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Cover designed and photographed by the author from his collection. Interior illustrations by the author, and the author assumes all blame for their amateur nature. Photo of the author as a teen punk courtesy of Denise Cafarelli Dees.

A few of this book’s stories have appeared in comics published by AHOY Comics: “Guitars Vs. Rayguns,” Billionaire Island  # 5; “The Last Ride Of The Copperhead Kid,” Second Coming # 5; “The Picture Of Amontillado,” Edgar Allan Poe’s Snifter Of Death # 6; “Guitars Vs. Rayguns! Last Stand On Uranus,” The Toxic Crusaders # 1; “Rain-Hat Sam,” Project: Cryptid # 11 Thanks, AHOY!

My daily blog Boppin’ (Like The Hip Folks Do) can be seen at carlcafarelli.blogspot.com

This Is Rock ‘n’ Roll Radio with Dana & Carl airs Sunday nights from 9 to Midnight Eastern on SPARK WSPJ 103.3 and 93.7 FM in Syracuse, sparksyracuse.org.

NOW! Let’s move toward my professional lies.
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FOREWORD: Short stories and other white lies
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I was thirteen, maybe fourteen years old when I decided I wanted to be a writer. Looking back, I can't understand why it took so long for me to reach such an obvious decision.

But no: 1973 or '74. I was thirteen or fourteen. The inevitability of my path prior to that moment is only clear in retrospect. I had always been an imaginative kid, often to my detriment. My wide-eyed love of TV, books, and comic books—especially superhero comic books—fueled flights of fancy, manifesting in creative play. When I was six, I concocted my first of many crayon-crafted DIY comic books. As the 1960s wore on, I scribbled constantly in notebooks, jotting down sketches and notions of my own imaginary comic book line, with its own collection of derivative superstars.

In 1968 or thereabouts, I responded to a local newspaper's open call for kids to write and tell its readers how we imagined the Easter Bunny's mode of travel. An excerpt of my paragraph detailing the Easter Bunny's use of the Bunnymobile (with a Bird 'Copter for a presumed avian sidekick) was my first published work. I was writing and writing and writing from an early age, with undefined ambition to be...something. The next Stan Lee. The next Jack Kirby. The next Adam West. The next...well, something.

In fourth grade, I was bugged that I didn't have a role in my class's dramatic presentation for our parents, so I made up my own role, horned in with ad-libbed lines, and was added to the cast. That's writing, right? In sixth grade I joined the school newspaper, scripting cartoons that were plagiarized from Peanuts. In seventh grade, group projects in social studies (during our segment on the American Revolution) and English classes (as we delved into Bram Stoker's Dracula) found me taking over, writing and scripting a video play about traveling back in time to participate in the Boston Tea Party and writing and scripting an audio presentation of my original [sic] horror story Laviska. In eighth grade I wrote and drew my own superhero comic strip Jack Mystery in art class—we'll talk about that later in this book—and started writing superhero short stories for extra credit in English.

The moment of specific revelation came at my cousin's wedding reception. I can't quite pinpoint whether that occurred in 1973 or '74. I remember sitting at the table, sipping soda, scribbling in my notebook as I always did. Another wedding guest asked me what I was working on, and I said that I was writing a Batman story.

"Ah," the guest replied. "Are you thinking of writing comic books professionally?"

Holy Lightbulb!

I finished the story. I mailed it to DC Comics. The fact that the story was simply terrible was presumably a large factor in DC's decision to politely ignore my submission. No matter. I'd made my decision. Writer. I was going to be a writer.

I've never made a living at it, nor even made much money at all. But I did have a decades-long side career as a freelance rock journalist, an experience which led to my first two books, Gabba Gabba Hey! A Conversation With The Ramones and The Greatest Record Ever Made! (Volume 1). I started a daily blog. In 2019 I made my first-ever fiction sale when the good folks at AHOY Comics bought my prose short story "Guitars Vs. Rayguns." Money for my lies! BWA-HA-HA-HAAAA!

