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STEPHEN KING

eighty himself, and so I found nryself doing the chores Jimmy didn,t get
around to - everything from mulching Popt treasured flowerbeds to
plunging out the drains when they got clogged. Assisted living was never
discussed, although God knows Pop could have afrorded it; a dozen
mega-bestseiling novels over forty years had left him very well off.

The last of his 'engaging doorstoppers' (Donna Tartt, New york

Times) wx published when Pop was eighry--two. He did rhe obligatory
round of interviews, sat for the obLigatory photos, and then announced
his retirement. To the press, he did so graciously, r,vith his 'tradernark
humor' (Ron Charles, Washington Pos/). To me he said, 'Thank God
the bullshitt finished.''With the exception of the informal picket-fence
interview he gave Ruth Crawford, he never spoke for the record again.
He was asked many times and always refused; claimed he d said ai1 he

had to say, including some things he probably should have kept to
himself.

'You give enough interviews,'he told me once, 'and you are bound
to stick your foot in your mouth a time or two. Those are the quotes
that last, and the older you are, the more likely it becomes.'

Yet his books continued to sell, so his business affairs continued. I
went over the contract renewals, cover concepts, and the occasional
novie or TV option with him, and I dutifully read every interview
proposal once he rvas incapable of reading them himself. He always 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 chis one was a little different.

Crawford wanted to write a piece about nry father and his long_time
friend, David 'Butch'LaVerdiere, who died in 201,9. pop and I went
to his funeral on rhe 'West Coast in a chartered Gulfitrearn. pop was
always close with his money - not stingy, but close - and the whopping
expense of that roundtrip said a iot abour his feeling for the man I grew
up calling Uncle Butch. That feeling held strong, although the two
men hadn't seen each other face to face in ten years or more.

Pop was asked to speak at the funeral. I didn't think he wouid - his
rejection of the public sporlight spread in all directions, not just inter-
views - but he did ir. He didn't go ro the podium, only stood up where
he rvas r,vith the help of his cane. He was always a good speaker, and
that didn't change with age.
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'Butch and I rvere kids golng to :r one-roolll:r''- -

Second'World'War. 'We gler'v uP in a no-stopli{fr: ''--

cars, patchinll them up, playing sports lrnd then r''. -

\\'e took p:Irt in lown polilics and uuintaineil rh-

simihr jobs, now that I think abor-rt it. 'We hutrt:-:

oul grrssfires in lhe surnmcr and plorved the rori il :-
Knocked over a right srnart of rlrailboxes doinc ':
rvhen no one knew- his name - or n1l.ne - ollr:l-:
radius. I should have come to see him lhs5g l;1\1 r:-
s'ith m1, orvn affairs. I thought to myself. tbere's l:: .
rhat, I guess. Then time runs out. Butch t'a: .t -i .
rlso a good man. I think thatk more irrrportant \1.':
urd that's all r'ight, that\ all right. Thing is. I .rl '

he :rh,,'ays had mine.'

He paused, head down, thinking.
'lrr rrl' littlc Mainc to\\n thcre\ .r savitlg i'' '-

kep' close.'

Yes thcy did, and that inclttded their secrers

Ruth Crrrvford had a solid clip-fi1e - I che ck. -.

,irticles, nlostly personaliry profi1es, in a dozeir -- ,

resional (Yankea, Downeasr, Neu, England L1/i'). but :
a piece on the benighted torvn of l)errr, irt th.

c:llne to Laird Carmody and D:rve LaVerdiere. I : .-

hook to hang her proposed story on. Her the.r. :.,:
in pieces rbout either Pop or uncle Burch, bur .l--.

on it: ts,o men from the satue snr:rll tor.vn tn \l:. .
f;rrnous in nvo diflerent fields of cultulal etrdelr.': )i
both Carnrody and LaVerdiere had achieved t.rtr . :

:lt a tinre r,vhen most rnen and wolllcn have give:. .

their vouth. Who have, as Pop once put it. rirlj - :

begun furnishrng it. Ruth rvantecl to erplore ,-

coincidence had happened . ;rssurning it tttl-, --- : -

'Has to be a rcason?' Pop asked r.vhen I tlt,r,:-.

Crarvfordi letter. 'ls that rvhat shc's suggestins? I -,-.
about the tu,'in brorhers rvho rvon large sums of ::

tive state lotteries on the sanre da\'.'
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STEPHEN KING

'We11, that might not have been t ctunplete coincidence,' I said.
'Assuming, that is, that you didn't just make the story up on the spur

of the rnoment.'

