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STEPHEN KING

eighn himself. and so I iound rnvself doing the chores Jimr-rry didn't get

arouncl to - ever\-thi.ng fronr mr.rlching Pop's treasured llowerbeds to

plunging out the drains s-hen the,v got clogged. Assisted living u.as never

discussed, althor,rgh God knor'vs Pop could have afibrded it, a dozen

me€la-bestselling novels over forry years had left hirn very rve11 otl.

The last of his 'engaging doorstoppers' (Donna Tartt, Alcll Yorle

Tirues) u,'as published when Pop was eighry-two. He did the obligatory

round of interviews, sat for the obligatory photos, and then announced

his retirement. To the press, he did so graciously, u'ith his 'tradentark

hrrnror'(Ron Charles, Washington Post). To me he said, "fhank God

rhe bullshit's finished.'With the exception of the intormal picket-fencc'

illterview he gave Ruth Crawford, he never spoke for the record again.

He u'as asked many tin-res and always refused; claimed he'd said al1 he

h:rd to -sa.,,, including sorle things he probably should have kept to
hiniselt.

'You give enough interviervs,' he told n1e once, 'and you are bound

to stick your foot in your mouth a tinle or t\\'o. Those are the qllotes

that 1ast, and the older you are, the more likely it becomes.'

Yet his books continued to sell, so his business a{Iairs continued. I

went o\/er the contract reneu,als, cover concepts, and the occasional

n-Lor,'ie or TV option with hin-r, and I dutifully read every interview

proposal once he u'as incapable of reading them himself. He ahva-vs said

no, and that included Ruth Crawford's proposal.

'Give her the standard response, Mark - flattered to be asked, but no

thanks.' He hesitated, though, because this one rvas a little different.

Crar,vford wanted to lvrite a piece about nry father and his long-tirnc'

ti-ierrd. David 'Butch'LaVerdiere, who died in 2079. Pop and I went

to his funeral on the West Coast j.n a chartered Gulfstream. Pop r'vas

ahvays close u,ith his money - not sting)', but close - and the whopping

expense of that roundtrip said a lot about his feeling for the man I grer,v

up calling lJncle Butch. That feeling held strong, although the trvo

rnen hadn't seen each other face to face in ten years or more.

Pop rvas asked to speak at the funeral. I didnt think he rvould - his

rejection of the public spotlight spread in all directions, not just inter-

viels - but he did it. He didn'r go to the podium, only stood up u,'here

hc: rvas lvith the help of his cane. He rvas ahvays :r good speaker, and

tJrat didn't change r,vith age.
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STEPHEN KING

'We11, that might not have been a complcte coincidence,' I said.

'Assr-rming, that is, that you didn't just make the story Lrp on the spur

of the rlornent.'
I gave him space to contment, but he only oflered :r smile that could

have meant anything. C)r nothing. So I pressed on.

'I mean, those tw-ins might have gror,vn up in a house rvhere gambling

r,vas a big thing. 'Which rvould make it a little less ur-rlikely, right? Plus,

u,hat about all the lottery tickets they bought that were iosers?'

'l'm not getting vour point, Mark,'Pop said. Sti1l lvith the little srnile.

'Do you even have one?'

Just that I can understand this woman's interest in erpioring the fact

of vou and Dave both coming from Nor'vheresville and blossonring in

the nuddle of your lives.'I raised nry hands beside my head as if framing

a lreadline 'Cou1d it be . . . -late?'

Pop considered this, rr.rbbing one hand up the lr'hite stubble tx the

side of his deeply lined face. I actually thought he might be about to

change his mind and say yes. Then he shook his head. Just r.vrite her

one of your nice letters, tell irer I'm going to pass, and rvish her rvell

on her future endeavors.'

So that rvas what I did, although something about the rvay Pop

looked.lust then stuck with nre. It was the look of a man who could

sa1, quite a lot on the subject of horv he and his friend Butch had

achieved fame and fortune . . but rvho chose not to. 'Who 
chose, irl

Fact. to keep it close.

I{r-rth Crarvford might have been disappointed in Pop's refusal to be

intervi.elved, but she didn't drop the project. Nor did she drop it rvhen

I also refused to be intervier.ved, saying nry father rvouldn't \\'ant nle

to after he'd sard no, and besides, all I kneu' was that my father had

ahvays enjoyed stories. He read a lot, went nowhere r'vithout a paper-

back jammed in his back pocket. He told me r'vonderful tales at

bedtin-re, and he sometimes wrote them dorvn in spiral notebooks. As

for Uncle Butch? He pai.nted a mural in rny bedr:oom - boys playing

bai1, boys catching fireflies, boys rvith fishing po1es. Ruth u'anted to

see it, of course, but jt had been painted over long ago, rvhen I

outgirew such chrldish things. When first Pop and then uncle Butch

took otT like a couple of rockets, I u''as at the Llniversity of Maine,
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STEPHEN KING

Your mom and pop spent their whole liues there? a ciry person might ask.

