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A list of more titles by James Patterson appears at the back of this book




Five Years at A Cuckoo’s Nest

MY WRITING CAREER unofficially began at McLean Hospital, the psychiatric affiliate of Harvard Medical School in Belmont, Massachusetts. It was the summer of 1965 and I was eighteen. Fresh out of high school. I needed a job, any job, and McLean was hiring. I spent a good part of the next five years at this mental hospital. That’s where everything changed about how I saw the world and probably how I saw myself.

I wasn’t a patient. I swear. Not that I have anything but the highest regard for mental patients. I just wasn’t one of them. Besides, back then I couldn’t have afforded a room at McLean, not even space in a double room.

I was a psych aide. I think I was hired because I have empathy for people. You’ll be the judge of that. The heart of the job was to talk to patients and, more important, to listen to them. Occasionally, patients tried to hurt themselves. My job was to try and stop that from happening. In addition to my usual daytime shift, I worked two or three overnight shifts a week, from eleven p.m. until seven in the morning. Most nights I just had to watch people sleep. Which isn’t that easy.

I had never liked coffee, but I started drinking the awful stuff just to make sure I stayed awake, since there were usually patients on suicide watch at Bowditch or East House in the maximum-security wards where I regularly worked. For hour-long stints I had to sit outside their rooms, watching them flop around in bed, listening to them snore, while I fought off sleep at three or four in the morning.

So I had a lot of free time. I started reading like a man possessed during those long, dark nights of other people’s souls.

Two or three times a week, I’d go the three miles or so into Cambridge and make the rounds of the secondhand bookstores. I especially loved tattered, dog-eared books. Books that had been well loved and showed it. The used books cost me a quarter, occasionally a buck, even for thick novels like The Sot-Weed Factor, The Golden Notebook, The Tin Drum.

At the time, I wasn’t interested in genre fiction, the kind of accessible stuff I write. I had no idea what books were on the New York Times bestseller lists. I was a full-blown, know-it-all literary snob—who didn’t really know what the hell he was talking about.

My ideas about how the world was supposed to work had been framed growing up in Newburgh, New York, and the somewhat parochial outer reaches of Orange County. As I read novel after novel, play after play, my view of what was possible in life began to change.

That first summer at McLean Hospital, I read a lot of James Joyce and Gabriel García Márquez, plus as much Henry James as I could stomach. I was into playwrights: Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, Ionesco, Albee, Israel Horovitz. I read novelists like John Rechy and Jean Genet (Our Lady of the Flowers will get you thinking). Also Jerzy Kosinski and Romain Gary. I loved comedic American novelists. Stanley Elkin and Thomas Berger got me laughing out loud. So did Bruce Jay Friedman. John Cheever. Richard Brautigan. Vonnegut.

But the novel that influenced me most was Evan Connell Jr.’s Mrs. Bridge, the story of an ordinary middle-class family living in Kansas City. Mrs. Bridge is told from the point of view of India Bridge, a wife and mother. A companion novel published ten years later, Mr. Bridge, tells the same story from the point of view of Walter, her curmudgeonly lawyer husband. A reviewer in the New York Times wrote, “Mr. Connell’s novel is written in a series of 117 brief, revealing episodes. The method looks and is rather unusual …. It enables any writer who uses it to show, with clarity and compactness, how characters react to representative episodes and circumstances.”

Mrs. Bridge and Mr. Bridge helped inspire my writing style (don’t blame Evan Connell). So did Jerzy Kosinski’s novels Steps and The Painted Bird (don’t blame Kosinski). Short chapters. Tight, concise writing (hopefully). Irony and wit (occasionally).

During the time I worked at McLean Hospital, I read everything (except bestsellers, God forbid) I could get my hands on. Then I started scribbling my own short stories, hundreds of them. That was the beginning of the end. I was now officially an addict. I wanted to write the kind of novel that was read and reread so many times the binding broke and the book literally fell apart, pages scattered in the wind.

I’m still working on that one.




Cuckoo’s Nest East

EVERYTHING ABOUT BUSTLING, sometimes overwhelming, Harvard-centric Cambridge, Massachusetts, and McLean Hospital, in nearby Belmont, seemed fresh and new, and the experience woke me from what felt like an eighteen-year coma, or at least a very deep sleep.