I gave him space to comment, but he only offered a smile that could
have meant anything. Or nothing. So I pressed on.

'l mean, those twins might have grown up in a house u,here gambling
r,vas a big thing. Which would make it a little less unlikely, right? P1us,

what about all the lottery tickets they boughr that r,vere losers?'

'I'm not getting 1,our point, Mark,'Pop said. Still I'r.,ith the little srnile.
'Do you even have one?'

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

of you and Dave both coming from Nowheresville and blossoming in
the middle of your lives.'I raised my hands beside my head as if framing
a headline. 'Could rt be . . . Jate?'

Pop considered this, rubbing one hand up the white stubble on 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 write her
one of your nice letters, tell her I'm going to pass, and wish her well
on her future endeavors.'

So that was what I did, although something about the way pop

looked just then stuck with me. It was the look of a man who could
say quite a lot on the subject of how he and his friend Butch had
achieved fame and fortune . . . but who chose not to. Who chose. in
fact, to keep it close.

Ruth Crar,vford might have been disappointed in popt refusal to be
interviewed, but she didn't drop the projecr. Nor did she drop it rvhen
I also refused to be interviewed, saying my father wouldn,t want me
to after he'd said no, and besides, all I knew was that my father had
always enjoyed stories. He read a lot, went norvhere rvithout a paper-
back jarnmed in his back pocket. He told me wonderful tales at
bedtime, and he sometimes wrote them down in spiral notebooks. As
for Uncle Butch? He painted a mural in my bedroom - boys playing
ball, boys catching fireflies, bovs with fishing poles. Ruth wanred to
see it, of course, but it had been painted over long ago, r,r,hen I
outgrew such childish things. When first Pop and then lJncle Butch
took off like a couple of rockets, I was at the Universiry of Maine,

YOU LIKE IT DARKER

getting r delJree in advanced education. Because -.- -

canard. those lr4ro can't do teach. and those sI:. -

teachers. The success of my father and his be.r : -

much a surprise to me as lo anyone else il'r to$ i'. -

crn.rrd lhottt horv tto qood c.tn ('olltc oLlt ol'\.. .-.

I put tl-rat in a letter to Ms Crau'ford, beclu - I

little - about not giving her che intcrvie*-. In rt I .-:
drearns. mosl lnen do, and like most men. the\ \:-:
themselves I had assumed Pop\ slories and Ll:,.
painrings rvere just hobbies, like rvhittling or qur:.:-

Droney started roliing in. I t.vped that, then h..: :

lttd good -fbr them!

There are twenty-se\/en incorporated towns in (-"-
Rock is the largest; Gates Fa11s ts the seconcl larl:,.
grew up, the son of Laird and Sheila Carmodr. ':
ten It's SJrown considerably since I rvrs a kid. titc,.-
lrv pop - rvho also spenl his rvhole life in H:r---..

h.rrdly recognize it. He went to a one-roottr sch.

roonler (trvo urades in each roo1r1); nolv tlteLe, .: .
uith seothernral heating and cooline.

When Pop r'vas a kid, all the tou'n rords s.-r. --

Route 9, the Portl:rnd Road. When I calue :rlor -
-\lethodist Road were dirt. Thcse days, all ot .,:.
,irties therc'rvas only one store, Bror.rrnie's, uhe:.
rn actual pickle barrel. Norv there are trr'o or :

e'tou'ntol'n (if you want to call it that) on the Q....
h:u.e a pizza joint, t-,vo beauty parlors, and - l^..:--- .

-.r nail salon tl-rat seerns to be a goirrg concern \.
that hasn't changed. Harlorv kids have three chor-.,
G.rtes Falls High, or Mountain Vieu' Secondar\. :r . .:

as the Christer Academ1,. 'We're a bunch oi .r --:

here: pickup-driving, countrl,-rnusic-listening ..-:-..
Republican-leaning hicks from the sticks. 

.fh::--

recommend Lrs. except for tr'vo nen rr,4ro call-:

:urd his fi-iend Br-rtch LaVerdiere. Tr.r.o taletrre.l :--.

.luring his brief over-the-fence conversation s: -. ^-
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STEPHEN KING

Yottr mom and pop spent their whole liues there? a city person might ask.

And then YOU spent your whole li;fe there? I44tat are you, crazy?

Nope.

