or
pwo of the crew would be hiddling with equipiment out front on
the soundstages. So T was surprised one day in 1978 to find a
crowd milling around when T arrived with my cases of parts and
rools. T could hear loud music plaving, and as T walked in T recog-
mzed the song, KISS was there,

“They've rented o soundstage to get ready tor thar tour,”
Seth explamed. “Just let them be and we'll do our work in back,
right-o0."

Iight-o, [ went o work on a fresh pile of dead Phase Linears,

I could see the stage from myv bench in back, and 1 saw Ace
Frehlev, the guitar player, poking lus fingers into o hole in the front
of his Les Paul guitar. Being curious, [ moved closer,

“What are vou doing in there?” T asked.

“Hey, are vou the engineer?” Without waiting for an answer,
he continued, "1 wanna put a smoke bomb in this guitar, [ want it
to catch hire at the end of my sole.”

“1 could do thar, Can [ see?”™

Ace had carved a hole in dhe front of the guitar and embedded
a stioke bomb, He had the idea thar he'd set the bomb oft and the
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cuttar would vanish o a cloud ot smoke while he plaved his solo,
It was a good idea, but the implementation was less than optimal.

“This is a fucking mess,” [ said tacttully. T thought tor o minuote,
“We could build o metal box, embed it m the guitar, and put the
simoke bombs inside, That would work a lot better.”

“Yeah, it would last longer, too, because we wouldn't be burn-
ing the wood.”

“We conld even insulare the box. And instead of fire, we could
put hiehes inside”

Ace was getting into the idea. And it mrned out he had already
been thinking abour lights,

"How about these?” He showed me a bulb. " They're tor air-
planes or movie projectors or something” Ace was never clear on
details like that. Regardless of where they came from, though,
I.I]L"_'n-' WOl !'-.'ll'['l].'llifl."it.’tl Lo I'll_1 .I.'.Il"i.g]'l.t.

“Do vou have a spare guitar?” [ asked.

“Shit, it vou can do that, T have all the guitars vou need.” He
".'.11]1.".1 aul o t]'ll.‘ Cresw |]H.‘l|]|'|l.‘r ]'L‘hl.ﬂ]]lhihit.‘ J'-l'l'l' ]Ii?i L'L]l'lip]l]l.‘llr,
“Tex, have Gibson ship this cuy a cuitar tomorrow!™ Then it hit
him. He turned to me. “Hey! What's vour name:”

“lohn Robison,” [ said,

Ace clearly didn't think John summed nie up, "We'll call vou
Ampie!” he said, knowing that T built the amplifiers. T guess |
wasn't the only one who picked my own names, When 1 watched
John Belushin name the Flounder in Awimal Hense, T knew just how
he felt.

Gibson’s Les Paul model was the gold stndard ot the guitar
world. The version Ace plaved cost alimost a thousand dollars. And
here he was, telling his roadie to call then and they'd ship me one,
overnight, just like that. In the music world, thats what power and
tame did.

That night, I headed home with a new job. I had never made
special effects betore, but they didn’t know that, and T wasn't going
to tell them. My experiments had so far been confined to child-
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hood pranks—nothing on this scale. It was a little scary when [
thought about 1. What if [ fucked 1t ups?

You can do ity Tsaid to myselt as T drove home, And T knew just
the person to help with tus: myv friend Jun Boughton, he ot the
foundry and the faming washrub., | showed him the guitar the
next day, as soon as FedEx delivered it to my house. [t was a brand-
new black Les Paul Custom. I had expected a tactory second or
something, not dus. [e was so perfect that T owas almest afraid o
rouch 1. But I did.

“He wants a guitar that explodes and blows fire and smoke?
And plays? He's my kind of nmusician!™ Jim grinned.

We lad the guitar on a blanket on the hood of Ins Far 124, and
in short order we came up with a plan. For the firse desien itera-
ton, Jun cast a Arebox that we embedded in the back of the cuitar,
But it didn’t work. Tt was crooked.

For our next eftort, Jim welded a box from stunless steel. He
vsed a router to carve a hole in the back of the guitar, then
removed one of the pickups on the front. The box fic right behind
where the pickup had been. The pickup location was now a hole
leading into the box,

“Okay, we'll cut some steel in the shape ot the pickup, and
we'll use a spring and hinge to snap it open so the smoke con get
out, We'll need to make an insulated pad so Ace doesnt get
burned plaving ths thing, It's going to get hot!™

Tex, Ace’s roadie, called me every few days to see how we were
doing. At first, he was skeptical, along with the rest of the guvs on
the KISS crew.

A metal boxi? A fake pickup on a hinge???”

But atter Tex came up to see what we were Llning, he became a
believer, and so did they, Overnight it became "Yeah!! A metal
box!! A hinged pickup!!”

While Jin1 made the box and the rest of the mechanical pares, |
worked on the electronics. KISS had just started using a brand-
new technology-—Shatter Vega wircless radio systems—to send
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the signals from the guitars to the amplifiers. For a band like KISS,
who moved around a lot, wireless was great because it meant there
were no cords o trip over or yank out. It made my job harder,
though, because 1t meant those huee lhights Ace had found would
have to run trem batteries,

Tex helped solve that problem. He tound a small company,
Frezzolini Electronics, that made rechargeable battery packs tor
portable TV cameras. | went to see them i an induserial park in
Fawthorne, New Jersey, and Jack Frezzolini and Jim Crawtord
came out and showed me around. It was exciting to be treated like
a real visiting engineer and not a kid. We walked ourt back, into an
area where a technician was welding individual rechargeable bat-
teries the size of C cell batteries into packs of all shapes and sizes,
Then the packs were shrink-wrapped in blue plastc,

TI:IL"]'L". 1k t]'l.ﬁ.‘ ].'.IL"IH']'I.. WOETE E]IIL‘ 8] {5 tl]L"}' h.':ll.,l 'II]."II.,:l\'..‘ rﬂl’ e,
They were about five by six inches, not more than an inch thick,
and weizhed perhaps nwvo pounds,

“This pack has all the power vou need,” Jack said.

“Reeallvd™ Twas skeptical.

“Shat, you could start a car off this pack! Check this out” We
walked over to a pair of lights, and he plugged in one ot my packs.
The lights blazed on, Hooding the room, so bright that [ had to
look away. “We developed these packs so TV crews could run
floodlights and get a good image anywhere,” he explained. “How
do vou think they get TV coverage of car crashes, or mountin
rescues, or aniinals in the woods? They use our batteries with light
packs like these”

[ was nmpressed. 1 lett Frezzolini with two packs and two
chargers.

Tl send the Wall to the band,” Jim said, What a great deal, |
thought. A whole oftice tull of people who pay yvour bills and take
care of you. Mavbe I can have that someday.

When my creations came to lite, I telt exhilarated. [ loved to see
and hear them run e a live performance. People would stare in
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amazement and roar with applause and cheers at the things [
dreamed vp. At times like that, it was fun being a mistit. When |
locked around me, the creative people i the muosic scene all
seenied to be musties, so 1 blended righe in, The only normal people
were the managers, and 1 didn’t deal too mwch with them. [ liked
the people in the bands, and they actually seemed to like me.

[ had a girltriend and T had a car. T had escaped my deranged
parents, I was working tor one of the horrest bands in the world. |
was even making good money, when 1 worked. I'd gone from
eighty dollars a week with Fat to eighty dollars every few hours. At
long last, 1 was really making it

At least, that was how [ felt when things went well for me.
When they didn’t, T heard the lictde voices in v head.

You're just a frand.

This shir will never vk,

What will they say when they come fo get it and 15 i a million preces
ont yonr bencl?

Sounetines, 'l.".‘urk:iug on the KISS cuirars, | would gel all
rense and worried. But T would just work harder. There was only
one thing to do. [ had to make them work just as [ had said they
would.

There were countless details to be attended to. For example,
there was the problem of the fake pickup—the metal piece that
swung open to let the smoke and light out, [t was stainless steel,
cut i the shape of the prckup that had previously occupied that
space. Should we patne 162 1F we did, [ was atraid the soot from the
sioke bombs would ruin the hnish,

Tex had the pertect answer: decals. He even knew a guyv who
could make some. His buddy printed adhesive decals that Jooked
like the front of a pickup, and we used them to cover the steel
door. They could be changed every show, keeping them tresh. It
was a great idea, and it worked. Ar the same time, the back of the
cuitar was hollowed our more to hold the Frezzoling barteries and
the electronics [ had put together,



138 Look Me in the Eye

This guitar project was my first experience doing something as
part of a team. Between the batteries and the lights and the smoke
bombs and Jun’s welding and curting, and Litle Bears treless sol-
dering, we were pulling it oft!

Finally, we were done. We had transtormed a stock Les Paul
into a bire-breathing beast. The tinished guitar looked just like any
other Gibson Les Paul. But when vou twisted the lower volume
control, the bortom pickup swung back with a snap, the smoke
bomb went oft, and intense hight blasted out of the hole. The
ettect of the light and the smoke was spectacular. It was time to
bring it to New York.

[ had never buile anvthing for anvone tamous before, KISS was
one of the bigrest bands in the world, and I was really proud that
tl]!."_'n-' II."Id t']ll?‘iﬂ."[] e Lo I'Ili'lkli.' [llli.‘ gl'l'i.['.l]‘. [ ".".-'U'I:Idli.'l‘li.'l'.:l. "n."'.'l]'.l[ "."n'li]'llll..i
happen next. Would T become famous? Would T get more work?
When T arrived, Ace picked up ny guitar and peered imnto the
workings, visible through a clear plastic cover on the back.

“Far out! Let’s see it run. Tex, lets wire up some sinoke bombs!™
When both sinoke bombs lit off, the smoke poured our the front
and filled the room. And 1t kept burning. In fact, it burned so hot
that 1t popped two strings off the guitar, When | saw that, T just
hoped our msulation held up,

“Son of a biteh!™

Ace was unpressed. And the audience was, oo, as soon as they
waw 1t Ace plaved the smoking eutar on the song 2000 Man, [t
was a hoge hut wiath the crowds—they would roar when they saw
the smoke and Light pour out of it. Atter the first show, Ace cane
out to talk to me,

“Ampie, this is wild. T love it. What else can we do?”

That smoking guitar was the hirst ot o long line of special gui-
tars we would create over the next tew vears. Ace was tull ot ideas.
I started designing when the tour opened and kept butlding and
moditying my guitars as we traveled. The effecs gor berter and
better throughout the tour. I loved itand so did Ace.
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Atter a litetime ot being unpopular, I tound that the tables had
suddenly turned tor me. Relatives T hadn't seen since I was tive
showed up at the stage door, professing their fondness for me and
requesting “two backstage passes, 1if vou can spare thenn” 1 usually
could.

Reelatives weren't the only people I met. The sexual prowess of
some of the guvs on the tour was legendary, and I otten bumped
into their “friends” One night in Marvland. for example, we had
reserved the whole top floor of the best hotel in the area, where
we registered under assumed names. Despite our eftorts, there
were always groupies hanging around. | trudged past them afrer
the show, headed tor the elevarors. As [ stepped mside, two airls
cot i with me. They were quite pretty, and very provocatively
dressed. The one [ stll remember had red hair and a red «ilk
blouse, unbuttoned practically to her navel. With high heels. She
wasi't dressed like a hooker. (By that time, I'd seen enough hook-
ers to know the difference.) She was just, well, aggressive

| 1."'1I'-2|IL'L1 the button tor the op ['[m:]‘, then turned to then and
asked, “Which floor?”

“Top Hoor” sad the girl with the bright red shart.

“Do you have anmvitation? [ asked. "Owur security guys won't
let vou oft otherwise,”

“We're poing to give Gene Simmons head. He's expecting us,”
she satd with a dismussive tone.

“Okay,” 1 sand slowly, What else could I sayv? When we got to
the top, 1 headed tor my roont and they headed for his. They were
indeed expected.

I s that kind of thing nighe atter night, but the girl in the red
shire kind of stuck out, T guess it was her conhidence—something |
had never telt with anvone but Little Bear. That night, 1 closed the
door of my reom and went to work on mwy latest guitar moditica-
rons. Alone.

[ was on my way to being a special-effects wizard for K155, But
that was in their world, When I went home, 1 stepped back into
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my own world, a mwch more ordinary place. The crowds, the

noise, the stage—they were gone as it they had never existed. In
tact, thats exactly what somne people in the tny town of Amberst
thought—that [ mwst have made then up.

Betore we had gone on tour, we had set up the whole show
and rehearsed on Long Island. On several occasions, 1 had brought
Varmint with me. He loved it. One ot his seventh-grade assign-
ments that term was to write about whar he did on vacation, So, of
course, he wrote, "My brother works for KISS. He took me o
rehearsal in Nassau, where | met Paul Stanley and Gene Simimons.
[ saw them without their makeup and they told me dirty jokes.”

[ those days, seeing the members of KISS ar all, ler alone
without their heavy and wild makeup, was a very big deal, So they
actually sent him to the school psyehologist over this “crazy fan-
tasy” that he insisted was true!

[ accompanied him to school the tollowing day and set them
straight. “What the hell is the marter with vou people, hassling iy
little brother?” T asked the psychologist, At ewenty-one, T had not
learned about tact, but T knew how to be clear and assertive. And
the memory of my own bad experience in the Amherst schools
was stll fresh i my nund.

| don't know it it was my honest face, my size, or my vulganty
that dhd the wick. Or possibly the photos, which T carried m the
cold briefcase Ace had given me, the mside of which was deco-
rated with KISS backstage passes, Whatever it was, the school did
not challenge Varmunts KISS tales ever again,

UWhat a bunch of assholes,” I muttered to him on the way oot

"Yealh” he said. He tollowed my lead and quit school a few
mumths Jater.

[t abways struck me as tunny, the way people acted. It was so
incredible to them, the idea that T worked with KISS, [ just
thought of it as a fun job. Someone had to do it Why not me:

"1 can't believe vou know Ace Frehlev! He's my absolute hero!
What is he like?” Anna, the girl who worked behind the counter
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at Superior Pizzeria, gushed when 1 went in tor my pepper and
onton pics. [ never knew how to respond to questions like that.
Theyre just mnsicians, thoughe, TWhark the big deal?

I tried to answer, once, “He's just a regular cuy,” 1 sad, “Dark
liair. a lietle shorter than me”

“Stop!” she smd. "He's not a regular guy! And 1 know what he
looks like!™ And with that, she launched inro five minutes of
relling e what her hero was like, 1 slipped ouide o polish my
motoreyele. I had to escape, but T couldn’t leave unal T got my
tood. She followed me outside.

“What abour Gene?”

“Gene who?” 1 asked disoractedly, as 1 polished my chrome
exhaust pipe.

“Gene Sunmons!” she said, “Ts it woe, what they sav? Can he
really Tick his own eveballs?™

1}'{'.;”5 st [ﬂmnghr, Thr'.uxju,:? doesn 't end ..

“Well,” I replied. "He does have a long tongue, And T know the
irls really like hin” T did nor know what else to sayv. Luckily, at
that moment, her boss carried my pizza out the door and gave me
the excuse | needed to escape Anna and NuttyRoockStarWorld,

[ don't know if its an Aspergian trait, or if 165 just me, but [ was
never attected by celebrity, Mo matter how tamous a musician was,
he was justa guy with a broken guitar or an idea tor a sound effect to
me, But [ could never explain that simple reality to other people,
“You're just modest,” people sand when they felt mee,

“What an arrogant asshole yvou are” they said when they telt
1Sty

The truth was, all [ really saw were iy engineering creations.
To me, the guitar plaver was like the driver of a race car, and T was
the guy that built and tined the engine. So we were on the same
rean, but [ wasn't out there driving. [ didn't even see the racemrack.
The engine was mv world.
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The Ferry to Detroit

I called home every week when 1 was on the road with KISS
that first season. There were no cell phones in those days, so calling
lome was harder than it is today. Motels had phones, but that was
a real racket, with some sleazy innkeepers charging a dollar a
minute tor long distance. We carried our own relephones on the
rout, i a big trunk with the other production othice gear. A< <oon
as we arrived at a new concert hall, we'd plugin to the switchboard
and start dialing.

I always called Varmnnt, He seemed to nuiss me and | know he
liked to hear from me. He was fourteen vears old that summmer,

Sometimes he had weird news of life in Northampton, where
our mother had deposited lnm during her most recent bout of psy-
chosis, That sunumer, he was living with Dr. Fincl and his tollowers
in a talling-down houwse near the center of town. The house had
the atmosphere ot a cult, and tor that reason 1 seldom went there.

Sometimes his tone was urgent, as when [ called from some
civic center in the Midwest and he said, “John Elder, can [ come
see vou: Maybe tomorrow?”

| realized something was up. He nmst want me to buy him some-
thing, 1 thought. With our father on the skids and an unemploved
andd nutty momn, [ was shaping up as Varmint’s cash deawer., In fact, it
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seemed like the Varnnts need tor fhines was increasing even taster
thann my income. When he was livtle, he had dressed hinselt in
aluminuim foil. Now that he was older, he wanted designer clothes,
and he figored [ was the one to buy them, 1 looked forward o the
day Varnunt got a job.

“Okay, 1 said, “go to the AirKaman terminal at Bradlev Field
at six o' clock tomorrow. Ull iy you out to our show in Cleveland.”

[ picked him up in o Cadillac, 1 rented Cadillacs whenever |
could, despite the business manager’s whining about the expense,
Varmine and [ both liked them. They were alwavs brand-new and
they had a distinctive smell. Also, our grandmother had driven
them when we were little, so we telt right at home,

[ always treated mv rented Caddies with respect, except for the
time | loaned one to our pyrotechnics guy and he gave it o two
"i-tl."'l.".-'.l]'l.,]i.""i‘ﬂ_"'.‘*i Ii’['l‘l]l t-.-il:'lt[.ll'll;‘.li':l:‘.._h’.'l. J'!'Ll ]L".I."i[. []'I.L"‘_l.' HLIiL:l tIIL"'!n.' WETE sieiw=
ardesses. They vanished with the car and Avis wanted to charge the
whaole thing——twenty thousand dollars—rto my American Express
card. Eventually, they found the car parked at the Charlotte airport.
We never saw the stewardesses again. The band’s business manager
settled the hill.

I never loaned my Cadillacs to the crew atter that.

The arport we few mto at Cleveland was way out of town.
But as soon as we got there, my little brother started in on e,

“Where’s the mall?” he asked. He hasn't been frere ten minuies and
afready Te wants to shop! 1 thought, Well, there were malls back
home. He didint need to be Hown a thousand miles by jet to visit
a nmall.

"I need new clothes.” He was trying to be reasonable.

Mot wanting to let lum loose on a buving spree, T turned oft
the highway into a residential neighborhoaod,

“There are no stores here.” [ gestured into the empty darkness,

Varmint looked around. We were in the nuddle of nowhere.
Nothing bur houses, and even those were increasingly far apart. [t
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was 3 very dark night., and there were not many street lights, W
had not even passed a 7-Eleven or a gas station.

Varmint ket there must be malls to serve the houses,

I had a sudden inspiraton, Mavbe [ could pull it off. Varmumt
wis 2 lot harder to rick now that he was older. But mavbe . ..

“Varmunt, there are no stores here. None at all. If vou just came
out here to shop, vou're going to be disippointed. Cleveland is a reli-
cious commumiry. Thats what the name means, Thev're Clevires”

“What are Clevites?” he asked, skeprcal. Bur I saw a hint of
possibiliry.

“They are very religious people. Thev tounded this citv. They
worship Saint Cleve, the patron saint of harvests, Theyre like the
Shakers back home”

What could he sav to that? He'ld seen them worship the saints
in Mexico. Slave had taken him there a few vears back when she
was looking for inspiration for her paintings. [ continued. T had
himn now.

“Frankly, I was shocked to hear they allowed KISS to play here.
Usually, they have gospel performers in places like this. You know,
Varnunt, there are other religious commumtes hke this scattered
aroud the coumtryv. The Mennonites, The Anush. The Moomes,
They would never host a KISS concert. Not ina million vears, But
rmes are changing, We could be plaving for the Mormons soon.
In Salr Lake Cin”

But he couldn’ ger shopping out of his nund,

“I really need new clothes. Look, 1 brought pictures.” He had
Calvin Klein ads, and clippings from People and US magazines
with nattily dressed stars and models. He had cut oot his favorites
and made a kind of collage. It would have been cute if he wasn't
using it to shake five hundred dollars out of me.

"I can't look at that junk while I'm driving.” [ slrould lrave put
fatan far thie rrunle, 1 thought. He was bouncing on the seat. The mag-
azines were still in his hand. He wasn't leting go of this idea,
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“Varmint, vou don't get it. There are no retail stores m Cleve-
land. None. They just have churches, gas stations, and grocery
stores. That’s all.”

“What do we do?” He sid thae as it 1t were my problem.

U1 know swhat e doing. We have a show tomorrow, at Rich-
hield Coliseuni I'm working., You can come along. You can see
the new explosives we just rigged up tor "Rock and Roll All
Mighe!”

“But I need new clothes” He was whining now, T had a fresh
inspiration. Varmint was hucky | could think on my feet. Most big
brothers would have run out of ideas and smacked him silly. Bue |
WS Just gerting started,

“Look, it vou reallv want to shop, vou can ke a taxi to the
waterfront and carch the ferry o Detroit. Its ninety mles away,
actoss Lake Erie. But T gotta warn vou, 1ts a shametul scene,
Varmint, I wouldn't doit, niyself”

[ could comjure an image of the terry landing clearly in my
mind. Tr was a scene straight from the Bible, Sodom and Gomor-
rah. Worship of Graven Images, Depraved, orgiastic sinners wait-
inge to be stitten by a vengetul God. All that and more, right there
at the Cleveland dockyards, My imspiration took wing,

CIts aosick scene, Varmint, All these greedy people, burning
with lust to buy, Drinking, joking, josthing each other around.
Gathered around the dock waiting for the ferry hke junkies wait-
g for a herom (s, 'm not going over there, And besides, T have
clothes. | don't need new ones.”

“Your clothes are disgusting,” he said wath a sneer. " Theyv're
dirty and thev're not srylish ot all.”

“Well, T'm not spending the dav on a ferry o go shopping.
What it it sinkss

Do they sink?™

“shit, Varmint, vou'll be our of sight of land tor hours while
voure crossing Lake Erie. You heard thar song about the Eduind
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Fitzgerald, right? By Gordon Lighttoot? The Edmnd Fitzgenald was
a ship. Nine hundred feet long. It sank without a trace in a storm.”

"Yes ... He was not sure how to respond to that.

“That was here, Varnunt. On the Great Lakes”

The tmage of a nine-hundred-toot ship sinking, right there, did
not seem to bother him at all. His need to buy was very, very
Srrong.

“Twenty-nine people drowned. The whole crew.”

Welll it it a nice dav, I'm going anvway.”

| tried to reassure him since he had made up his mind.

“When vou get to the terry terminal, if waves are breaking
over the dock, don’t go. Okay?”

“Okay)” he agreed, but he hoped the weather would be
mice, “You can drive me there in the morminge and we'll check it
I;HIF.H

“T don’t know how to get there, And T have to work. Take a
taxi. I'll give vou two hundred dollars tor clothes and money tor
the taxi and the [1L'IT“|.'. But 1:;ml'" have 1o el }'Uurﬁr[t' there”

“Thanks, John Elder.” He hignred he'd won.

We walked down the hall to our room. Our security staft had
set up a roadblock to keep unwanted fans from our corner of the
hotel. They knew Varnmnt,

We met Ace and one of the crew comnng the other way.

“Heeeey! 1t's Baby Ampie!”

*Amd Big Ampre!”

Varmunt did not really like being called Baby Ampie. He said,
“I'my going ro Detroit on the terry. To get new clothes.”

“Well tar tucking out. Baby Ampie. Have a beer!”

Varnunt backed away, We continued o our room, and T
showed Varnunt where he could sleep, on the Hoor by the win-
dow. There were two beds in the room, but I was using one tor
myselt and the other as a workbench.

“I'm not sleeping on the foor. Clear that stuft off the bed!™
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“Varmint, vou should be gratetul tor what you've got. [ used
tour thousand gallons of jet tuel to get you here. And now you
want a bed, too?”

My lietle brother had no concept of the cost or trouble to bring
him there. I didn’, either, but he didn’t know that. [ looked at the
bed and comnsidered the sitvation. It I put him on the Aoor, he'd
whine all night. It T locked him in the hall, he'd make a scene. |
decided to ler hiny sleep on the workbench bed,

“Okay, help me move this stuft carefully onto the dresser. But
tirst we have to remove the TV so we have some space. Get me the
Phillips screwdriver from the tool kit”

Working together, we made a place for Varmint to sleep.
Through iv all, he did not show the least bit of interest in any of
the elecronic devices T was working on. I was disappointed.

It was clear that Varmint was not going to be able to sleep until
he knew what was happening tomorrow with s shopping trip
and the ferry ride. So he worked up his courage and headed tor the
tront desk.

He got up on tiptoe to lean on the counter. Assuming a worldly
expression, he said, “So where do | catch the terry to Detronez”

The clerk, a twentv-vear-old farm girl with pimples, re-
sponded with a blank look,

“The ferry to Detroit,” he said agam, slowly, mn case she was
too dense to hear the firse time,

“Uniiuvunuuumuuuuuuouuuuuuuuueh L D don’t Koow,”
she mumbled, with a dazed look. The help at the motels we visited
was not always of the highest caliber,

armint returned quickly and contronred me. Vls this a mick,
John Elder?™ Bue I was quick.

“"Look around. Decide tor vourself, Have vou seen a single
retail establishment since we got here?”

[ had him there.

"I dunne”” He was mumbling, wo. He was confused, But he
desperarely wanted those clothes he'd seen in the magazines,
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“The lngh pomt ot the vear i thus communuty is the Festval of
Saint Cleve” [ told him. “Our concert is at the start of festival
week, You didn' see them come out of church and go ona shop-
ping spree mn Mexaco, did vou?”

He realized [ had a poimnt.

I dismissed the whole thing. "Ask around. Find someone else.”

Armint headed down the hall and T snuck atter him ro eaves-
drop. He asked the fiest people he met. They were a sweet-looking
middle-aged couple,

“Excuse me. Do yvou know where | can catch the ferry to
Dretroit, please?” He was on his best behavior now,

“Sorry. were from San Francisco.”” They shuled ar the nice boy
with the blond curls. Nice people like them buy children like him
annd radse them as pets. But he didn’t want to be a pet today. He
K\'.II]EUL] l'.']l![]'l.-L".‘*i.

He realized he needed a local. Maybe someone else who
worked there. Someone a little more on the ball than the clerk at
the desk. So he tound a janitor shuttling down the back corridor.
Surely he Hved around there. He'd know,

“Excuse me, where do [ ger the ferry to Detroit?” He was sull
polite,

The janitor just stared at him across his barrel of mops and
brooms and rags.

“Whasamaat:”

“I need to co shoppime, How do 1 eet to the ferrv:”

“The ferry to Detroit? Waddava, fuckin’ nuots? Ya wanna go
shoppin’, va go ta da fucking nall! Fuckin® halt mile up the road!™
He turned around and shutfled off. "Fuckin® idiot kid!™ he mut-
tered to himselt as he rolled his barrel down the corridor, He
coughed and spat on the carpet.

armint stood there with a sick smile, realizing he'd been had.
He didn't say a thing.

| retreated to mv room. feeling very proud of myvself. Anyone

can trick a four-year-old, but it mkes a master to trick one ten
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vears older. | realized Varmint was geting bigger, and smarter. |
might never be able to trick him like thar again.

Soon he would be roo big to call Varmine, 1 would need to
think of a new name tor him. Chrs, the name he came with,
would never do.

[ took him to the null the next day. He went home atter the
Cleveland show with a bag of tresh clothes, mostly satistied. The
next rme | heard from him, he wanred me to buy him a new bhike.
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One with the Machine

M.m}' people with Aspergers have an afhinity for machines.
Sometimes T think T can relate better to a good machine than any
kind of person. 've thought about why that is, and I've come up
with a tew ideas. One thought is that T control the machines. We
don’t interact as equals. No matrer how big the machine, T am in
charge, Machines don’r talk back. They are predictable. They don't
trick me, and they're never mean.

[ have a lot of trouble reading other people. I am not very good
at looking at people and knowing whether they hike me, or theyre
mad, or they e just waiting for me to say something, I dont have
problems like thar with machines,

I teel an affimaty with many different kinds of machmes. Ul oy
to explain.

Imagine vourselt at a sold-out concert. Youre out on the
Hoor—at what would be the fitty yard line it it were a tootball
tield—standing on a rased plattorm that holds the consoles that
control the sound and lighting systems, You're looking over a sea
ot heads toward the stage. [ts pitch-black, but you can see the NO
SMOKING signs at the edges of the crowd. When the wind is right,
vou can smell the pot in the air. (Why is there wind in here, any-
wav?) The ceiling is so high, it seems like there might be clouds,
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And all around you, the crowd 15 moving, Churning. Laser point-
ers and cigarette lighters are Aickering on and oft like firetlies. The
crowidl 1s like a glant organisn It feels good to be standing above i,
separate, with a litde elbow oom and a fence 1o keep people
at bay,

Even with nothing going on. its noisy. And vou know the
crowd can turn in the blink of an eve. You keep an ear open tor
cunshots. You worry about knives. You look down to see 1t the
security guys are still in place in frone of your platform. You are
reassured to see them there, two weight lifters with black T-shirts
that say “securiTy” in big letters,

[ts a Friday night in June, eightv-tive degrees outside. Betore
the show, the road ImaraeEer said there were NiNety-ewoe thousand
people on the floor, and the line to get in looks halt a mile long,
Insde, its supposed to be air-conditioned, but the air is hot. You're
sweating, and vou can smell the crowd. You'd like to take a walk,
bt wmling five hundred feet t|ll'ul.|:_r,il that crowd o el (o the
door is not an appealing prospect. You shudder to think what
would happen if there was a fire,

The longer the lichts stay oft, the edger the crowd eers. The
only lights vou can see are the exat signs and the work hghts where
voure standing. You're vulnerable. It they riot, vou know they'll
o for vou first,

You think abour that while vou wair,

You, the hehtung director, the sound guy, the road nuanager,
and the fire chief are standing up there. The crowd 1s getting rest-
less, and atter a few minutes they begin to chant, Its almost time.
The red LED flashes in tront of vou. The lighting director leans
torward, keys the mike on the headset he’s wearing, and says, “It’s
showtime, kiddies.” You reach torward and fire the lights. The hirst
fme you hit the button, vou teel it in vour stomach ... HWhat if
nothing lappens? What if they dou't work?

Bur then the light washes back from the stage and rolls over
vou, They do work, Your hights,
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Its ke magic, how its all come together, though vou don't
think of it as magic becavse vou understand how every single
picce works and vou know theres no magic involved. Just basic
engineering principles. You've taken thousands of hiteless individ-
val parts—lightbulbs, reflectors, circuit breakers, dimmer packs,
power cables, clamps, and trusses—and turned them into a living
thing. And you are its nuaster.

You've designed it and built it and now vou've become a part
ot it. Its come alive. Electriaity 15 its food, and vou are 15 bran.
You have become one with the machine. As long as vou remain
part of it, 1ts alive. Without vou, it will revert to itz component
parts. But it it burns up while vou're running it—mavbe because
VoLl '[."lLI'-.I]CLl too hard or made o mistmke—that’s death.