What made McLean most interesting were the patients.

James Taylor was a patient at McLean. The musician checked himself in for depression as a prep-school senior and stayed for ten months. He wrote “Knocking ’Round the Zoo” about his time at McLean. His breakout hit, “Fire and Rain,” was a sad, beautiful tribute to a friend from that time of his life who’d killed herself.

And Taylor definitely was Sweet Baby James. Long blond hair, stunningly handsome, musician, poet. His sister, Kate, was also a patient at McLean. So was his brother Livingston. Both Kate and Liv also went on to record albums. There was actually a small school on the grounds of McLean and I sometimes escorted Liv or Kate to classes. My only experience with James was hearing him sing several times in the hospital coffee shop. Free admission, good acoustics, great seats ten feet from Sweet Baby James himself.

The poet Robert Lowell checked into McLean twice while I was working there. Lowell would do private readings in his room for an audience of three or four patients and staff.

He would read his poems and occasionally explain what he was trying to accomplish in them or complain about the hospital food or that he wasn’t admired enough by some critics and peers he respected.

Lowell was just another troubled guy, but a bright and interesting one. We were friendly, and I found him to be a sweet, generous man. I sat in on as many of his readings as I could.

Hell, I was getting paid to listen to James Taylor and Robert Lowell.

Susanna Kaysen was a patient on South Belknap, which housed young women who weren’t violent. She wrote her memoir Girl, Interrupted (which became a hit movie) based on her experiences at McLean. My opinion is that Susanna made up some parts of the story, stretched the truth, anyway, but isn’t that what we writers do?

The summer that I worked on the hospital’s male maximum-security ward, Bowditch, a Brandeis University premed student named Marty Cohen was a patient. Marty and I became close friends that summer. He was a suicide risk, and it was actually kind of nerve-racking to be his friend.

Late in the summer, several of the patients on Bowditch got to spend a long weekend with the nurses, aides, and a couple of doctors at a camp that had just closed to the public for the season. For some reason that I didn’t completely understand at the time, this trip was thought to be therapeutic. It was definitely going to be interesting. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest Goes to Summer Camp.

The camp was on the north shore of a beautiful lake in southern New Hampshire, and late one afternoon I went on a canoe ride with Marty. We stopped paddling and talked pretty much nonstop for an hour or so, like we always did. Only this time, it was out in the middle of a dark blue lake surrounded by birch and balsam firs and rapidly deepening shadows.

There was no breeze. The water was still. The world seemed silent and serene.

Finally, Marty looked at me and quietly asked, “Jim, don’t you find it strange that the doctors let a suicide risk like me come out on a lake in a boat like this with you?”

He saw the fear in my eyes and quickly said, “I would never do that to you.”

I loved Marty for saying that.

A year later, when he was back at Brandeis, Marty killed himself. I still haven’t gotten over that. I’m still thinking about Marty—and writing about him.




Double Specials

ONE AFTERNOON WHEN I arrived for the three-to-eleven shift, I saw that hospital maintenance had put new windows in at the nurses’ station on the maximum-security ward. Maria Ruocco was the charge nurse, and a good friend. “What’s with the windows?” I asked.

Maria rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hold back a wry smile. “Funny you should ask, James. They’re Plexiglas. Hurricane-strength. Won’t break. So says the maintenance guy. We’ll see.”

Case in point—down the hallway was a patient I’ll call “Crash.” A young guy. Crash was on double specials. Regular specials meant that patients were considered a serious risk to themselves or others. These patients needed to have an aide within arm’s length at all times. Double specials meant two aides within arm’s length. That’s how dangerous Crash was considered.

As Maria and I stood there at the nurses’ station, Crash took off in our direction. Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead. His two aides followed a half step behind.

“Shit, shit, shit. They’re not going to catch him. This is bad! This is bad!”

Maria and I sprinted forward to try and intercept Crash before the inevitable happened. But he got to the new Plexiglas windows first.

