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      I remember the first adult book I ever read. No pictures. Just words and my own imagination. I was eleven years old.

      My parents had a long bookcase full of a shared collection. Lots of Stephen King and Dean Koontz. Fantasy and science fiction.

      I remember some of those books as nothing more than covers, even though I’ve read them since. Rendezvous with Rama. Dune. I, Robot.

      After their divorce, my mother won custody of the book collection, and the bookcase moved into the hallway in front of her bedroom.

      The hall ended at the bathroom, and it had no light of its own. Bare bulbs over the vanity, and bedroom curtains tied back with string. Floating particles glittered in the beaming sun.

      I spent a lot of time on the floor in that hallway. The hardwood was like glass. Perfect for the summer racing tour. Die cast cars hauling ass toward the bathroom.

      The sun filled my mother’s bedroom window across from the door, and the light would start on one end of the bookcase as an angled sliver. It grew as it tracked across the colorful spines of all the books. A patch of lava across the floor that the Hot Wheels racers had to traverse on their way to the finish line.

      By the time the sun got to the purple and red letters of Stephen King’s Danse Macabre, it was time for Mom to come home from work. Before cleaning up, I would announce the winner for the day.

      In the summer of 1985, the Dream Van XGW was on a streak of domination. A little blue van with a shallow nose. An uptick of spoiler over the amber-colored rear window. A white spear of paint down the side covered by a yellow and green design that made it look like a space shuttle. It would have been right at home on any of the hundreds of pulp covers nestled in the bookcase.

      It was a tiny brick of metal. Fit perfectly in my hand. I’d hold it with my first finger hanging over the front, pressing into the windshield. It creaked with the pressure of my grip as I pulled it back next to my hip. I lunged forward. Threw my hand out like a straight bowler and — zing!

      The Dream Van was the only car that made it to the end of the hallway without straying from its line. All the way to the bathroom. It hopped the transition molding and went nose first into the base of the toilet.

      The first time it happened, it ricocheted into the side of the vanity to disappear into the dark under the water shutoff valve. I thought it had smashed a hole in the toilet.

      I jumped up. Froze as I stared at the imagined damage. It turned out it hadn’t even left a mark, but on my trip down the hallway with my hands over my mouth and tears welling in my eyes, I saw the water shooting out of the ragged hole in the porcelain.

      My mind created the image of water flooding into the hallway. Swirling around my feet. I heard the slap of my steps in the rising flood, and when I got there, I stood inside the bathroom door, frozen by confusion.

      My imagination had created a picture so complete, I had to consciously switch my mind back to reality.

      Giddy laughter as I slumped in relief, and I dropped to my knees to fish the Dream Van out of the dank cobwebs. I heard the cheers of the racing fans. Their champion was saved.

      I put a pillow inside the doorway for the rest of the summer.

      It was there on the floor that I discovered the power of stories. In front of that bookcase where I planned and executed an elaborate series of events that started as races between bitter rivals, and ended up as missions to save the world. The universe.

      One book caught my eye. The Blue Brotherhood. I can’t remember the author’s name. The cover barely registers as anything more than a collage of generic cop-themed imagery.

      With a gun to my head, I couldn’t tell you what it was about. Not a single character name comes to mind. A police chief with weird eyes who kicked a perp in the balls? That sounds familiar.

      It’s not the plot or the words. The scenes and characters. It’s what I saw in my head while I was reading it. That’s what I remember.

      I still have the image of the dirty criminal. The bulging veins in his neck. Lips spread to reveal gritted teeth. His hands clutching his testicles while the guy (the chief with the weird eyes?) drew his foot back for another swing.

      I remember feeling the sorrow of the cops who mourned the murder of one of their own. I remember flashes of scenes created in a mind ready and willing to paint detailed pictures with nothing more than a treasure map of words.

      And when I was done, I had the same feeling as when I crashed the Dream Van into the toilet. I had to come back and wake from the fantasy.

      I was amazed. A movie in my mind — much of which I was too young to understand — and I needed more.

      I grabbed another book. The aforementioned Danse Macabre. “What? This is like a schoolbook!”

      It was several months before I gave Stephen King another chance. Thank God I did.

      From that non-fiction landmine, I moved to the other side of the bookcase. A little book called Myth Conceptions by Robert Asprin. I had no idea what a pun was, but I loved the book. Even when I found Another Fine Myth (actually Book 1), I didn’t get the punchline, but I loved that one, too.