And then YOLi spent yotn'u,hole li;fe there? Wat are you, crazy?

Nope.
Robert Frost said home is the place that, rvhen you go there, they

have to take you in. It's also the place vou start from, and if you're one

of the lucky ones, it's r,vhere you finish up. Butch died in Seattle, a

stranger in a strange land. Maybe that was okay rvith him, but I have

to r".onder if in the end he wouldn't have preferred a little dirt road

.Lnd the lakeside forest known as the 30-Mile'Wood'

Although most of Ruth Craw'ford's research - her investigation - was

centered in Harlorv, where her subjects grew up, there are no motels

there, not even a bed and breakfast, so her base of operations was

the Gatelvav Mote1, in Castle Rock. There actually l-s a senior living

faciliry in Harlow, and there Ruth intervierved a fellow named Alden

Toothaker, who went to school with nry pop and his friend. It rvas

Alden who told her ho'nv Dave got his nickname. He always carri.ed

a tube of Lucky Tiger Butch Wax in hrs hip pocket and used it
frequently so his flattop u'ould stand up straight in front. F{e lvore

his hair (rvhat there was of it) that way his vu'hole litt. lt became his

trademark. As to whether he still carried Butch 'Wax ouce he got

famous, your gLless is as goocl as mine. I don't knor'v if they even still

make it.
'They used to pal around together back in grade school,' Alden told

her. Just a couple of bo1's w'ho liked to fish or go hunting u'ith their

daddies. Thev greu, up around hard rvork and didn't expect nothing

drfrerent. You rnight talk to folks my age who'Il te1l1a those boys were

qoing to amount to something, but I'm not one of em. They were ordin-

an- ltllas right up until they weren't.'

Laird and Butch went to Gates Falls High. They were placed in rvhat

was then called 'the general education' courses, rvhich u'ere for kids

rvho had no plans to go to college. No one canle out and said they

weren't bright enough; it u''as ju-st assumed. They took sornething called

Daily Math and Business English, r'vhere several pages of their textbook

explained hor,v to correctly fold a business letter, complete w-ith diagrarns.

They spent a 1ot of time in r,vood shop and auto shop. Both played

fbotbatl and basketball, although m)r pop spent most of his time riding
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STEPHEN KING

lJncle Rutch never married, btit Pop did. He'd had a high school

srveetheart named Sheila Wise, .,vho r,vent awaY to Vc'rmont State Teachers

College after graduation. 'When 
she carne back to teach the fifth and

sixth grades at Harlor.v Elementary, nry father rvas delighted to find she

was still single. He wooed and won her. Thev were urarried in Ar-rgust

of 1957 . Dave LaVerdiere rvas Pop's best man. I came along a year later,

and Pop's best friend became nry Uncle Butch.

I read a revier'v of Pop's first book, Thc Lightning Storm, and the revierver

said this: 'Not much happens in the first hundred or so pages of
Mr Carmody's suspense{ul varn, but the reader is drawn on anyway,

because there are violins.'

I thought that was a clever way to put it. There rvere few violirrs fur

Ruth Crawford co hear; the background picture she got fi-om Alden

ancl others around town was of two men, decent and ttpstandrng and

pretq/ nruch on the dead level r,vhen it cante to honesW. They rvere

country rnen living countrv lives. Or-re marrjed and the other .nvas what

r,vas cailed 'a confirnred bachelor' in those days, but r'vith not a lvhifT

of scandal concerning his private life.

Dave's vounger sister, Vicky, did agree to be intervi.erved. She told

Ruth that sornetimes Dave rvent 'up the city'- meaning Lewi.ston - to

visit the beer-and-boogie clubs on lorvel Lisbon Street. 'F{e'd be jolly

at the Hol11.,'she said, meaning the Holidav Lounse (norv long gone).

'He was most api to go if Little Jorrna Ja1'e was pla,ving there. Oh m1',

such a crush he had on her. He never brought lrcr hotre - no such

luck! - but he didn't alrvays come horne alone. either.'

Vicky paused there, Ruth told me later, and then added, 'I knorv

r.vhat you might be thinking, Mlz Crarvford, n-rost everyone does these

days lvhen a man spends his life r.vithout a long-time woman, but it'.s

not so. My brother may have turned out to be a fimous artist, but he

sure as hel1 rvasn't gay.'