Crash crashed headfirst. I’d never heard anything like that sound before. Imagine a melon thrown at full speed against a brick wall. Crash had previously broken three glass windows in the nurses’ station. Upon impact with the new Plexiglas window, he dropped to the floor like he’d been shot by a long-distance sniper.

He left us for a moment there, blacked out, maybe gone to heaven for a sneak preview. Then his eyes blinked open. He tried to focus on Maria and I. “Who put those fuckers in? You could hurt somebody.”

Just another day at the hospital, and the three-to-eleven shift was only beginning. I loved my years working at McLean, though. I grew up a lot. Learned to handle responsibility responsibly. Saw rich and poor, business leaders and failing artists, some high-school-age kids completely losing their minds—and, occasionally, finding them again.

I had also started the journey to become a writer. And I thought they were the ones with a problem.

But hey, I’m getting way, way ahead of myself in this story. Sorry, and I mean it, but I have to go back to the beginning.

Who says you can’t go home again?




Robert Caro or Walter Isaacson, I’m Not

THERE’S SOMETHING I should clarify for you up front. Here’s what I’m not going to do in this book. I’m not going to write any more paragraphs like the following one.

My hometown of Newburgh is 4.8 square miles bordered on the east by the Hudson River and on the south by the Hudson Highlands, approximately sixty miles north of Manhattan. Newburgh has its share of significant addresses. From his headquarters on Liberty Street, George Washington, in April 1783, announced the end of the Revolutionary War—and the beginning of America. On Montgomery Street, Thomas Edison built a generating plant that electrified the city in 1884. Off Cochecton Turnpike, the Brookside Drive-In Theater was a regional destination where seven hundred cars could park in view of a two-thousand-square-foot screen mounted on a seventy-foot tower. I was born in Newburgh and lived on North Plank Road, Gidney Avenue, and North Street before my father changed jobs and our family was uprooted to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

That’s all factual, yes, but this is a book of true stories the way I remember them. I’m sure I’ll get a few things wrong. But I was five foot eleven in high school, and I could dunk a basketball the summer before my senior year. I did take that joy ride I’ll tell you about later. And the first girl I ever kissed was named Veronica Tabasco.

I wasn’t a big reader in grammar or high school. Sometimes that shows in my prose. My mother and father were readers, though. They set a great example. There were open books everywhere in our house, left spread-eagled in the living room, kitchen, even some bathrooms. That book-in-every-room approach is supposed to be encouraging but it didn’t do anything for me, at home or in Catholic school. I had a goofy-high IQ, but the books, essays, and stories they tried to force-feed us in class were especially boring to me and seemed irrelevant to most of us.

So how did I wind up writing, and reading, so many books? I’m going to try to tell you how it happened. As I said early on, this is a mystery story.

Actually, come to think of it, quite a few people die.




You’re Slipping, James

ACCORDING TO PATTERSON family lore, on March 22, 1947, I nearly died at birth at St. Luke’s Hospital in Newburgh, New York. I don’t remember, but I did live to tell about it.

Let’s start with my father. Charles Henry Patterson was a quiet but tough man who came from tough times and from a tough river town.

My dad grew up in the Newburgh poorhouse (think about that for a second or two). It was called the Pogie. His mom was the charwoman there. She cleaned the kitchens and bathrooms, worked, she said, from “seven to seven, seven days a week.” For her long, hard work, she and my father got to share a single room on the basement floor. They weren’t homeless, but they were damn close. My father never met his father, at least not as far as he could remember.

My mother, Isabelle Ann, attended high school with my dad. After college she became a fourth-grade teacher at St. Patrick’s, one of the four Catholic schools in Newburgh. She made next to nothing. Maybe even a little less than that. I’m surprised the parish priests didn’t ask her to pay them for the privilege of teaching at their school. Several nights a week, she would be bent over the dining-room table grading papers until nine or ten.

She had a cool mission as a teacher: she wanted to turn mirrors into windows. She pretty much followed the same philosophy at home. Mirrors, physical or symbolic, weren’t big in the Patterson house.

My sisters—Mary Ellen, Carole, and Teresa—ruled the roost. In their view of the world, I was hired help. I was muscle. I was their minion. So I handled the garbage detail, the lawn work, the snow removal, and the repair of bicycles, small electrical appliances, deflated balls of all sizes and shapes. We were a very ball-sy family.