Becoming the brain of the ighung svstem takes intense focus
and concentration, It's easy to say, “Push the button and the lights
come on, but the reality 1s much more complex. The lights need
to be brought up gently to keep them from burning out. To turn
ll'["' ..I". [I.IL' ]Ig].lt‘\. }.'U'll 1S l:l.ﬂ' <l lELI]H'L‘ over r].ll_' kt’}"l]“.]]'d, I:"l'il:l.lﬂ:ilt",-_rr
up birst one, then another, becavse it vou move too fast vou could
overload the system and blow o breaker, and vou'd be left with
nothimg at all. Darkness, Your worst mehomare in the maddle of
show., Darkness 15 when they riot, and vou mwist never, never let
that happen. You must develop a sixth sense for your system, to
feel how 1ts doing, to be really great,

And now you'te domng 1t Cones of colored heht are reaching
down from the ceiling to the staze, washing over the sceneryv. The
cones are moving and changing as you switch trom light to light m a
constant dance that follows the music. Fog machines behind the stige
are generating clouds, and yvour lights are making patterns in the mist,

The taces of the crowd are visible, and they are all staring at the
stage. There 1s action up there, and its lond. And vou're like the
wizard of Oz, You're right there in the open, and no one sees you.

You feel a chill as the lights change in response o your com-
mands. You've brought a million watts of lighung o lite by leaning
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torward and moving two tmgers. Just a gente push and you've
moved enough power to light a whole neighborhood. For now, all
of vour mental energy s tocused on that lighting systen. Once the
show has started, there is no tine tor daydreaming, You know the
color and focus and aiming point of every one of the three hundred
lights that hang from vour truss. Now you concentrate and pick out
each one, one ar a time, and vou make small adjusnments as you
scan then.

MNow that vou're working, vour concentration s so intense that
vou don’t even hear the show. You don't see the crowd. Instead,
voure seeing each of those hundreds ot lights as individuals, and
its all you can do to keep them tollowing the music, Irs juse like
plaving a huge musical instrument and vour hands never stop
moving on the dinuners,

It vou had been backstage, near the electrical panels, vou'd
have heard the hum as the power surge hit the panel when the
lights came up. Fitty feet above the Hoor, three hundred lights
CaA1re On '.I[]LI dWwave l]t- ]]L’.It ]'H].].'i.‘ll “ﬂ- [hl_']ll hkt‘ SONEEeOTe J-'lE."-T
opened the door to a furnace.

When the show started, evervthing happened at once. The
hghts came up, the canmons fired, and the band started plaving,
From up Ingh in the back of the hall, the tollow spots—ten-toot-
long spotlights with powertul xenon lamps—came on and picked
out the musicians with long fingers of white light, Nexr to vou,
the sound engineer watches his meters as they tm from green to
rec. The fire chiet” holds up his sound pressure meter and frowns
and waves it in tront of the road manager. Its too loud o wlk. [t
shows 124 decibels, about the level of jers taking ot at the Detroit
:Lir]mrr. its too loud to be ]vgﬂl, but no one hears the chiet. The
crowd roars and the music gets even louder.

And its never enough. You can always have brighter lights, big-
cer amplitiers. These are machines thar run at 100 percent, every
showe Ome mullion wats of power, right there under vour finger.
There’s nothing like itin the world.
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Rock and Roll All Night

Thc ILeturn of KISS tour hie the road in the summmer of 1979,
The tist concert was scheduled for June 15 1 Lakeland, Florida.
would be there.

I had been working since spring, building a new collection of
special-eftects guitars tor Ace. Tex and T had worked with luthier
Steve Carr to nake my electrome creations plavable. Carr had done
the tretwork and fmal fimshing, and Tex had test plaved the guitars.
I had designed and built the electromes, The band had just released
Dypnasty, and their songs were once agan climbing the charts.

For this tour, the band would be using all new equpment. The
stage was new, The effects were new, The costumes were new. And
all the specal guitars we had created were new. All that new stutl
would be verv exating except tor the worrv—would 1t really
work?

A week betore the fiest show, the rest of the crew had arrived
in Florida to set ap, and T was down to the wire. Tt seemed like |
wis working twenty-hive hours a day, Tex and the road manager
were calling me datly, asking what was taking so long, and T was in
a state of high anxiety.

“We're all here watting, Ampie,” Tex would sy, "The wour 1=
starting!”
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Back home, we were bullding and refining nght up to the last
minute. Would it really work? At a real concert? In front of an
audience? 1sure hoped so.

[ finally arrived at the Orlando airpore on a bright, hot Thurs-
dav morning two days betore the show, With my cutott blue jeans
and long hair and beard, 1 looked more like a biker than a Florida
tourist, but there T was. T had a bag ot clothes, a box packed with
explosives, tools, parts, and weapons, and two guitar cases. As |
trooped off the plane, T found mvself surrounded by hundreds of
moms and kids headed tor a big weekend at Disnev World. They
were loud, they were rude, they smelled tunny, and most kept a
respectful distance from me,

We all rode the monorail from the gate into the terminal build-
. Stray kids chimbed over the loggage as T waited tor my bags 1o
einerge. [ tried to remember what I'd read about the Florida sun
Lvws and wondered which ones T was violatng,

Owitside the termunal, it was like a steam bathe T had Sown firste
class, and now I rented a Lincoln, the most air-conditioned vehicle
they had. T charged it all to the band. It those guitars worked, they
would pay any Wl T handed m. I they didn’t work, a new life n
the Caribbean was just i one-hour pline ride away,

| headed tor the hotel, a sprawling two-story structure with
peeling stucco, mold, and a famdy foul smell ar the edee of a
swinnip. Evervthing in Florida was at the edge of a swamp. It was
all swamp, except where people had draned 1t and paved it or built
something, They gave me o room on the first floor in back with
two beds and a TV

The hotel was not what I expected in an upscale chain, Every-
thing was run-down and cheap. The beds were hard, the chairs
were Himsy, and there was a bottle opener bolted to the counter in
the bathroom, within easy reach of the toilet. It was the sort of
place where vou didn’t put your hands anywhere you couldn’ see.
The kind of place where even the grown-ups peed in the pool. But
I figured it would do; Twas only planning to be there two nights.
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Atter | shut the door, [ unpacked the guitars and laid them on
one of the beds, caretully, so nothing would get scratched. They
both used the Frezzoling rechargeable battery packs, so T plugged
the guitars into their chargers and made sure the ready lights were
lit. Nothing seemed to have broken on the ride down.

The guitars needed to charge tor at least an hour betore they
could be vsed. While T was waiting, [ retrieved my revolver and
rour pass from the bottom of my suitcase. [ got the bullets our of
another bag—even then, it was against the law to carry a loaded
aun on a plane—and hlled the revolvers chamber, then stuck the
cun under the talse borrom of my Halliburton briefcase,

When the guitars were ready, | picked vp the hght one and
cave the speed knob a quick twist, It camne o lite, with stripes of
lizht moving over the face of the guitar. All 750 lictde Tamps
seemmed o be working, T could feel the heat from the lamps on my
hand, under the clear plastic face. T shut it oft to save the battery,

I picked up the smoker and worked the mechanism. T hit the
light switch and watched the lamp come on tor a few seconds. 1
looked inside,

There was nothing left to do. T was as ready as T was going to
eot, | carried them to the car,

When | arrived at the arena, most of the setup work was done.
Some of the guvs were stnding around a butfer, eating catered
food, Another fellow was Aving a model arplane over the seats, and
two carpenters were belund the stage, domg line after line of coke,
They asked if' I wanted some. The coke could keep vou moving, but
[ was zippy enough as 1t was, With all my worries about whether
my stuft would work, 1 didn't need any drogs to keep mie going,

I carried the guitar cases past the coke line and back into the
dressing rooms where wed set them up. Most of the people on the
crew had never seen them betore, and a crowd tilled the room and
spilled into the hall. Tex and Panl—the two crew members who
handled the guitars—moved mn close to check them our tor the
First time.
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Evervone broke into grins when Tex turned on the light guitar
and stripes of white licht began rumning up and down the body.
The light on the wall was like ripples swinuning across a pond, but
bright.

“That is incredibly cool, Ampie!”

A crowd gathered. Mo one had ever seen anvthing like that
betore.

“Damn, Ampie, that thing is brighe!”

Someone shut oft the cetling lights and we all watched it for a
moment. [t was starting to teel like a2 winner.

Ace arrived. He picked the guitar up and turned 1010 his hands.
Caretully, as though it were alive and might bite. I could under-
stand that. When vou held it, vou could feel the heat from the
]i'l]'l:ll.“'i ."i"l."r'L"L"[" ll'l."' iIIIH.l l‘l.l?"l.".'l't ":.-'H'lll" ."i]’-:j'[] il []:IL‘ I.'H[t*.'r'[].*i L']Iil]llﬂl‘d. [t
actually felt alive. With vour hand on the face, it brushed your
palo as it ran,

“Far our. Fuckin® Ampie. This 15 wild!™

We carried the guitars to the stage and plugeed into Ace’s stack
of six Marshall amplitiers. The sounds hlled the empty civie cen-
ter. He loved them, and [ was so proud and relieved. There was
one more meht betore the show,

KISS plaved on custom-bult staging, and [ needed to have
some stuft welded to the alumimumn frmes on Ace’s ade of the
stage 1o hold preces for one of the guitars, 1 told the head carpen-
ter what [ needed, and he sud he'd have 1t done that mehe, “But
that’s a big favor. You owe me a full gallon of Tangueray gin.” he
said. What could T do but agree? Atrer all my anxiety about those
cuitars working, | was too cranked up to sleep, but eventually |
went back to my room and passed our,

When | woke wp, the sun was shining brightly through my
windows. | had a ground floor room looking out onto a lawn that
sloped down into tall marsh grasses. The view was kind of prerty,
nurred only by the sign on the lanwn abourt ten feet from the door:
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WarNING
ILEPTILES
1D NOT PROCEED BEYOND THIS POINT

I hadnt noticed the sien betore, but T hadn't paid much atten-
ton to anything but those cuitos when 1 arrived. Thinking 1
would take a picture of it, [ opened the door and almost stepped
on a large black water moceasin sunning himselt on the concrete
patio. My concrete patio.

He was three feet long, and fat. Almost as thick as my leg. Nasry
lookime, The snake sow me, and he quickly reared back and
opened his mouth, ready to strike. The msde was all white with a
litele bit of pink. I had seen snakes like him betore, on my grand-
parents’ farm, Rattlesnakes would run awav it vou gave them the
chance, but water moccasins would stand their ground or even
attack. This one must have been thinking attack, T gquickly closed
the door and consadered what to do next,

The first tme [ saw o poisonous snake 1 was probably eight
vears old. Even then, [ knew just what to do. T went into the house,
I went to the encyclopedia and turned to spake. T read all about
them. Water moccasins were bad, and so were rattlers and copper-
heads, but T learned there were far more dangerous snakes elsewhere
in the world. I decided then and there not to visit those places,

As a child, [ had read thar the risk of death from a snakebite was
less than the risk of drowning in a swinining pool, or being killed
in a car accident, But those statistics didn’capply today, Today T had
an angry venomous snake two teet away, with just a Himsy steel
motel door between me and him. [ had to do something, If 1 went
back to sleep, housckeeping would arrive to clean the reom, and
thev'd ler lun i T cermainly dido’e wane him crawling in with me.
If Twanred a chance ro drown in the pool or die ina car accident,
I would have to remove the snake or make it past him alive. The

odds had turned.
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People up North say, "Why do people kill them? Snakes are
okay. They wor't hurt you unless vou provoke then.” Down South
they dent say things like that. They know better. On my grandpar-
ents” farm, Gerald—a hired hand—jabbed a water moccasin with
a stick, thinking it would slither away. [t dido't, Quick as lightning,
it climbed the stck and bit him. His hand turned purple and he
alimost died.

When I was fitteen, one dropped off a branch into a rowboat |
was paddhing, and I shot it <ix omes, clubbed owith an oar, and it
still tried to bite me. The rowboar almost sank, too. My great-
crandfather Dandy had long ago told me the best answer to any
snake question,

“Number six shot.”

TI:I'.I[""i "."n'l].l[ I]L’ I“ilLI‘L"LI mnto '[I]L' .“i'.l"l."."i."ill.-{}l}q ."i]'lﬂta_ﬂll'l [] pat ]:IL' Cdl=
ried in the high grass and swampland,

[ didn’t have a shotgun, but T had the next best thing, | went to
my briefcase and took out my revolver. Dumping the hollow
points onto the bed, T quickly loaded it with smake shot. Snake
shot 18 ike steel gravel, encased ina cartridee. Why would T have
snake shot on a rock and roll tour, vou ask? Don't, T was always
armied, and T spent my sunmers i the South, I knew plenty about
what lived in the Florida swamps.

[ was ready. T opened the door, stepped out, lowered the gun,
and shot that snake twice before he had a chance to collect hus
thougehts and bive me. The first shot knocked ham down, The sec-
ond shot blew hint back about ten feet into the grass, | stepped out
and shot him tour more times, just to be sate. As the sound of the
shots faded away, T looked around.

The cloud of gun smoke was dissipating. The snake was in two
pieces. The il was twitching, The bathers at the pool had all
dived tor cover. Some were in the water, some under the chairs.
o one was moving,

“Irs ekay, tolks. Just a snake!™ [ smiled and waved the gun reas-
suringly.



Rock and Roll AU Night 161

still. nobody moved. [ realized I was standing outside, next to a
pool full of kids and sunbathing parents, in my underwear, waving
a smoking revolver, I turned and wene back into my roon.

I looked under the beds to make sure that snake didnt have a
brother that had sneaked in while 1 was outside, Then [ reloaded
the gun and put on some pants and a shirt. There is nothing more
vseless than an unloaded gun in a motel roon,

[ called the front desk and asked tor the manager. When he
camne on the line, Tsid, “There was 2 water moccasin just outside
my door, but it’s okay because [ shot it. Can vou send housekeep-
ing up to clean the patio?”™

[ expected him to thank me, but didn’t. He went wild,

“You shot a gun in my hotel! Are vou crazvi You are in big
rrouble, mister! You're going to jal! Don’t you go anvwhere, I'im
calling the police!” Moments later, he appeared in my doorway,
looking deranged and red in the face, shattering my tranguillity,

The sheritts deputy came by ina few minutes. He was big, at
least 2500 pounds, with the mirrored sunglasses the police down
South liked o wear, He didn't look oo triendly, but T knew that
was just tor show. [ had tlked to him earlier when he'd stopped by
the civie center to see the security arrangements for the show.
He'd beenn m the service, i Vietnam, and we'd mlked about the
LAWS immntnk rockets he'd used over there and how [ wanted o
use them in stage effects here, T had shown him some of the
pyvrotechnice devices we used in the shows, T was just begimmng to
work on rocket guitars.

“What happened here?™ he said, in a slow drawl,

“T opened my door and that snake was there, waiting ro bite
me. 5o [ shot him,” T said, “Locky tor me T had a gun and T was
alert. It [ hadn't been paving attention, [ could have heen bit bad.”

The deputy nodded his head. He observed that the first chunk
was shot our of the concrere no more than two feet from my door,
easv binng distance tor a bad-tempered cottonmouth. He turned
to the manager and said, “Goddamn, Fred, youre lucky this here
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bov was prepared. You'd a had a real mess on your hands it that
snake woulda bit him or some kid.”

The manager quivered a litde and nodded. Ir was clear he
didn’t share the sherift’s point of view:. ' sure he would have pre-
terred that the spake had slipped into someone’s roony, bit thems,
and lett. Housekeeping would have tound the body, dead and
purple, and the undertaker would have hauled it away. Quiety. No
cunshots, Mo disturbance, After all, dead people were a tact of lite
in Florida horel rooms. Gunshots weren't, at least not in Lakeland.

Then the deputy turned to me and said, “Whar'd va shoot him
with, son:” 5o | showed him. He handed me back the gun and
said, “That's a fine cun. If 1 couldn’ kill a snake with that, 1'd just
dm}'- it and back AWy .*-.]u".\']‘}' and wish that snake guud LL"I':..'."

He |:|1'|'..1. Lo Cotrunent at '.l].] i'll.“.:l'llt "|."|.'IIF il EL[I:';" ]]kL’ I ]'Il'i.",-_r'_h[ I:I.I"'.'L‘
a big revolver ina gold briefease, We all had guns, That was Florida
in 1979, And with that, the deputy left.

[ decamped tor the Hilton, where T had no turther reptile
problems. But first T insisted on o credit for the room charge, as the
place had clearly been unsatistacrory, The frm and positive man-
ner i which T had dealt with the poisonous snake convinced the
nuanager of the reasonableness of my arguiment,

The meident with the snake had been a welcome distraction,
but I was sull plenty worried about how my equipment would do
at 1ts first show. Tex and [ set up both the guitars, and we checked
and rechecked vanl 1t was tme to go on, [went outade and walked
in circles around the buillding unul the show sarted, because |
couldn’t sit still. The crowd was getting bigger and by iy third
orbit there munst have been ten thousand people in the parking lor,

I walked toward the main entrance, where fifty or more outlaw
bikers had set up camyp while they waited for the gates to open. |
walked over to check out the bikes. One of the bikers saw mwvy
backstage pass, and he trorted over.

“Hev, man, can vou get me and my buddies inside? We have
some acid and other shit, too.”
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I'was atrand o say [ never touched actd. Two more bikers joined
the tirst one. One had a heavy chain around his neck. They were
considerably dirder and smellier than T had ever been. They
appeared o culavate tilth.

“You wanna beer?”

The police were eyeing them already, wondering it they
should try to arrest them tor having open bortles in public. The
hikers were eveing the law, wondering if they had the balls to oy
to arrest them for having open bottles in public. So far, it was a
standoft.

A biker with no front teeth ambled over. He grinned. [ was
now surrounded.

“How many of us can you get ing

“We ot some ereat shie”

“You wanna bitch? Welve got plenty it vou want one. Ellie
there is hot” She didn’t have anv front teeth, either.

I was reluctant to decline the female bikers, because the males
looked dangerous, Bue T wasnt interested in a toothless, anelly,
possibly diseased temale. Unsure how to frame a polite response, |
stood still for a few seconds. That gave them the wrong idea.

“You queer?”

“Okay, guys, 'l see what [ can do,” [ said, [ pulled out my pass
and went to the front door and banged hard. When the securny
ey opened 1t T owaved my pass o Ios face, sad, “Thanks,” and
headed back mside, out of sight, as quick as | could. I didn't go out
front agair. I was learning about mingling with the crowds.

Backstage, | couldn® stand sull. The waiting was killing me. [
kept talking to wwyselt: Is iy st going to work? Howe many inivnites
(il the show starts? T walked to the back door, hoping the air would
be tresher. It wasn't. There weren't any bikers out back, though, so
[ stepped out.

Now there was a crowd gathered by the back entrance to see
the band drive in. [ acked miy pass out of sight. There were people
dressed up as KISS look-alikes, ten-vear-old girls wath  ther
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mothers, even a guy dressed like a medieval magician, As the park-
ing lot filled. I tound mvselt driven to the edge of the grass.

[ walked back around to the tront, keeping an eve out for rep-
tles, went back i, and made my way to the front of the stge,
There was an aisle there, with a six-toot-high crowd barrier and
security guys patrolling back and torth hike guard dogs in 2 prison.
We nodded to each other as we passed. Some of them had sticks,
and T had a gun. We were ready. [ watched the audience pour into
the hall. Would mwv stuft works:

Finally, it was showtime. The band opened with “King of the
MNight Time World,” and moved into " Radicactve.” | was so wound
up, I didn’t even hear them Then it was dme. Ace picked up the
simoking guitar and began to play his solo. T didn’t even breathe as |
watched for his fingers to tirn the knob that fired the bombs,
When he cranked it, T heard the snap through the speakers, and the
light glared from the frone of the guitar while sinoke poured out,

Sull he kept playing, and the smoke kept getting thicker. Now
the audience was on s feet. They were applanding! For my guitar!
I was thrlled. T was o relieved, T almose collapsed as Ace’s solo
wound down and the song came to an end. The hghts dimmed
and he handed my guitar oft tor another one tor the next song,
Burt there was still one guitar to go . ..

A few songs later, Ace picked it up and stood facing away
from the audience as he wrned it on, The whole stage was dark.
Evervone could see something fashing belund him, but no one
Knew what it was, He lit into the opening chords of “New York
Groove,” then turned around and the andience roared. [ couldn’t
believe it. It was probably the proudest moment ot my lite, seeing
the audience respond to my guitar like that. Tt was the hie of the
show, and 1t was on the TV news that night. [ was ecstatic. For
once, everyone loved me.

Backstage after the show, Ace was all over me with questions
about the guors. “Ampie, can you make one that shoots rockers?
Can vou make one shoot mne-millimeter pistol anununinon? Can
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vou make a laser guitar? Can we make the smoking guitar flyz Can
we blow it up at the end of the song?™

“Sure, we can do all that” T sounded conhident, even though
my head was spinning, But I knew [ could do it And T was sure
Jum and Little Bear would help. Ace had five brand-new Les Paul
cuitars tor spares. 1 took one out and retreated into my corner to
consider the next move.

When I got up the next day, 1 fele like a new person. My stuft
had worked! 1 had proven mwself, 1 had been so afraid it would all
be a tailure, and that | would head home in disgrace. All of 2 sud-
den, | was on top of the world. The rour was starting, and 1 had
stuft to build. I realized 1 had not come to Florida with any fresh
underwear or socks, T had one pair of pants, and two T=shirts, |
I'IL"L‘LIL‘t[ lLIL'ilTI l'.']l![]'l‘L'.“i.

Two hours and five hundred dollars Tater, T was transtorimed.
Gone was the old Ampie in ripped blue jeans and an outlaw biker
shire. Now I had a supply of respectable shorrs and shirts with alli-
!:_[.IU.TTH '.I.'lld I:IH]"'.-L"'L O TI.IL‘I]I. “- [H-'rrl'.llulu ]I.'.Il'.]. {}]]11\' I].'II.I. o "_!.'.IL'III L"].'I.Ih, [
could have hung out and not been evicred. Sall, T was on tour, and
I'd be visiing other cines where children and salesclerks would no
longer edge away slowly at my approach.

I considered getting a haircut but settled tor a shower, Then it

was oimne for lunch. The waitress simled at me.
“I'Il have owo hamburgers, a bowl of the chowder, and four
elasses of 1wced tea, And a brownie sundae moa few mmutes.” Si-
lence. "Thanks.” 1 was trving to remember to be polite, and still
order etticiently. I wanted nwv food.

The Lincoln was starting to stink from the dirty clothes in the
hackseat. I packed theni into a box and sent it home, vsing the
band's FedEx account. (By the time [ got back home, a tew months
later, the smell had dissipared. I washed them anyway, of course.)
Then | went back to the civic center and talked with Ace about
the guitars to come. Now [ had a misson. [ returned to the hotel
and started making diagrams and plans.
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[ had hgured to hand over that gallon of gin atter the second
show, but it didn’t work out that way, While T was putting my gear
away, [ was startled by a commotion ar the doors. v was the DEA.
Thev came i and headed straghe backstage, | shrank belind the
equipment cases to render myselt less visible and waited. They
came out from backstage a moment later with two of our carpen-
ters in handeutts, and a sack full of something. Tex said, “Thev've
cor a pound of coke in the bag.” They wouldn't need mv gallon of
ein where they were headed. T carried that cin around for a month
betore | tound someone else to give it to,

[ remained with the tour from Lakeland on. It was a hard lite,
but 1t was exciting, and 1 tele good seeing how people reacted to
my creations, It was a wild life, too, something 1 had never experi-
enced and didn’t really know how to engage in, We playved shows
in south Florida where coke dealers came backstage with free
samples.

"Here Ampie, take some” They had party travs with lines of
coke, and punch bowls of the sttt on tbles. Big bowls, like you
mix cookies m at home. They also had pills. Anvthing vou wanted,
we had it

And that waste all. We had madams come backstage with free
samples, too, People would ask me, "Do you get lots of girls out
there on tour?” People seemed to assume girls would throw them-
selves at me, and that I'd take them up on thew offers. But it didn’t
happen that way, T was sull shy about meetng people, so 1 never
initiated conversations with girls, and T never really considered
spending the night with someone 1 was going to have to say good-
bve ro the tollowing day. The whole thing just seemed creepy
toome.

And, of course, | had a girtriend. “Who cares?” The guys
would make tun of me. "When I leave home, its open season on
every grl [ can carch!™ they boasted. Somehow, 1 just couldn’
embrace that concept. The idea of having to meet and befriend
one person after another was just too scary to me,
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Did any of the girls ry to pick me up? I'll never know. My sen-
sitivity to other people’s acuons was limited enough that any
attempt to pick me up went unnotced. I often felt lonely when 1
saw couples together, but [ could not see any way [ could change
my own situation, so 1 uost plodded along,

When people were drinking and doing coke around me, 1
often felt contused. I didi't like feeling our ot control, and T had
seen people do outrageous things while they were drunk and have
no memory of 1t the next day. The mere thoughe thar T might do
things like that was enough to make me cringe. 5o [ didn’t know
what to do.

"Relax, Ampie! Here, have a lhine! Here, have a drink!™ An
observer would have said temptation was all around me, but to me
it owasn't rempting at all T did o few lines and T diank o few
drinks—just enough to feel like T was being polite, [ never felt the
desire to pack in all the beer | could drink or all the coke T could
sport. 1 just did not like how it made me feel.

The few times T was drunk or on drogs, T would close iy eves
and the world would spin, and T would sav to mivselt, Wen is this
sliir gotng to end? Wiy did T do this? Tt didn't take me very long to
outgrow 1t, 1f metgrone 1s the right word. | stopped doing drugs and
liquor, and I didn’t resume.

One of the high points of any tour 1s being the headline act ac
Madison Sguare Garden. We were scheduled to play several shows
there nudway through the tour. When the road crew was setting
up Ace’s guitars, a rocker went off, sending Tex to the emergency
roont with burned fingers. We had no spare for that guitar and [
had to race fo fix it Showtime was coming, and people were start-
ing to crowvd around me in hopes T'd go taster.

CIt vou screw up and make us late, wee getting tmed ten
thousand bucks a munute, Ger that stutt up there!l” Fritz, our road
manager, stood over me, urging speed.

[ had not serewed up, | was saving his sorry ass. [ was going as
fast as I could.
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"G, go, go. Fines, Ampie, hnes. Don't make us late!”

We carried it up there and started on time, and it all worked.

By 1980, my special-cltects guitars were 2 regular part of the
show, Each of the cuvs had a gunmick. Gene flew through the ar
and spat fire and blood. He also played o bass that was shaped like 2
bloody battle-ax. Paul had the eve, and a nurrored Ibanez guitar
that reflected the spotlights. And Ace had my customized Les Paul
cuitars. Every show, he would start into Mick Jaggers 2000 Man™
plaving a stock black Les Paul cuitar. Haltway through he would
step to the edge of the stage and swap guitars for the black smoker.
He'd begin playing his solo, and in the middle of it he'd twist the
knob that set off the stnoke bomb and the lights, Ace’s projector
lamp threw a square of light all the way to the back of the hall, and
sinoke ['u:-un:d troin the hole. The mitar 1‘4:;1]]':.-' looked like 1t had
catight fire,

You could tell when Ace lit the smoking guitar just by listening
to the andience. They loved it We knew many KISS tans caine for
the spectacle, and T did my best not o disappoint them. Our
pyrotechnics wizard said, “Ampie, we set off more tireworks every
show than most towns shoot on the Fourth of July” T was melined
to believe him.

Atter a few shows, we improved the smoking cuitar sull more,
A second twist of the knob would fire a second, larger, smoke
bomb. Ace would almost vanish an the cloud, and the smoke
would spread across the stage while the heat burned the strings
right off the wuitar s he continued to plav. As each string burmned
through with a ping, the audience would roar.

At that point, we would drop an invisible cable down trom the
ceting. We had rigged a vack up there that allowed the cable to
drop down, pick something up, then hitt it and swing it around-—all
by remote control. The cable was rigged with a coupler and a pow-
ertul electromagnet, and one of us would be at the controls to run
it. The guitar had a steel hook to grab the cable. Ace would begin to
swing the guitar at the end of his solo, looking like he was chopping
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the air with his guitar. When he telt the cable grab the hook, he'd
throw the guitar out toward the audience and it would start swing-
ing around on the cable. One of the crew would be reeling the cable
i slowly, so the puirar was swinging and rising imto the air, Mean-
while, I'd be standing to the side with a mdio-control rig that I'd
scavenged trom a model airplane. Td start Hashing the lights in the
guitar oft and on. It would look like a lighthouse beacon, swinging
ard Hashing, as it rose fitty feet above the stage,

From that heighr, the fashes would <hine all the way to the
back ot the hall, no matter how big a place we plaved. And some
ot those places were big It seemed like a quarter nmule trom the
stagre to the last row of seats in huge arenas like Detroit’s Pontac
Silverdome, While evervone watched the guitar, Ace was stepping
over and gr;ll‘-lting the rocket guitar o |1];1"-,' the next part.

The rocket guitar was another Les Paul, identical in appearance
tor the last two, It had a three-tube rocket launcher at the end of
the neck. He'd start plaving his solo agin, and then he'd step to the
front of the stage, stamp his foot, swing the guitar to the lefr, and
fire the hirst rocker. The audience could hear a bang, and they saw
the fash from the end of the cutar neck. We had hung a bag of
fash powder and contett from the root above the audience—
about a hundred teet back—and we'd blow 1t up when he tired.
The audience would think we were shootung airburst shells over
their heads. [t was a great effect. The crowd loved it

Then he'd swing to the night and fire agan, and we'dld blow
another bag of flash powder, The flash powder bombs were hilled
with contetti that would min down on the crowd for ten seconds
or so. As the contetti trom the fisst two bombs was falling, he'd
point his guitar up and tire the binale—straight up at the burning
smoker. Wed blow up the biggest charge of all, and ['d vse the
radio control to shur the smoker oft. When everyvthing went dark,
the crowd assumed he'd blown it up.

It worked really well, too, undl we plaved Olympic Stadium in
Munich. At that show, the charge from the rocket guitar acrually hit
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the smoker, and it tell seventy teet and shattered in the crowd barrier
in front of the stage. There was a riot as mobs swarmed over the bar-
rier to grab chunks of guitar. There was nothing left of it

[ jetted home so we could make a new smoker. and then I few
it back to Germany. 1 got two tirst-class tickets—one for the gui-

tar, and one tor me.
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A Real Job

B}-‘ the end of the 1970k, despite iy success with KISS, T was
barelv making a living, T was working tor the big bands as much as
[ could, but they only needed me to get ready for a tour. Then 1
went home, the HAODCY Fanl out, arud [ was Hat broke.