As a teen wannabe writer in the '70s, my hero was Harlan Ellison. I was particularly taken with Ellison's short stories, eagerly consumed in Ellison anthologies like Paingod And Other Delusions, Gentleman Junkie, Love Ain't Nothin' But Sex Misspelled, and No Doors, No Windows. With that model in mind, I have long held a goal of publishing an anthology of my own short stories.

So here we have Guitars Vs Rayguns!! Short Stories And Other White Lies, gathering tales of a foul-mouthed rock 'n' roll guitarist hijacked into space, an Old West gunslinger, a film noir gun moll who longs to be in a musical, a humorous fill-in superhero suddenly called to greatness, a former boy band star turned record company fix-it man, a would-be painter, an obsessed collector, a fated swordswoman, a fallen giant, a frustrated time traveler, a condemned sinner guiding tourists in Hell, a departed soul interviewing for a spot in Heaven, a 1976 Beatles reunion concert, and other untruths detailing love, loss, disappointment, miscellaneous hijinks, a fascination with shiny objects, and—occasionally—a juvenile sense of humor. Maybe you'll see Harlan Ellison's influence here and there, or maybe the inspiration didn't quite translate in the execution.

But the stories are mine. It's what I've wanted to do since I was thirteen or fourteen years old...or really, since I was six. From crayons to the Bunnymobile, Jack Mystery to AHOY Comics and beyond: Writer. I hope you'll enjoy this collection of a few of my white lies.

But first, these words about my inspiration....
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INTRODUCTION: IT’S HARLAN ELLISON’S FAULT!
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I wrote this when Harlan Ellison died in 2018. Given the importance of Ellison’s impact upon me, especially the impact of his short story collections, it feels imperative to open my own debut short story anthology with this reminiscence. 

“DEPART, HARLEQUIN!” SAID THE TICKTOCKWORLD

"Hitler Painted Roses." "Jeffty Is Five." "Daniel White For The Greater Good." "The Whimper Of Whipped Dogs." "Lonelyache." "All The Lies That Are My Life." "The City On The Edge Of Forever." “ ‘Repent, Harlequin!' Said The Ticktockman."

I cannot eulogize Harlan Ellison. I can't.
It's not that I've been reading up on his work lately, nor that I've forgotten what I've already read. Ellison's importance to me is beyond measure, beyond my meager ability to detail, to chronicle...to just fucking write. His work was everything to me. I can't believe he's gone.
As much as the Beatles have meant to me, the fact that I was never a musician placed a limit on how directly they could influence what I was capable of creating. As a writer, Harlan Ellison was my Beatles.
In 1975, when I was a fifteen-year-old suburban misfit, lonely and out of place, I read my first Harlan Ellison book, a short story collection called Paingod And Other Delusions. I already knew I wanted to become a writer. But everything—everydamnedthing—I wrote from that point forward has been affected by Ellison. I can say that without exaggeration, because that's the nonpareil impact his stuff had on me immediately. Fiction, nonfiction, all of it. It was a model for whatever I might be able to do, in any imagined, fantastical circumstance. It wasn't even just the writing (though that would have been plenty, believe thee me); it was his attitude, his self-confidence, his sneering faith in the uncompromising power of standing ground, fighting back, remaining true to a dangerous vision that the blind fools cannot see, because they're chuckleheads. In high school, I wrote an Ellison-inspired poem to a girl I wanted to ask out; she turned me down, sure, but I couldn't even have taken that step before Ellison lit a goddamned spark deep in my soul. Soon, there were girls who didn't turn me down anymore, as I heeded Ellison's advice to think pretty, as action followed belief, as I wrote myself into a better storyline than the tired script I'd been handed.
I tried to be Harlan Ellison. I failed at it, but I failed with distinction, with style! I took apart Ellison's short story "Lonelyache," reconfigured it as a suicide note disguised as a short story of my own, and found the experience cathartic (and not quite plagiaristic). My failures built all the lies that are my life...but in a good way. I couldn't be Harlan Ellison. I couldn't write as well—no one could—and I couldn't write as quickly nor as off-the-cuff. But the act of trying made me a better writer, a faster thinker, a more adventurous craftsmen, a more precise dreamer.
I wrote. I wanted to be a writer, and Ellison said you ain't no writer if you don't write, ya shiftless crazy fuckhead. So I wrote. And I read. And I wrote more. I immersed myself in Ellison's work, especially the Pyramid Books paperbacks I purchased brand-new and whatever older tomes I could pry out of the dusty recesses of the dingy basement at Economy Bookstore. I saw him speak at Syracuse University while I was still in high school, and he autographed my copy of No Doors, No Windows.