I was always a good student, driven to be number one in, well, everything, but I’d get a ninety-seven on a test and my mom or dad would say, “How come you didn’t get a hundred? You’re slipping, James.”

The idea I had growing up—and I held on to it into my forties—was that my folks only cared about me as long as I was number one in my class. I don’t blame them, because I feel they were doing the best that they could. I think they honestly believed the next Great Depression was just around the corner, and they always clung to Careful. Careful. Go slow. Look both ways. Then look again. Your best isn’t good enough. You’re slipping, James.




My Favorite Dad Story

A FEW WEEKS before my father got shipped out to fight in World War II, he received a long-distance phone call that turned into a famous story in our family. He must have told this one to my sisters and me a couple dozen times.

The man who phoned my father identified himself as George Hazelton from Port Jervis, a town about forty miles from Newburgh. He asked my dad to bear with him for a moment. He needed to set the scene. George told my dad he was about to leave for the Pacific theater with the navy. After dinner the night before, his mother and father had sat him down in the living room. They’d teared up and had trouble speaking.

Finally, his father managed to say, “George, you know we love you very much, and you’re about to go off to fight in this horrible war, so we have to tell you something that we’ve kept from you all these years. We’re not your natural parents. We adopted you when you were one year old.”

Then George Hazelton told my father—over the phone—that he was his brother.

Great punch line, Uncle George. What’s that line from the Doobie Brothers song “Takin’ It to the Streets”? “You don’t know me but I’m your brother.”

So Charles Patterson and George Hazelton, two brothers who still hadn’t actually met, both went off to fight for their country in World War II.

Miraculously, they both also came home. They became best friends, extremely loyal and loving toward one another. The thing I remember best about the two of them was that when they were together, they would laugh and laugh. And my father didn’t laugh all that much.

My father would sometimes tear up when he told the story about how he and his big brother, George, found one another. I think it was the only time I ever saw him cry.




I Don’t Even Know Grandpa Patterson’s First Name

A FEW YEARS after the war ended, my uncle George called my father again. This time he started with the punch line: “I found our father.”

My uncle went on to report that their father was tending bar in Poughkeepsie, New York. He was working in a seedy joint under the Mid-Hudson Bridge. My uncle George said, “C’mon, Pat, let’s go to Poughkeepsie. The two of us. I want to meet him.”

My father said, “Well, I don’t. I’m not interested in meeting the bastard. I’m not going with you, George.”

So my uncle went all by himself to this ugly little gin mill sitting under the Poughkeepsie bridge. A couple of rummies were inside, bellied up to the bar. The joint reeked of months-old stale beer and hard liquor that was even older. Just right for a scene in a novel about upstate New York by William Kennedy or Richard Russo.

My uncle George didn’t drink, so he ordered a Coca-Cola. Then he sat there nursing his soda, watching his father, who he’d never met, growing so disgusted by this poor excuse for a human being that he never even introduced himself. After half an hour—an excruciating time, I imagine—Uncle George left the bar and drove back to Port Jervis alone. His father never knew that one of his sons had been there.

And to this day, I don’t know my grandpa Patterson’s first name.

Small-town bars actually





OH NO … THERE ARE MORE STORIES AFTER THE END




If You’re Skimming the Book Looking for Your Name, It Might be Here

HEY, YOU GOTTA have friends. My close friends are the best, the nicest human beings. They’re funny, or at least have a good sense of humor. There isn’t a nasty person in the lot. I’m lucky to know them.