The rwo men were w'ell liked; everyone said so. And they neigltbored. 
'When

Philly Loubird had a heart attack rvith his field half-hayed and thunder-

storms in the ofiing, Pop took hirn to the hospital in Castle Rock rvhile

Butch mar-shaled a few of his dump-picking buddies and they finished the

job before the first drops hit They for"rght grassfires and the occasion:rl

YOU

housefire with the local r-olu

my mother collecting for rr-h

have too many cars to f,x r

youth sports. They cooked s

the spring and the chicken t
Just country men liring i

No violins.

lJntil there was a s-hole

I knew a lot of this. I le-arot

Korner Koffee Kup, across t

about a block down from rh
and there was usuallv a preu

at the Koffee Kup after m
okay, no more tlan chat- br

better one.

I was going throrroh the r
when someone said. 'Mav I

It was Ruth Craslbr,J- Io

shell top, and a matching n
She was already slirling inro
me laugh. 'You dont gire t

'Tirnidity never non a L

took off her mask. 'Hox-i r

'Not bad. As .l'ou must i

street. The muffins are bener
cant do it.'

'No interview, check- AEr
'Which means l'ou can t
'Thatt what it mea_ns.

The waitress came - Su-d,

up u.ith her night classo. 5

she w'as. Ruth and I ordere,
'Do you kno*' arrl'.'rr u:

\vas gone.

'Not evenone. no. I u-<e

s-hen I rvas s'll Superrnrent
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10 STEPHEN KING

'Absolutel-v.'

'Suzie had a baby lvhen she was seventeen and her parents kicked

her out. Holy rollers, Church of Christ the Redeemer. 
-Went to live

with her aunt in Gates. Since then shet finished high school and is

taking classes at the Counry Extension, associated rvith Bates College'

Eventually she wants to be a vet. I think she'll make it, and her little

girl is doing fine. What about you? Having a good tirne? Learning a

lot about Pop and uncle Butch?'

She snriled. 'I learned your father was quite the hot-rodder before

he married your mother - sorry for your loss, by the rvay''

'Thanks.' Although in that summer of 2021, my mother had been

gone five years.

'Your dad rolled sorne old farmer's Dodge and lost his license for a

year, did you know that?'

I hadn't, and told her so.

'I found out Dave LaVerdiere liked the bars in Lewiston, and had a

crush on a local singer who called herself Little Jonna Jaye. I found out

he bolted the Republican Parry after the W'atergate thing, but your

father never did.'
'No, Pop will vote Republican until the day he dies' But - . -' I

leaned fbrward. 'Srill off the record?'

'Totally!'Smiling, but her eves were bright with curiosiry.

I lowered nry voice to a near whisper. 'He didn't vote for Tiump

the second time. Couldn't bring himself to vote for Biden, but he had

a bellyful of the Donald. I expect yoll to take that to Your grave.'

'I slvear. I for"rnd out that Dave won the annual tor'vn fair pie-eating

contest from 1960 to 1966, w'hen he retiredfrom competition. I learned

that your father sat on the ducking stool at Old Home Days until 1972.

There are amusing pictures of him in one of those old-fashioned bathing

suits and a derby hat . waterproof, I assume.'

'I was totally embarrassed,'I said. 'Such a ribbing I took at school.'

'I learned that r,vhen Dave went wesl, he packed evervthing he felt

he needed intc the saddlebags of his Har-ley-Davidson nlotorcycle and

just took ofL Your father and mother sold everything else he ou'rred at

a vard sale and sent hi.m the money. Yourr dad also sold his house for

l-Lim.'

'At a pretty nice profit,' I said. ''Which rvas good. By then lJncle

\ t 
''' 

,--

Butch was painting firll-d.r,
selling his work.'

'And by then your father
'Yes, and still ran rhe du:

in the early nineties- That 
-s

'He also bought Peesr-ee\

to the town.'
'Seriously? He nerer rold
'He did, and why nor? H

writing was his job and all r

'Good works,'I sai.l. 'are

'Your father taught rou r
'My mother.'

'What dtd she think of rh
mention your lJncle Butch r

I considered her quesrion

Then I said, 'I dont realh- r

'Call me Ruth.'
'Ruth,then..-butlsd
She buttered her muffil-

sharp-eyed bervilderment -
made me uncorrforable-

'-With what I've got I c::
magazine,'she said. 'Ten &or
anecdotes. All the Maine -.h

and kiss a pig. l've got picn:r

got pictures ofyour tather -
bathing suit rvhile tos-nis c

'Two bucks for rhree rhro
r-arious toq,rr charitiet. Th+

'I hal'e photos of them =rr
people, the nr-o of rhem s-e:
.\{AY KISS THE COOK.'

'Plenw of rr-omen did-
-l're got t hirg storis-

gening in the hsr- tbr rle n:

sron- of Laird jorrrding ani
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