Inn Texas, on tour, T dined at the Mansion on Turtle Creek and
charged 1t o the band. T are exquisite gourmer meals served by
pertectly dressed waiters on fme china. In Atlnta, 1 dined ar Trot-
ters, beneath oil paintings of meehorses and jockeys, Limousines
and private planes terried me trom place to place,

Back i Ambherst, | had a Cadillae Eldorado converuble, but |
couldn® afford the gas 1o drive 1t 1 dined on Kraft macaroni and
cheese, When [ couldnt afford nulk to nux it up properly, | made
aslurry of water and macaron and powdered cheese and ate 1t like
that. 1 foraged tor lettover slices at Bruno’s Pizza and robbed the
condiment bowls tor dessert. Instead of the Plaza Hotel, with its
beautitul wallpaper and marble bathrooms, 1 staved at 288 Federal
Street, with newspaper plastered on the walls and a plastic sink in a
tour-toot-square bathroom with a stand-up shower.

It wasn't too hard being broke. Any apartment was better than
ltving m a lean-to under a tree, as 1 had for a ome when [ fiest left
home, The hard pare was living the contrast between being rich
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and being broke. It was like being simart, and waking up one day to
find yourselt” dumb as a rock, but able to remember vour former
brains, What I needed was stability. T needed rwo hundred dollars a
week tor ten weeks, not three thousand dollars one day and noth-
ing tor three months,

“Ampie, vou should move to LA You could work on filins
with me”

“You should move o New York, You'd have more work than
vour could handle”

Evervone was full of well-meaning advice about where [ should
oo and what [ should do. 1 was constantly reminded of the bright
future I'd have if [ moved to the big ciry. But | had grown up in the
country. My favorite places were the Georgia countryside and the
woods in Shutesbury. T didint hike cities, They were tull of people—
lTL"ﬁll.T]L‘ ‘n'l.'i]l.'.l II]..ILIL" e I‘L‘L‘I :I.]I:'iil]l.'lﬁ, '['IL'“U'['I]'L‘ I d:id'lllt ]":I'I.'['i-"n-‘n.' ]]L‘_I"..‘l.' Lty
relate to. T understood animals, and T understood the country, T felt
safe i the woods, T never telt safe i a city or a crowd.

And T had someone else to think about. Littde Bear was at
UMass at Amberst, and we had just moved in together. She
couldn’t quit school, and I couldin’t leave her,

It is seary, ot what if 1 did move? 1 asked myselt that question at
least omce every day. But 1 didin't have conhdence that anvone
would keep me around. Nothing else in my hife had lasted. [ had
dropped out of school, My fumily had fallen apart. The thought of
starting a new hife two thousand nules away was overwhelming.

[ was also atrad o leave my parents. As much as [ disliked them,
I didn’t want to go away and find they had just crawled into holes
and died. And there was nwy brother. too. S0 long as he was living
with Dir. Finch, T telt as though [ needed to remiain in the vicimty,
on standby, [ wouldn't find out until years later exactly what he
had gone through, but instinct told me [ needed to stick around,

My tather called every week.

“Son, 'm sorry 've been a burden to vou. You won't have to
worry about me anvimore”” His words were slurred, but it didn't
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matter: he alwavs said the same thing, He'd call me, dronk, from
the floor of his apartment, then drop the phone on the floor. I'd
have to drive over there and see what he was doing, Was he dead
or Just passed out? Wine, cigarettes, and trash were everywhere, [t
was like taking care of a child.

“Get off the Hoor or 'm calling the cops. Get up! Now!”

“T'msorry, John Elder, it's just so hard.” He was drunk and wal-
lowing, but he got oft the Hoor. Ty just hive vears, he'd gone from
beating me up to being a blubbermg babv. T guess he had hit bot-
rom. He was broke. His house was gone. His tamily was gone. He
had a nfty-dollar car and he worked a second job as a securiry
cuard at Hamipshire College to pay the bills.

Visiting my mother was worse, She had moved into an apare-
ment in town and was stll seeing woimen, She had a airlfriend
who could have been my aunt. It just seetned unnatural. And some
of the other females T saw over there were more like acolytes than
cirltriends.

Sometimes it got even weirder than that. “This is my daughter,
Anne, She's vour new sister,” she told me. Did she really believe
some eirl she took i was my sister? She was losing her marbles,
Again. Soon enough she was back at Northampton State Hospatal,
and my new sister had thrown my mothers stutt m the backyard
and taken over the house.

I was too ashamed ever to tell a stranger—or even a friend—
what my parents were reallv ike, "My parents teach at the vmver-
sity,” [ osaidd, “My father 15 i philosophy” [ would well people. 1
made them sound clean, tweedy, and nice, not shackled to 2 wall,
frothing like rabid dogs, behind tour lavers of locked doors, which
WS l'lll'.IHl_"T Lo r]'ll." f]'l]l'l:l.

At least [ had Lictle Bear, She knew what they were reallv hike.

My friends had parents who sent them to college at places like
Dartmouth and MeGille They had homes to return to, and they
were in college. Notme. [ rode my motoreyele back to Sunderland
(2 small town nexr to Ambherst), to the three-room apartiment [
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shared with Little Bear and her nwo roommates, 1 was on my own
and I needed a job, now.

So 1 decided o do somnething about it Jim Boughton and |
started mstalling sound and heht svstems e local mighclubs, We
started m the Ambherst area and expanded south to Springheld.
Then we went farther, to Boston and Hardord. The jobs didnt
pav much, or we didn’t know enough to charge much, bur we had
steady work,

Going into a discotheque ar noon to install sound equipiment is
very different from entering the same plice ar midnight. It's com-
pletely quiet, and there is no natral hight, becavse the windows and
doors are painted Hat black to keep people from looking . Fluores-
cent work lights that are never on in the evening make the interior
ol LII:Il.rli‘.']"IJI H]ELIL]-L' Ut‘ EIL.I":.'. TI:I‘L‘ '["l]'.li"li.' I'L'L‘I\'.h Ur t'jf.__hr.l'l'i.‘ttli.‘ "il]ll!]"-‘.L’ .II]L].
"i-l'li.]]i.‘LI ]itil'll'.ll' L""l.'LT'_'n-"'n.‘l.']]l_‘]'L‘ :.‘_:".;L'L"].‘-'t Ihl_‘ ].Tl.lt]]]'i'.llfl'll.'l"i. T]'IL"]'E.’, t]'IL" “i[ﬁ.“]]i'l]
of piss and vomit is stronger. A thin hlm of congealed simoke, sweat,
and orease covers evervthing in the room. Wipe any surface with a
white towel and it comes up the color of fresh iced tea,

That was our new workplace, We spent our davs installing col-
ored neon lights along the cetling and subwooters in corners that
hadn't seen davhight in forty vears, We put turntables and a nuxer
into a newly built 1] booth, looking down onto the dance foor,

It’s enough 1o sake a fiving, 1 wold mysell, And i stll nsic,. We
started returming at mght o admire our creanons. Little Bear sel-
dom came with us to those places. It was vsually just Boughton
and me. We'd drive to one club, stay thirty minutes, and head to
another. The VIP. The Viking. Intinity. The Arabian Nights. Marc
Anthonys, The doormen all knew us, so we got in tree. If we were
lucky, the bartenders knew us, too, and we'd get free dninks. Not
that [ ever drank much anyway.,

['d watch the girls in dresses, girls in skirts, girls with hardly any
clothes at all. They arrived alone and in groups. Sometimes they
left the way they came. Sometmes they got lucky and left with a
cuy. At least, [ assuned they were lucky.
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I didn't leave with any girls, although [ often wished I were as
brave as some of the people I saw. I wished 1 could walk up to
strangers and engage them in conversation. 1 don’t know what |
would have said or done, [t would have felt good, though, having
that contidence and making triends. [ watched the people talking
at the bar. I watched people dancing on the floor. I saw them in
frecze-trame in the light of my strobes. They glowed red in the
light of my lasers, and they glittered with the lights from the mir-
ror ball. The DJs always vsed the mirror ball tor the slow dances,

| knew everything there was to know about lighting the dance
Aoor and lighting the people, but the people themselves remained
a mystery to me. I could not figure them out.

[ never set foot on the dance Hoor unless T was fixing or adjuse-
inge something. I couldn dance. T was clumsy, and T was sure T would
look incredibly stupid, T had Tearned by then not to put niyselt in sit-
vations where people would Laugh at me. Anywav, T was too shy to
ask anvone to dance, and o selt-conscious to accept if awone
asked me. Twarched peaple doing lines of coke and popping pills at
rables, i plain sight of the sound booth, Sometimes 1'd see people
shooting up on the steps i the alleys out back,

Heroin was scarv. ['d read how vou could become addicted
with a tew pricks ol the needle, and 1 saw how the addicts lived. In
Drumpsters, and passed out e doorwavs. Nooway ame T goinge ro do
thar, [ thoughe, That was even worse than ny father’s drinking,

I watched it all with the same detachment [ had learned to feel
when | was excluded from playving with kid packs when [ was five.
Mo one made fun ot me, but [ sall could not integrate mwvselt into
the groups around me. [ wanted to make friends, bout I didn't want
to engage in the activities [ saw them doing. So T just watched.
And [ worked. And [ staved, convinced that it was berter to be des-
rtute in Amberst than in New York City,

The trouble was, the ettects [ wanred to design were getting
more and more complex. | was starting o use mMicroprocessors in
my designs, and 1 couldn’t atford the equipment to make and test
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nwy circuits at home. I needed a lab, but I was reluctant to go back
to the university because they'd want to enroll e in some kind of
orgnized school program, and I'd had encugh of thar. I needed
the resources of some still-nameless corporation.

[ realized 1t was time to get 2 real job. Evervone else had jobs,
except the lowlifes sitting in doorways downtown. I didn't want to
be one of them. T starred reading the help wanted ads, looking
under “Electrical Engineer.” I wondered if anvone would hire me.
Most of the ads were faceless, boring ads for boring companies,
One ad caught my eve, so much so that [ stll remember it

MoONEY PROBLEMS?
WOMAN TROUBLE?
RLUNNING FROM THE LAWT
You can piND A nome 1M e Forrien Lecron,

[ thought it was a joke, but it wasn't. The Foreign Leoion was
actually advertising tor mercenaries. Tr was a shme T wasn't look-
ing tor what they had to ofter: adventure, discipline, male com-
pamionship, and the chance to fight battles tar from home.

[ tocused on local ads. Process Control. Jet Engine Testing,
Quality Assurance Engineering. Fleld Service Rep. Sales Engi-
neer. CNC Programming, But [ could not imagine myselt doing
any of those things. [ didn't even know what most of them were.
Then, at the bottom of the last page i the Sunday paper, | saw it

Errotricar ENcIiNtERs
BE PART OF THE TEAM DESIGNING NEXT SFASON'S HOTTEST
FLECTRONIC GAMES

That was the job tor me. I called innmediately. and was told to
drop off a résume. Résumé? | had never made one. So | started read-
ing up on how o write one. By the nexo day, 1 had made up a fine-
looking resume, and the majority of the sttt on ie—evervihing
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but my age and edvcaton—mwas actually true. T guess 1 did a good
job, because Catherine from Personnel called the next day to sched-
ule an interview. She also teld me a licle more about what they
were Jlooking tor,

Thev were designing sound ettects. They wanted to make
cames that talked and listened. They wanted people with experi-
ence in audio and digital design. T can do those things.” T said
confidently.

My Aspergian ability to focus and learn fasr saved me. Benwveen
Sunday, when | read the ad, and the interview eight days later, |
became a passable expert in digital design. My head was spinning,
but I had absorbed the contents of three engineering texes from
the Graduate Roesearch Center library,

When interview day arrived, T put on my suitand drove down,
Actually, T was lucky T even had a suit. I had bought it the previous
simnmer when KISS was interviewed tor a TV show while touring
i the South. T was light gray rough silk, from Christian Dior in
':.-".-Ili.'l]".l."?'i“:l]l. It was hi'l'llgl:l‘[ 11 [I]L‘ L‘."t'l.'lt.‘]lht‘ dCCount, so | l'.'i.'l'll].il.
thank KISS for my natty appearance at niy hirst job interview,

It was a long day of questions and answers, [ started with Paul,
the manager of the R&D group. Then I met with Klaws, the sen-
or engineer. Then [ talked to Dave, the mathematician who was
desicning the speech synthesis svstem. Finally, T talked o Jim, the
eroup vice president. It was an incredible prece of luck for me that
the things they wanted were the things | knew the most about,
And, even better for mwe, they had not found one single applicant
with any knowledge of sound effects,

Ot course, [ made it sound like T designed my sound eftects
devices ina real lab, as thev did—not on mwy kitchen table, or in a
motel roon, or on the Hoor i some avic center, the wayv it really
happened. At the time, 1 was very worried by my lack ot legiti-
macy. bur now I realize it didn’'t marter where | creared those
things. What matrered was that 1 had done ic. | had done it tor
KISS and I could do it for them.
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“What do vou know abour digital filtersz” they asked. Notfning,
but Ticarn fasi, 1 thought. “What do vou know about sound ettects:”
I was on solid ground with that one. "T've designed filters to mod-
ity the sounds of musical imstruments, and ve desigmed all manner
ol signal processors for sound reinforcement and recording. ['ve
also designed circuits tor monophonic and polyphoenic synthesiz-
ers ... Onee [ got going on that topic, T didn’t stop,

The letter arrived in the mail nwo davs larer. Tt began: “Milton
Bradlevs electronics division is pleased ro ofter vou the position of
staft Engineer in our Advanced R&D Group. Your starting salary
will be 825,000 per year.”

[ couldn’t believe it at first. Then 1 fele proud, and also scared.
Could T do 12 T was about to find out. T called right away and
agreed to start work the followinge Monday. | heured I'd berrer start
quickly, betore thev had a chance o change their minds,

When I reported to work, T was pleased to ind other geeks and
misfits T could talk to. Most of the engineers were about mv age.
They had just spent four yvears in college; T had spent four years on
the road. Since T had grown up around the university, T fit in fine,
Several of the guys at work had even graduated from UMass and
we knew some of the same protessors,

We had a tew semor engineers who were quite a bit older, and
they were supposed to watch over the rest of us, I was assigned to
Klavs, whom | had met durmg my interview. He was old and
cranky but extremely sharp. We got along well,

I had never worked in an organization before, so I watched
caretully to see how it worked and where [ it in. At the top of our
organization, we had the senior VE o blond German fellow who
wore suits and did not speak to vnderlings like vs. He had a large
office at the other end of the building and a pair ot secretaries
cuarding it,

The next level down was another VP an ex-marine we called
the Juice. He'd been given the name by Bob and Brad, two of my
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tellow engineers, and 1t stuck. He said, "What vou assholes need is
sore military discipline!™ That pretty much spelled out his atu-
tude toward me and the other engineers.

The next level in the corporate tood chain was occupred by
Paul, the manager of our group. Paul believed he should smile and
talk nicely to us, and he smiled all the tme. It Juice had the stick,
Paul had the carvor. T didn’® truse hime Twasn't very good ar reading
peaple’s expressions, but T knew people smiled when they were
happy. Well, he couldn be happy all the time. T wasnt happy all
the time. [ wasn't even happy mest of the time. | cerrainly didn't
sile all the ome. Why did he? He didn't seem to be on drugs.
Something was up with him.

And then there was us. The engineers, One of the first guys |
muade friends with was Bob Jetbway, who worked across the hall in
product development. Bob was a protorypical eeek: tall, thin, with
signs of tuture baldness, He had o white dress shirt and a pocket
protector filled with three pens and a snall screwdriver. T quickly
discovered thar evervehing was a joke to Bob. T may have been the
class clovwn in high school, but he was the campany prankster here,

“So, | hear yvou're working tor Little Ugly.” Bob had mickmumes
tor everyone [ saw, The Juice. Mister Chips. Hooligan. The Snout.
And Earth., Wind and Fire.

[ stiled. Latede Ulely, T thoughe, [o did fie Bue T learned an awful
lot from Klaus, And 1 never called ham Little Ugly, except in con-
versation with Bob.

Chr group was desigiung the st talking tovs, and Klaus
assigned me to work on an analog-to-digital converter he had
been developing. The converter would be vsed in the lab o study
voice and sound patterns. Ttsounded right up my allev. Raght from
the beginning, people were impressed by my designs, and they
worked. T was oft and running,

| had been terribly afraid of whar I'd find in a real job. But
when | got there, it was easy. No one stood over me with a whip. [
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never once heard, "Come on, Ampie, move yvour ass. We need this
stuff: now!” They seemed willing to pay me to think up new
destgns at my own speed, inony own space. It was unbelievable,

The amr was clean, There was no haze of sweat and cigarece
smoke anvwhere, The heat worked. No one carried o gun, at least
not as far as [ could see. There were no drunks passed out in our
doorways, and our washroom sinks were never used as roilers. We
didn’t have any coke dealers or hookers in the parking lot, and it
was alwayvs <afe to walk o vour car when work was done,

[ realized that miv coworkers had no idea how lucky they were.
Thev took it all for granted. During thar first week at work, |
resolved that [ would never agam return to life in the gurrer,

Within a vear, T was responsible for projects on my own. |
seemed to have made it into the normal world ar Lase, TET was care-

ﬁll [ TI]E!II}_{I]L Ty ole 'l.";'iil'll]l:,:l. ﬁ]lll Mt .l].‘-lt‘.lLI[ Iy ].‘lil'il:-
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A Visit from Management

Nn'-.".‘ that T had a real jult, | ﬁ;_rlur:.'d the mme had come to act

like a wrown-up. After all, T was alimost twenty-three vears old. 1
wits a design engineer at a big manuficruring company. And I had
a lab of my own, with state-of=the-art tese gear even better than
what I'd used at the university,

For the birst time tnomy life, T put on a nice button-down shirt
and a tie each mormimg, 1 was even on time, most of the nme,

The strange thing was that | found myselt reporting to work in
a tactory. The electromcs division had sprung uwp overmght, it
seemned, and there was nowhere else o put it. Eventually, we
would work in a nice new wing of corporate headguarters, but at
that time 1t was stll under construction. So they gave me a photo
1Dy that identitied me as 2 member of mamagement, and [ rodged
in through the tactory entrance alongside fifteen hundred injec-
tion molders and printing press operators every morning. At least
the salaried people ke me didn't have to stand in line with the
laborers and punch a time clock.

[ don’t know what [ expected lite as a protessional to be like,
but it wasn't walking through a factory, in between two-storv-
high plastic molding machines, jumping aside when one of the
machines decided to spit Aifty pounds of hot plasde into the path
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in front of me and spatter my new Bally loaters with little balls of
molten plastic,

[ collected some of the smaller plastic turds, five- and ren-
pounders, and laid them in my backvard Like products of some
chenucally mreated cow. Yellows, reds, blues, and an occasional
one i mixed colors. Visitors to the house looked ar them, but no
one had the courage to ask what they were,

“You'll be our of the factory soon,” our boss, Paul, <ud. The
Juice and the other higher-ups were already over at headguarters,
Burt until the new wing was finished, we were smuck in the factory.
And R&D, of which T was a new member, was located above the
injection molding machines in an overheated garret in what used
to be the attic of the fctory,

JllHt 'i.l]llli_'jl'l!." L]I.L‘ sCene—seventoon '.."I:]l_ﬂl.]H."-L'“]"'i1 ].'9']l|."i OIEe SCCTE =
tary, a manager, and an intern, up in the atac, all designing as fast
as we could. In the swimmer, 1t was brutal up there, because all the
hieat from the ﬂwtm'}' Hoor rose to the top Hoor and the sun roasted
us fram above, cooking the black tar roof. Black spots—Dbits ot hot
tar trom the roof—began peeking through the nice hung celling
that Auvgust, [ retreated to our techmiciams” Lab in a cooler part of
the factory,

Vito was i charge of the technicians and, as a statt engineer,
[ was in charge of Vito, Sort of. Vito was really ungovernable. But
he and | worked together well. Like o cood sergeant in the
Armwv, Vito showed us engimeers how things really worked. For
example, Vito showed vus how to get rid of 3 pesky salesiman with
real Hair.

The salesman gambit took rwo people. Vito alwavs did the
intro. Here's how it worked: When a salesiman made a bad impres-
sion on Vito, he would sav, “When vou meet mwv boss, ask him
about his sisrer. She just won the NCAA swimming championship
at her college. He's really proud of her.”

The salesman would meer me, and after a few minotes he
would invariably say, “So. T hear vour sister’s some kind of cham-
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pion swinmer or some similar drivel. I would look shocked and
say nothing,

Atter o moment, the salesman would say, "Did 1 say something
wrong:

To which T would reply, T can’t believe yvou would sav such a
thing. My sister had polio. She'’s been o a wheelchair since she was
bive.”

Reactions to that statement varied, but they were always goad.
Sometmes | got an apology, other nimes shocked silence. It
worked either way, Atter a tew moments of silence, | would say,
“I've got to be getting back to work” The salesiman was all oo
elad o ger out of there, By that time, Vito had discreetly vanished.
I would escore the embarrassed sales rep o the door.

And that was 1t Mo rep was a repeat visitor alter that gunbie,

The technicians worked among the printing presses  that
printed the artwork for puzzles onto big sheets of hnished card-
board. The sheets were carried over to another group of glant
|]|.'|l'|]|.]IL'Z"i [I:I.l[ cut L'L'll'l.l I.H.IIE]L‘ 110 I]l]'[]Llrl_'dH Ol £V [Ell!llhlll'!ll.h 1.]':1
pieces before it was boxed and packed and shipped to stores. The
"n.‘!.'ﬂ'['l‘{ A Wads a r;:]"l'l'lllf"r "il]]'l'l.“r"n."'i"hil;'.l'l"ﬁ ['Il'-i.i.l't,*, A T i'll'l'[]"l.ll' ren I';::"-I:_"r
wide and fifty feet long, Windows ottered a panorammce view of the
puzzle manutacturing operation on one side, and a plan Sheet-
rock wall on the other. Evervthing was painted a sick pastel green,
the color of fresh vomirt, the kind vou get from eating too muny
dundehons with vour six-pack.

Thus far from the personnel othice, the usual rules for othee
decor, dress. binguage, and behavior didn’t apply. Atter all, we were
in the tictory, not the executive suite. Our rechmcions had gone
native, There were airlie calendars on the walls, beer in the film
cooler, and switchblades in the tool drawer.

"aul, the manager with the perpetual smile, came to visit one
morning. “Guvs, [ need you to clean up vour work area. We've got
serior management coming to visit” Paul was very polite. He
never swore or rased his voice, But we knew what he really
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meant: “Look, vou assholes, this place 1s a disgrace. Get this shie off
the walls and off the Hoors so we don't get our asses fired when the
VPs come to check us out, Nowe™

The techs started cleaning, shppmg the calendars and porn
into the backs of the cabinets, trom whence thev would pull
thei out again as soon as the tour passed through. Vito swept the
Hoor, pushing the detritus over the railing. This was greeted with
angry shours from the factory Hoor ten teet below as the trash Aut-
tered down onto the wet ink on a line of puzzles emerging from
the press. lolled flat and cut and boxed, Vito's cigarette burts and
trash bits might make a novel addition to someone’s Chrisonas
prescrit.

He didn’t give a damn, and it they came up the stairs, he'd send
thl‘]l] fig]'l[ ]:'-l'.lli.']?-'. down at II]L‘ w1l ]1.' :}Iﬂ o I:'d"';.”ll]l II."I]ELI]L".

While the crew was cleaning up, T looked around tor something
to do. T wanted to be a good corporate drowd. What could T do to
help out? I couldn’t sweep or wipe because T was management.

Then T tound a piece of broken mirror in the corner. We cer-
tainly didn’t want broken elass Ivine around. T picked it up. Eveing
the white Fornuca countertops, [ had an 1dea, T asked Vito tor a
razor blade trom the drawer and began scraping it across the coun-
tertop, shaving the Formuca mto a neat pile. An hour went by and
the pile got bigger. The room was clean, but 1 was sull working.
The pile of fine white powder was starting to have the look of
S2HH maybe more,

Fine white crystals, witl just a lunt of sparkle.

[ scraped the pile onto the mirror. Then [ took a tresh mazor
blade and T cut some lines. Fat ones. [ ook a owenty from my wal-
let and rolled it up ught. T set it next to the lines, The tableau was
complere. I slid the mirror discreetly under the corner ot a work-
bench. Visible, but not roo visible. Something anvone ina hurry to
clean up could have missed.

[ hoped no one would steal my owenty, | considered substituting
a cut-oft straw from the cafeteria, but the swenty just looked betrer.
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Ortherwise, the room was spotless. We were ready and, right on
cue, management arrived. Ouwr little area hilled up with middle-
aged men i suits, some of whom had visitors” tags. They asked
polite questions, but it was evident they didn 't understand what we
were domg up there, and most didn’® care. Two of them were bra-
zenly discussing golf in low whispers, right in front of me. Standing
mn the corner by the door, I noticed more than one head swivel to
look at my lictle mirror. As [ expected, no one said a word about it
The tour hled out. Becavse 1 was the ranking management repre-
sentative, they all shook my hand as they departed.

[t was late, and we decided to wait tll morning to redecorate
the room. We talked about the murror and the suits. How many
noticed 1t7 What would they say? We were kind of excited, think-
mg security was going to barge i, confiscate the mirror, cause a big
scene, and send it out for testing so they could make an example of
us. Frankly, we were surprised when by five o’clock nothing had
happened. We headed home, careful to lock the door behind us.

Maybe the rard vill appen tomorrow, 1 thought. 1 could just imag-
ine it. Our own rent-a-cop force, pretending to be the DEA. And
after all their testing and analysis, they would find that their confis-
cated drugs were . . . a pile of plastic dust. We anxiously awarted
the vigorous enforcement of the company’s antidrug policies. But
security didn’t show up.

“Is it possible they missed it?7 T asked, None of us could figure
1t out,

such as it was—in

[n the morning, 1 checked in at my office
the attic, then headed for the lab. [ stepped through the doorway
and saw the lads had been busy. The calendars were back on the
wall, and we had a new Penthouse Pet over the door. But there was
a problem. Almost halt my coke was missing. I showed it to Vito,

“Can’t vou be more careful? I spent a long nme making that
stuff and now vou've lost half of 1e!”

“INone of us touched it. Look, your twenty 1s still there!™ Vito
insisted our techs had nothing to do with it. Maybe he was telling
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the truth, mavbe not. We'd see. I got a fresh razor blade and made a
new pile. Now 1 had $2,504) piled up. T put some in a plastic bag.
I'd heard £35,000 bought a whole kilo, and T wasn't sure 1 could
eet that mwch oft our bench tops, bue 1 had a goal. The bag was
half full by the time | knocked off tor lunch.

The next dav. my pile was down again. | showed Vito.

"Someone’s tucking with vs” T said.

Vito agreed. He had an answer. " Time tor come video.”

We had video cameras left over from our robot experiments
the previous fall. We rigged one o that it sat on a table facing the
workbench and the door, tocused on the mirror. Then we discon-
nected the switch for the building’s security system, and rewired
the switch to the start button for the camera through a dmer that
we whipped tocether fromm a 5355 timer chip and a few parts,
WI]L"IIL"L'E"I' SOOI U'l;'ll_‘Tli.‘LI ﬂlﬂ." lli'l‘ﬂ]'.. tIIL’ CATTIETL "|.‘|.'ﬂ|.|11.| COMTEE OT)
tor five minutes, With all the other electronic equipment in the
roony, we were sure no one would notice.

Just in case, we lett a radio and some idiot roys running all niglit
o0 the noise of the camera wouldnt be noticed. The fictory made
the whole area nowsy anvway, It was a simple system, but it would
probably work.

We tigured we'd catch one of our own crew messing with s,
That’s why we rigged the recorder after they all had left tor the dav.

The next morning, the bag was gone, Vito saw it first, “Some-
one’s fucking robbed us agun!™ We plaved the tape and we were
shocked., Watching that tape was like buving porn and tinding
vour mother as the star. Right there in front of us, one ot the VPs
trom the visit earlier in the week came in, did a line, and stole our
bag ot coke, He looked around turtively, pocketed my stuth, and
walked our the door. Right betore our eves. On tape,

We were speechless. Peaple like him were supposed to set the
moral compass of a huge company. People like vs were supposed
to be the thieving coke frends,

Vito thought we should confront him. I wasn’t so sure, This
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executive looting wasn't what I expected when [ left the nurror
Iving on the bench. I was looking tor some fun. I wanted to cause
a ridiculous scandal—ro be accused ob illegal possession of plastic
dust. I wasn't expecting to iind a vice president coming mto our
ottice atter hours and robbing us of drugs. And good drugs, oo,
stuft [ had spent hours caretully preparing using only the cleanest
and finest sections of countertop. It the stutt he stole was real, and
we turned hin in, he'd be looking at five to ten in state prison.

Mavbe our coke problem was just the tip of the wcebere. [ <aid to
Viro, “Who knows what else this asshole is stealing trom other people
here” | was atraid thae it he tound our about our little scheme, he'd
turn us i to Personnel, or even Security, and we'd be fired. Or
worse, | '[ht}Ught we should toss the mirror and let che martter d]‘r.:}‘-.

In the end, we decided to give it one more night. Mavbe he'd
have regrets. Maybe he'd return imy coke,

That might, [ laid out six nice fat lines, The next morning, four
were cone, What was he thinking? T know whar T was thinking:
This guy has been doing straight engineering lab Fonnica for five days, and
e conming backe for move. Mayhe we can sell it Maybe we should investi-
gate where this Formica came fronn.

Vito looked at the new evidence, and we decided to confront
him. Vito was better at that sort of thing, so we agreed he'd do the
talking, He had an uncle who collecred delmquent loans for a local
bookie, and when Vito was lirtle, he went with Tus uncle o collect
money on dayvs when there was no day care. He was a five-vear-old
bat boy turned electronics technician,

Vito called up to the executive othees and requested an ap-
pointment. The tollowing atternoon he headed vpstairs, entered
the othce, and discreetly shut the door, “I've got something I'd like
vou to see, he said. He had the tape and a pormble plaver. He
rurned it on. Both days were on that mpe. [t wasn't pretty,

There was silence afterward, but Vito could see what he was
thinking.

Leannr believe they had fncling coneras.
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“You know, youre goddanmn lucky he didn't ware that bag to a
hand grenade instead of a video switch,” Vito said casually. "My
boss 1s crazy”” We both knew people who rigeed Vietnam War sur-
plus grenades and clavimore muines to guard their pot fields in the
woods, They sometunes blew up a deer, and occasionally a hiker
would lose a leg You saw it in the paper trom time to time,

Vito continued. "My boss is very upset over what vou've done.
He'd like to be paid tor what yvou've taken. He wanted to ke mar-
ters into his own hands, e it over to the Guinea beaters, burt |
said I'd come see vou and see it we can work it out. Peacetully”

Vito was [talian, and he could say stuft like char.

The guy completely caved, He didn't even threaten us. No
bravado atall. Vito settled for Aive hundred dollars. He gave the guy
the tape. We could alford it We had more,

Vito said, “You understand, vou’ll have to buy vour shit some-
where else in the future” The zuy nodded, grateful to have botl
legs and be off the hook so cheap.

Vito and T had a hell of a party for the crew that weekend.
They had their own drugs. T took the twenty off the bench rop
and spent it. But not on coke. Its briet career as a straw was over,

Fromi that day torward, any requests we sent o the executive
offices were answered promptly, and never, ever rejected. But 1t
didn't last. The economy changed and <ales declined. Wichin a few
vears, some of us quit and others were lid off. T read that our for-
mer VP got arrested downtown, on the street with the punps,
whores, and crack dealers.