This is dangerous because I’ll probably leave somebody I really like out, but here goes. My three sisters—Mary Ellen, Terry, Carole—are precious to me. They have my back, and I have theirs. Always. No matter what. Until death or whatever. The same goes for their very cool kids, Brigid, Meredith, and Andrew. Bob Hatfield, Mick Fescoe, Mike Smith, and Tom Hefferon are old friends from our Newburgh days. Hatfield once paid me a great backhanded compliment. He said, “You’re still the same asshole you always were.” Meaning, I hope, that I haven’t changed too much because of … whatever the hell happened to me after I left the Hudson Valley. Frank Nicolo, Mike Hart, Merrill Snyder, Hal Friedman, Peter de Jonge, Linda Kaplan, and Richard DiLallo all somehow survived the blazing fires of advertising hell. Ned Mahoney, Tom McGoey, Jim Dowd, Mike Guadagno, and B. J. Stringer made it with me through the inquisitions of Catholic college. They’re all pretty nice grown-ups. Marie Pugatch was a head nurse at McLean Hospital, but she could easily have been a patient. (Just kidding.) Jeanne Galleta was the sweetest high-school crush anyone could ever have—and Jeanne is the model for Rafe Khatchadorian’s middle-school girlfriend in the book and movie. Kathy McMahon was a third-degree black belt and my close confidante and dear friend during our time at J. Walter. Lynda Cole was my bud at Vanderbilt and is still a wonderful cross-country pal (even though she sold out and became a lawyer). Nick Zeppos is my other treasured BF from Vanderbilt. Tony Peyser has been charged with keeping our family solvent, which he’s accomplished brilliantly and patiently. (I live in a really nice house.) Tony is family. Susan Sandon and Dame Gail Rebuck are my favorite people in all of England, probably in all of Europe. Jim Karp is my favorite person from Louisville other than Muhammad Ali and, oh yeah, Jim’s beautiful wife, Irene. John Abate is my golf partner and go-to person about all things sports, especially the Yankees. The same goes for Craig Jackson, except for the part about the Yankees. Then there’s Art Marshall, Jack’s faithful godfather, and Terry Marshall, Art’s faithful wife. Ned Rust is my partner in crime writing and bureaucracy-bending. Ned’s the one who actually got this book started, who kept shamelessly pimping me to write it. Go, Ned! Michael Pietsch is the best editor I’ve ever had. Denise Roy is coming on strong. The great Mario Pulice, totally fabulous art director. Bob Barnett, my lawyer and a great friend, which almost doesn’t seem possible. Lawyer and friend? Deneen Howell—oh God, another lawyer friend, but more important, the brains behind Mr. Barnett. Dennis Abboud is that rare CEO who is smart as hell, fair, and refreshingly down-to-earth. Bill Robinson’s a real sweetheart, and very smart, who puts up with me on an almost daily basis. Of course, I put up with Mr. Bill too. Tim Malloy, journalist par excellence, my partner on Kid Stew and the Jeffrey Epstein book and documentary. And Tim’s smart, funny, gorgeous bride, Susan. Frank Costantini and Brian Sitts, the really Big Brains behind Kid Stew. The great, very talented Tina Flournoy, “president-herder.” Lois Cahall, close friend to nearly everyone in the free world, thankfully including me. Okay, who did I forget? Oh yeah, Mike Lupica is growing on me. Nice man, lots of good stories, fine writer—for a Boston College grad. Is that a two-year school?

What about my other cowriters? Hey, they already got their own chapter.

For one of my big birthdays, I invited a dozen close friends plus some family to keep me company and sing the birthday song really loud. We celebrated in a small room above the kitchen of our favorite Italian restaurant, La Sirena in West Palm Beach. Sue, Jack, Mary Ellen, Carole, Terry, and others showed up. There was only one rule: Absolutely no presents for the birthday boy. But when my friends and family got there, I gave each of them a present. And these were really good presents.

Then I stood at the head of the table and told them why they were each special to me, in particular my three darling sisters, my beautiful bride, and our handsome son. It was a nice evening for me and I think for everybody else in the room.

Hey, you ought to enjoy your own birthday party, right? With some family, some friends, and some tasty Brunello.




Dog-Eared and Well-Loved Books

IF YOU ARE what you read, then this is an essential element of my story. A few years back, I bought about a half a ton of books that were important to me at different stages of my life. I didn’t go to Bauman’s to purchase pristine first editions for hundreds, even thousands of dollars. I’m not cheap. Well, I’m a little cheap. But I went out and bought used copies. I like books that look and feel like somebody actually read them, and maybe reread them.