Robert Frost said home is the place that, when you go there, they
have to take you in. Itt also the place you start from, and if you're one
of the lucky ones, it's where you finish up. Butch died in Seattle, a

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

to w'onder if in the end he wouldn't have preferred a little dirt road
and the lakeside forest known as the 30-Mi1e Wood.

Althouglr most of Ruth Crawford's research - her inuestigatiLtn - was
centered in Harlow, where her subjects grew up, there are no motels
there, not even a bed and breakfast, so her base of operations was

the Gateway Motel, in Castle Rock. There actually is a senior living
facility in Harlou,, and there Rr-rth intervierved a fellow naned Alden
Toothaker, who went to school ',vith nry pop and his friend. It was
Alden r'vho told her hou. Dave got his nickname. He always carried
a tube of Lucky Tiger Burch 'Wax in his hip pocker and used it
frequently so his flattop would stand up straight in front. He u,ore
his hair (what there r,vas of it) that way his whole life. It became his
trademark. As to whether he still carried Butch 'Wax once he got
famous, your guess rs as good as nrine. I don't know if they even still
n'rake it.

'Ther- used ro pal around together back in grade school,,Alden told
her. Just a couple of boys who liked to fish or go hunting with their
daddies. They grew up around hard r,vork and didnt eryect norhing
difl-erent. You nright talk to folks n1y age who'l1 tellya rhose boys were
going to amount to something, but I'm not one of em. They r,vere ordin_
ary fellas right up Llntil they weren'r.'

Laird and Butch went to Gates Fails High. They were placed in what
was then called 'the general education' courses, rvhich were for kids
who had no plans to go to college. No one came out and said they
rveren't bright enough; it was just assumed. They took something cal1ed
Daily Math and Business English, where several pages of their textbook
explained how to correct\ fold a business letter, complete with diagrarns.
They spent a lot of time in wood shop and auto shop. Both played
football and basketball, although 1ny pop spent most of his time riding
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rhe bench. They both finished rvith B averaqes .,t::- :-
onJnne 8th,1951.

L)ave LrVerdiere s'cnt to u'ork l'ith his farh::

Cianuod,v lnd his dad fixed cars out on the farlrih -

on to Pccu.ee's (lar Mlrt itt Gates Frlls. Ther ..-

:t;rld on rhc Portland Road that broughr in go!'. l

(Jncle Butch and l.ris fathel clicln't uct rlong \o'. -

ru:r1h, stnrck out on his ol','n, fixing drains, lavitlg::
.ligging rvells in Gates and Castle Rock. (His i)thtr -

in Harlor'r,, and r'vasn't aboLlt lo share.) In 1951 th- '

L&D Haulage, u.hich mostly nleant dragsinq rh-

crappie to the dump. In 1955 they borrglrr the dtt::--: .

h.rppy to be rid of it. They cleaned it up, did conrio, .
-L plinritive recycling prograrn, ar-rd kept it vernrin--.,
rhem a stipend that made a nice addition to thei: .
iletll, especiallv copper r'vire, brought in morc --.'

crlled thern the Garbage Tivins, but Ruth Crrv:
\lden Toothaker (and other oldies vr,'ilh intact rne:l

irrrmless ribbing, and taken as such.

The dump was maybe five acres, and surt-ouii.:.-

i:nce. I)ave painted it wirh murals of torvt.t iiti. -:-.
{rhough that fence is long gone (and the dut,-,:

:hotographs remain. Those murals remind peopi- - 
-

There rvere quilting bees that r.r'rergled into basebai -= 
-

rh.rt merged into carfoon caricatures of long-g..: .
.cenes of spring planting and fali reaping Er-en i.:.- .

\\:rs represented, but \Jncle Butch also added l.--
rpostles (last in line came Judas, rvith a shit-cru: - -

There r'r,as nothing rea1ly, re111x1["b1e rbout a]r\ ., :
',\L're exLiberanl and good-hunlored. Thev were. r-,:.--

Shortlv after lJncle Butch died, a LaVerdier.' p..-:- .

-rnd Marilyn Monroe strollins hand-in-hand dor' : :

.:ridrr,l), of a smailtorvn carnival sold for three tr--

-housand times better thrn lJncle Butch\ dunrp .--.--

r.u-e looked at home there: the same scre\\\ \ell-:
.lr.L urrdercurrent of despair and , nravbe - af :-.:l
.rurals rvere the bud; El.uis & Mdrilyv rvas thc' t-
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STEPHEN KING

Uncle Butch never married, but Pop did. He d had a high school
sweetheart named Sheila Wise, who went away to Vermont State Teachers

College after graduation. When she came back co teach the fifth and
sixth grades at FIarlow Elementary, nry father was delighted to find she

was still single. He wooed and won her. They were married in August
of 1957 . Dave LaVerdiere was Popt best man. I came along a year later,
and Pop's best friend became my (Jncle Butch.