Wy wonld e do that? 1asked nwvselt. T had lete that lite behind
tor good the second 1 got the chance, when [ quit the disco sound
hoath tor a real engineering lab, He had grovwn up in luxury and
had a good job as a VI at o big company and had climbed into the
cutter ot his own volition,

Uneil then, 1 thought people who had been born to these
upscale white-collar jobs must be inherently superior to a high
school dropout ke me. But T was wrong,
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Logic vs. Small Talk

I’nl a very logical guy. Psychologists say thats an Aspergian trait.
This can lead to trouble in common social situations, becanse ordi-
nary conversation doesn’t alwavs proceed logically. Inan eflort to
inprove my own interpersonal skills, T have studied computer pro-
!E_tl'.l[l'l."i tl]'.lr E.‘]Ii_"..'ll_i_’lll.' il] L'E'I"I.]"k-'t.‘l'.“i.l[i.l]l] "u"n-"[[]l '[.'IL'U!JI.L'. T].IL" ]:]L'ht |1]'ﬁ1gr.llllﬂ
follow logical pathways to arrive at suitable responses, The results,
however, dont always sound natural, and T am not sure that [ do
much better than the machines.

For example, last week my triend Lavrie said, "One of my grl-
friends 1s having an attair. And the cuy nides a motorevele just like
vours!”

Lauries statement posed a problem. Unhike most interactions,
ours had not started with a question. Should | respond with an
opinion about the statement? Or should 1 ask a queston myself 7 1
considered what [ had just heard:

Laune has a girll}iq-ml. Yos, Lawrie has Tots of pirlfriends. TWhich one
05 shie talling abour?

The girltriend’s having an attair. Wy telf ine? Do | knowe her? Do
I ko the guy? Is this a convoluted way of suggesting har 1 shonld have
art affadr, since I have a moorcyele?

The boviriend has a motorcycle. Well, that narrews it down, Most
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potendtal boyfriends have cars, not bikes. So this boyfriend is one of the
5 percent, as opposed to the 95 percent of the motering publicc. Do 1
knowr hine?

The motorcyele 1s just ke mine. Hoe moch does Laurie kuow
about bikes? Does she mean hie rides an Electra Glide Classic, or does she
Just mean lis motercyele is black?

[ was not able to deduce a suitable response to her statements.
Whar did <she mean by them? There was no logical connecnion
berween Laurie’s senrences. | stared at the Aoor and pondered v
next move. | knew I had to think tast. It | think too long, people
sy, 1Nd vou hear me?” or TAre vou paving attention:”

| knew she wanted a relevant response—something connected
to what she had just said, more than just “Oh” T also knew from
experience and observation that a statement like T went to New-
port to see the Jaze Festival Tast weekend™ would not be an appro-
priate answer. It occurred to me that what 1 needed to do was to
keep gathering intormation until I could frame an intelligent con-
"I.'i.'l"\..l[[“ll:. -I_]'H.1 I*~l|i'1."‘!.""'i"3-l:ll] l'.'l]]l"n.'l_"rh-.'ltil"lll'.ll. L"l]ll'l.l.'l'l.ltll.‘]' ].'lll'l:lgl".lll'lh l..“l..i
that. 5o T asked a question.

“Which girlfriend is that?™

Laurie looked surprised. "Why would you want to know
that" she said.

[ hadn't expected a challenge, She sounded suspicious. |
wigeled my ears and wondered a lirdle ar that, The fact that she had
responded that way told me she had been expectng some other
response. What did she cxpect me to say?

Ferhaps [ should have answered with a miade-up statement that
echoed hers. I could have said, "My triend Spike is having an attair,
too. And the girl hes involved with has a motoreyele like mine,
too. But it would have been nonsense. And [ never utter nonsense
replies unless I'm plaving a prank. I can't help thinking there must
have been some purpose to Laurie’s original statement, and a state-
ment with a purpose calls for a meaningtul response,

Perhaps 1 should have just plaved duimb. [ have observed that a



Logic vs. Small Talk 191

drawled “Wow!” accompanied by a smule can be an acceptable
response to almost anvthing, But 1 can't smile on conunand, and 1
can't bring myselt to act like a moron. Sall, 4 "Wow!™ would
probably not have disturbed Laurie,

It 1 sav. “One of the guvs at work got into a car accident
today,” [ am prepared for you o say, "Who was in the wreck?” It
the identity of the person were a secret, why would T bring it up in
the first places

[ could have tocused on the motoreyele part of Laurie’s state-
ment. It so, I'd have said, “What kind ot bike does he ride?™ Once
again, I'd expect some kind of answer other than “Its none of
vour business!”

When I asked Laurie why she was suspicious, she had a couple
of questions tor me: “Why do vou need to know? MNothing cood
could come of me telling vou. What it it got back to her hus-
hand:™

I figured out what I should have said by chance, observing two
WOILED [;llkit]g at a restaurant a shore while Later:

“Tenny in accounting is having an affar, and the guy drives a
Corvetre!”

The openmg line was strikingly similar, so 1 paid attention,

“How cool 1s that! Is he marred:™

Listenmg to that exchange, 1t was obvious that this was the cor-
rect response, When I heard them alk, T suddenly understood that
Laurie’s statemnent had been meant to entertamn or mmpress me, and
that my response should have been an expression of admiranon or
excitement. However, that never occurred to me at the time. Its
clear to me that regular people have conversational capabilities tar
bevond mine, and their responses otten have nothing at all to do
with logic. [ suspect normal people are hardwired to develop the
ability ro read soctal cues ma way that I am not.

Small talk—or any kind of wlk that goes bevond a simple
exchange of mformation—nhas alwavs been a challenge for me.
When [ was voung, | learned that people would not like it when
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I uttered the first thought that entered my mind when they
approached. Since making that discovery, 1 have slowly taught
nwyselt how o succeed at conversation—most of the ome. I have
learned to begin conversations with a question, like "How are
vons " [ have learned a ringe of questions that are socially accept-
able. But my inventory ol questions is limited, and it seems other
people are a lot more Hexible,

[ now know that my logically derived responses to statements
like Lauries sometimes come off as intrusive or prving. That
makes no sense atall ro me. | framed the first relevant question that
came to mind after hearing her speak. My response was triendly.
Sovwhy was she disturbed? Atfter all, she broughe the whole thing
up. Inmy opinion, people should not make statements unless they
AT }'lr-;:‘i'n;ll‘ud (O r¢spon wl Lo Questions about the words [IZIL"].' ulter.
But the world doesn’t always work that way,

Thinking about conversations like the one I had with Laurie
nuakes me mad. People approach me, uninvited, and make unso-
licited statements. When they don't get the response they expect,
they become indignant. It 1 offer no response at all, they became
indienant at thar. So there is no way for me to win.

Given that line of reasonimg, why talk to people at allz Well,
many autistie people don't, possibly tor that very reason. But, tor
some reason, | want the Laures of the world o like me. To not
think [ am weird. I can be eccentric, but I don’t want to be weird.
So @ persist, [ ey to say the things a “normal”™ person would sav,

Nornul people seem to learn certain stock questions and utter
them to bl a conversational void. For example, when meeting
somenne they have not seen ina while, they say things like:

“How's yvour wife:”

"How's your sons™

"You're looking good—did vou lose weight?™

Normal people will emir statements like this in the absence of
any provocaton, or any visual indication that there may have been
a change in the wite or son or the weight, Some people ['ve
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observed appear to have many dozens ot these stock questions at
their command, and I have never been able to higure out how they
choose a particular plirase for enussion at any given moment.

When someone walks up to vou, his appearance does not nor-
mally sugeest o change in the status of Tus wite or son, and most
peoples appearance does not change enough trom week to week,
or even month to month, to provide a logical basis tor the question
about weight, Yet people say those things and the recipients of the
words simile and answer with stnlar platimdes, such as:

“The wite is fine.”

“The kids up tor parole next January”

"I had my stomach stapled and lost fifty pounds.”

And then, surprisingly, they often say, “Thanks for asking.”

How normal people know which of these questions to ask 1s a
mystery to me. Do they have better inemory than e, or is it just
luck? Tt must be social conditioning, something that T am com-
pletely lacking,

I don't ask about “the wife™ becanse when mwv friend walks up
ro e, oy interested in talking to him, and the condition or status
of his wite does not enter mv mmnd. More specihically, his appear-
anee does not give me reason to wonder about his wites well-
bemg, It hesa good friend, [ assume (probably correctly) that any
major change in his wite or son’s stitus would precipitite some
kind of notification to me and his other friends, So why ask?

As tothe werght L L if he looks bigeer, T'd say, “You seem fatter
thann the last time [ saw vou” Uve learned by hife experience
that people get fatter for any numunber of reasons, most ot which
are benign. I am aware that people may not like having their
deficiencies—increased bulk, for instance—pointed out. But my
mouth may spit out, “You look fatter!” betore mv brain concludes,
It wonld be rade to say he looks fatter!

Losing weight is another martter. It someone looks a lot thinner,
I might sav, "You look a lot thinner . . . are vou sick?™ | know
people go on diets, But people my age are just as likely to be thinner
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because theres something wrong with them. Maybe they have
cancer or something even worse, So it they look a lot thinner, |
might just cut to the chase and ask,

['ve heard questnons like “How'’s vour som?” described as “ice-
breakers” I dont think to say those things unless 1 have con-
sciously prepared to engage in conversation prior to approaching
someone. I am tongue-tied when approaching people unless they
speak to me hist. If T do speak up, T often sav something that’s
tken as rude or surprising—especially when 've told people
something true that they don't want to hear.

Thats why I learned some vears ago to utter a noncommittal
"Wool ! if I need to begin a conversation or fill a silence. People
hear that and are not sure what to say, but they don't usually per-
ceive a wool as rude. [ oy to work with whatever response [ get.

In the past, when people criticized me for asking unexpected
questions, 1 felt ashamed, Now 1 realize that normal people are
acting in a superficial and often talse manner. So rather than let
tl]i.‘]l] lI]:'I]{L‘ L IL‘L‘I 1'-I.IL1, [ L':":.P['L".‘.-‘i I]I":.' '.I.[]]!U}."'.l] e lt"!"- |]]1|." "n."l.".ll'}' l]l-
trying to strike a blow for logic and madonality.

My comversational dithiculties hughlizhe a problem Aspergians
tace every day. A person with an obvious disability—tor example,
someone 1 a2 wheelchair—is treated compassionately because his
handicap 1s obvious. No one turns to a guy in a wheelchair and
says, “Quick! Lets run across the soreet!” And when he can’t run
across the street, no one says, “What's lus problem?™ Thev offer to
help him across the street,

With me, though, there is no external sign that [ am conversa-
tiotally handicapped. So tolks hear some conversational nusstep
and sav, “What an arrogant jerk!” I look torward to the day when
my handicap will attord me the same respect accorded to a guy ina
wheelchair, And it the respect comes with a preterred parking
space, [ won't rn it down.

Woot!
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Being Young Executives

L » lien we started work at Milron Hnn."-:"-.', WO WIS VOung arid

enthusiastic. My coconspirator, Bob, and T were convinced that
our toys would change the world. Some nights, we worked ll
midnight as we raced to get the latest electronic cadzet ready tor
production. And in this line of work, there was no need tor any
spectal skill making small k. We were gecks betore the age of
personal computers. We were there to create new things and solve
problems, not impress anyone with our suave social skills,

still, it would have helped o know a hittle more about gaming
the svstem in a big company. As it turned out, we had our first
experience with corporate pohitics shortly after starting work.
Drark Tonwer was one of our hot new gunes for the 1981 season. [t
was an electronic version of an older role-playing fantisy game.
The centerpiece was a tower that rotated and stopped in tront of
each plaver. The trouble was, it was stopping in the wrong places.
And as an engineer in the development gronp tor Dhark Tower, it
wis Bobs problem.

He scratched his head and pondered and guessed and experi-
mented as he tried to figure out whar to do. Now that | was on
the inside, watching him, I was amazed to discover the rechnical
sophistication in a thirty-nine-dollar electronic gaune. In many
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ways, such games were more sophisticated than the devices I'd
worked with in the music business, some of which costa thousand
LIIes 10re,

[t seemed hike o simple thing, You'd turn the motor on, and it
would move, You'd rn the power off, and it would stop, right
Untortunately, it wasn't that simple. Inertia cavsed the motor to
keep moving tor a little while betore it stopped, just as a car rolls
some distance after the engine stalls. The trouble was, there was no
predicring exactly how far it would move,

“This would be easy if we had a fitty-dollar parts budget,” Bob
mused.

"Yeah," | sad. "But irs a whole nother matter to figure out
how to do it for twenty-five cents.” And that was the crux of the
pmhlcm. I the Loy business, L"l.’:.'t":.'[]ﬁl]g had to be done for pen-
nies, and it took all our techmeal skill to devise solutions that
worked with the fewest possible parts or the simplest possible
asseinblies. When we succeeded, we telr a certain pride in creating
elecant and workable designs. But it didn’c always work out,

Atter a month of sixty-hour workweeks, Bob had the answer,
“A clamping circuit,” he wold me “We'll use the mansistors to
clamp the motor so 1t stops as soomn as we cut the power.”

“Thats just like the dynanuce brakes on a locomotive,” | sad. |
loved 1. Who would ever guess that the same principles that held a
freight train back on steep hills would stop the Dark Tower?

Bobs idea worked, The tower stopped where it was supposed
to. The game was ready to sell.

But a month later, Bob ot a rude shock. "Did vou hear what
happened?” he fumed. "Alan took credit tor wy design and they
cave him an award! He stole my idea!”™ There wasnt much T could
say, Our youthtul exuberance was starting to wear oft as our cre-
ative desires ran up against corporate politics,

Meamwhile, my group was racing to introduce the first talking
came, and [ had been given the task of designing a svstem to col-
lect speech and turn it into digital data, 1 designed the analog parts
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ot the systemy, and Klavs did the digial work. We used one ot the
first microcomputers—an IMSAIL 8080—rto collect and store the
data. It was a Baube Goldberg kind of contraption. with hundreds
obf parts tied together with wire wrap and cables, spread across a
bunch ot breadboards on o workbench in my lab. And as soon as it
wis built and tested, we put it right to work. T sat in front of a
computer monitor, with my finger on a kevboard. Operation was
smple. G meant Go, The system would record whatever it heard
for the next six seconds, 5 meant Save. We begn collecting and
digitizing speech.

“Hey, hey, hev! Pick your plav!” One at a time, the entire staft
passed through the lab, reading and recording the mindless phrases
that would become our new game’s vocabulary. “You pick three!™
And the classic "It my turn!™ All the engineers and techs had a
l'.'ll.l'[][_'ll.' Lo ”"':.' out as fhl." ‘l.'l:l'i e l'.I|'1 ti'.I]'I.'II'.'.I]']'l:I"I.‘I.'*‘w t[]“:.'. II'I t]'lﬂ.‘ L‘I]L],
though, the voice the public heard was that of Mike Mevyers, one
ol the VPs.

It may have sounded idiode, bur T was proud of my design, and
no one else stole the credir tor my little pare. The speech cuys took
the data my device collected and turned 1t into a tny stream of bits
that would teed our new talking integrated circuit. We had reduced
the complexity of speech into a few crumbs, hike the food left
behind in my slart pocket. Amazingly, it sull sounded pretry cood.

Today, 1t seems hke every Kid you see has a Game Boy or some
sutilar electrome game, But in the Late 19705, there was no such
thing, However, that was about ro change. Not long atter | started,
we came out with the first handheld video game with changeable
cartridges. They called it Microvision,

Microvision consisted of o console with snap-on game car-
tridzes. All of o sudden, millions ot kids had to have a Microvision,
and the games that went with it—DBlockbuster, Pinball, Bowling,
Connect Four, and all the others. After its first Christmas, we
could see that Microvision was going to be the next hot toy. Mil-
ton Bradley's Simon had been the hot game the vear before, and it
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looked hike we had another winner this season, The holidays had
passed, and it sull sold as tast as we could make it

But in the carly fall, news started filrering up from the plant.
“Hev, dud vou hear about Microvision?” said Brad, one ot the
engineers whoe had worked on its release. "TheyTe getting tons ot
dead ones returned. There was a crazed mom at the Federal Square
plant vesterday, making a scene over her kids broken Microvision.
And now thev're having rrouble on the assembly line, oo, Lots of
detective units.”

Brad didin't sound roo concerned. After all, we were R&D, and
that was a production matter,

They were very concerned in the factory, Just as they were
ranping up production for Christmas, the defect rate on the pro-
duction line skvrocketed. Detects went trom 5 percent to 60 per-
cent in a matter of weeks. Management was panicked. There were
probably a pullion Microvision consoles on order, with no wav to
hll the orders. Tt was a tovinakers worst nightiare,

The company had never experienced anything like that in its
hundred-year history, Atter all, puzzles and chess sers never broke
down. Electromic toys were a new concept at Milton Bradley. The
old-timers in the company thought longingly of the days when
“new product” meant making blue checkers instead of the tradi-
tional red.

The first line of defense was our quality assurance and manufac-
turing engimeering groups. But both departments were stumped,
Management became desperate. There was desk pounding and foot
stomping in the executve suite, until finallv they decided to wrn
to Cthe weirdos in R&D The R&D boss was accordingly sumi-
moned, and he said, “T have just the guy for vou. He's an analog
engineer. He'll have a tresh perspective on the situation,”

Just like that, T had a new job assignment. [ started reading
books on manufacturing. Then | started in on quality. | read all
one A, some nights. And 1 asked questions:

"What's changed in the manutacturing process?”
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“Nothing.”

“How about testing or shipping?”

“MNo change there, either”

“Are the parts different? Did we get a bad barch?”

“Nope. We bought two hundred and fitey thouvsand parts kits
back in the spring, and we're stll vsing that stock.”

Bunumer,

Back in the lab, T rlked things over with mv friend Bob, who
worked in product development. We had started out wearing ties
o work, and sport jackets. Supposedly, the engineers wore ties and
the technicians didn't. We were expected to dress and acr like
voung executves, though we had litde concept of what that
meant. Or rather, our concept differed sharply from what our
bosses []l{}'lI:._"I'It It imeant.

We were there to design circuits, but more than that, we were
there for fun, We were there to chase the girls in product testing
and the art ttl;.‘].'l-'.l['l'llll.."llt. Owir bosses, on the other hand, were there
to work, Or more precisely, they were there to malke us nork. That
was the definition of management—ygertnge others to do vour
waork tor vou, And we were the others,

Thas Microvision problem had the sound of serious work. |
didn't like it

“Mavbe someone’s sabotaging Microvision. Think that’s pos-
sibles™

Bob was skeprcal. He spent a lot more time in the plants than
mie, and he said the fictory seemed pretty peacetul, *1 don’t ever
see hights or blood on the floor when [ go down there anymore. |
don't think anvone’s destroving them on purpose.”

I pondered his words, Anpmere. Did he mean there was once
blood on the Aoor in the tactory? | guessed he did, Thaes why |
didn’t go there.

[ was getting a little worried. By now, hundreds of dead Micro-
vision consoles were coming off the production line every dav,
and management had progressed from panic to outright frenzyv,
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But [ knew I could figure it out. At least, [ hoped [ could. And it |
couldn’t, well, there were always other employers.,

[ needed help. 1 ocalled Bob agin, He sugzested we have 2
meeting o talk things over. We acreed to get together a few hours
later to discuss the situation.

At the appointed time, [ stood waiting tor Bob, tapping my
watch and pacing back and torth. T had driven quickly to get to the
meenng on time, but he was nowhere to be found,

[ paced faster. 1 felt hike the weight of the whole world was on
my shoulders. We didn't have cell phones in those days, so there
was nothing [ could do bur wair,

[ became writated, It T was lett waiting at a semor imanageiment
meeting, 1 could at least o hang around at the bar and get a drink
or maybe a snack. Here, there was nothing but a parking lot, T had
only been in a real job for a little over a year, but [ was already get-
ting a sense of corporate lite, It wasn't what [ had imagined, look-
ing in trom the outside,

Then Tsaw hin A least, T thoughe it was him.

I eouldnt rell for sure—the boat was <till 2 natle away, but it was
.1]1.}1m~u'hing fast, As 1t oot closer, | recommzed Bob's Sea oy, and
within a tew moments [ could see Bob., I walked down the dock
and jumped aboard as he pulled in close,

“Sorry was late,” he said, handing me a drink. 1 had to get
cas. And there was a line at Pizza Rama.”

Bob backed awav from the floanng Jdock, swung the boat
around, and headed into the river. | took a slice of pepperon
pizza and ate it while watching our wake roll out behind vs. As Bob
drove, | contemplated the tuture of Microvision. Back in the tac-
tory, 120 workers were building Microvision as fast as they could.
Until we tound an answer, six out of every ten machines were
headed tor the scrap heap. But there were no scrap Microvision
boxes our here on the river. [t was a fine fall dav: The leaves were just
starting o mrn. This was the right place to contemplate our com-
pany’s problems.
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"So what do you make ot it77 [ asked Bob,

“Dirinks are in the cooler™ was his reply. Bob had also worked
on another of the company’s products, Big Trak. Big Trak was a
progranunable tank that crawled around on the floor and made
noses. We in engineering were always secking to expand our
lowly rank’s horizons,

“You know, Bob, T was thinking, We could pur a stun gun on
the arm of thar Big Trak and make a serious ankle biter. Then it
could defend iself. Ir'd be a rode shock for a smarr-ass kid thar
kicked a Big Trak!” Bob smiled at the thought of some nine-vear-
old monster, knocked Har afrer going tor our tank with a hammer.

We were ahead of our time with that idea, As T write this story,
maore than twenty-five vears have passed, and today’s tovs stll Lick
defensive capabilicies, And kids sull destroy them, much to the dis-
tress of their designers. But Bob and T thought of it, way back then.

In a subsequent meeting, management dechned to add our
enhancements to the popular tank.

As voung executives, we had watched the big bosses conducting
the truly important business of the company on the colt course. We
knew that mmmmportant meetings took plice m conference rooms.
More mmportant meetings took plice in the boardroom. But the
really mmportint meetings—the ones that took all day and sonie-
tmes several dayvs—rtook place ar the counory club, Bob and T had
not vet been adimitted to that inner sanctum, but we had it in our
sizhts, We Knew that we were following the examiple of our leaders,
solving the tough problems tor our factory out on the water.,

“Do you think theres a problem with the chip desian?™ Bob
wondered. We were both grasping at straws.

“Treally don’t know,”™ T said,

“How about a power supply problem?” Bob wondered,

Perhaps the spray of water from a passing boat gave us the
answer, I'll never know where or how it arrived. Bur that was what
they patd us for. Design 1deas that contined less than five parts,
cost less than ten cents, and saved the world by lunchtime,



202 Look Me in the Eye

Omee [ saw the answer, 1t seemed obvious, As summer turned
to fall, the air became drier. Lower humidity meant more static
clectricity, The same plenomenon thar makes vou crackle and
spark when vou pull ona sweater was killing the Microvision
units,

“Statie,” I blurted out to Bab,

"Huh™

“Thars what's killing the Microvision. Stanc.”

Ustanc,” He repeated the word several times, Savoring it “Yeah,
maybe vou're right.”

My brain went into high gear as I considered how to prove my
hypothesis that statie was killing Microvision. And. assuming [ was
richt, what would we do abour it? Millions of dollars iy faulty
product was at stake, along with people’s jobs, This was not some
abstract R&D problem. This was production, And production was
a tougher, tougher world, T had heard stories about how they
motivated engineers down there when things got tough. Line up
tl]I'L‘L‘ Ll]ld "il:lﬂﬂf Wi T]H.‘ ]'L‘I]I..I[I'!jl'!g CHE "."|I1.:||.|]|..1 "I.'l.'l'.'.lrl-..r t-i.l."ifi.‘]".

The whole concepr of management was ditferent down there,
We had read books about manutacturing, hibor relations, and the
history of Amernican mduostries like coal muinmg and steelmaking,
We weren't sure how simular our tactory was to a turn-of-the-
century steel imll And we didn’c want to find out.

[n our departments, managers motivated us with encourage-
ment and mspiration. They simled and had good manners. [n the
null, manners and encouraging words were like a toreten language.
Successtul managers had broised knuckles: some had brass knockles,
The bosses had worn and dented baseball bats leaned vp against
the insides of their doors.

The pizza was gone, but we had o plin. We returned to the
dock as we pondered the next step. Would a berter ground help?
I had some adhesive-backed copper toil that 1 was using on
another project. Perhaps | could use the foil to dissipate the static
charge harmlesshy. 1 stuck a piece to the front of a Microvision
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console. [ attached the toil to the ground trace on the circuit
board. Then I put a similar piece of toil on the cartridge door, and
attached it to the cartridge’s ground plane.

It worked. Whenever vou plugged the cartridge into the con-
sole, the toil pieces touched betore anvthing else, and the statc
charge was dissipated harmlessly. It was ome to test the idea on
some real games. | requested a box of new games, tresh trom the
production Aoor. They arrived moments later, reathrming the
nnportance management placed on our work.,

I pulled my sweater off and on, and [ shutfled across the Hoor
in rubber-scled shoes. When I touched the light switch, a spark
spiapped fronm my finger to the wall. Satstied with my static charge,
I pulled the sweater off and on a few more times, then picked up
an unnoedified Microvision. It was dead in my hand. T then picked
up iy modified game, and it sall worked.

I did this time and again, vntil T had filled the trash can wath
Microvision consoles. Not one ol my modified units tatled. T was
elated. T knew then T would not be shot. T had found the answer.

In the end, it was such a smple thing, Paper clips are simple,
too. Some of the finest engmeering creations are in fact the sim-
plest. At times, we are truly masters of the obvious,

From that moment on, the Microvision war was won. All the
rest was just mopping up. I added some circuitry to toughen the
crcuits aganst static, The producoon enmneers got annstatc
matertals to line the assembly areas, And the factory was hitted wath
a system that spraved a hne nust of water into the air above the
workstations to keep static from forniing in the first place.

Bob and I had a better source of water mist: the Connecticut
River, We continued ta meet there, an that project and others to
follow. T was hard at work on Milton, the next electronic marvel,
and Bob was back to Super Simon. Milton was to be the worlds
first talking electronic game, Tovs had spoken for vears without
elecronies, using mechanical gramophone technology like the
trumpet-horn record plavers of the 1900s, Dolls like Chatty Cathy
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would utter a phrase when a child pulled a string. But an interac-
tive talking game would be a first, As 1t turned out, Milton did
talk. Untormmnately, game buvers didn’t seem to want to listen, and
Milton vamished withowt a trace a vear later,

['11 sure my solution to Microvision’s static problem saved the
company hundreds of thousand of dellars, maybe more. But, like
Bob’s experience with Dark Tower, the award never made it to my
desk, and the bonus didn't reach nry bank account. The bucks
stopped a bit higher up the food chan.

We never did achieve that coveted country club membership,
either. A decade later, Bob achieved renown as the designer and
comnventor of Mattel's [Diva Starz and Cabbage Patch Kids Kick 'n
Splash and Milton Bradlevs Whac-A-Mole clectronic cames. And
that fall, T was offered a new job as director of R&D for a manu-
tacturer of fire alarins and time clocks. | tr.un]wd off to chimb the
corporate ladder, leaving Bob in his world ot toys, The trouble
was, the higher Tadvanced inthe corporate world, the more T had
o rl_'I.}-' L0k I]I}' ].'FL‘I'.:I].'I'].L' "\]"-'.E""\ Ll]]tl []1'..' ]E.‘F-"L J.I'I."l.' [L‘L‘I]]IiL'."I] "\]'{.]1]'# .II]Li
creativity mattered. For someone like me, that was a tormula for
disaster.

[ moved on to my new job at Simplex m Gardner, about an
hours drive away. At Simplex, [wore a suit to work, | had an othee
with a door, and my own secretary to guard it And after a vear, |
managed a staff of twenty people. But e proved to be a nstake, |
wast't happy. I tele T was surrounded by mediocrity, both i my
own work and in my choice of employment. I had gone from
destgning tovs (a tun thing) to overseeing the design ot nme clocks
to keep track of America’s bictory workers (not a tun thing).

Unfortunately, there was no going back, Things had gone bad
at Milton Dradley Electronies shortly atter 1 letr. The company
wrote off a 830 nullion investment in computer games, and Bob
and most of my triends lost their jobs. A short while later, the
company was sold. [ was beginning to realize that exeaiive job did
not cqual job security
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In the midst of my strugeles to become part of corporate
America, I ot married. Little Bear and I tied the knot in the sum-
mer of 1982, T was bwenty-five years old. We were happy ar first,
but as things worsened at work, [ brought my problems home. |
wis upset about work, and Little Bear was wrpped up in the
world of the Science Fiction Society, a club at the vmiversity. She
was once again a college student afrer having taken the previous
few vears off, After secing Bob lose his job, 1 was hid off from
Simplex in 1984, They, too, were experiencing fmancial troubles,
It was a scary time for Little Bear and me, since | was the sole
breadwinner while she was in school. And o make things worse,
while T was out of work, her brother Paul died in a car crash, With
the stress of all those E]lil]i};‘i. W hn:g_,r.m te grow apart. It was not a
happy time for us,

Luckily, T found a new job fairdy quickly. T started work at
lsoreg, a small company that manutictured power transtormers.
Untortunately, I now had a one-and-a-halt-hour comnite. Lite as
an executive was not turning out the way they portraved it on TV,

By 1985, T had moved through two more jobs, and T had swal-
lowed all T could take of the corporate world, T had come to accept
what myy annual performance reviews said, [ was not a team plaver.
I had trouble commumnicating with people. I was inconsiderate, |
was rude. T was smart and creative, yes, but T was a nsfit,

I was thoroughly sick of all the criticism. | was sick of lite. Lir-
erallv. I had come down with asthia, and attacks were sending me
to the emergency room every few months. 1 hated to get up and
trce another day at work. I knew what I needed ro do. I needed to
stap torcing myselt to bt inro something [ could never be a part of.
A big company, A group. A tean.

When I was tive, 1 had wanted more than anvthing to be part
of the ream. When I was a little older, I had tried out tor Little
League, but no one had picked me. | never tried our for a ream
after that. Mavbe those rejections were sull with me, rwenty vears
later.
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"You need to be part of the team.” [ heard over and over.

Hat, be one more ddiof na suit? Not e,

"You need to be a linle more diplomatic when yvou point out
problems in other people’s designs.”

Wl the design s just junke, It will never work., I didd betier worke than
that when I was fifteen,

“You may think vour circuit is the grearest thing ever, bur its
not the direction we want o go in.”

S¢pint et te use the other gronp’s design—the one thar costs tuice
as tnch and i half as efficient—just becanse Dan sucks up to you in
sreetinggs aind doesit call your a jerk the way Tdo, Do T have that vighe?

[t took me four jobs and ten vears to realize the folly of my
clfores,

And by the way, vears later, in 1995, T was admitted to the
country club. Bue T had no need for ie by then, T wasnt a part of
management anvinore, And I couldn’t play golf,
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Aspergian misfit to seeming alimost normal. Its been a graduoal
Process.