My taste in books, and pretty much everything else, is all over the lot. I can prove it right now. Here are some of the books that mean something to me for all sorts of personal reasons.


The Tin Drum, Günter Grass

Mr. Bridge and Mrs. Bridge, Evan S. Connell Jr.

Setting Free the Bears, John Irving

One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel García Márquez

The Exorcist, William Peter Blatty

The Day of the Jackal, Frederick Forsyth

Eye of the Needle, Ken Follett

The Bonfire of the Vanities, Tom Wolfe

The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, Ernest J. Gaines

The Book Thief, Markus Zusak

Ninety-Two in the Shade and The Sporting Club, Thomas McGuane

Night Dogs, Kent Anderson

Double Indemnity, James M. Cain

A Time to Kill, John Grisham

Marathon Man, William Goldman

Anything by Don Winslow or Lee Child

Winter’s Bone, Daniel Woodrell

Goodbye, Columbus and When She Was Good, Philip Roth

A Fan’s Notes, Frederick Exley

Push, Sapphire

Matterhorn, Karl Marlantes

Different Seasons, Stephen King

Cogan’s Trade and The Friends of Eddie Coyle, George V. Higgins

Them, Joyce Carol Oates

Gone Girl, Gillian Flynn

The Virgil Flowers novels, John Sandford

The Forever War, Dexter Filkins

The Natural and The Fixer, Bernard Malamud

Seabiscuit, Laura Hillenbrand

Steps and The Painted Bird, Jerzy Kosinski

All the Pretty Horses, Cormac McCarthy

The French Lieutenant’s Woman, John Fowles

The Seven Storey Mountain, Thomas Merton

The Color Purple, Alice Walker

Birdy, William Wharton

Red Dragon, Thomas Harris

Play It as It Lays, Joan Didion

Fat City, Leonard Gardner

The Armies of the Night, Norman Mailer

Go Tell It on the Mountain, James Baldwin

The Master and Margarita, Mikhail Bulgakov

Our Lady of the Flowers and The Thief’s Journal, Jean Genet

City of Night, John Rechy

Dog Soldiers, Robert Stone

Rage, Fear, and Peril, Bob Woodward

Anything by Ron Chernow

Nine Horses, Billy Collins

All My Friends Are Going to Be Strangers and Leaving Cheyenne, Larry McMurtry

How to Live, or A Life of Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer, Sarah Bakewell

The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Laurence Sterne



I could go on, but yeah, I read a lot, and I really like books. All kinds of books.

But especially the ones that are dog-eared, beat-up, and look well loved and well read.




The $0-A-Plate Lunch

WHENEVER I SPEAK to a large group of librarians or teachers, early in my speech, I’ll say, “I’m here to save lives.”

I believe that’s absolutely true. There are a lot of problems that we can’t solve as individuals: global warming, water shortages now and in the future, immigration policy, the threat of pandemics. But we do have the power to get our kids reading.

For the last few years, I’ve been working with the University of Florida. They have a literacy program that flat-out works. It’s a damn miracle waiting to happen. It can help teachers become the best that they can be. It will definitely help them teach kids how to read better, faster, and more efficiently. We have the illiteracy vaccine! Now we need a state or two to actually use it.

I visit prisons and I see the same tragic scene just about everywhere: Young men and young women—too many of them Black and Latinx—in cell after cell. And because they’re locked away most of the day, they read. Most of them get to be good readers too.

And as I pass those terrifying cells and look in at the sad, angry faces, I think to myself that if they had become readers as kids, a lot of them wouldn’t be in prison. And sometimes I think about those who have written so eloquently about the horrors of prison: Nelson Mandela, George Jackson, Oscar Wilde, Ted Conover.

So I desperately want to turn every kid in every classroom into a reading addict. I want to turn them into reading zombies—the Reading Dead.

I want to get every kid in this country reading and loving it. No child left illiterate.

Right now, there’s nowhere else—not TV, not the movies, not the internet—where kids can meet as many different kinds of people and begin to understand them and maybe learn to accept who they are as they can in books.

In fact, there’s nothing kids can do in middle school or high school that’s more important than becoming a good reader. If our kids, your kids, don’t learn to read well, their choices in life will be seriously diminished. That’s just a fact. It’s science.