I read a review of Popt first book, The Lightning Storm, and the reviewer
said this: 'Not much happens in the first hundred or so pages of
Mr Carmodyt suspenseful yarn, but the reader is drawn on anyway,
because there are violins.'

I thought that was a clever way to put it. There were few violins for
Ruth Crarvford to hear; the background picture she got from Alden
and others around town was of two men, decent and upstanding and
pretty much on the dead leve1 when it came to honesfy. They were
country men living country lives. One married and the other was what
was called 'a confirmed bachelor' in those days, but with not a whiff
of scandal concerning his private liG.

Dave's younger sisrer, Vicky, did agree to be interviewed. She told
Ruth that sometimes Dave went 'up the ciry'- meaning Lewiston - to
visit the beer-and-boogie clubs on lower Lisbon Streer. ,Hed be jolly
at the Holly,'she said, meaning the Holiday Lounge (now long gone).
'He was most apt to go if Little Jonna Jaye was playing there. Oh my,
such a crush he had on her. He never brought her hotne - no such
luck! - but he-didn't always come home alone, either.,

Vicky paused there, Rurh told me later, and then added, ,I know
what you might be thinking, Miz Crawford, most everyone does these
days when a man spends his life without a long-time woman, but it,s
not so. My brother may have turned out to be a famous artist, but he
sure as hell wasn't gay.'

The ni'o rnen were well liked; everyone said so. And they netghboreir. when
Phi1ly Loubird had a heart atrack wirh his fieid half-hayed and thunder-
storms in the o{iing, Pop took him to the hospiral in Castle Rock r,vhile
Butch marshaled a few of his dump-picking buddies and they finished rhe
job before the first drops hit. They fought grassfires and the occasional
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housefire with che local volunteer fire departnrent. PtrF 
"'

my mother collecting for r'vhat u'as then cailed the Po.': i
have loo nlxny cars to fix or rvork to do at the c1'.:r:----

r-outh sports. Thel' cooked side by side at the VFD;--- '
the spring and the chicken barbecue that marked th: .:'

Just country men living country lives.

No violins.
Until there r.vas a rvhole orcheslra.

I kner'v a lot of this. I learned more from Ruth Cr:i' -

Korner Koffee Kup, across the street from the Glr=,'

about a block down from the post office. That's u 1-r::- ,

rnd there was usually a pretty damn good budect c: -

:r the Koffee Kup after grabbing the post. The K--:

okal', no lnore lhan that, but the blueberrv nlufil:-':

better one.

i was going through the mail, sorting out the r:'1'- '
s hen sorneone said, 'May I sit dorvn?'

It r'vas Rulh Crarvford, looking slim and trttrl r: '

.he1l top, and a matching mask - that s'as the :.': : -

She r.vas already sliding into the other side of rhc :
me laug}r. 'You don't give up, do you?'

'Timidiry never won a fair maiden the Nob:. i -

rook off her rnask. 'Holvi the coffee here?'
'Not bad. As you must know. since vou're :!:' : -

:rreet. The tnutlins are betler. Ilut stil1 no iuterr ie r., S .

crrri't do it.'
'No intervierH chcck. Anything r've sav is strictl.' ,- -

'Which means yoll can't use it.'

'That's r,vhat it rneans.'

The u':ritress came - Suzie McDonald. I asked ir:. :-

up rvith her night classes. She smiled behind hcr ,-

.he r,vas. Ruth and I ordered coffee and nrufEn.

'l)o you knor'v elcryore in che three tor,vns? I\LL:-

\\':1S gone.

'Not everyone, no. I used to kno',v mole. rnj. -

u'hen I was still Superintendent of'Schools Otf r-'-.
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10 STEPHEN KING

'Absolutelrr'

'Suzie had a b;rby ',r4ter she was seventeen and I'rer pl:ents kicked
her out. Holv rollers, Church of Christ the Redeerner. Went to live
r.r,ith her aunt in Gates. Since then she's finished high school and is

takins classes at the Couutv Ertension, associated u,ith Brtes College.
Eventualh' she rvrnts to be a vet. I rhink slie'll make it, and her litt1e

girl is doing fine Whrt about vou? Havir.rg a good time? Learning a

lot rbor-rt Pop and (Jnc1e Butch?'