I believe there is a contimim from avtisin to Aspergers to nor-
|]|.'|]. .|'5||.|.- Oorne extrene, T:,'Ull II:I":-"L‘ l'l]i]d'ﬁ.‘]l ".".."]1[1' MRS [l[l'l]ll.'d o=
pletely tnward from birth. They go through hte thinking their own
thoughts, and parents and other outsiders can barely connect with
them at all. At the other end of the spectrum, you have kids who
are turned completely outward, They have scarcely any ability to
be introspective or to perform dithicult mental calculations. People
like that might not make good engineers, but they often go far in
lite because mterpersonal skall 15 one of the most important pre-
dictors of success,

And in the middle vou have people like me—some more func-
tional, some less. We can tocus oor minds invward, and we also have
somne abality to relate to people and the outside world.

Some Aspergians can focus their minds extremely sharply, and
those of us who cultivate this gift are sometimes called savants,
Being a savant 15 2 mixed blessing, because that laserlike focus otten
comes at a cost: very limited abilites i nonsavant areas. | don't
think 'm a savant, just a highly intelligent Aspergian, But I suspect
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I was on the edge of becoming a savant when [ was a small clald,
and wwy later ability to visvalize mathematical functions and the
operation of circuits was savantlike,

Unal recently, there were no widely avalable sources of
knowledge about how sivants or Aspergians actually think or see
things. But recent books and studies have started to shed light on
this. When I read Daniel Tammets book, Bowr ona Blue Day, 1 was
amazed by the similarites berween thought processes he deseribes
and v own thinking, 've seen similar parallels berween v
thought process and Temple Grandins descriptions of thinking in
pictures. As more firsthand accounts of lives like ours emerge, |
sense we are on the brink of many exciting discoveries about
autisin and Asperger’s,

When we are voung, our brains are constantly developing,
making new connections and changing the way we think. As |
recall imy own development, T can see how [ went through periods
where my ability o focus inward and do complex caleulations in
ny mind developed rapidly. When that happened, myv ability to
solve complex rechmeal or mathematical problems increased, but |
withdrew trom other people. Later, there were periods where my
ability to turn toward other people and the world increased by
leaps and bounds, At those times, my mtense powers ol focused
reasoning seemed to dimimsh.

[ believe that some kids who are in the middle to more high-
funcioning range of the autsm contimuum, hke me, do not
receive the proper stunulation and end up turning inward to such
an extent that they can't function in society, even though they may
be incredibly brilliant in some narrowly defined field, like abstract
mathematics.

Scientists have studied “brain plasdcity,” the ability of the brain
to reorganize neural pathways based on new experiences. [t
appears that ditferent types of plasticity are dominant at ditferent
ages. Looking back on my childhood, T think the ages of four 1o
seven were critical for mv social development. That was when |
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cried and hurt because | could not make triends. At those times, |
could have withdrawn turther from people so that I would not get
hurt, but T didn’t. Fortunately, T had encugh satistactory exclanges
with mtelligent grown-ups—uy tamily and their friends ar col-
lewe—rto keep me wanting to interact.

I can easily imagine a child who did not have anv satistying
exchanges withdrawing trom people entirely. And a kid who with-
drew at age five mighe be very hard to coax out lacer,

[ also believe considerable rewiring took place in mv own brain
in my thirties and even later. | believe this because | can compare
my thought process today to my processes as expressed i writing
and circutt designs from twenty-five vears ago.

Papers [ wrote back then are flat and devoid of inflecton or
emotion. I didn’t write about mv feelings because T didn’t under-
stand them. Today, my greater insight into my emotional hife has
allowed me to express it, both verbally and on paper. But there was
a trade-oft tor that increased emotonal intelligence. T look at cir-
cuits T desigmed twenty vears ago and its as it someone else did
them.

Some of my designs were true masterpieces of economy and
tunctionahty, Many people told mie they were expressions of a cre-
ative genus, And today 1 don't understand them at all. When 1
look at those old drawings, T am retmnded of a book T read as a
teenager, Flowers for Algernon. Scientists took a retarded janitor and
made him a gemus, but o didn't List, His brillance faded away
betore his eves. That's how | feel sometimes, looking back at the
creative engineering I've done. Those designs were the fruit of a
part ot nwy mind that is no longer with me. 1 will never invent cir-
cuits like that again. 1 may conceive of something hke Ace
Frehleys light guitar, but someone else will have to design it

My story 1sn't sad, though, becanse my mind didn't tade or die.
It just rewired iwelf, 'mosure my mind has the same power it
alwavs did, but in 2 more broadly focused configuranon. No one
would have looked ar me thirty vears ago and torescen that I'd have
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the social skills T have today, or the ability to express the emotions,
thoughts, and feelings vou read in this book. I would never have
predicted it, either.

Its been a good wade. Creative genivs never helped me make
triends, and it certainly didnt make me happv. My lite today 1s
nnmeasurably happier. richer, and tuller as a result of my brain’s
continuing development,

[ suspect thar grown-ups drew me out enough as a child to
keep me engaged and on a path that led o being funcrional in
society. Adults were able to deal with my conversational lmita-
tions better than children. They could followw my disconnected
responses, and they were more likely to show mterest in anything |
said, no matter how bizarre. Had 1 not been drawn out by inter-
ested erown-ups, | might well have drifted facther into the world
of autism. I might have ceased to communicate,

Even at sixteen vears of age, it would have been easy tor me to
retreat from dealing with humans and move into the world within
ny own mind, Looking back, T can see a path that mighe have
led somewhere far away, perhaps to autism, perhaps to the plce
where the savants who can multiply ten-digit numbers m their
munds hve., Atter all, T got along well with my circuits, and they
never ridiculed me. They presented me with tough problems to
solve but they were never mean. Around the tme | dropped out of
school, it was almost as though 1 stood in front of Door Number
Ome and Door Mumber Twao, as perplexed as any same-show con-
testant and with much more at stake, and was forced to make a
choice,

My crazy tanily sitvation and my need to ran away trom home
and join the working world in order to survive kept me from mak-
ing that choice. S0 I chose Door Number One, and in deing so
moved tarther away trom the world of machines and circuitss—a
comfortable world of muted colors, soft light, and mechanical
perfection—and closer to the anxiery-filled, bright, and disorderly
world of people. As [ consider that chorce thirty vears later, I think
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the kids who choose Door Number Two may not end up able to
function in society.

As a tunctnonal Aspergian adult, one thing roubles me deeply
about those kids who end up behind the second door. Many
descriptions of autism and Aspergers describe people like me as
“not wanting contact with others”™ or “preterring to play alone” 1
can't speak tor other kids, bue I'd like to be very clear abour my
owvn feelings: [ did nor everwant fo be alone. And all those child pey-
chologists who aid “John preters to play by homselt™ were dead
wrong, | plaved by mvselt because | was a tailure at plaving with
others. | was alone as a result of my own limitatons, and being
alone was one of the bitterest disappointinents of vy voung life.
The stng of those carly failures tollowed me long into adulthood,
even alter [ learned about Asperger’s.

As o voung adult, T was Tucky to discover and join the world of
musicians and soundimen and special-eftects people, People in those
lines of work expect to deal with eccentric people. T was siart, 1
WS I'.".I[."I.I]:]].E.". <A1 H.I. I was ll.'l.'L".l‘[i".-'L", .II:H.I. t-UT [I]L‘Ill []ILI[ Wil :,;I"UULI l."l]ﬂ'llgll.

I some ways, it was a mistake for me to have left thar world,
because T was accepted and made to feel welcome there, some-
thing [ seldom telt in corporate lite. But I could not attord to keep
moving ahead with my work in electronics with nmy nonexistent
resources. | had o gera job.

Inn the corporate world, T had strted out as an engineer, mak-
iz 825,000 4 vear. Back in the 19705, that was pretty good money,
As | moved vp, the payv increased. Stafl Engineer. Manager of
Advanced Development, Assistant Director of Plinning, Director
of Engineering. And, finally, General Manager ot Power Systems.
After ten vears, T was making $100,000 a vear. T was the envy of all
the people below me in the tood chain, but it was a vicious rap.

[n the begimming, [ created circuit designs. That was something
I loved to do, and did well. Ten vears later, myv job was managing
people and projects. [ enjoved the status and respect, but [ wasn'
cood at management, and [ didn’t like it. The problem was thacif [
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wanted to be an engineer. I'd be looking at a 50 percent cut in pay
and a job in some other company. The message was clear: Man-
agers are more valuable than engineers. That made me mad. 1

was b going to consider going down the ladder and down the pay

scale just to be creative. | wanted 1t all—good pay, independence,
and creatvity,

“You should really be working on your own,” I was told by my
hosses,

Was thar a precursor to “You're fired ™ T had already been laid

oft—rejected
S60,000 salary to a $197 weekly unemploviment check. And [ had
to stand 10 line for an hour and fll out two forms to get even that

twice. In 1983, [ went from a seemingly secure

I resolved in 1983 that T would never again collect unemplovinent.

[ realized the comments were right. I was nota teamn plaver, so
I needed to work on my own. But what could T do that might
make monev? 1 thought long and hard about how T could control
my own destiny. [ could design electronic circuits, and T could hix
cars. Those were the two great loves T had grown up with. Either
micht ofter a career. Could T exchange my s for overalls and strt
hxinge automobiles instead of supervising ensimeers?

[ had always loved cars. [ had continued to buy old cars, nnker
with them, drive them, and sell them as long as I'd been on my
own. [ began to seriously consider the idea of abandomng elec-
tronics to become a mechanic or car dealer. 1 broached the subject
to sotne of my frends and colleagues at work.

“Ljust can’t do this anvmore, [ can't stand the bullshit, bemg in
a company like this. Ies just no fun anymore.”

They either didn't believe me or thought [ was just depressed.
“You're going to quit electronics to become a car mechanic?
You've got one of the top jobs in the company! Don't vou know
how many people would give their right arm tor a job hike yours?™

Or they would sav, ™ You're full ot shit. You can be straight with
me. ['m vour friend. If vou've gor a good job at a competitor, tell
me. Maybe 1 can go, too!”
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Everyone thought there was some angle, some wick. But there
WS L,

"It vou leave the industry it’s going to be very hard to get a job
again i a tew vears, Look at Tom,” Tom was one of our techni-
ctans. He had been an engineer unal he quit work in order to
build houses with his brother-in-law. When he wanted to return
to engineering, the only job he could find was as a technician, a
big step down from where he had been.

But iy ind was made up.

"l got into this business because | wanred to be creative. |
wanted to design things. Now, I'm just an administrator.”

Evervone I alked to at work seemed to think 1 was nuts, but in
the end it didn’t matter what other people thought abour my job.
What mattered was what 1 thooght about v job. And T didn’t
like it

It was time to take my chances on my own. In 1989, T quit my
juh and became a car dealer. That meant tukil]g out a second
moregare against my hovse, Thar 30,000 was my seed money, and
it was all T had, so it would have to lase. T started to buy secandhand
European cars, fix them, and sell them. In addition, T serviced
what 1 sold., My first acquisition was a2 five-year-old Mercedes
S00510, which 1 cleaned vp, serviced, and sold tor a profit of
81,500, Trseemed [ was off o a great start,

I knew fixing up cars and selling them was not creative like
desgmng sound etfects, but it had much to recommend i, There
was o long commute to work. 1 could be myselt. 1 would no
longer live in tear tor my job. There would be no one to fire me. [
would no longer teel like a traud. Selling cars and doing car repairs
would be whatever 1 could make of 1t. No one would question my
qualifications or ability,

[t only it were that simple. By the time [ realized there was
more to it, the $30L000 was lost, and 1 was an addinonal 50,000 in
debt. Somehow, the $1,500 profic I'd made on each of my first cars
had wrned into 2,000 and 53000 losses on later ones, as the
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economy shd into recession and I made bad decisions. But there
was no turning back. I had to succeed. I still remembered mixing
nwy thirty-cent macaroni dinner with water becauvse 1 couldn’t
attord milk, and I had vowed never to return to that state,

The thing that saved me was wy techiical skill, fueled by nwy
Aspergian need to know all about topics that grabbed my atten-
tion. And cars certainly had my attention. T may not have made
money selling them, bur I had the knowledge ro fix them when no
one ¢lse could, and people paid me tor that, Even more, their
praise made me teel good about myselt and gave me the courage
to oo on in the face of my fiinancial losses. And the electrical prob-
lems that had other mechamies seratching their heads proved oiv-
ially simple for me.

For ten yvears, [ had listened to my bosses tell e that [ could
1k l'.'l.]']l.'Il]I'I.I'Ifllll'.'.l‘tl_1 uar ‘l.".-'ﬂ]'k "L‘n'lt]'l. {JEI]L"]' ].T'L’I:'J].T]L'- Hl]"l.".' ['hl_‘ "i-l.'lkl_"."i were
higher. And T seemed to be commuomcating successtully,. How
could T tell? Because people were coming back. And some ot themn
were even visiting with me while work was done.

I had tound a miche where many of iy Aspereian traits actually
benefited me. My compulsion to know everything about cars
made me a great service person. My precise speech gave me the
ability to explin complex problems i simple terms, My directness
meant that [ told people what they needed to hear about their cars,
which was cood most of the tme. And my inability to read
body Lnguaze or appearance meant—in an industry rife with
discrimination—that I treated everyone the sime,

[ lost money at first becavse [ had to learn the business, which
was to some extent a lesson in humility. Betore going into the
husiness of tang cars, 1 had always looked at car repair as funda-
mentally simpler than, say, engineering. Having now done both, |
know that isn't true, It anything, running an automotive repair
business is harder tor me becauvse it vses a ditferent kind of brain-

power—a kind thar | had never developed during my engineering

davs. [ had to acquire a broad range of new skills, and fast. Chiet
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among them was the ability to deal with people m a friendly way
that would make them want to return. In the past, I had not done
very well with that, but circumstances were ditferent now. Perhaps
i oy new setang, I eould learn to succeed i dealing wath people
and leaving them feeling happy, or at least reasonably satistied.

My choice of car made a difference, as it turned out. 1 chose
to work on high-end cars like Rolls-Royees and Land Rovers
becavse T loved the way they were purt together. [ appreciated the
way a Rolls-Royee interior was made: like a piece of tine turni-
rure. Each Rolls-Rovee 15 a unique work of art, something a
machine aficionado like me can really appreciate. And | loved the
rugged simplicity of the Land Rover Defenders, From the firse
timie T saw a Land Rover—in the pages of National Cleograpliie—1
had been drawn to them. Owe day T rold mvselt, T il onm one of
THAT R

The cars T worked on tended o belong to atHuent and better-
educated people. Such people were better able ro conmect with an
eccentric Aspergian like me, and they had an incentive to do so.
There were not many peaple willing to hx o Rolls-Royee or a
Lansd Roover in mwy area. Inmany cases, the only service alternatives
were i Boston or Harttord—an hours drive awav, So an owner of
one of those cars had an incentive to make a relattonship with me
work, whereas a Chevrolet or Tovota owner had service alterna-
tves evervwhere he turned,

At first, 1 did evervthing—repairs, ilhing, scheduling, and
planning. As the business grew over its first fow vears, 1 added 2
technician to work on cars with me. then another, and another.
Atter almost twenty vears in business, Robison Service now
employs a dozen people,

When [ worked as an admimistrator for a big company, [ was in
the position of bending my statt to the whims ot my emplover. Yet
I often tele my emplover’s desires and wishes were ill-conceived or
just plain wrong, which made it very hard for me to feel good
about imposing those wishes on others. As an owner, 1 imposed
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only my own wishes on my statt, And I only did what [ believed
in. I telt a lot better about that,

Betore opening my business, 1 had only interacted with a few
people at one time: other engineers, people from marketing, fan-
iy, and a snwll arcle of triends. They were almost all people who
knew me, or knew of me. All of a sndden, my new line of work
put me in front of the general public. Anvone with a car and a
problem mighe call, and T had to wlk o them. T had never been
exposed to such a variety of humaniry,

This was beneticial to e in a number of ways. First, nwv ability
to interact with people improved remendously over the first few
vears 1 was in business, People who warched me during that nme
noticed a change, My friends remarked on how “polite and nice™ |
]]i.ld I'll_'L'UII'I.L".

I.]I‘il'l‘ ]L‘.'II'I]L‘I..]. o ]Uf .Il.‘.lli‘.lth I]i.]‘l.".' to succeed :il'l |Iﬁ." I?I'I;‘.I]'I] t]'IL" I'IL'I:'I"IJjL’
who patronized myv business. My clients tanght me about real
estate nuagement, hanking, investing, and general business prin-
ciples. That education has been priceless; and T could never have
catten it from any schoal.

For the next fitteen vears, | built mivselt a world of machines, a
world in which Twas securely positioned in the center. We worked
on better and better cars, and we solved tougher and tougher
problems. We became the repair shop of last resort—rthe place
people went when no one else could figure it our, My Aspercian
understanding of machines made our company unque in the auto
service world, People began shipping Rolls-Rovee, Land Rover,
and Mercedes cars hundreds and even thowsands of miles to our
service department. T had fimally made myselt a place where |
could feel safe and secure,

And then I got the call. T was driving back trom lunch when
my phone rang. "Hello, Mr. Robison? This 1s Teri at Chicopee
Savings Bank. Can you hold & mimute for Mr. Wagner?™ Bill Wag-
ner is the president ot the bank [ do business with.
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I pondered what nughe be wrong tor ten long seconds. Then Bill
care on the line, "What's wrong?” [ asked. "Nothing,” Bill said.

“Tohn,” he sard, T was heping vou would be willing to join the
Board of Corporators of the Bank.” 1 was stunned. Me? On the
board ot the bank:

“T would be honored”™ was all [ could think to sav. And 1 real-
ized that tor the first rime [ had become legitimate, a part of the
local commumity and not just an ourcast,
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I Get a Bear Cub

It] the spring of 1990, i the nndst of starting my company ansd
losing all iy money, T acquired a son. His mother was Little Bear, so
of course T called him Bear Cub. Cubby tor short. The name on his
birth certificate was Jack. in honor of my grandtadier, and his mom
used tl]i.l[ TLAIDEE, 1“][ ﬁ.]l' e ]]L‘."i '.l]"l.'l.".'l}"!"n I:H.'i."]l [-:lll'.l.l.'l}', II:..;I"I]I.- Loy t]'l'l-.\ d.l"}'.

Althoueh T was excited and looking forward 1o his arrival,
Cubby came along during a stresstul time m my hite. After iving
together for a few vears, Little Bear and 1 had gotten married in
1952, But things started going bad between us tour vears later,
atter her older brother Paul died m a car erash. T was hoping things
would improve with Cubby's arrival, In the months before he was
born, I was anxious. Little Bear was sick all the time while she was
pregoant, and 1 was afraid Cubby would be born sick, too.

I'was also atraid he'd be born with two heads or three armes.

He was born in the Harchery at the Cooley Dickinson Hospital
in Northampton. 1 drove Little Bear to the hospital on the evening
of April 11 in an old gray Jaguar, We parked and checked in at
11:45, and he was born at 12:15. T was in the delivery room for the
event. [ had read a number of books on the topic and I pretey much
knew whart to expect. Evervthing seemed normal. [ was surprised
at how little he was, though,
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['d been timmg him sice we learmed ot his mom's pregnancy.
eight months back. According to what the doctors had rold us,
Cubby was hatching a week carly. I'd done a lot of reading, and |
knew harchlings put on quite a bit of werght m the three weeks
betore being born, so [ was expecting him to come out somewhat
sinall, but he was even littler then [ expected.

He weighed only six pounds and <ix tenths of an ounce,

“He’s lirele bue he'll be fine,” the doctor smd. “No need tor the
incubator for im.”

Of course, they had no idea it he would be fine. Thev were
Just sayving that to reassure us. They had not done any tests. They
had, at that moment, done nothing more than a cursory external
inspection. But I had studied the infant mortaliey statistics and |
knew this I!I'.:l‘-.].'l-i['.l] wave s better than averagee oduds,

It all went well, we wouldn’t be there long, One night in the
hatchery and thev'd be sending mom and Cubby home. That first
day, [ discreetly measured him on my forearm and noted his size
and appearance. He didn’t really do anvthing at that poine, but |
looked ar him closely to try and remember what he looked like <o
[ could tell it T had the rnight kid the next time T saw him. T was
atraid 1'd il to recognize lnm the next day, which would be both
embarrassing and humuliating,

His mom was pretry excited, and so were our parents,

I made sure he was tgeed wich a nvlon serial mumber plate on
a ring around his leg betore 1 allowed him to be released mto the
eeneral population of hatchlings. They had a big room where all
the babies lay belund glass and grew under heat lanps, just like the
baby chick display at the State Fair. Some were in incubators but
most were just on travs. [ was glad he was tagged, because despite
what they say about moms knowing their kids, you could not tell
the one-day-old babies apart except in the most general way, like
whether you had a boy or girl. And | suppose it vours had an extra
arm or missed a leg he'd be recogmzable, but most of the babies in
there looked whole and virtually idenncal,
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The next morming, my parents camne to see him, separately, since
they had been divorced tor many years, and my father had remar-
ricd. My mother came m fist, followed by my tather and step-
mother. Little Bear’s father and stepmother came, o, Her mother
and second husband lived i Flonda, and they weren't there. But
they called. We had a regular parade ot visitors that first day.

“Oooooh, just look at him. He'’s so sweet”

“Hey there, baby bov!™ This with a jab in his bellv,

“Oaoooooh, he looks just like you.”

Standard  baby drivel, 1 hgured, especially the part about
how much he looked like me, How could a six-pound baly with
misshapen features and a head the size of an apple look "just
like me™:

I was elad T'd noted the mumibers stamped on the braceler 1
didnt really think someone would intentionally swap him tor
another child, but nustakes do happen. T had also tagged him wath
a waterprool telt-tipped nuarker in case the bracelet went missing.

That second day, my recognition fears from the previous night
proved to be unfounded. When [ arrived, Cubby and mom were
together in her bed. And Just to be sure, [ checked his tags and
nurks, They matched. Atter going home that day, Cubby never
returned to any hospital overnight. So, as a result of my 1mtal
marking and caunon, 1 have a very high level of confidence that
the baby thar emerged from his mother seventeen vears ago is the
samme kad vang inomy howse teday,

We brought him home that second atternoon. [ had bought 2
basket that doubled as a car seat to transport him. Little Bear
wrapped hin up and strapped him in. She carried the baby basket
in her lap as they rolled her out of the hospital in a wheelchair. As
we were leaving, | realized the hospital hadn't given vs very much
tor the 84,4000 hatchery fee. No accessories. No clothes, No toys,
Just the kad.

I never did figure out why they insisted on rolling Little Bear
out the door in a wheelchair, After all, she came i on her own
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two feet, walking and talking, She wasn't sick, and she was twenty
pounds lighter. Their insistence on rolling her out made me think
of an auto repair shop where the cars drive in under their own
power and get towed home on wreckers o fow davs Later, Sort of
backward.

Cubby was so snall he could stretch nose to tail and not reach
the length ot my forearm. When we got him home, we lined a
sniall Jaundry hamper with soft fabric and nestled him inside.
Within a few weeks, he'd outgronwn the hicde hamper. We moved
himi into one ot Little Bear's big hampers, where he lived for most
of the next vear.

When he was three days old, [ took lnm to work and carried
him around the neighborhood to show him off, Evervone praised
annd admired him. He didin’t say mach, but Fmosure he was akinge
it all 1.

We continmed to carry himm around wherever we went, think-
ing he would be better socialized the more he was around people.
I EI.'Id 110E }.'L‘[ 1L'Llr[]I:LI .ll.'l'i IR ."!'LZ"-].'!E.‘]"‘-.__"_I_'I"‘H "I.'l.']]'i.‘ll [-‘.-'I.Il.'l'h":.' Wis ‘I:]UI'I]. ].'.I'llt
I knew T had a hard tme with people, and T wanted Cubby to get
along better than T had, T thowught long and hard about how to
accomplish that, ind one of my 1deas was to show him as many
interesting people as 1 could. He was easy to carry around when
he was small, and he looked closely at evervone and everything. I'd
zip v windbreaker halfway, and drop him in the opening. With
has Little arms stcking out and the apper holding tueht, he was
securely wedged in place. But just to be sure, [ always tied the
string at the base of my windbreaker, so he couldn fall our the
bottem. I otten sow peoaple staring at Cobby, zipped up like thar,
but they seldom smd anything,

“This is Cubby,” [ would say, while pointing at mw jacket, from
which he gazed serenely. [ was very proud of him. [ couldn’t wait
tor him to get bigger and do more tricks. | even davdreamed of a
nme when he could actually be put to work—mowing the lawn
and washing the car. Sadly, thac day never came. He was destined
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to get bigger, but it proved extremely dithcult—virtually mmpos-
sible, in fact—rto get vsetul work out of him. But 'm getting
aliead of mvsell,

When Cuobby was litde, T mied to show him all the things
arown-ups did. When 1 worked on a car, [ took him out with me
and set him in the shade, under the hood. He never said nwch in
those early days, so [ don’t know what he made ot itall.

[y the beginning, he wasn't very interesting because he didn'
do anvthing, but then he began ro vell, 1 took him our ot the ham-
perand ler him sleep on my chese. | had read that hearing a parents
hearthear calimed a babw. IF he contnued to vell, T held him tightly
ATAINST e,

[ had a mantra for him: “Calm and docile animal. Calin and
dﬂ".'”(.‘ Ll]]il]li'll. '-..:i'l]I]:I -i'llld. dlh"[lL’ LIIEi]I'I...II. ';.-.ii'li.li.l..li'l'.l-i'li'l'.l.l'.l.i:l.lfl!l]II]I]l:l]l:l-
i and dooooooocillllle animal.” Eventually, it T squashed
him hard enough and murmured to nm long enough, he would
stop er'ngl:_:]itlg and oo o .l:.|ul:].!_

| 1'i.k1.'i1 it "I.'I.'IIIL‘I:I IIL‘ 5-]!.‘].”: Ll [I'l_"!.' L'IIt"‘LL L‘.ﬁ".'l..‘l.'lf "n."l.'I]L'Ile I]l.‘ LI]"l'l['l'IL'LL
peed, or threw up on me. But T always worrted abour him, too. |
was atraid I'd roll over and suttocate him, but 1 puess parents have
imstinets about those things, and [ never did.

When he got bigger, he started to crawl. Cubbys laundry ham-
per proved its worth, as [ turned it over to form a storage enclosure
within which he could crawl to his heart’s content. He grew fast,
and 101 no tine at all he could upend the hamper, At that pomt, we
got @ crib,

Then he started tlking. He would come up to me and say,
“Baby Toss, Baby Toss” until he got miy attention. He stuck his
armis up, too, to make sure I understood. T would pick him vp and
toss hin in the air and catch him fme and tme and ame again. He
never tired of Baby Toss. He had the most remarkable conhdence
in my ability to catch him. IF Iwere him, I'd never have done Baby
Toss, I'd have been atrmid the tosser wounld miss and I'd go splar on
the Aoor,
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We began reading books together. He loved D, Seuss, [ read
those books so often I could turn the pages and say the words trom
memory. I became bored with repetition, and T began to make
subtle alteranons, The story turned into:

Ohie fish

Tive fish
Black psh
Blue fish

[ eat you fislh.

And

See thenr all

See thenr nun

T e s o hack,
He has a g,

I liked my improvisations, Thev broke up the monotony of
reachng the same thing, time and time agon, But despate the smooth-
ness with which | worked these modihicatgons imto the good Doc-
tor's stories, Cubby would notice, He would get mad,

"Reead 1t right, Dad!™ he would vell.

Eventually, [ starred making up stores, That worked bertter
because he didn’t have a routine to expect, but 1t was harder
becanse 1 had to make the stories up as fast as [ could reate them.
His tavorites were about Gorko, Unuodu, and Woudu. They were
Aving lizards, and they had lived in Flving Lizard Land, but now
they were here. T wove his children’s books into the Gorko stories,
and he hiked that. He especially loved hearing how Thonas the
Tank Engine—Mhis tavorite tram—was picked up and carried oft
to Flying Lizard Land by the cargo lizards, big hizards with nets,

We spent many enjovable hours riding around, looking out the

windows of our cars at distant Hying hzards drifting on the breczes.
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I also told him stories ot where he came from. It seems hike all
kids wonder that. | vold him about the Kid Store, and how he was
o a tray, stuck in the window, when we picked him out. He felt
proud when I told him he had been the most expensive kid in the
store, the top model. Later on, when he went to school, he heard
alternate explanations for where he came trom. But he was happy
and content until then.

We buile stuft together, too, Cubby loved Legos, But he abways
insisted on building the kits exactly as they told vou in the instruc-
rions. Little Bear encouraged that. [ couldn’ stand it [ wanted to
maodity them.

Cubby especially disliked my attempts to fit two heads or three
arins to the Lego acton fgures, “Build e right, Dad!™ he
"iL!l'Iil"'.".'I\'.L'l'.:l. j'l]-l.li':.._’:.ll."l]ltl!n‘ At ]l]'_:,' t".".-'ﬂ-l]i.".l‘lll_"LI "i'l."".ll'.'L']L:I'L"I'I:.

I worked a lot while Cubby was sinall, and T left many of the
kid management decisions up to Little Bear. She stayed home with
him, and she deserves all the credit tor his basic training. Te was
|1|'nl'r'.th]}‘ betrer that w-..j.-—I‘m not all that well trained ut':.'s‘-r]i_, S0
I'm1 not always the best of role models. Bur when he became fully
selt-propelled | started taking him on expeditions, and 1 felt cood
at that, Sunday was our special day. Every Sunday he would wake
up and say, “Adventure day, Dad!”

[ took him o all the |J]:1ﬂ.‘c:!-; Little hn“-:r-; lowve, Tran vards, Junk-
vards, Shipyards. Adrports. Museums, Reestorants and bars. Many
weekends we went to the Conrul vard in West Springfield to
watch the tmins. Once, when Cubby was tive, he got to dove a
switching engine as 1t moved cars trom Westside to East Spring-
freld. Another tme we rode a treight train over the Berkshires to
the big marshaling vards in Selkirk, New York,

Cubby was always fascinated by penguins. We would go see the
penguins at the aguarivms in Boston and Mystic. Somerimes,
when it was quiet, he would talk to them. When he was seven, we
went to the Mew England Aquariom bur arrived late. The Aquar-
i was closed, but snappily dressed people were entering through
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a door under a sign for some kind of reception. Cubby and 1
slipped inside when the attendants weren’t looking.

All the people were seated at folding tables looking into the
aquariumn itselt. The penguin area below was dark, it only by
night lights. That’s where we went. Cubby began talking sofily to
the penguins,

“Hoooooot. Hoooooooooot. Hoooo”

And they began to hoot back. It was the most remarkable
thing. He tlked to those penguins tor an hour that night. Then we
slipped out the back door and went home.

[ cherished these nmes rogether, We roamed all over New
England in those vears, Cubby was a good traveler.

Cme dav we headed to the Port of Boston, We liked all Kinds of
nachinery, especially big ships. [ told Cubby that we were gomg to
I.I]E.‘ H]'I'i.['l“l.-':l.l'i.l to ‘l.".'.ltl'.'h l'l'.‘.I]".'"II]L"]' .‘*i]'l:'irlhi, '.II]LI I.I]:l't ]'I'Ii.l}-'ll:'lL"' wWe ‘l.".'i'l‘l.lll..]
see some tugs or a tanker, too,

UMear,” he said. He wiggled his ears a litde, thinking about
ships, He was only five, so he almost always wanted to do anything
his Dad wanted to do. Tewas great. | knew he'd mirn on me later,
but at five he liked anvthing T liked.