If kids don’t know how to read, one day there’s a good chance they’ll get stuck in some job that they hate. And it’s not like they’re going to be in that job for a couple of months. That job is going to become their life. That’s if they can even get a job.

So let’s get them reading. Teachers, principals, school boards, give our kids books that are relevant and inspiring and, God forbid, sometimes make them laugh.

Kids should read as if their lives depend on it … because they do.




Nan Always Said, “Don’t Hurt Your Arm Patting Yourself on the Back”

MY MOTHER WAS a schoolteacher for forty-seven years. Teaching is in my blood. When I think about education and how I can help, it comes down to two questions—What’s in it for the kids? What’s in it for the teachers?

Sue and I don’t contribute to building funds at schools. We don’t want our names plastered on gardens, gates, or library facades. We help get kids reading. We help teachers survive. We help bookstores.

It varies with the year, but we’ve given as many as 450 college scholarships for kids studying to be teachers. We fund classroom libraries all over the country. How come classroom libraries? Maybe because my mother paid for the books in her classroom and our family couldn’t afford it. So I’m painfully aware of the practice, and a whole lot of teachers continue it today.

When we put out the word through our partner Scholastic, over 82,000 teachers asked for help. Wow! In a sad way. That gave us some idea of the need. Recently, we helped 18,000 teachers pay for the books in their classroom libraries.

For years now, Sue and I have given holiday bonuses to folks who work at bookstores. Most people don’t understand how little money many bookstore employees make and how incredibly hard they work. We get letters from nearly every holiday-bonus recipient. They’re so thankful it’s almost embarrassing. The letters say things like “Thank you so much for the bonus. It allowed me to go to the dentist this year.” That’s a real quote, and it’s pretty typical.

So is this one: “This year we’re going to buy Christmas presents for my parents for the first time in five years.”

God bless the bookstore people.

Okay, and ow, my arm really hurts from all those back pats I just gave myself and Sue.

Here’s what I hope, though—that you’ll give yourself a whole lot of good reasons to pat yourself repeatedly on the back. We need to start rowing together in this big boat of a country. If we don’t row together, the boat goes nowhere, or, worse, it just spins around in circles.




I SAVED THE BEST FOR LAST




Pop Still Whispers in My Ear

DURING THE SUMMERS in Newburgh, once a week my grandfather would take me on his frozen-food and ice cream delivery route. I was his unsalaried “assistant” and I would have been happy to work for free with Pop every weekday and twice on Sundays.

I was nine or ten and these trips were a special treat for me, a blessed escape from the boredom of home sweet home. Pop and I would be up at four in the morning packing his truck, and before five we’d be on our way. Yahoo! Who could tell what ice cream–delivery adventures were just beyond the Newburgh city limits?

You might think that driving a delivery truck six days a week isn’t the most awe-inspiring job in the world.

Not so.

Every morning, my grandfather would head over the Storm King Mountain toward West Point, and he’d be singing at the top of his voice, his absolutely terrible voice, his singing-in-the-shower-when-nobody’s-home voice.

This big, clunky, slightly tippy delivery truck of his would be bouncing all over the road, and he’d sing “Oh! Susanna” or “(Put Another Nickel In) Music, Music, Music” or “She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain.” Awful songs that were just perfect for his awful voice.

And he told me this. “Jim,” he said, “when you grow up, I don’t care if you become a truck driver like me, or a famous surgeon, or the president” (stranger things have happened, Pop). “Just remember that when you go over the mountain to work in the morning, you’ve got to be singing.”

And I do.

I hope the same for you.

There’s a sign on the desk in my office. It says YOU RETIRE FROM WORK, YOU DON’T RETIRE FROM PLAY.

I think that’s enough stories for now.

It’s getting late, almost eleven, and I’m still in my office, writing. I guess you’re still reading. The roar of the Atlantic and the wind from the northeast is particularly loud tonight. Kind of soothing, though. Jack called from New York earlier, as he does most days. That’s pretty cool. We’re lucky to have him.

Soon I’ll head off to bed, where Sue and I will hold hands until we fall asleep.
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