She snriled. 'l lealred vour f:rrher r.vas qr-ritc the hot-roclcler before
he lurried ),our l1lother - sorrv for _vour loss, bv lhe r.vq,.'

'Thanks.' Although in thlt slu-nlrrer oL 2021! lrry lnother had been
gonc five ye:rrs

'Yrr-n- dacl rollt-cl sonre old fanuer's Dodge ald lost his license for a

r'::L .lil r ou knos rbati'
I l-r.rin r. and rold her so
'l ibunrl or-rr l)are LaVerdrele liked thc b:rrs in Lerviston, and had a

crush on a locrl singer r,r.ho called herself LittleJonnaJa),e. I found out
he bolted the I\epublicar Parry afrer the 'Watcrsate thinr, but your
father never did.'

'No. Pop r.r,ill vore Republican unril the day he dies. But .' I
le'aned foru,ard 'Still off the recorc'l?'

'Totallyl' Snriling, br-rt her ey-es \\,ere bright s.ith curiosiry
I lorverecl n'rv voice to a re:lr r,r'hisper. 'He didn't votc for Trurrp

the second tinre. Clouldn't brins himself to vote fbr Biden, but he had
a bellltr-rl of thc Dona1i1. I expect vou to take. that to 1,our r1rave.,

'l s*'.'ar I tbu,cl ollr that Da'e r'vo, thc annual rorvn fair: pie-eating
contE'st lronr 1960 to 196(r, r,r,heu he retired fi'om cornpetition. I learned
that \.our father s:rt orr the ducking stool at O1d Home Days until 1972.
There are ar,usirs pictures of him i, one of rhose old-fashioned brthing
suits and a derb-u. hat . . s.rtelproof, I assume.'

'l u,as totalh. ernbarrassed,' I said. 'Such a ribbing I rook ar sctrool.,
'l lealned that r,r,hen Dave r,vent west, ite plcked everything he felt

he needed into the saddlebags of his Harley-Daviclson r-nororcvcle and
just took off. Your father aud nlother sold everything else he orvned at
a vard sale and serrr hinr the rroneli Your dad also sold his house for
hinr.'

'At :r prctqv nicc profit,' I said. 'Which r,vas good. Bv then Uncle

YOU LIKE IT DARKER

Butch ',vas painting full-tirne, and he used that nrct:-.-

selling his rvork.'

'And by then vour father was rvriting full-tllre
'Yes, rnd stil1 ran the dump. Did until he sold r' -'

11r the early nineties. That\ rvhen it became a l,rn: -

'He also bought Peeu'ee's Car Mart and sold rh"'r ''l
ro the town.'

'seriously? He never told me.'Although I ut. ''-' '
'He did, and r'vhv nol? He didn't need the nro::i

rrriringrv.tshis3ob.rnda]lthetorr.nstuffrrr..iL:.,
'Good rvorks,' I said, 'are never a hobbr''.'

'Your father txught yolr that?'
'My mother.'

''What did slrc think of the sudden change iu r.--'

mcntion vour [Jncle Butch\ chan[Je in his?'

I considered her question while Suzie brouqhr .t-': ::

Then I said,'I don't really want to go lherc. \1r (' -

'Call me Rurh.'
'Ruth, then . . but I sti11 don't want to go :i'.;::

She br.rttered her rnuffln. She r.r':ts looking ri : .

.hrrp-eved bervildermenr I don't knou' s hir . -

lrade n1e uncontfortable.

'With rvhat I'vc got I c:rn rvrite a liood fiec. -: -

r-naqrzine.' she said. 'Ten thousand s'ords, ful1 oi lc -

.rnecrdotes. A11 the Maine shit people 1ike, 1ot: ,.i

rrrrl kis-t n pig. I've got pictures of l)eve LaVerile :- ' --

Sot pictlrres of ,vour father - thc famor.ts author --.". -

l-.athing suit rvhile tor'vnies trv to dr-rmp him irlil . -

'Tilo bucks for three thror'vs at the big Dr-rckrr,- -
r':rrious torvn ch:rrities. The.r, cl-reered everv till-lc -..

'I have photos ofthenr scrving chicken dinners tr -

people, the trl,o of [hem rvearing aprons and joke i,.- -- -

\,IAY KISS THE COOK.'
'P1enry of rvonren did.'
'l've got fishing stories, hunting slories, go('1.: -.

Setting in the hav for thc uan rvho had the he"r-

itory of Laird jo,vriding and losing his license I r: :
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