We were driving along, and 1 sad, "Did you know Santa works
i a shipyard like thiss”

“"He does not!”™ Cubby said, Cubby was alwavs troubled when |
told him strange things about childhood heroes like Santa, But |
could never accept the cookie-cutter teel of standard cluldren’s
stories. [ had to liven them up,

“What do vou think Santa does all the nme its not Christnass”
[ asked him.

Cubby looked puzzled. Clearly, he never considered that Santa
had to do something tor the rest of the vear. Like most kids, he tor-
cot about Santa from December 26 unal the tollowing November.

“He has a job, just like all the other grown-ups.”

"What does he do?” Cubby looked a licle dubious, to the
extent that a five-year-old can look that wav.
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Uhanta runs a container crane at Europoort, in Rotterdam. He
works all day unloading ships. We're poing to see container cranes
just like the ones Santa works on. Santa has a lot of friends that
work the slups and the tucks, Mavbe some of them will be here
today.”

Atter a moment, Cubby asked, "Whats o container crane?”

Now I had his interest. I told him, "The container cranes are
machines that pick the containers off the ships and ser them onrto
rrucks <o they can be delivered to stores and warchouses and facto-
ries. Were going ro go see one today, unloading a ship.”

A minute or two passed while Cubby pondered the idea of
Santa working in a shipvard. He asked. "Will we see elves in the
shipyard?™

“Wavbe,” 1 said. “Look closely at the people on the ship. Most
l'.'{}]lt.l'il'lll.'l' "i]].'i.l'l‘*i ]IL[\.'L‘ CTEwWs 'II'I:'H.IL‘ 'lI].T I.'I'I‘ L'I"n.'l_“'i .'I]H{ .‘*i'.lill;'lll'."i ﬁ'ﬂl]]l [‘IZIL"
Philippines. The look similar but it vou look caretully vou can tell
then dpart because the elves are smaller. The elves are hard to see
I'lli.‘li.".l'l.l'*-ll.' fllL"":.-' B-TJI}' oLl ﬂf- ."i'i."-,__t‘l.lf I'|"|."|::|.L'J.] [I:IL‘ h]]ip 15 rear Hll“]'i.‘, aih {.I.IE.':.."
don't et kidnapped by bad people”

Cubby didn’t ask why bad people would want to kidnap ship-
board elves, but I could see he was thinking hard.

By and by, we arrived at the port. We threaded our wav through
the gates and warchouse buildings to come out on a whart directly
opposite a big vellow contuner crane unloading a ship, The crane
looked hike a huee daddy longleos, with four huge lees anchoring
it to the dock. It had an arm with a hoeok that dropped down to
arab containers on the ship. The arm moved back and torth and in
and out on tracks, so the crane could lite a container and move it
hundreds of teet to set 1t in stacks on shore, We looked at the ship,
with the name MSC Fugr Isfand in rosty letters, [ read the name to
Cubby and he asked, "Whats Fugu Island=™

“Ies an elf island in the Pacific. It's on the way to Flving Lizard
Land.” At the menton of Flying Lizard Land, Cubby looked over-
head to see it any of the ereat lizards were visible, circling high
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above the harbor. We saw them out west, usually at a great dis-
tance. There were no lizards visible that dav. Just seagulls,

“That ship has to have elves aboard.”

We watched as the crune lifted contaners oft the ship and |
read the names to Cubby. Hyundai. Hanjin, Cosco. APL.

[ said, “Those are all names ot shipping companies. They own
the containers. People who want to ship things call a treighr line
and get a contaner, and they fll it with their stuft,” Cubby was
becinming to understand. “Container transport,” [ said.

"Hard word,” said Cubby.

“They are hard words,” T agreed. "Just hike helicoprer™

"Yeah," he said. * Helicoprer™ Cubby liked that word.,

“Maost of vour toys came here from China in a container, Your
shoes came here in a container. And so did Mom’s computer.”
Cubby was impressed. He had no idea his clothes and toys had
traveled the world,

After a while, the operator seemed to get tired of unloading.
He started picking continers oft piles on the dock and putting
them on the ship. We watched the crane moving back and forth,
Some people would have tound it boring, but not us.

UWatch him caretully, Cubby. Sometimes they drop a container
into the harbor and smugglers drag it away and loot 1t.”

The Fugn fslamd was ac least 730 feer long, the bigeest ship
Cubby had ever seen, A passing g looked like a bathtub tov in
comparison. I pomted to o speck just visible between two con-
tainer rows toward the nuddle of the ship.

“Elves! Right there!”

“Yeah!” he said exciredly. "Elves!”™ As soon as we saw them,
they vanished. They seemed to have a sixth sense for when we
were watching, Every now and then, wed see an elt out of the
corner of our eve, but then it would disappear.

Cubby said, "I wish we had a net.” Then he had a Chrisonas
thought out of the blue. "What about the reindeer, Dad? Where
do they go in sunmimer?”
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"Well.” 1 began, “remdeer are mostly tor show nowadays.
Think about all the kids in the world. The population of the world
hias gotten so much bigger since Santa first opened tor business a
hundred vears ago. There’s no way he could deliver all those pres-
ents riding a herd of deer. Today, Christns presents are moved by
container ship and truck. 5o they use the reindeer to take pictures
for Christnias cards and stutt. The rest of the time they live on a
reindeer ranch in Finland. Mavbe we can see them one day”

Over on the prer, a bunch of trucks were getting ready to pull
out with loads of cargo from the ship. “"Look,” [ said. “There’s
Santas friend Butch, driving that truck!”

Cubby waved at him. Burch waved back as he pulled his truck
out of the vard.

Across the pier, they seemed to be done loading the container
ship. We saw smoke coming from the stacks and water was
pumped overboard trom holes in the side ot the ship. Cubby asked
if they were getting ready to leave,

“Probably o, T said. "But it could be a while ver. We don't see
amy tues ver. T doubt they'll be leaving betore dark. You know,
Cubby, Santa and his friends all 2o to the Sailors Rest after work.
They've got a Satlors Reest right here. Want to go there and get a
hamburger:”

“Yeah!™ Cubby was hungry now.

We drowve back out through the piers and across the street,
where there was a scrap won dealer and a run-down-lookime bar
with o sign hanging on o board and lights in the window. 1 pointed
it out to Cubby,

“Michelob.” he said, looking ar the sign in the window. He was
already learning to read.

We went inside and sar at the bar directly under a MO MINORS
sign. Cubby did not notice it, or it he did, he didn't say anything.
A bearded bartender in a leather vest came over, and [ ordered two
Cokes, a hamburger, and a hot dog,

The bartender snorted and moved off. Cubby looked around.
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“Are Santa’s friends here?” [ saw some bikers, some truckers, some
dock workers, a pinp, and two hookers. At a table in the corner,
tive rough-looking guys were plaving cards. Quite a bit of money
was visible on the table.

Ul dont know,” [ said. "Santas pretty old, You've seen that white
beard hes got. He's been working shipvards all over the world since
betore T was born. Santas father worked the docks right here in
Boston, unloading satling ships over there near the Black Faleon
Ternmnal. Thats how Santa ended up in the shipping wade. He
learned about it from his dad. And his dad passed on the Christmas
acket to his son, just as his own tather had passed it on to him.”

"Why 1s Christimas a racketz” Cubby asked.

“"Because Santa skims some of the tovs he'’s supposed to give
away, selling them on the black market in Russia and Mongolia,
places where they don’t have Christinas. Tovmakers donate stutt to
Santa on the condition that he gives them all away, and he’s not
supposed to sell toyvs. But he’s got a drinking problem and he can't
help hinselt”

Cubby trowned. The image of a drunken, crooked Santa was
disturbing,

“And vou see that bulding over there?” 1 said. He looked at
a large building across the harbor with Boston Edisonr written on
the side.

“That's a power plant. They burn oil and coal to make electric-
iy, And around here, o company called Boston Edison owns all the
power plants. They give Santa the coal he leaves in stockings when
kids are bad.” Cubby and [ had watched mains carrving hundreds
of cars of coal to power plants like this near home.

“Sometimes the kids are so bad the power company has to get
hint a whole ram load of coal.”

That image troubled Cubby. Luckily, he'd only gotten coal in
his stocking once. And even then, Santa lett him presents, too. We
figured the coal was just a warning,
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“Why sn't Santa here in Boston like Ins dad?™ he asked. "Why
is he in Rootterdam?™

Cubby was only five at the time, and [ didn’c want ro shock
him with talk of the scandals, so 1 just sad, “Santa had some
trouble with the L, and he had to leave town.”

Cubby was tascinated, hearing all this Chiristinas history. 1
could tell he was anxious to go home and tell his mom and his
friends whar he'd learned.

“See that thing like a spear over the bar?™ I pointed to a huge
lance hanging over the top shelt of whiskies. Cubby looked up.
Like most bovs his age, he loved weaponry. "It called a harpoon.
Thats from Sanwa’s great-great-grandtather, He hunted whales
with it. He might have used it to fend oftf” polar bears when they
had to walk out across the ce”

Cubby’s eves were wide, He was imagining holding a giant
polar bear at bay, snapping at the harpoon. Even in the dark bar-
roont, I could see he was very impressed. Our tood arrived. He
drank two more Cokes and ate halt his hot dog. Trwas really tough
roy et him to eat all his tood, even with harpoons on the walls,

It was late afternoon when we left the Sailor’s Rest and headed
tor home, Cubby was tred, but he'd had a good dav. He got up oft
his barstool, stiggered to the door, and chimbed into his car seat, |
strapped him in, and he tell asleep.

It would be a few more vears before Cubby stopped believing
my stories. Unal then, he scanned the skies tor flying hzards and
watched tor elves whenever we saw a shup.

There’s quite a bit of evidence that suggests Aspergers can be
inherited. When I learned about my own Aspergers, Cubby
was six, and [ was immmediately concerned that Cubby nught be
that way, too, And he is, but to a much lesser extent than me. As he
arew up, [ watched him caretully and remembered the times I had
struggled as a child. Sometimes I'd watch him make the <ame
mistakes | did, and [ would cringe. [ mied explaming what was
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happening to hin, and 1t seemed to work, Cubby began making
triends, and he grew up without the worst of my Aspergian traits,

Mow that hie's a teenager, the difterence between Cubby and
me 1s stageering. On Friday mights, he'll invite six or seven friends
over, aid theyll tlk and laogh and watch TV and eat pizza ull
midnight. He's the lite of the party—something [ dreamed about
but never artained.

[n other wavs, we are very much alike, He's blessed with mw
eifts for mathematics and imagination. At sixteen, he got Cs in
school because he was bored, but his knowledge of calculus
exceeded that of his teachers. And he shares my tascinanon with
pyrotechnics. He figured out how to make his own Hash powder,
and he detonates homemade fireworks in the meadow behind our
house, [s quite impressive,

I am quite sure Cubby will accomplish another of my child-
hood dreams: to graduate from high school and go on to fimsh
i'['l'].].l.“'-__{f.
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vears that I've had him. He has his own ideas and thoughts now,
ad he has hittle use tor me anvmore. At about age nine, he became
very hard to trick. Dy tharteen, 1t was almost impossible to trick
hini, Mow he mies to trick us, and he successtully tricks other kids,

Last summer, when he thought T wasn't looking, | observed
Cubby telling one of the neighborhood ax-vear-olds that there
were dragons hving in the storm drains, under our street,

“We feed them meat”” he smd while dropping bits of hot dog
through the grate, "and then they don't get hungry and blow fire
and roast us”

Little James listened closely, with a very serious expression on
his tace. Then he ran home to get some hot dogs trom his mother,

[ was very proud of Cubby.
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friends, one of whom is an insightful thempist, TR Rosenbere.
He had called me wanting to buy a Land Rover. T had a red one
that T was looking to sell, and T drove to his house in Levden, up in
the Berkshires, ro show it to him,

We decided to eo tor a ride on some trails near his home. He
owned a Suzuki Samurat and he wanted to see if the Land Rover
would outperform it ott-road. So we drove the Land Rover all the
wiy to the edee of the Green Raver, deep into the woods by the
Vermont border, At that point, the trail dropped into the river, at a
spot where ox teams used to pull wagons across the shallow ford to
the other side. Descending to the rniver, the road had been worn
deeply into the ground so that we were driving at the bottom ot 2
Vowith high dirt banks o either side. There was no room to
nuneuver. The only choices were straight ahead or straight back.
TR stopped at the edze of the river and got out.

“You better back this thing up. 'm not comtortable backing it
all the way up the Tull.”

| looked back at the rough and rocky rrail leading up the hill,
and out at the river. I wasn't eager to back the Land Rover all that
distance up a steep hill, either. The oxcart road emerged from the
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river on the other side, about one hundred feet away, Water swirled
around rocks in midstream. Maybe I didn’t have to back it out,

I can’t be that deep if they drove ox feanis across, 1 said to myselt,
o sure 4 can drive owr there, 1 walked o the edee, [ could see bot-
toa under the swirling water, I got back in the Roover,

“Lets go,” I said, And T drove over the edge, mto the river.
Water surged back over the hood, and TR recoiled in alarm.
Dieeper than | thongh, 1 said o mvselt. T cunned the motor and the
Rover moved into shallower water in midsereany. The warter at the
edge must have been abourt three teet deep.

[ could hear the water bubbling at the back, where my exhaust
pipe was now submerged, and water was beginning to come up
through the Hoor scams, [ cur the wheel, did a three point turn in
]'I!I'i.d"i[l'-l.'.ll]l._ gl'l]!]IL'LI IJ'H.' motor, .Il]l..i |IL';|¢.1L‘".;|. I1r.:|r [hL‘ ]:'-l'.ll'II‘:. TI:IL‘
wheels spun a bit and we scrambled onto shore, pointing back
uphill.

"You can drive again,” T said, climbing back our of the drivers
sl

“Wow!” TR didnt have anvthing else to say tor a long
moment as we listened to water pour out of the Rover as it
dramed. It never nussed a beat. “Damn! My Suzuki couldnt do
that!” Having gotten over his shock, TR bought the Land Rover,

When I delivered 1t a few days later, we decided to uke another
ride. This tme, we drove far mto the woods, just over the Ver-
mont border, [ drove a long way down o woods tral, and when |
went to turn around, Thitan old tree stump that was hidden under
the leaves. We were stuck.

We got out to see what was wrong, and TR said, "The wheels
seen to be pointing in two ditferent directions”

[t was troe. The stump had bent the front end so that the lett
wheel was turning lett and the right wheel was turning right, TRs
new Hover wasn't going to drive home without a new te rod.

We decided to walk back to the road and find a phene. Tl
have to et some parts and come back to rescue the car)” [ sad.
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TIC was remarkably calm, given that I'd just impaled his new rig
01 A tree stuinp,

As we started up the mal, darkness fell and it began slecting.
My asthoa was aceravated by stress mthose davs, and 1e started
acting up. I could hardly walk. Sow of a bitch, 1 thought. Firse |
wrecked bis rack, mnd s ' goiig to_freeze to death in the woeds, But
I dido’ drop dead. T kepr going, TR was remarkably patient, and
we made it to a phone. His wite came and picked us up, nw asthia
sertled back down, and | rescued the Rover the next dav

From that beginning, we became good friends. For someone
as mechanical and robotic as I can be, he’s an unlikely companion,
He's warm and friendly—sort of chubby and jolly and teddy
bear=like. T've also learned that hes a very perceptive fellow,
For a number of vears, he was director of counseling tor the Acad-
emv at Switt River, a well-known school tor troubled teens in
the Berkshires. He then went on to found o company that helps
reenagers in ditficuley make the transiton into funcional adule-
laod.

Over the vears, TR had noticed certain odd thines about me,
but he never said anvthing, One day, having known me about ten
vears, he decided o tell me about his observations. He deliberated
about telling me tor quite a while, though. He was worried about
how Fd react. After all, 1 looked pretty normal most ot the time. [
had founded a successtul business, [ was able to @lk to people, and
people gor along with me, althougeh some tound me odd. [ had a
wite and a son. D wasn't in tronble wath the low, 1 dido’t drink, and
[ didn't do drugs,

TR had tken to coming down to visit me at lunchoime every
now and then, One day he smd, “Therapists learn not to analyze
their triends it thev want to have triends. But there is a condition
in this book that fits vou to a T. I'd like vou ro read this and see
what vou think.!” And he handed me a book: Aspergers Syndrome,
by Tony Artowood,

[ picked 1t up. Warily. “What the hell is this?™



236 Look Me in the Eye

[ thought, Ten seconds age, L was telling lim what 1 had just read
about Caterpillar’s wewest D10 bulldozers and fowr they plan to compere
with Kewatsu in Asia, and now he lrands nie this?

Seeing 1y wariness, he quickly continued, "' sorry to
spring this on vou like this. I've theught about it a lot. Tlis book
describes vou exactly. You could be the poster bov tor this condi-
tion., Your fascination with tains and bulldozers . . . its in here,
The way vou tlk. The way vou look ar people, and how hard it 1=
tor vou to make eve contact. The way vou think.”

“So s there o cure?” [ asked.

“Its not a disease,” he explined. "It doesn’t need curing. It
just how vou are.”

Sitting at the wble, T began scanning the book. T alwavs read
when T am eating alone, though I have learned thar its rude to do
so when eating with other people. But this moment appeared to
be an exception. Ome of the first things T read was this:

Diagnostic Criteria for 299.80 Asperger’'s Disorder

A, Qualirarive fpaiinent i sectal interaction, as manifested by at

feast tww of the following:

Marked fmpairinents in the wse of iuleipde nonverbal
befraviors such as eye-to-eye gaze, facal expression, body

postures, and gestures to repulate social interaction,

Well, 1 thought, that certainly describes me. Not looking at
people, making the wrong expressions, and gesturing when |
should be sull ... that was me all nght, and it wasn't good. T kept
reading,

Failwre to develop peer relationslips appropriare to develop-
mental level.
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That bit me exactly. When I was younger. [ had never been able
to connect with kids ny own age.

A lack of sponrancons seeking to share ougoyment, interests, or
achievements witly ather people fe.g., by a fack of showing,
bringing, or pointing ot objects of interest o otler people).

Well, sure. It T can’t connect with people, how can T be
expected o show them stuft? That was me, too.

Lack of social or eimotional reciprociry.

["ve certainly heard that one betore,

Fimunediately realized hie was right. It did fivme, Completely, Tt
was like a revelation. T realized that all the psychologists and psy-
clhiatrists and mental heath workers [ had been sent to as a child
had completely missed what TR had seen.

As achild, T had been told T was sonare but T was lizy. Reading
the pagzes, T realized T wasn't lazy, just ditterent.

I knew that I did not look at people when [ talked to them. Hell,
I had been beaten up and erinicized tor that all through my child-
hood. But unal I read that book [ had never realized myy behavior
was unusual. [ had never understood why people treated me the way
they did, I had always seemed so mean, so unfar [t had never
cccurred to me that other people nught tmd what T did {or did not
do) naturally disconcerting. The answer to "Why won't you look
me in the eve, voung man?™ was right there in the book.

The realization was staggering. There are other people like e, Se
inany, in fart, that Ih['}* hhave a nru.lre'mﬁu' s,

I kept reading, willing my eves to pick up the pace, My head
spun.

| had spent most of my lite listening to people tell me how |
was arrogant. aloof, or unfriendlv. Now [ read that people with



238 Look Me in the Eye

Aspergers display inapproprinte facial expressions, Well, T certainly
knew about that. When Iwas a child, Iwas told my aunt had died,
and I grinned even though I was sad. And T got sinacked.

Just reading those pages was a tremendous rehet. All my Iife,
had fele Like | didn’t fit . [ had always telt like a froud or, even
worse, a sociopath waiting to be tound out. But the book rold a
very different story. [ was not a heartless killer waiting to harvest
my fiest vicrnn. I was normal, for what Tam.

How could all those so-called professionals have missed thats
How could they have been so completely wrong?

1o be fair, Asperger’s svndrome was not recognized as a distinet
condition in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Menral Disorders,
the bible of mental health professionals, until fairly recently, when
I was in my thirties, The upshot was that [ spent many vears adapt-
ing to a condition T didn’t know T had. Learning about Asperger’s
was truly a life-transtorming experience.

Oime of the most surprising things [ learned was that Asperger’s
is an autistic specirint disorder. Thiat is, it a fornt L_r.f'::rm'.u'm_ If someone
had sugeested T had an autiste disorder as a child, T'd have said,
“You're nuts!” To me, an autistic person was someone like Tomny,
the aunstic kid on the TV show St Efsewdiere. He never sad any-
thing, and he didnt do much at all. Avtsm, to people of my gen-
eration, was something we imagined as almost a living death. T had
no idex of the conunuum that really exasts, with profoundly
unpared people hke Tonmoy at one end and people like me at the
other.

[ guess 1ts possible that even it [ had been diagnosed at six, no
one would have believed it. Perhaps our colture needed to evolve a
bit more for subtler conditions bke mine to stand out from the
background noise of society,

[t my parents had known what caused me to be the way T was,
and acted on the knowledge, life might have rurned our very dit-
ferently tor me. My lite has been nlled with lost chances because |
didn't fit in.
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I left school in the tenth grade despite intelligence tests show-
ing me to be smarter than most college graduates. A number of
professors had encouraged me to start ar UMass even though 1 had
dropped out of lugh school, but I couldn’t bring myselt to do 1t 1
wits too jarred by my tatlure, 1 did not want to let another school
try and hit me into their mold so [ could tail there, too. Starting at
about six vears of age, I learned nor to submit myselt to repeated
humiliaton from people or institutions.

[ lete Fat, the hrse band T was with, because 1 could not cope
with the close personal interactions living in a house with ten
roomimates. And many of nmv earlier relationships tell apart be-
cause of my unusual style of communicanng,

There were also missed carcer opportunitics. At one point, |
was asked to interview for an R&D jobat Lucastilin, which would
have been ideal tor my creative skills, but T was too afraid of going
there, getting the job, and being tound out as o fraud and bred
once I had moved across the country. So 1 faded oot of the music
scene despite the face thar T was happier there than anywhere T
have worked since.

Chee | studied the book, T began to understand the ditterences
between how [acted and how “normal”™ people acted in ditterent
sitwations, | started making a conscious eftort to look people i the
eve, and even when [ looked at the Hoor while fraiming a response,
[ learned o glance at the person occasionally,

I learned to pause before responding when people approach me
andd begin speaking, [ trained myself to respond in o manner that is
only slightly eccentric, rather than out-and-out weird, When some-
one says,  Hey, John, how's it going? How have you beent™ T can
answer, “T'm doing okay, Bob, how about vou?™ instead of “T have
Just been reading about the new MTU diesel engines that Ameri-
can President Lines is installing in their newest container ships. The
new electronic engine management systen is fascinating.”

| have waught myself o remember what's happening with
people close to my friends. When [see someone | have not seen in
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a while, | sometimes remember to say things like "How'’s Mallory
doing at colleger™ or “Is your mother out of the hospital yetz”
That has proven hard to do, bout I am naking headway with it

Changes hke these have made a huge difference i how people
perceive me. I have moved from being weird to being eccentric,
And let me rell you, its a lot better to be eccentric.

Learning about my Aspergers has benetited me in other ways,
too, 've talked about feeling like a traud, waiting o be found
out and thrown on the rubbish pile of humamey T fele like a trand
becavse | could not do anvthing in the normal way. I couldn’s com-
plete school. | couldnt “advance through the ranks"” I couldn’
“do it by the book.” And I always ignored the rules,

Because of that, 1 never felt legitimate, Now, with my under-
standing of my Asperger’s, those negative feelings are in large mea-
SUTE ZOMIC.

[ now realize that the knowledge [ have is genuine. When |
worked as an engineer, my ability to create beautitul-sounding
amiplifiers and sound equipment was real. My ability to think up
striking special effects was real, too. And now that T am older, |
understand how rare those abilinies are,

There are plenty of people m the world whose lives are gov-
erned by rote and routine. Such people will never be happy deal-
ing with me, because I don't conform. Luckily, the world is also
full of people who care about results, and those people are usually
very happy with me, becavse myv Aspergers compels me to be the
ultimate expert i whatever field of interest [ choose. And with
substantal knowledge, 1 con obtain good results,

So ['m not detective. [n fact, i recent vears [ have started to see
that we Aspergians are better than normal! And now it seems as
though scientists agree: Recent articles suggest that a touch of
Asperger’s 1s an essential part ot much creative genius,
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people expect. In some cases, people object to niy use of names,
and they occasionally get angry. Complaing like "' not Chub-
ster! Ty Martha!™ are all too toniliar o me. Bot Baniliar or not,
Martha will always be the Chubster, unless Tadopt a different name
for some reason, like her order of appearance amone her sisters,

Why 1s she Chubster? Because at the ame | named her, she had
an obsession with being fit and thin, And what else could vou
naime someone obsessed with fimess and weight? So Chubster it s,
unless vou want to use the diminutive form, which 15 Chubbykin.

To be considerate, 1 have med on many occasions to use
name other than one I've chosen. [ just can't do it, When I try to
call the Chubster Martha, [ choke on it Martha does not work tor
me. But yorr can call her Martha it vou want. I won't mind. I don't
Inpose my name usage on others.

I reter to my current house as The House, [t in the future, |
acquire additional houses T might reter to them as Dwelling 1 and
Drwelling 2, bur until now The House has been an adequate, func-
tonal name for whatever house I have hived in.

The only exceptions to the rule of calling my dwelling The
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House have been the briet periods when [ occupied The Apart-
ment or The Tent or The Cabin or The Shed. Those times were
considerably less pleasant than dines spent in The House, so T don't
think about them very much. The least pleasant—and, luckily, very
temporary—domiciling arrangements tor me were The Dumpster,
The Box Pile, and The Jml, but I don't think of them at all.

My names tor nonhumans are clear and descriptive. They are
never tricky. For example, consider Dog and Poodle. There 1s no
mistaking what they are. These are good, true, functional names.

My brother, who does not have Aspergers, gor a dog and
named it Kirey Kiety, 1 would never do thar. One day, mv brother
came to visit and we took Kirey Kitey for a walk i the Berkshires.
He fell into a pool of road-repair tir, It served them both right for
a name like that, T would never name a dog Kitty Kitty or Cat, and
my dogs would never fall in road tar,

My brother persists m this deviant naming of animals. He cur-
rently has owo dogs. One he has named Bentleyv. T believe he did
that because T have a Bentley and he liked it. However, my Bentley
1= a car. An old one. Naming o dog Bentley is just wrong. The
other one is worse, He calls it Cow, Its a miystery to me why he
would do that, since he presumably has the same genetic material
as me, Sometimes | think he did it just to annoy me.

[ think people who choose names like that must not be very
logneal thinkers. Perhaps they are people ['ve heard described as
“Oh! So dramane and emotonal!”™ Or perhaps they just sutfer
from some kind of arrested development. [ believe that amvone
whao interviewed my brother and me, and viewed examples of our
naming practices, would reach that conclusion. My brother, of
course, would disagree.

Another example ot arrested development is the person who
names a pet something like Molson. A dog s nota bottle ot beer,
no matter how much an alcoholic owner may wish him to be.
Confusing a dog with a beer bottle 15 a sign of deep-seated mental
contusion.
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Unlike most people, my brother actually chose his own name.
He was born as Christopher Richter Robison, but he didn' like
our parents, so he changed his nme to Augusten Xon Burroughs
when he was eighteen. I have never called him Auvgusten, nor do |
call him Chris. And he outgrew both Snort and Vanmint, Our
cousin Little Bob called him Xon, with the X pronounced as a Z,
but thar doesn’t work tor me, either. In the absence of a workable
name, [ just refer to him as “my brother” without actually using
A e,

To his partner, Dennis, [ say, “Wheres my brothers”

To my son, I say, “Wheres yvour uncle?”

To my brother, T sav, "Hey!”

Sometimes 1 have alternate names, and my names reflect func-
Hon or position as opposed to type. For example, my wife has two
sisters, and of course she had a mother and father, too, untl thc}'
died, Sometimes several of them would be together, and [ would
have to introduoce a stranger to theut as a croup.

I such a sitwation, T might point to a parent and say, “This is
Unit Zero” It Annie, the voungest child, were present, T would
sav “This s Annie, Umit Three”” It Ellen were there, | would say,
“Thas 1s Ellen, Unat One.” IE my own mate were there, 1 would
sav, T This s Martha, Uit Twe,”

My descriptions make the relative posinion of each Uit clear
in the ereater scheme of things, which seems to me perfectly rea-
sonable, Once agun, we have an example of functional naming
that is percetved as strange by the general public,

When I was little, grown-ups told me the names tor everything
and evervone. The hot thing was a stove. The dog was a poodle.
The kid was Little Riobbie, or Jett, I had no power over the names,
and T didn't like it. Whe were they, intruding into my innermost
thoughts in that manner? But as | got bigger, | got nyy own nam-
ing rights. I began to acquire things that [ could name. I was given
a tractor, and [ named him Chippy. But nobody respected my
names, My tather called mv tractor “vour tractor.” not Chippyv.
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Sometimes people actually langhed at my names, which hurt my
teelings or made me mad.

But I persisted. As T got older, T carctully evalvated cach name |
was handed tor any new person or thing and decided on a case by
case basis whether I'd accept 1. If I didn't accept the proffered
name, I supplied one of my own. This sometimes presented prob-
lems, as when other kids didn’t understand their names were being
offered o me on a mke it or leave it basis. Looking back, T can
understand how a Kid nught not have liked my naming him Blob,
no matter how good a match that name was, or how repulsive
e was.

There can be disadvantages to my nanung habits, For example,
when Little Bear and | divorced and T remarried, she lost her
e, She's antagonized by being called Little Bear, because it
reminds her of happier times when we were together, and T don't
have anything left to call her except “Hey!”

The closer people are to me the less likely T amn to call them by
the names they were given. Bobby or Paul at work will always be
Bobby or Paul when I refer to them. But iy mother is never Mar-
caret or Mom, only “my mother” {I ceased calling mv parents
Slave and Stupid when [ moved out, at age sixteen.)

sometimes | recognize existing naming conventons and use
them, to people’s surprise. We take for granted that people who
live i America are Americans. People who live in Canada are
Canadians, So what are people who live in the town of Montagues
I was introducing o lawyer triend and his wite to some other
people and [ said, “This 1s George and his wite, Barbara. They're
Montagoonian attorneys.” To me, that was pertectly sensible, but
George looked like he'd just been mortally insulted.

[ had observed that people—when meeting someone tor the

tirst time—will invariably ask two questions within a few minutes
of engaging in conversatnon: “Where do you livez™ and “What do
vou do?” My statement addressed both questions with a fine econ-

omy of words, and no waitnng or delav. Why were they offended?
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It was a puzzle o me. What else could someone trom Mon-
tague be but a Montagoonian?

I cuess its the idea of being a Montagoonian thats tough to
take. Perhaps he was insecure about exactly what o Montagoonian
wis and whether 1t was good. Or maybe people only like to “be”
things on a big scale. [ts not insulting to sav, "Bobs an American,”
nor is it insuling ro say, “"Bob’s very rll” Bur saving, “Bob’s a
Montgoonian,” elicits about the same response as "Bobs a Jew”
or “He's queer.”