I copied Ellison, and tried to make his inspiration into my own. Of all my favorite writers, from Steinbeck to Spillane, Dashiell Hammett and John Irving to Max Allan Collins, Sue Grafton, Michael Chabon, and Sara Paretsky, the combination of all of them could not match the sheer enormity of Ellison's effect on whatever I hoped to become. As a writer. As a person. As a harlequin, bedeviling a Ticktockman.
Harlan Ellison often quoted Irwin Shaw's description of the writer's job: To report "where I think I am, and what this place looks like today." This place looks like hell, people, and the smell is some unholy mix of sulfur and month-old lox. But we're still here, so we're still going to tell you about it. It's what Harlan Ellison did. Repent? Get stuffed. Stick that in your ticktock, man. Approaching oblivion, alone against tomorrow, but to hell with all of that. Harlan Ellison says we have work to do. Are you a writer? Then write, God damn you. Write!
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GUITARS VS. RAYGUNS!
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In 2019, my teen dream of getting paid something—anything—for writing fiction came true when the editors of AHOY Comics purchased my short story “Guitars Vs. Rayguns!” It was at least 45 years after Batman comics made me want to become a writer, and almost that long since Harlan Ellison’s Paingod And Other Delusions made me want to write short stories, but I felt like the goddamned rookie of the year.

Given the importance of music in my nonfiction writing (and in my life), it’s fitting that my first-ever fiction sale is fully and completely rock ‘n’ roll. I have no recollection of what inspired me to write “Guitars Vs. Rayguns!,” but I would very much like to bottle it. 

I’ve always wished I could be in a rock band. I’ve never had the discipline to learn how to play an instrument, though the release party for my Ramones book in 2023 did give me the opportunity to sing “Rockaway Beach” with Flashcubes guitarist Paul Armstrong and his band 1.4.5. (plus Paul Doherty and Pauline Degati of the great group Perilous). Other than that, I’ve had to rock ‘n’ roll vicariously. And I’ve especially enjoyed rock ‘n’ rolling with the guys and gals of a planet-hopping combo called Guitar Vs. Rayguns.

––––––––
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I hate to complain. No really, I do. But I tell ya, we just wanna play some rock 'n' roll on every distant planet, and a fight's gotta break out at every gig. Every. Single. Gig. Doesn't matter what planet we're playing. It's like space cowboys figure "Battle of the Bands" has to be literal. I've gone through more drummers than Spinal Tap; percussionists seem the most likely victim of stray raygun blasts. I tell these guys, "Dude, don't set your riser so freakin' high, man. You're makin' yourself a target!" They never listen. They're drummers. They wouldn't be drummers if they listened.

But that's life on the galactic rock 'n' roll circuit. Another world, another gig, another chance to duck when some punter whips out his blaster and yells, Yeeeeee-haaaaaaaaa!

And it's not like it was better on Earth. Well, it was better for the drummers, with the significantly lower gig-related mortality rate. But back there, crowds were either so jaded it was like playing to a hipster still life, or so chatty and oblivious we may as well have been in lunar orbit. Or worse, they were drunk and wanted to hear "Free Bird." In space, no one wants to hear fucking "Free Bird."

So being abducted by aliens worked out okay for me. You remember when NASA launched Voyager 1 and 2 into deep space in 1977? Those two spacecrafts each carried a gold record that was supposed to serve as a summary of life on Earth, and the record included "Johnny B. Goode." Rightly so. When extraterrestrials heard "Johnny B. Goode," they responded the only way intelligent life possibly could: We need more Chuck Berry! Rather than wait for a follow-up from NASA, the ETs
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