      I can still see Skeeve the Klahd and Aahz the Pervect. When the rope went over the demon’s head, I gasped. If he died, I didn’t think I could go on.

      I remember his sneer of concentration. Twitching in the air as the noose tightened. Muscles in his neck and shoulders bunching to resist the killing pressure.

      When his body was too strong to be undone by such a mundane method as hanging? I nearly wept in relief.

      I moved on to the hard science fiction. The epic fantasy. Advanced reading for a beginner, but I plowed through the remainder of the summer, shocked and disappointed when I had to put the pleasure of the bookcase aside for the crushing suck of school.

      In the cold of the following winter, I was able to get back to the bookcase, and I quickly found that I had no patience for books that pulled me out of the story. Some of the worst offenders were also my favorites. Mostly sci-fi. So many words that kept me from forming a picture.

      I’d be going along just fine, lost in the play of images in my head, until there was a dump of information I couldn’t understand. Sometimes pages of shit I would slog through out of respect, only to end up frustrated and angry.

      Don’t tell me how the teleporter works from the perspective of the seventeen design engineers after they were captured in the Intellectual Raids of the Galactic Cold War. Show me what happens when somebody throws the switch. What’s it feel like to walk through it? What’s it sound like?

      Dune is incredibly dense. Tons of detail and imagery. I could generate massive landscapes in my head. Get lost in the experiences of the people, until that intro chapter detailing a historical document in which Paul is revealed to be the Messiah. SKIP!

      I was hungry for the feeling of being in the world. Of spending time as one of the characters. I wanted to live any life other than mine. I can appreciate much more, now. The flourishes. The tangents. Even exposition for the sake of plot, but back then?

      I’m in the command chair of a rocket ship blasting into the reaches of the galaxy, and up pops a four-page daydream about the history of the treaty between Earth and Mars. SKIP!

      And I’m not just talking about action. A scene of a gal sitting on the porch just thinking about how many suitors she has would keep me enthralled — if it gave me enough detail to build the scene in my mind.

      Even just the action of stirring her tea. The sound of the spoon on the edge as she taps it dry. She leans back and crosses her legs. Thinks about Nathan. Mmmm …

      Sometimes description is just that. Words to get you from the beginning to when the good stuff starts. I say skip some of that description and get right to the good stuff. SKIP!

      After a summer of reading from the deep end, I couldn’t get enough. Over the next few years, I read and re-read more books than months I’d been alive. The moment one snapped closed, the spine of the next one would creak as I spread it open on my knees.

      I started writing stories of my own. Really, just copies of the books I loved most. I decided it was going to be my life. I was going to create stories that transported people into their own minds. A journey more magical than any I’d ever read.

      Entire notebooks devoted to huge universes. Detailed characters. I couldn’t wait to share them with the world, but for a long time … I didn’t.

      Like a story shared by so many, a broken childhood stretched for forty years, and my pleasure from reading dimmed along with my dreams to write. SKIP!

      My wife made me do it. Forced me to write. Probably because she was sick of hearing me bitch about it. I had no idea what I was doing, but I wanted her to see what was in my mind, so I wrote a book.

      More like a long short story, but it felt like a book.

      I gave it to her. Tried not to watch as she read it. Devoured it. When she finished, my wife looked up at me with the same expression I felt on my face way back when I was eleven years old. Looking up from the last page of the first book I ever read.

      She loved it. Was crazy about the detailed descriptions, and I had to keep from arguing, “But, honey, I barely described anything.” Plus, she’s biased. She wuvs me.

      She asked for another one, and I obliged. It took just as long and was just as difficult, but I finished, and she loved that one, too. Still, your wife has to say nice things about you, right?

      So, I wrote something else.

      An ambitious story with a twisting narrative. Long exposition on every page to illustrate how clever I was becoming. It was art, goddamn it!

      She didn’t care for it. It got a shrug and what are you gonna do kind of face, and … man, that hurt. She couldn’t tell me why. Only that it wasn’t as good as my other ones, and please write more like those.

      She handed the story back to me, and I read it again. At first, I was in denial. She just didn’t get it. But soon, that eleven-year-old rose back into my mind, and I saw the story for what it was. Or really, for what it wasn’t.

      It was black paint on a black canvas. There was something there, but if you closed your eyes, you couldn’t see shit. I had written the damn thing, and suddenly I was bored to tears. That’s right. SKIP!

      I returned to the first one. The one that had
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