That last statement highlighrs a ditheulty T have in conversa-
ron. In some cases, introducing a person by saving, “"He’s a Jew.”
or "He's a queer” would be oftensive, on a par with saving, “"He's a
car thief?" But in other cases, it appears to be complimentary or
VeI rlilI'I[]'!_'.'. Fl.l';_l:"'ll'["i.'!]l_ﬂ ot L]'I‘L' k:l.i.t]'qﬁ.‘lli.‘]'li'!.‘ L5l 1'3";.‘ M| l'.'h'.l".L"] AN FU'I" [} § L5

It vou can’t identity with where vou live, there 1s only one
good answer: Move somewhere else. I'll bet George would have
nodded smuogely iF T had said, " This s George, he's a New York
attorney.” After all, everyone knows evervthing is better in the big
city—the tood, the Broadway shows, the Liwvers, the girls. But
he’s not a New Yorker, He's a Montagoonian, And he should face
that face with a smile, or move. He has no right to get annoyed
with me over it, [ didn’t put him there,

After the reaction [ got from the Montagoonian attornevs, |
cave some thought to what it means to be something, If you say
vouTe ant Amertcan, people will draw some predictable conclu-
sions about yvou based upon their knowledge of Americans. But
what it vou say yvou re something people don't recommize? Outside
of Montague, most people would not know what 2 Montagoon-
tan was. [ tried to conjure a meneal image of what one might be, 1
even asked people on the street.

Try 1t vourselt—what do you think ot when vou hear "Mon-
ragoonian’? Is vour Montagoonian a short, stocky guy with a
sloped torehead? Does he hunch over when he walks, his shoul-

ders bunched together, with a club like a baseball bar in his right
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hand? Is hus back covered with har? Does he look like he could litt
vour pickup truck with his lett hand? Or is yvour Montagoonian
tall, thin, and distingoished looking? Near as a pin, with wire
tramie glasses, o rumpled sport coat, and a dress shire? Mavbe 2
book and a pipe in his hand?

[t voure like me, vour idea of o Montagoonian is the first
example, not the second. T guess T wouldn't like to be thought of
that way, either, but then again, 1 didn’t choose to live in Mon-
tgue. And theres no two ways about it Living in Montague
makes one a Montagoonian.,

[ lived among Montagoonians miyself for many vears, so |

know. [ was a Chicopean trom Chicopee—a town tamous throughi-
out western Massachusetts as the gateway to Montague, T moved
away, and like magic the club vanished from my hand and my
brow straightened,

So despite my increased adapranon to polite society [ still occa-
siotally have trouble with the mames T give people and things. And
' sure many other people with Asperger’s would <oy their expe-
rience 1s similar.

What is a person with Asperger’s? We are Aspergians,
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Units One Through Three

M}' skall ar 1‘[::1;}:-&1:1._{ ['u:u}'n-h: with whom 1 uu'!_r,!]I torm rela-
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clecronte things. You can set me loose in a parking lot with an
order to find the one car that’s never had anv bodvwork, and T can
do it every dime. Need help picking a firm tractor or stereo ampli-
frer? T'm vour man.

Its too bad mv skill with respect to people i impaired. Even
warse, people have to choose me back to torm a relationship, and
my own choosability may be limited. Although people tell me I'm
perfectly presentable now, I have at various earlier times been
unkempt, fat, slovenly, foul smelling, and rough looking. At those
tnes, 105 possible that many haehly desmable people passed me by
There’s ne way to know,

When choosing a potennal mate, [ have always been very fear-
ful of rejection. So 1 was always very careful to display little sign of
interest lest the girl ridicule me. Memories of girls pointing and
sickering at the tew high school dances T attended are never far
tromm my mind. I chose Little Bear when we were very voung, and
she chose me back. We were very happy tor a tew vears, burt it
didn’t last. As we grew older. we seemed to grow in different direc-
tions, and our relatonship tell apare, 1 had o return to the choosing
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stage, or allow myselt to be chosen yet again, to tind lastng
happiness.

Martha, my next mate, had to choose me, at leasr to a suthcient
extent that [ knew she would not ridicule my own expression of
cholce, Even betore we had heard about Aspergers, [ noticed that
she watched me very caretully. She tound that T would calinn down
it she stroked nwv arm or rubbed my neck. She also serarched my
head and rubbed miy cars, Those things soothed me and made me
less fidgery.,

[ liked the fact that she paid close attention to me and was
alwavs kind. She never seemed to get tired of me. It seemed like a
cood match, With the passage of ame. | began ro teel good about
my choice. I think she did, o, becavse she stuck around.

MNow that she'’s here, life is the best its ever been for me. There
is 4 jov and tanguillity that T never experienced before. T don't
dread coming home, as 1 did at the end of my hirst marriage. T have
a home where I teel comtortable, and [ like being there. T haven't
had that feeling since T was a child in Georgia.

But there has always been a queston, one that many guys st
tace. Was she really the best choice tor me? There are nullions of
airls in the world, so 1ts reasonably certim that other good
miatches tor me exist. They could even be better matches, But is
what [ have good enough to justly a cessation of searching? |
think so. But what about the sisters?

Martha 15 one m a set of three sisters, She'’s the middle Ui,
Unit Two. Since Units One, Two, and Three share the same
genetic source material, ditfering only in training and condition-
ing, it begs the quesion—did 1 get the best one? ['ni sure anvone
else would agree that when there are three of something, only a fool
would not want to pick the best of the three tor himselt. As it hap-
pens, all three sisters are reasonably similar in appearance, clean and
well kepr. They look like a matched ser, except tor Unit One being
somewhat smaller than Units Two and Three. Ouwside of the nor-
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mal variations from voungest to oldest, there 15 no visible basis tor
decision. The yvounger Unit has the advantage of vouth, the older
Unit the advantage of greater experience. The middle Unit, the
one lve ended up with, may represent the happy medion,

Untortunately, when picking 2 mate from a set of three sisters,
it 15 usnally necessary to establish a relationship with one in order
to meet the other two. Thar vsually precludes a person trom select-
ing a different sister once an indtial choice has been made, That was
certmnly the case for me. Its a rough problem, one with no good
answer, Unless yvou blindly believe the one vou picked tirst is the
best, you are bound tor trouble.

Since [ have a hard nme blindly believing anything, T oy and
reassure mvsell by asking Unit Two questions,

“Do vou think T cot the best sister?”

Often her answers are disturbingly vague,

“Depends on what vou want her for]” or “Depends on who
vou ask.”

I would have [huug]it that she'd want to reassure her mate, Sy -
ing something like “OF course I'm the best sister” [t troubles me
that she doesn’t. Even after all this rime, | comnot tell 1f she 15 being
nice to Units One and Three, if she lacks selt-confidence, orif she
really does not know, Tiwve of the three possibilities are unsetthng,
to say the least. Twish 1 could be sure,

The most troubling part is this; If one or both of the other
Uints also has o mate, he nught alse believe he has the best Unat,
Would that mean one of us is wrong? That's a scary prospect tor a
locical thinker like me.

The situation with sisters may be similar to what happens at a
car dealership. For example, say three of us walk into the Mini
dealership intent on buying cars. One of us chooses the red
Cooper with leather seats. One takes the yellow Cooper convert-
ible. One ot us takes the Cooper S coupe. It there 15 no squabbling
among us, an observer might conclude thar each ot us felt he'd
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acquired the best Mini. depending on what he wanted 1t tor, as
Unit Two would say. After all, there are buvers of sports cars and
buvers of mucks,

However, it 15 equally possible thar two of us made wrong
chotces, and one of vs chose a Mini that is or will be far superior
to the others. A revisiting ot the situation in tifty thovsand miles
might reveal the troe winner.

And so it is with sisters, but with an importne ditterence. |
alone can select a Mim. [ts a one-sided choosing. But a successtul
sister selection requires that nwy chosen sister also choose me.
Thats a major complication. In fact, it complicates the whole
process so much that its bevond my level of social skill to manage
it. And that's why T allowed myselt to be chosen—as opposed to
being the chooser—Dby a sister, and Uve hved reasonably happily
with the choice.

['m actually more than reasonably happy. T'm the happiest Ive
ever been. But I wonder sometimes . .. condd T be happicr still?
There is no way to hind out short of starting over, and then T could
end up with no mate at all, which would be much worse. So |
don’t pursue that line of thinking,

The business ot choosing a sister highlights two common
Aspergan traits [ exlubit: logicality and direcmess, Every guy who
marries a girl who s one of a set of two, three, or four wonders if
he got the best sister, But most of thent won't admit ie, Some guys
i that situation are so hvpocntcal as to deny wondermge, Others
will shrink away and say nothing, hoping such thoughts will go
awav. But 1 lack those inhibitions, so [ ask the quesnon out loud.
And sometimes people seem ottended, bur why?

After all, it’s acceptable to wonder whether we got the best car.
People openly debate which brand of chain saw s best, We all want
to live in the best neighborhoods. So, given a choice, why
wouldn't we want the best sister?

some people will consider thar argument and respond, 1 don't
care about the best sister, T wane the best girl tor me, period!”™ That
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presents a completely ditterent questnion. Choosmg a sister 15 like
saving, "1 want a chain saw, and 've decided on a Stihl, Should 1
ot the hive-horse tarm model, or the four-horse home modelz™
Choosmg the “best girl, period”™ expands that field ot choice from
one make, all models o all makes, all models. The decision
becomes a lot tougher.

We are choosing a tamily, as it were.

At that point, a wise girl-chooser would loak at the Units
Zero—Dboth parenrs, it available. The behavior, condition, and
appearance of the source material of any girl under consideration
will tell vou a lot about what vou will have twenty-five vears
hence. Tattribute much of today’s sky-Iiugh divorce rate to people’s
failure to choose wisely among fimilies, and within funilics,
i'l]'l:ll'.lTI'l.;_" IH'E'I‘[II-L']"‘E Or sisbers,

It surprises me that others don’t approach questions like this in
an analytic manner, since people commonly subject car or dish-
washer selections to extensive analvsis, and indeed public analyses
are available for many of those products in magmezines. But nothing
of the sort is oftered tor people, and when T sugwzest i, tolks act
ottended. T guess thats the directness of Aspergers that people
have trouble with.

somehow, people often interpret my thoughts to mean that |
don’t much like my mare, or anything else. People say, “Youre just
skeptical of everything” That's not rrue, I do like my mate, more
than [ can sayv, And to a lesser extent, [ ke myv car and 1 hike my
chain saw. But [ also like to feel that [ came to be associated wath
each as a result of mtelligent consideration and chotce, and not just
chance,

It must be my logical consideration of a decision many see as
purely intuitive or emotional that throws other people tor a loop.
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Married Life

r]:‘hu st time © heard about a person “turning” was when [ was
ten, and my grandmother told me that my uncle Bob was getting
divorced. " Your aunt Marsha got on the Pill, and she just turned!™
said Carolvo, ina whisper, as if she were scared.

Great-grandpa Dandy had told me how wild andmals and dogs
could turn, bur T had never thoughr of Aunt Marsha that way,
Dramdy had an old double-barrel shotgun under his seat in case he
rant across a turned amnwal. FAE she come arond here, and wonld
Daandy shoot her? T was embarrassed to ask, becavse 1 was sure
evervone except me knew what to do when a person turned. And
from the knowing nod my grandfather gave, they all seemed to
know about the Pl too, [ resolved not to ke any more palls
yselt,

I didn't see Marsha again tor a long time, By the time [ did, she
must have calmed down, because she didn't arrack. She must have
turned back, Dogs do that. One minute they snap at you, and ten
minutes later they come up and wag their tails as it nothing
happened.

A tew vears later, Uncle Bob decided to get married again. Ar
the wedding, | said the first thing that came o mind. in typical
Aspergian fashion: "Uncle Baob, how many omes do vou have to
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cet married betore you stay married?” I don't remember what he
said, but I remember the resule T wasn't invited to his next wed-
ding, That was to nwy aunt Feelda, and that was the one that fially
took,

When my tather got married the second tme, he didn't invite
me, either. Mavbe he was atraid of what I'd say, too, In any case,
he thrived for over twenry vears with his second wite. Thar mar-
riage lasted unal he gor a skin infection, at which point the liver
damage from vears of drinking and experimental medicanon
caught up to him, and he died.

Myselt, I've had to ger married owice tor it to stick. 've pon-
dered the reasons the second marriage has been more successtul
than the frst, and for the sake of other Aspergians with relationship
tr[‘lll‘l-l.’ﬁ-.. [ "L"I.'i].] "i-l]i'l]"ﬂ.‘ [I!L‘ [I]IIZII:,_T'E .‘ihL‘ E.:I.Uli.'h- []:I.i[ ]:Ill"nll_' ]"-:.L‘I.'l"[ L% [U:,_"'L'[]'IL‘"I':

First, she watches me very carefully. She has learned to tell it |
am sad, or anxious, or worried. Some people say I never snule and
I don't have many facial expressions, but somehow she can get e
to smile, and she can read what litde expressions T may have. And
she vsually knows what to say or do to make me teel better. Or
make me feel worse, which happens occasionally, when she’
turned.

she alwavs shows imterest in me, and she seems to believe 1n me
without reservation. When 1 tell her ' going to do something,
she always thinks [ will succeed. T am sure that her confidence in
me inereases the odds for my success, When 1 succeed at some-
thing, I come home and tell her,

U always knew vou could do it,” she wall say. "Thats why |
married you.”

[ really don’t know how she could possibly “always know™ |
could do something I never did betore unless it was so trivial any-
one could do it but that’s what she savs,

[ never had a mate who thoughe I was going to tal, but I have
pondered the possibility thar such mares may exist. And [ am sure
ny present situation is better,
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Second, she watches what people sav and do around me, and
explains things I miss. Even today, I miss conversational nuances
tuat are a rypical component of conversation between "normal”
people. Humor and sarcasm often go right over my head. There
are tiines when a person sayvs something they expect me to langh at
and I just stand there. There are times when people say things that
are meant to be nasty, and T completely miss their meaning. She
points those things out, genty, and T ry o learn from whart |
missed. s less and less with every passing vear,

Third, <he is patient when | ask the same questions over and
over, For example, at noon most days [ phone her and sav, "Woot'!
o vou like your mate?”

“Yes, 1 like vou,” she reassures me.

An I]l':l'l.ll'l IJ'IIL"[". [ must I].I".-'L‘ ﬁ.:lrgli‘."[[l.'ll ll:l'..' ]'.lH. l'.".l” I"“L‘i"il.ll."iL‘ | l"i.l.]]
again and sy, “Wool ! Do vou like your mate?”

“¥es, I stll like vou,” she says.

This may go on four or five times in the course of a dav. By the
fitth time, she might say, “No, T don’t like yvou anymore” but by
rthen I know she is just teasing. She really does ke me. So T teel <afe,

I have no idea why T ask the same thing over and over, but [ do.
If T am made to stop, | otten become very anxious.

Fourth, she pets me, My childhood experience petting Chuckie
didnt work out oo well, and that one bad memory pretry much
cured me of petting other people later on. Luckily, Martha did not
have an expertence hike that earlier in hife. So, even though thangs
did not work out for me being a pettor fone who pets), 1 thrive as
a pettee (one who gets petted).

When Martha first met me, T was anxious and jumpy, [ was
always tapping my toot, rocking, or exhibiting some other hehav-
ioral aberration. OF course, now we know thats just normal
Aspergian behavior, but back then other people thought it was
weird, so of course [ did, too.

Omne day, tor some reason, she decided to try peting my arm,
and I immediately stopped rocking and fidgetung, The result was
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s0 dramatic, she never stopped. It didin’t take long tor me to realize
the calming eftect, too. I like being petted and scratched.

UCan vou pet e T say when ©sit next to her,

I also sav, while tlung mv head, “Scratch mv fur” [ have
observed dogs tilting their heads like this, and it often works tor
the. She will seratch my head or rub my ears. Sometinies she
rubs my forehead or my shoulders. And she scratches my back.

“Scrarch highely, with claw aps” [ osav Light scratching with
somnewhat sharp nails 15 best, For a while, I worried thar the fur
scratching would cavse all my hair to fall out, and that the ear rub-
bing would give me Hoppy ears, like a beagle. Bur thar didn’t hap-
pen. I just got calmer, [ believe it calims her, too. Psychologists have
done studies of people petting aninuals, Thev've proven it has a
:',11111ing_r| elfect on the |'u:np]c. |{1'-.\'L'|'ing their heart rate and blood
pressure, T wonder why they havent done studies of people petting
people. Mormal people haven't caught on to the benehts.

While T went through lite as a pettee, I watched the dogs and
cats around me, and 1 realized \LJ]lLi_*[lli:llg: The pets that el pr:l:ti'd
the most have the thickest fur. Perting does not make vour fur fall
out. I wm now sure of that, And you will never see a well-petted
cat with Hoppy ears, either. The dogs with Hoppy ears all started
out that way,

And the final thing is, we sleep in piles,

When I was little, T used to like hiding in siall spaces. 1 don’t
do that so much anyvimore, but T can sull become unsettled ving
down by mvselt on o bed. If 1 e down by myselt, [ will pile pil-
lows on top of me, but the best siuation by tar is to have my mate
lie dovwn, too, and pile herselt up against me.

Everv night, when we go to bed, she puts an arm or a leg on
me, or lies up against me until [ tall asleep,

[t she doesn’t, I complain.

“"Come on,” [ say. "Put a paw on vour mate!”

“Can you pet mes”

" Can vou scratch mry fur?”
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I am always calmer and more relaxed m a pile, being petted.
Nowadays, tor the first time, [all asleep quickly and I seldom have
bad dreams.

IE 1 wake up, she puts a paw on me and [ go back to sleep. | put
a paw on her, too. Sometimes 1 wake in the night, and tind we
have rolled apart. We'll be sleeping on our sides, facing in opposite
directions. U'll slide over untl our backs are touching, and Ull slide
my benr legs back toward her. She'll awaken enough to reach her
own toot over, and our feet will touch. [ fall back asleep, content
and warm.

| teel sate sleeping ina pile. 'm not sure why that would be,
sinee | am the bigger and stronger one, but it’s true. Ever since
Iwas a child, Tknew that lving under a pile of pillows was a lot bet-
ver than just lying on top of the bed. Sleeping in a pile s a lot better
than that, though. It's the best of all.

I like married hite a lot,
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Winning at Basketball

I never did well at sports as a kid, and [ was never a sports fan. A
childhood of being the last one picked and the first one tossed
ladn’t left me with very tond teelings about school sports. [ came
tor be a tan rather late in life, and in a somewhat circuitous fashion.

Tn 2003, iy son was about to enter high school. Since Licle Bear
aned T hadd gorten divorced, and T had gotren remarried, Cubby had
Iived halt the tme with us i Chicopee, ind halt” the fime with his
mom i South Hadlev, We alwavs chose ome school tor hime to
attend, and wnal then he'd been in South Hadleyv. But the school
there wasn't very good, and we began searching for alternatives. We
looked at private schools, but they were very expensive. There were
[nternet sites that ranked school districts, and the top ones 1n
our area were Longmeadow, Wilbrahon, and . .. Ambherst. South
Hadley and Chicopee were right next to one another, at the botton.

With some trepidation, Unit Two and 1 decided to look at
Ambherst, where [ had grown up thirty vears betore. Although my
Family had lived in the tiny town ot Shutesbury, it was part of the
Ambherst school district, and Ambherst was where | had gone to
school, where I'd hung out, and where [ had met Cubby’s mother.

[ called Jim Lumley, an Amherst Reealtor who'd helped mwy par-
ents vears ago. He drove a Land Reover, and 1 saw him whenever it
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broke. He brought a hst of Ambherst homes down to my othice
right away, and we set out that afterncon to check them out.

As we drove around Amberst looking at houses,  beqn to feel
that 1t was where 1 belonged.

[ts true that Ambherst was the setting tor some of the worst
times of oy lite. Other kids hassled me. The school system wanted
me wone. The police wanted me in jail. And oy parents had tallen
complerely o pieces. All right there, in Ambherst,

Even in myv most Aspergian davs, 1 knew I had many of the
qualities needed to be popular. T was smart. T was gentle. T was
tunny. [ even looked pretty normal, in a geeky sort of way. But my
behavioral oddites had hidden those qualities from others, and
had caused me to hide myself i shame, Everywhere I'd lived, untl
now, I had carried the burden of Asperger’s with me,

When Umt Twao, {_.'ulﬂv_f, and T moved out of f._:hit'npuv. [ left
that burden belind.

Soowhy would I return? Because I'd fially have the chance to
turn a failure into a success. Moving o Amberst with my new
knowledee of Aspergers would give me a chance to start my lite
over again. A new me, ina new house, ina new town,

Jack would start high school in Amberst, just as [ had. But
unlike mie, he was going to pass,

The move was a smashing success, The bad people from my
vouth had all vamshed, The reachers who wanted me gone had
long since retired, Most of today’s police force hadn't even been
born when I had moved away in the 19710s,

More important, people T had hardly seen in thirty years wel-
comed me with open arms, Wiy ae tliey dodng tis? 1 wondered.
Then I understood. They welcomed me because T didn’t do any-
thing to drive them away, [ had learned how to be triendly,

[t was remarkably simple, but it had taken so, so long to
figure out,

My triend Paul Zahradmk had dropped out ot school the same
vear I had, and now lived just half a mile away, Thirty yvears later,
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he was an accomplished metal sculptor and real estate developer
living at the end of a quarter-mile driveway. Gordy, the long-
hared kid who had worked o the junkyard, lived in a beautitul
home across the road. He sull worked in the jonkvard, but the vard
had grown by twenty acres, and now he oened 1t What o long way
we had all come.

Like me, my brother had lett home as soon as he could. He had
staved far away, working ar advertsing jobs in Boston, New York,
Chicago, and San Francisco, [ hardly ever saw him in those vears,
When he wrote his first book, Seffevision, he decided to get back in
rouch with his family up here. [ helped him find a small house in
Northampton. and he started commg up here on weekends. He
stopped drinking and doing drugs, and he met Dennis. His lite
started to turn around.

As soon as he heard T was moving to Amherst, iy brother said,
“Is there another building lot over therer Dennis and T can build a
house nexr to you!™ And they did. We buile new homes next to
each other, on a little cul-de-sac. His is gay and frilly, and mine is
Aspergian and functional. T am sure mine s better engineered, but
he doesn't care. His is pretuer. Even though the plumbing tell apart
and lett him ankle deep i water right betore Christmas that firse
Vedr.

When he walks his weirdly nusnamed French bulldogs past my
house, Cubby sets oft 2 homemade bomb in the vard, and the roar
and smoke tell um he’s finally home, In the winter, when 1t
siows, | clear the street with our tather’s farm tractor. And when
his house Hoods, T rescue his furniture with my Land Rover and
trailer and dry it in my garage.

Who would have guessed? After all those years, the success of
my brothers book Runaing with Scsors made me teel good about
my condition and proud of who I was. And it brought us back
rogether, in the town where we'd started, so long ago.

Appearing as a characrer in my brothers books tught me
sotnething about myself. For most of my lite, ny history as an
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abused child with what I saw as a personabity defect was shametul
and embarrassing, Being a failure and a high school dropout was
hunniliating, no mateer how well T subsequently did. I lied about iy
age, my education, and my wpbringing tor vears because the outh
was Just too horrible to reveal. His book, and people’s remarkable
acceptance of us as we are, changed all that. T was finally tree.

When T returned to Amberst, evervwhere [ went it seemed |
recogiized someone. And T recogmzed the places. Bur the bad
assoctanons from my childhood were cone.

“You have o come o a UMass basketball game,” Panl and
Gordy satd one dav. | had never been to a college baskethall game
i my life, but 1 somewhat reluctantly tagged along.

“Betore the pame, there’s a reception upstairs. Come up with
us,” Paul said,

There were probably a hundred people in the room when |
walked in. Thirty years earlier, that crowd would have terrified
e, and T would not have known what to sav. T would have hidden
in the corner like a trapped animal, waiting to escape,

But now, with iy knowledge of Asperzers and my new conhi-
dence, nothing bad happened. 1 wasn't scared and 1 didn’t ade,
And something remarkable occurred: People hiked me. People
came up to me, shook my hand, and made me teel welcome, Just a
little bit of knowledge of what to sav and how to act made all the
difference in the world.

[t was incredible! 1 found myself makme friends everywhere |
went, and to my anmzement, thev looked out tor me. For
example, my friend Dave sad, “Lets get seats together!” A per-
tectly ordinary suggestion, but it was something [ had never done
betore. 1 would hear the referee’s whistle, and Dave would lean
over trom his seat next to me to explan what had happened. Even
if T was ignorant, the games were fun. And so were the people.
Thev all knew more about basketball than me, but no one cared.

Mot only did I make friends everywhere I went, but nothing
bad seemed to happen. No one called me a Monkey Face, No one
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threatened me. No one threw me out. The last time | had been
here. no one wanted me on their team. Now, it seemed every-
one did.

Even my lifelong feeling that Twas a fravd began to vanish, At
party at the coach’s houvse, one ot the athletic departinent statters
sat down with me.

“You know, I dropped out of school. too,” he said.

[ didn't know what o say. I wondered how he knew | had
dropped our of school. T realized he must have tken the tme o
ask somieone else about me,

“You're as much a part of this school as any other alumnos,” he
continued. "You're always welcome here”

[ almost cried.

I began attending all the gunes, Even though 1 was never a
“real” student, T had acquired most of iy education in those
buildings. And it felt good to be back, among friends, in a place
thar telt like home.

I didn’t have to know evervthing. Other people could tell me
the answers. [ didn’t have to notice evervthing, My triends would
look out tor me. Suddenly, T had a revelation: This is wlat life is like
Sor normal people,

[jomed the UMass Athletic Assocrtion, and began supporting
the school. My school. The team picked up speed. With me on
board, the ream hired a new coach, and headed to the play-ofis for
the first tme in vears. My past was finally belind me, Whatever
happened with our basketball team. [ knew that [ had won,
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My Life as a Train

I lave always liked trains,

One day when he was about six, Cubby and T drove to the
Conrail freight vard in West Springtield. The tres crunched with a
pop-popping sound as we rolled over the cray stone thar covered
the }‘.lrd and hlled the space between the main tracks, 'l"'.-"i"».' father
had taken me to see the mains when [ was hetle, and thirey vears
later here Iwas, domge the same thing with my own son. My father
let me drive a tran when 1 was five, at the museum in Phaladel-
phia. I would soon do the same with Cubby,

[ guess a fascination with trains runs inomy fanilv, When my
father was litle, his grandfather took him to watch the steam
engines passing his drogstore, back in Cluckamanga, Georea, And
here we were, over hitty vears later, doing the same thing up here
in Massachusertts,

Cubby looked out the window, scanning the lines ot boxcars.
He was a fittv-pound kid, bouncy, with a blue striped train con-
ductors cap on his head. It he were a dog, he would have been
waggzing his il

We had driven forty-five minuotes to see mains, and we were
ready for acnon. We clumped across a few lines of track and
parked next to the vardmasters shack, an old wood building that
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had taded to the same shade of gray as the stone ballast on the
ground. The tain dispatcher was watching us through the dirty
plate-glass windows, and we waved. Oily sinoke curled trom a rusty
pipe chimney. Evervthimg was drab and direy because it was dusted
with vears of soot from the diesel engines i the locomotives,
which at that time ran twentv-tour hours a day, 365 davs a vear.

This train vard has been there since the days of steam engines,
hioy vears ago, o even betore the soor from the diesel engines
there was a prewy thick laver of coal dust. Cubby hkes being clean,
so its good he didnt know any of that. When he got bigger, he
would develop the same compulsive hand-washing habit as his
arandfather and his uncle, but even then he hated getting grease
on his clothes or on himself. 1 mied to keep him out of the worst
of the dirt,

“Look, Dad—TF types!” Cubby shouted as he pointed to two
lomg silver FPP40 locomotives on the tar side of the vard. He'd
picked out an Amtrak passenger train that stood our among the
treight cars tilling the vard. Tts unosual o see Amrak trains idling
amaong the trash and squalor of a freight yvard.

We walked over to check 1t out. As [ was about to cross a few
lines of tracks where fifty old boxcars were quietly rusting away,
Cubby shouted, "Stop!™ At six years ot age. Cubby already knew
to stop and look carefully before crossing the tracks. After watch-
ing the parked train cars for the shightest sigm of movement, we
quickly juniped over the tracks, We stepped over some crack vials
left by last might’s visitors,

"Look Cubby, do drugs, lose your mind, and get run over by a
train,” T said,

“How comie there aren’t any pieces of people on the tracks?”
he asked.

“Mavbe they got dragged tarther inro the vard.”

Cubby lost interest in drug addicts as we approached the FI'40
locomonves, which rumbled at 1dle and hissed occasionally as
excess air popped the satery valves,
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Why were we there? Because Aspergians are driven to learn all
they can about subjects that interest them, and one of my favorite
subjects has always been transportation machinery, When T was
learming to read, my twvorite topics in the encvclopedia were
trains, ships, and airplanes. And my tavorite books for a thme were
High Iroviz A Book of Trains and Awtomotive Teclinology.

As we walked around the engines, Cubby spotted a lirtle pile of
beach sand in frone of the wheels on the tront locomotive. He
asked what it was. “Irs sand from the train engine’s sandbox,” 1
said. Cubby was skeprical. He was used to being tricked. He had a
sandbox ar home, one that he and 1 had built, Bue trams should not
need sandboxes, His ears twirched.

We moved closer,

“Look Cubby, thats the sand pipe, and that’s the box where the
sand is stored on the engine. The train engineer pushes a button to
dump sand on the wheels when his wheels are shpping. Trains
shovel sand in front of their wheels o cet traction.”

I telt comforted knowing this exposure to the practical applica-
ron of technology at an early age would benetic Cubby tor the
rest of his life, Especially with respect ro understainding traction
issues, As [ pointed out, "Cars use sanders, too.” Cubby would nod
sagely at adbits of knowledge hike that, Later, when he thought |
wast't looking, [ would catch himy explaining rracton to the other
httle anmals ar has school,

I telt very proud of him at umes like that, A httle engineer.

As Cubby grew bigger. so did the engines. Conrail was making
a change from the older General Motors locomotves with [
traction motors to the newest GE units with AC traction. On larer
visits, T would explain the advantages of AC traction mators to
Cubby, and 1 even showed him the mmside of one of the new cabs
with its sophisticated control panels. The big new engines were
impressive to watch, especially pulling heavy loads. After warching
the trains in the vard, we decided to go our and see them on the
road. And [ knew just the place,
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Ome spring day, we drove to Middletield, where the rulroad
crosses a pass in the Berkshires on the way to Albany, New York.
We mirned off the lughway and tollowed a country road up inte
the mountins vntl we passed over the rnlroad. Shortly atter, we
turned in to o wooded road that ran about a mile to the tracks.

Up there, the air was fresh and clear. The sky was o brilliant
blue, a shade you never saw in the ciry. Water was running in 2
little waterfall down the rock face where the ralroad line had been
blasted through the mountminside. The macks hugged the side of
the mountain, with a drop of at least a hundred teet into the West-
field River on the other side. There were owo tracks side by side,
with a service road next o them. We walked up the service road
and waited for a traimn,

“Look, Dad!™ Cubby threw rocks and warched them hit the
water far below. He looked around for wildlife. “Think we’ll see
any bears?” Cubby sounded hopetul. “You can get a gun and Tl
shoot 1t Mo will skin it and we'll eat ie. Let’s find a bear, Dad”
{.-:Llhl'l"l.-' WS I'llfl'lllli'i.'lllﬂ lll.'l' '.I[“.I. LIU"‘-";[] il [I.IL' [|1uu5ﬂ|l' l."ll- 1‘;Ltt‘|]{1|g «l
bear tor dinner.

But we didn't see any bears,

Precey soon we heard the rumble of anapproaching train, Owver
the next tew minutes, the noise got louder unnl the ground began
to shake. Cubby and 1 moved closer to the edee, away from the
tracks. The tracks began to sing and we saw the headhghes come
around the bend. Even from a few hundred teet, we could feel the
engines as they stroggled to pull the train up the ull. By the tme
they reached us, they were moving at a brisk walk, which was all
the speed 15,000 horsepower could muster going up that hill. They
struggled past us as we stood on the gravel oad and watched.

“Sanders, Dad!™ Cubby shouted as the second of tive engines
went past, Sure enough, the sand pipes were pouring sand in tront
of the wheels to help the train ger a grip. Cubby was proud of
himselt tor picking up that deil. Cubby waved and the engineer
tooted his horn,
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Five engines passed us, then 133 cars. Cubby counted them all.
And all of a sudden it was gquiet again. After a moment, we turned
and walked back down the hill.

“How can anvone get run over by a i out here?™ Cubly
asked. "We could hear lim coming tor a long time. You'd have o
be deat to miss thar”

And then, withour any warning. a rrain appeared behind us.
Roolling fast, down the hill. Going the other way, on the other set
ot tracks. Silentyv. It came up on us so quickly thar the startled
engineer didn’t even have time to blow the horn till he was fifey
feet bevond us. As the engines passed, we jumped a litte farther
out of the way, and [ pointed to the air shimmering in waves over
the engines,

“Those are his dyvnanne brakes.” T explaned. “They use the
L’]L‘L'I']"i Conobors on lhl.:' \.‘L'IIL‘L‘IH A% ‘EE."I:IL"['.'ItI;'I]'“"i-, :'Il'tl'.:l. tl'lli.‘ f,_h"L"'Ill_‘r.l[l‘.l'I"i AT
teeding huge heating grids on top of the engines. So they are using
the motors as brakes, Convertng the CIerey of the train into heat.
TI]L‘ IﬂL'UlIlU[i‘L'L"‘L L:ll.'llllit |]I:'|]'~:.l..‘ .'II'lE.-r IEUi"\L', 11L'I§.'Ll|.|2"H.' []'H.'i.l' L‘]Igillt."\ Aare
idling.”

Cubby bobbed his head a bat as he soaked up that idea. The
train continued to roll past m near silence, pickmg vp speed as 1t
WeTLE,

Cubby didn't ask how people sot run over by trains again.

As we walked back to our Land Rover, we picked up two old
ratlroad spikes to add to our considerable collection of railroad
memorabilia, I'd been picking up pieces beside train tracks since
finding those telegraph insulators with Lirtle Bear, fifteen vears
betore, and now Cubby was continuing the tradition.

Dyan't all the dads takee their Rids to see trains? T wondered. T guess
not, Judging trom the crazy looks ['ve gotten trom other parents.
Morthers would say chings like "How can you take a child into a
train vard? He could ger killed!™ Well, nothing killed vs. Nothing
even came close. Cubby and [ were well aware of the enormous
weight of these trains, [ showed Cubby how objects can tran] from
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the sides of moving trains, and we made sure to stav ten teet back
whenever a train went by so we didn® get hit by any loose steel
strapping.

All those visits to tran vards with Cubby probably had at least
something to do with nry tavorite book as a cluld, The Lide Evgine
ar Conld, The book had a vellow cover, with a bright blue loco-
motive driving across the page, and when [ was two, 1 couldn’
hear it often enough.

“Choo choo!™ was what T said when T wanted to hear the storv,

My mother read 1t to me, over and over. | would huft and putt
and imagine mwvselt as a litte steam engine. The harder [ putted,
the more convinced | became, (A few vears later, | became Jost in
the fantasy that Twas a pair of windshield wipers. Butat the mme, |
was in iy steain engine phase.)

Inn the book, it was only a steep hill the train had to climb. But
i my two-vear-old brain, it was & giant mountiin—~bigeer than
anvthing I had ever seen. The engines chanted to thenselves as
they slowly climbed the hill.

“I-thinke-T-can ! I-tliink-I-can! T-thipk-1-can! I-thinfe-T-can ™

And Twould chant along with them. I would bounce, too, with
the ettort of pulling that rain. Today, [ know that head bobbing
and rocking back and torth and bouncing up and down—things
[ sull do woday—are characteristic of people with autism or As-
perzer’s, But that’s where 1t started, with me believing [ was a
stean engine, pulling those cars up the mountan. Bobbing up and
down. And bouncing,

Eventually, we got to the top, that train and me. As we coasted
down the other side, I grinmed happilv and bounced and sad, “I-
thonghi-T-conld! I-thought-T-conld! I=thonle-T<condd ! T-thoughe-T-conld !

somehow, T always remembered that retrain as [ grew older, [t
was very reassuring. But while [ kept telling mwvself 1 was going to
make 1t, I would also hear competing voices, at times quite loud
and forceful. They were hard o ignore.
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You e ne gowd.

You failed af school, and youw'll fiail at this.

You're fust a ficknp.

1t wnll vever work:,

You can’t do that.

You belowg in prizon!

i sure many kids hear voices like that as they struggle to grow
up and make it on their own, And some kids give in and quit. |
know that because 1 see those children every dav. You can see
them, too, sleeping in cardboard boxes in any city. [ tried sleeping
in boxes and Dumpsters, back when [ was seventeen. | didn’t like
it. And | resolved never to do 1t again.

All the bad things that have happened to me in my life have
"il[lll.'l]:|.' il]ﬁ."l'L".I“iL‘il IZI'l"l.-I I"l_"."ilil]"."i.‘ Loy OVercoine []'IL‘ [1|1";-1.;|.1.LI‘L""| l.]'hl[ il
thrown in my path. And 've done that with reasonable success
5o far,

But those voices were stll there. And as T got older, they began
[y enanate rh!l]l Ut]'l.ll.'l' ].TL‘I;'.I].T]L‘, [(BT4E TIIL‘ TS LT Was r]'H.' L LA

"You're o anxious and worrted! You should try antidepres-
sants!”

“lohn, you need to relax. Sit down and have a drink!™

“You know, smoking pot calnis vou down., You should try it
You nught not be so hyper all the tmme.”

I don't know why, but [ never gave in to the voices. Many times,
gquitting would have been easier than gomng on, but [ never did, And
I never turned to antidepressants or liquor or pot or anvthing else. |
Just worked harder. I alwavs hgured U'd be better ot solving 2 prob-
lem as opposed to taking medication to torget [ had a problem.

I am sure antidepressants, drugs, and liqguor have their place.
But so tar, that place is in others, not me.

When [ heard the voices as o child, T would say ro myselt, [
thinfe & can! I tlinde £ can! el £ ean! As an adule, my vocabulary and
my world have expanded. Now [ ifiink [ oo is reintorced by [ did i
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before. But the negative velces are smoother and more sophist-
cated, too. Now, when [ hear those voices, T tell myselt:

All the otler puitars worked; this one will, too,

e other jobs came one fine; tlis one will, oo,

T awi sure I ean walle up this smonntain,

[ think I can drive across that river,

And so far, with some notable exceptions, 1 have,



Epilogue

L » lien KISS was on wour, we'd .||\'u.'.i':.':-; comme out and do one List

song, an encore, This 15 the encore for Look Me in the Eye—the
story of how I made peace with my parents during the writing of
this book.

My tather had been in precarious health tor vears, with psoria-
sis, arthrins, diabetes, and o weak heart. Botm the Lare summer of
200, a spider tipped the balimee. A brown recluse spider. Brown
recluses live in woodpiles, sheds, and attics—sometimes even in
shoes—and seldom bite unless cornered. We think my tather was
chopping wood when he was bitten. In anv case, a few davs after
he was bitten, his fimger swelled up and began to hurt terribly and
my stepimother, Judy, drove himn to the emergency room,

I had never heard of a brown recluse until then so [ went home
and researched themn. They are only the size of a quarter, and most
people don't even notice when theyTe birten. 5till. the bite of the
brown recluse can be worse than the bite of a rattlesnake. The skin
around my tathers bite turned black and a hole appeared, night
down ro the bone.

Brown recluse bites are rare in New England. Of the tour hun-
dred bites logged in one database, only nine were in Massachuserts.
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Most were in the South. It was my tathers bad luck o be one of
those nine in his weakened state.

His finger looked awtul where he'd been bitten, and vou could
sirell the sweet odor of gangrene. 1 thought they should cut his
tinger oft right awav to save him, but the doctor insisted the finger
was still alive, so they held off. My tather seemed to hold his own
with the IV antibiotics, but he renained in a lot of pain. I won-
dered how long he'd be in the hospital,

When he wasn't in the hospital, my father and Judy lived i a
1970s contemporary house that they'd added on ro and made their
own over the twenty vears they had lived there. The main room
had a cathedral ceilling and a woodstove in the corner. The stove
burned wood my father and Judy cur together on the property.
Bears il]lll TACCOOTS Canne l1].'|' o1l L]lL‘ LIL"I.']:\'., i.l'[:ld L]IL’ ATIOAW li.ll'l.f['i.‘l..i
higher than my head in a cold winter,

They'd moved there after getting married, each tor the second
time. My Father had never been especially sociable—he may have
even had a bit of Asperger’s himself—so a home in the woods
sutted him. He spent his dayvs outdoors, puttering around the
property. He had erovwn up on a form m Georgia and he'd always
wanted a tractor of lus own, That summer, he had aken delivery of
A brand-new John Deere 4510 with a cab and a front-end loader,
MNow, he was oo sick to drive 1t but he'd be able to look at it
through the window while he waited to ger stronger.

[ hived about an hour away, but my father seldom called me.
The only days I could count on his calling were my birthday and
Christias. And atter my son was born, I'd hear trom my tather on
Cubby’s birthday, too. Any other time I wanred to talk to him, |
had to make the call. And even then he onlv came to the phone
about halt the time, Yet he always enjoved seeing us whenever we
went there. [ never higured ir out. Why didn't he call?

By November, my father was back home, sall weak but hoping
to get better, Although he was prety much bedridden, my step-
mother cot him into the car and brought him o our house for
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Thanksgiving  dinner. We were all together—me, my muate,
Cubby, my father and Judv, and nyy brother and his partner, Den-
nis. We even had Martha's sister, Unit Three, and her mare, Three-
B. Evervone looks happy in the photos 1 ook that day.

At nine o’ clock on New Years Eve, [ got another aall. "Your
father was wandering around and he tell down the stairs to the
garage. The ambulance is coming tor him now,” Judy said. This
rimie she sounded scared.

[t turned out to be a pretey bad fall, He'd broken hus back and
his hip. He was lucky he hadn’t been paralyzed. He survived an
operation to repair the break and was putin a cast to keep him still.
Oince again he was i a lot of pain. After a couple of weeks in the
hospital, he went to a nusing home to recover. They told him he
had to be able to climb two Ili;_r,h[s ol stairs and walk owo hundred
':."L‘t I'IL"E.;;'I'I'L"' l]'lll.'z.-' 'L"n.'ﬂ-'ll]d ]L‘F I]ll'l't] RTAR HI'_‘ WL dL"tL“TI]III[]L‘d b Hl.]l'.'l'.'ll.‘l_"l.j.
But it was hard. We went to see hinin late January and he looked
as it he had a basketball in his stonach, Judy said he was retaining
Huids because of mouble with his liver. Martha tele sick, because
her mother had died of cancer the vear betore and that’s how her
stomach had looked. Tr was not right, not right ar all.

They et hom go home on February 25, He was able to walk up
the stairs and get around with the help of hus walker, It was going
to be a long road, but it seemed as if he was going to zet better,

A week later, we went to see him, He could barely sit up. His
stonnach was swollen up hike a beach ball, and hos scrotom was hike
a prapetruit. He did not belong at home, Wlule 1 was there, he had
to o to the bathroom. Judy and I helped himi stand, and he moved
the five feet in his walker at a glicial pace. He said, “John Elder,
don’t let me tall. I'm so scared ot falling” At that moment, he was
once again a small terribied child, My confidence in his recovery
was shaken to the core.

A tew davs passed. The swelling in his stomach worsened. His
liver had been damaged by vears of drinking, then by all the med-
icine he'd taken for his psoriasis and his arthrits,
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O Monday evenmg, Judy called and said my father was being
taken to the hospital again, Somehow, [ knew this was going to be
difterent from all the otier trips to the hospital. T realized he was
dyving, | rounded up Martha and Cubby and headed tor the hospi-
tal. O the way there, I was angry becanse [ conld not remember a
single good time we had shared when I was voung,

When we arrived, he was very weak but lucid. He seemed glad
to see us. | sar there for quite 2 while thinking thar asking him for
better memories would be an adnvission of his impending death,
Finally, [ did it.

“Can vou tell me about any fun dmes we had when 1 was
sinall?™ [ asked.

[ waited tor the answer, terrified by the prospect that there
micht not have been any fun tmes. What would T do then?

But he began to speak. “When vou were five]” he said, “T'd take
vou to the museum in Philadelphra. They had a big model train
];1}'m|t, atud vou loved to watch it” And he turned to 1Y 500 and
saidd, “One day vour dad asked the man in the booth it he could
drive the main. And the man said ves. Your dad chmbed into the
hoath with him and he drove those trans all over the board with a
bigr siile on his tace.”

| had torgotten about those trams, but when my tather told
Cubby, [ remembered it hike it was vesterday. [ said, “After [ drove
the model traing, vour grandpa took me to another part of the
museun: where they had owo real locomonves)”

“Baldwins,” my father piped up. “The locomotives were made
by Baldwin Locomotive Works in Philadelphia” T was shocked
that he remembered. A tew vears betore, I had read 2 history of the
Baldwin Works but T had no idea my father knew about i,

As he told his stories, things | had torgotten for almost fifty
vears suddenly came into tocus, clear as day. T remembered the
spring | learned to ride a two-wheel bike on the paved walkways
outside the Cathedral of Learning in Pirsburgh. 1 never used
training wheels, Twent straight from a toy fire engine and a trike to
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a big kids two-wheeler, and 1 didn't crash or fall oft. T was really
proud of myself.

My fatlier said, "1 got vou a Roolltast bike, just like T had as a kid.
Yours was o Space Racer, with a red gas tank and a coaster brake”
My tather had o black Raleigh, an English Racer, with three
speeds, We rode them together, When I outgrew the Rolltast, he
gave me the Raleigh. He'd sort ot given up riding bicycles by then.

[ could not help sobbing as he mlked.

“Dao vou remember Valley Forge?™ he said.

| remembered running across the fields of Valley Forge natonal
park, chasing the kite he made me. I remembered both of us run-
ming in the sun, my mother watching tfrom the shade, unal T fell and
tangled the string around my ankle. To this dav, T have a scar there.

There had been tun times, after all. When we left thae day, he
could see T was sad. He snuled and patted me on the head and said
not to worry about lnm. He said he would be okiy, but nside |
knew he wouldn. T wished T were snall again.

From that time until the end, T visited him almost every day.
He got weaker and weaker, unnl one day he said, “John Elder, I'm
dying,”

“T know Tes sad,” T said, "Where do vou think voure going
ERNLVEN

"I a mystery,” he said, “No one knows.”

“Are vou scared:”

“No, not really”

Judy made plans to move him back to Buckland the following
Tuesday <o he could die at home,

My father said. "Will you be okay?™ I said I'd be sad but I'd be
nk.tj_.'. He said, “Will vou look .|ﬁu1'_]11d}'? She’s been rea ihy gmh.] to
me.” I said T would, He asked it I'd help Judy with the house. T sad
[ would. He asked about his tractor, | asked it he'd like me to get
his tractor out for him to see one last ome. He said he'd hike that.

Then [ sat tor a couple hours and mlked with him, my mother,
and Judy. He became dred and [ left for home, promising to return
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that night. 1 was very sad. I stopped at my brothers and told him
the end was near.

Atterward, I cried, and 1 wondered why dving people asked e
to look after what was left. My ereat-erandfather Dundy had asked
me to take care of the tarm. My grandtather Jack had asked me to
take care of Carolyvn and to take care of the fields and the trees his
tather, Dandy, had planted. Well, its been more than twenty vears,
and those things are all gone now. Carolyn died, and the house
burned, and the trees and fields are all gone, But T goess T did what
[ could. I returned just about every month to Lawrenceville, from
the time my grandfather died vnnl my grandmother moved away.
Juady said 1t’s hard, being the oldest child. She's an oldest child, oo

Monday, T went to work, A few hours later, Judy called.
“Theyre coing to bring vour dad home today. Hes gettinge
weaker, We can't wait till Touesday”

[t was tme to move the tractor. [ gathered up my tooels, my
shovels, and my winch cables. There was no telling how deep it
"I.'l.'Hl]ILi 1“.' I'H.I]'it‘l.i .'Iﬂ.'l_'l' []'ll..‘ winter snows. T went 13'_"!.' {Ili.‘ hl'l]‘.'l'l;'lll .II]Li
picked up Cubby. We would move the tractor together.

[t was spring i Amherst, but it was sall winter in Buckland.
The snow was waist deep i the field, and the tractor was sitting 2
hundred feet up the hill next to the shed. The bucker on the front
of 1t was not even visible, Neither were the tront tres. Sall, the sun
was shining and the ractor started right up, 1 puticin gear, and it
shook but didn’t move, [ tried to lilt the bucket but it was frozen to
the ground. | rocked it and ewisted ir, and all of a sudden 1t camne
ot the ground with a bang, filled with a toot of ice.

“Lets dig it out, Dad!”

Cubby and T dug around the wheels untl the tractor emerged
trom the snow, We dug the snow away from the front and the back
to give it room o move. | rocked the gears but it didn't move,

We dug some more. We were sweating even though it was
thirty-five degrees outside. As we shoveled around the back, the
drawbars emerged from the snow. The arms were frozen right



Epitlogue 279

imto the ground. Kicking them didn't do anything, but a pull on
the hvdravlic lever in the tactor broke them tree. Now the tractor
moved. A whole foot!

“Dad, look! The front tire 1s flac!™ Cubby was right,

“Damn, Cobby, how are we going to get a three—wheel tractor
over a seven-foot snowbank and into the driveway®™

Cubby said, “Lers winch it”

Char Land Rover had a good winch on the front. Cubby waded
through the snow to ger to the Roover. He angled it in the drive-
way so It was pointing out into the field.

“Here’s the cable, Dad.” Cubby had dragged the line through
the snow so | could hook it to the tractor,

Cubby waded back to the Land Rover and started the winch, |
cot i the tractor, putitin four-wheel drive, and locked the differ-
ential, That tractor rolled right through the enormouns snowbank
and mito the driveway.

When the wactor came out of the snow, Cubbie saw it first.
“Dad, look! The front tire is gone!™ There was nothing but a bare
steel rim, The strugele to et out had torn the tive righr oft the rim,

We tished the tire out of the snow and levered it back onto the
rim with two big bars, We installed o tube and got that tractor back
on all tour feet within tharey munuotes. Then we set to work mov-
ing the snow to make room for all the cars and the ambulance.
That ractor could really dig, and 1 was sorrv my father would
never get the chance to see it run,

The sound of the diesel engine, the smell, and the actvity were
a good distracton tor us. [ showed Cubby how to run the loader
and he shared the snow moving with me. A picture | took that day
shows hun with a big grin, lifting a huge bucket of snow and
dropping it down the hillside, We got the snow moved, and when
we were done we parked the tractor right by the stairs and sat
down to wair,

The ambulance arrived and the two attendants pulled my
father out the back. He snuled when he saw e, and he looked at
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the tractor. He couldn't talk much. Tasked it he wanted to go over
to it and he said no, he was cold. But he stniled again, Cubby and |
helped carry my father mto the house and then onto the bed.
Finally, he was home, [ stood tor a wlile and held has hand.

My brother came up and he got some old photo albums and
showed then to my father. But my tather couldn’t concentrate. He
«aid he'd have to look at them larer.

[ gave himy a hug, and T said [ loved him. Very fainey, he sad, ©1
love vou, too” And that was the last nime I saw him, He died qui-
etly ar 2:300 in the afternoon the next day, while [ was at work. It
was a sunny late winter day. [ got up and went home. It was over.
The tire went Har on the tractor the next day.

[ place of my father, T have my memories. For so many vears,
| I'.‘ULI]';.{ 1ol n.‘l'i.l.]] LI.T]"'lltEIIIIEg .'11'-'1'.”.![ I]jll'l 'L‘."'n:ll"'i.'l.'lt Li]l_" I:'l':ld il I‘L|. []1';.' llgl':.-'.
Now stories and memories that were Jost to me for thirty vears
have taken on life, I hope they stay,

Orther memories began to stir, too. Today, at hitey, 1 can teel my
bare feet sting on the sharp whire pebbles in the dire driveway of
my grandparents” house, and T can hear the crickers. T can smell
that Georga clav and mv great-grandfather’s pipe. T can hear the
g as 1 reach up to open the screen door on the tront ot the
house, and [ can teel the cold Hoor as | step onto the black-and-
white checkered tiles.
that have

[t 15 these memories—a last gift from my father
made this book posaible,

Although some memortes were as vivid and real as today,
others were spotty. So, Inan attempt to get more answers, [ spoke
to 1y mother, [ had been estranged trom her tor some time, but
we began talking as I wrote this book.

At tirst, miv mother had a hard time accepting that my memo-
ries could be different from her own and still be walid. She'd say,
“You weren'tin the back of that VW thar trip!” And I'd sae [ was,
too. [ remember the sky!” We both learned something from that.
My mother was troubled by some of what I'd written about her.
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Atter we talked, I understood that 1 had made one or two errors in
my portraval of her, and I corrected them. In other cases, she and |
have ditferent memories, or we interpreted things difterently, and
she came to accept mv version. [ believe the process of wrinng this
memolr gve me a better understanding of who she 1s and how
mental illness attected her, and 1 know she gained a better under-
standing of me,

For much of her lite, my mother dreamed of being a well-
known author, She published a tew works of poetry, but the Lirger
work of memoir always eluded her. She had the skills and the sto-
ries, bur her life got in the wav. The mentl illness that gave her
experiences to write about alio prevented her from capturing
them on paper. Her stroke and partial paralvsis made it hard tor her
ro write, and hard to think, But she hasn't given up, and Tan con-
fident that her story will appear in bookstores one day soon,
alongside her posteards and poetry,

There is no doubt that the storveelling skills people see in my
brother and me were inherited from our mother. Whatever flaws
our parents had, they were exceptionally intelligent, articulate, and
creative,

Its a shame that my father died before my book was written. |
hope he'd be proud it he read it now. [ think he would, and o does
his brother, my uncle Bob, ' afraid my portraval of him may be
less forgiving than it might have been because he was not here to
ofter explanations that may have moderated some of my harshest
descriptions,

With the insight gained from writing the book, 1 now believe
my parents did the best they could under rough circomsrances.
Thev were both damaged as chaldren, and v brother and T grew
up damaged as a result, But damage 1s not always permanent, nor is
it always passed down from one generation to the next. I'm okay
roday, and so is my brother. Cubby has never been whipped, and
he has never known the rougher things nv brother and [ experi-
enced. Hopetully, he will avoid those dark corners of life.
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['ve already heard Cubby tell Little James about the dragons. He
nukes his own fireworks, and the math and computer program-
ming he does is already beyond me. 5o as much as he'd deny i,
Cubby 1s a lor ike has dad.

[t will take a tew more vears (1 hope!), but I'm looking forward
to the day when I can watch Cubby take his own son to the train
vard to watch the locomotives,
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Reading and Resources

[ ENCOURAGE READERS who want to know more about some ot the
companies, bands, and individuals in this book to read about them
online. Far, mwy first band, has a siall online presence at www
JAmainstrecords.comyJtat I vou'd like to learn abour the furse big
sound company T worked tor, check out the history of Pink Flovd
and their sound company, which was called Britannmia Row, or
Britro, at www.pinkHoyd-co.com. The equipment [ worked on
was built tor Pink Flovds sound company, and other sound com-
panics, but used on many tours, including Roxy Music, Sha Na
Na, Blondie, Talking Heads, April Wine, Black Sabbath, Phoebe
Snow, Dan Hill, Meat Loaf, Iron Maiden, Toby Bean, Nantucket,
Cheap Trick, and others.

There 15 a wealth of imtormation online on KISS and what
it was like on tour, In particular, I'd sugeest reading about the
Alve I1, Return of KISS, Dyvnasty, and Unimasked shows, Some of
the websites T like are ux‘um‘mx‘.kiuﬁtfl1:|~;hn|1. de, wwwkissasvlum.com,
www kisstag.comtours/tours.homl, and enowikipedia.org/wiki/
Kiss_timeline. There are other arucles elsewhere in Wikipedia,
and each ot the band members is in the wwwimdb.com darabase.
There are also many books about KISS, including works by band
members, crew, and fans, It you look closely, you can find me in
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the group photos that appear in books from that period. One that |
particularly like 15 KISS and Self, by Chris Lendt, our business
nuzager 1 those vears,

KISS was a very big deal for many people, and some of them
cather annually tor o KISS convention—usually in New York or
MNew Jersey—where they swap stories and trade memorabilia,
For 2007, the convention site is online at wwwastarzeentral.comy/
kissexpo. Afrer leaving KISS, guitarist Ace Frehley conninued to
plav oy instruiments i his own band, Frehley’s Comer. My light
cultar and smoking guitar were key parts of his act tor many vears.

Milton Bradley was a pioneer in electronic games in the late
19705, The products I worked on were Microvision, Super Simon,
Big Trak, Milton, Omni, and the stillborn Game Computer, 1 also
‘l.".-'i.'.lrlh:li.'il O "i'["”i."l.'l'.']l ]"L‘i"'.'.lg'[]itili‘.'ll ilTId Hlll'll'ld 4."}-1'.‘".'1.5 ﬁ:l!' H.‘"n'ﬁ.'l".l]. [EEL R
that never made 1t to market. In fact, that was one of my biggest
trustrations: I'd work hard on something, only to have manage-
ment cancel it at the last minute, T'll ber 90 percent of our R&D
I_5._"|]'|'.'.I'|.|i."lll'*- 1|.1|.I|;”I]":. t‘[]LIL"’LI ll'[.'l 1 t]ll;.‘ ."H.'I".I]:'f' ]1L‘.||.'L As an i.ll'[L‘I'L"ﬁ-[i.[]LL" '.I.hii.ll.',
the computer we used to develop speech chips was a0 VAX, from
Digital Equipment Corporation. The VAX was Dan Generals
competiton i Tracy Kidders wondertul book The Senl of a New
Machine. 1 worked on the design of custom mtegrated circuits in
conmunction with General Instrument and Texas Instruments, both
of whom supplied chips to ME,

Bob Jetfway, the engineer who appears m some of my stories,
is online at www jetbvay.com. He went on to be a highly success-
tul inventor of tovs and games for many difterent companies. As a
Milton Bradley statter, he worked on many of the same goines |
was assigned to, and he also plaved a role in Dark Tower, Simaon,
and the Star Trek Phaser Guns. Later, as an independent game
inventor, he helped create Martels Diva Starz and Cabbage Patch
Kids Kick n Splash tovs, and Milton Bradlev’s Whac-A-Mole
electronic games. All the games we worked on can be researched
online, and they sull pop up tor sale on eBay. But they're not cheap
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anyvimore! Collectors are paving upwards of ten times the original
price tor working editons of these old games, and it leoks like
prices will keep on rising.

My automobile business, |E Roobison Service, has been in busi-
ness in Springhield, Massachusetts, tor almost twenty vears. We
specialize in BMW, Bentley, Jaguar, Land Rover, Mercedes-Benz,
and Rolls-Rovee vehicles. The company started our hixing cars in
a two-bay arage, bur we've expanded into a multbuilding com-
plex where we do major repair, overhaul, custonuzation, and
restoration work. The company has grown from two to twelve
emplovees in that time, and we now tke in work from all over the
eastern United States, We're online at www.robisonservice.comn.

Chur car projects often appear in enthusiast magazines. Some-
tines—as i the February 2007 edition of Land Rover Monilily—
we even make therr covers, My pictures and articles appear in Land
Raover Lifestyle, Rover News, and other car magazines,

I have been very ftortunate to have achieved myv childhood
career gn;llh nOE just once, but three tmes, 1 Less that means three
things: [ picked attunable goals, T persevered, and T was Tocky Tt 1
had decided to become president of GE, get elected ta the Senate,
and then become an astronaut, that might not have happened. Per-
haps theres a hife lesson in there somewhere,

There are many Asperger’s and autism resources available now,
and more appear every dav. As o starting pomt, | recomumend
checking out OASIS, the Online Asperger Syndrome Information
andd Support site at www.adel edu/bkirby/asperger/. OASIS foun-
der Barb Kirby cowrote a book that 1 found helptul, The QASIS
Couide to Asperger Spndrome {Crown, 2001},

L'['I-l':'l] ."l"'b.‘*i'l:'ll."'l'gl."r !*il.II'IE"l['I'rl' g'l'l:'.l'll'l.'.l"i. LIl 1'.IL" AT il]ll'lt'I]":'lI'I'T FesO e
tor parents ot children with Aspergers and aduolts who grapple
with it. In my area, theres the Aspergers Association of New
England, with a website at aane.autistics.org. There are similar
organizatons in many big cities throughour the Umited States.
Keep in mind, though, that many Aspergians are stll “in the
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closet.” so you may not see as many people as vou'd expect at such
groups. Until my brother publicized my conditon in Runming with
Seissors [Sro Martn's Press, 2002), T would never have participated
i such a group, It was only the posiave feedback from his book
that mave me the courage to do so.

Psychologist Tony Attwood has written a number of excellent
books that describe Aspergers trom a mental health protessional’s
peint of view, and he's online atwww.ronvattwood.comau. [rwas
his book Aspergers Syndreme { Jessica Kingsley, 1998) that muro-
duced me to my condition. His latest work is The Complere Guide to
Asperger’s Spndrome { Jessica Kingsley, 2007},

Temple Grandin's stories about her life with autsim should not
be missed. | particularly like Amimals in Tianstation (Scribner, 2005)
and Thinking in Picures (Vintage, 2006), She's also got a website,
www templegrandincom. T also enjoyved autistic savant Daniel
Tammet's book, Borw on a Blie Day (Free Press, 2007), He's online
b ‘ﬁ"ﬁ'w_uptitntlrlll-u‘u-llL‘..

Dawn Prince-Hughes has written several interesting books.
Soags of the Gorilla Naron (Harmony, 2004) came out a few vears
ago, and her new book, Passing as Human, will be published by
Harmony i 2008,

Although 1ts o work of hetion, The Crvivws Inaident of the Dog in
tle Night=Tine (Doubleday, 2003} contains many fascinating insichts
from author Mark Haddon's work with anusoc kads,

Finally, mv brother is online at www.angusten, com, and 'm at
wiwvw johnrobison.con,
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