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Prologue—I Wanna Be a DJ


Hi, everyone, Gary Arizona here.  Long-time fans might remember me from my radio days spinning platters in Portland, though real old-timers might recall my shows in Astoria, Salem, and Eugene—I had many ports of call.  You might remember I did a little TV, too.  I subbed for Wolfman Jack on a couple of his Midnight Specials and had my own rock concert show in Portland briefly in ’77 before disco got big.  Those were the days when disc jockeys were major celebrities.


Today, when someone says, “I wanna be a DJ,” they mean in the clubs, spinning and scratching for a frenzied crowd on the dance floor.  It seems anyone can be a DJ, just like they can program their own “playlist” via Spotify or Pandora.  Heck, you can start your own radio station on the Internet.


I’m retired now, and while I made big dough in the eighties when I moved over to management, my heart will always be where I started, as a disc jockey.  That’s the fun side of the business.  And there was no better time to be a disc jockey than when I started in ’67.  Back then, the most listened-to stations were on the AM dial, and nearly every city and town had a Top-40 station, playing the hits.


Back in high school, we listened to KISN out of Portland, since the only station in Maple Falls was too stodgy and old-fashioned to play rock and roll.  I loved the music, and I envied the “Good Guys” who spun the rockin’ hits on KISN.  That was my dream—I wanted to be a disc jockey in the worst way. 

Which is pretty much how I started.  In the worst way.


1—Money Was the Catalyst

The spring of 1967 was a time of transistor radios, black-and-white television, and rotary-dial telephones.  The most important things to me were money, girls, cars, and music—specifically, rock and roll.  I wasn’t much different from most other sixteen-year-olds, and money was the catalyst for everything.  Wanted a girl?  You needed a car.  Wanted a car?  You needed money.  See?

How was money a catalyst for rock and roll?  It was critical to know the latest trends in music.  Who was hot?  What were the latest dance crazes?  What groups are touring in Portland this year?  To keep up, you needed money for records, magazines, and concert tickets.  You needed a cool music system to play your music, and you probably wanted to go to concerts with someone, preferably a girl.  Again, you needed money.


And if you got a car, you’d want to install a boss stereo system.  My buddy Brad Jenkins had his own wheels, even though we’re the same age.  He inherited a 1962 Ford Falcon when his older brother got a new Mustang for graduation.  The first thing Brad did was drop in a bad-as-can-be Motorola system with an 8-track player.  Just a sweet setup.  When he headed off to school, he cranked it up, blasting the radio all the way to the student parking lot.



I go way back with Brad.  Our parents said we used to play together as babies, which made sense since the Moormans and the Jenkins lived on the same block on C Street.  We grew up together, played ball together, and were pretty much inseparable.  His dad owned Jenkins Ford, which is why all the Jenkinses drove Fords.  My dad sold life insurance, which is why I didn’t own a car, but I had a life insurance policy since I was a toddler.


“Hey Chuck, you wanna ride?” Brad yelled as he pulled up in his Falcon. 

I was walking the half-mile from home to high school, which I usually do unless it’s raining, or Brad sees me and offers a ride.  This ride offer obviously wasn’t weather-dependent, as the day was clear and nice, especially for late April. 

“I said, do you want a ride?  C’mon!”

If Brad was offering me a ride, it meant only one thing.  Brad needed money.  Or needed a favor.  Or something.  I’d find out soon enough.  Meanwhile, Brad’s radio was blasting, and I could hear the KISN jingle between songs, so this might be worth it, whatever it costs.

“You going to school, or you gonna drive around a while?” I asked.  “We can listen to Kissin’ until school starts.”

“Sure, but you gotta chip in fifty cents for gas.”

“Deal.”  And I hopped in.


KISN, or “Kissin’ radio,” was the hottest radio station in Portland, a Top-40 station playing all the latest tunes.  Their “Good Guys” radio personalities were great, too.  I listened whenever I could, before and after school, until their signal faded out after sunset.  Back then, I didn’t understand directional antennas and everything involved with the technical end of broadcasting.  All I knew was that I could hear them fine during the day in Maple Falls, but once the sun went down, KISN at 910AM was nothing but static. 


I loved rock and roll, and I loved KISN radio.  I knew that’s what I wanted to do for a living: be a DJ, play rock and roll, and maybe—someday—be good enough to be a Good Guy at KISN. 

A kid can dream, can’t he?

At this point, I didn’t even have a job.  I earned money mowing the lawn and doing other chores around the house.  Fortunately, I had about six dollars on me, so I peeled off a dollar and gave it to Brad.

“I don’t have any change,” he said as he put the car into drive and took off.

“That’s fine, you can pay me at lunch.”


Whether he heard me or not was debatable since he turned up the radio as soon as his hand left the gearshift, and The Rolling Stones’ “Get Off of My Cloud” filled the car.  I dropped the matter for now, but then he turned the volume down enough to say, “Oh, and we’re going to the Dairy Dee-lite after school.  You can get your change there.”


Brad knew about my ice cream addiction.  That’s what some of my remaining cash was for.  I’d probably have my favorite: a large blue raspberry slushie.  Going to the “Double-D” was my after-school tradition, and it helped make me what I am today.

Big. 

That’s one of our differences.  I used to be Brad’s size.  Skinnier and a bit faster, too.  Things changed when we started junior high; he grew up and I grew out.  He turned into a hunk—a blonde-haired, well-tanned Beach Boy.  I became a chunk—a brown-haired, fair-skinned beached whale.

I got big because—well, today they’d have me on a couch talking to a counselor about my fears and insecurities.  Junior high was so different from grade school for me, and I had trouble adjusting.  I eventually got the hang of it and the new set of studying skills I needed to keep up, but the social whirl was different from elementary school. Meaner, too.  I never got the hang of that.

Initially, I only grew out, not up.  I didn’t get my “growth spurt” until the second semester of ninth grade.  By then I weighed nearly twice what I weighed when I started seventh grade, so it took a long time for my height to offset some of my weight, going from fat boy to big boy.  Besides my added weight, I needed glasses, so my oppressors—er, classmates—had plenty of ammunition.  I remember “fatty-fatty-four-eyes” was an early favorite.

I just wasn’t smart enough then to know there’s always a group that picks on just about everyone for something that’s “different.”  Red hair, blonde hair, being short, being tall, being ethnic, being disabled, being—different.  It didn’t matter what the difference was because they’d find something and then harass the hell out of you. 

Being fat and having glasses, I was an easy mark.

I also wasn’t smart enough to find activities where I could fit into a group situation without being taunted.  Brad was into all sorts of sports and hung with the jocks.  I was stationary and solitary—I read books, ate, and pretty much hung with no one.  Food was my only friend. 


Ultimately, my upward growth spurts meant I was big and beefy rather than just a tub of lard.  Even though the fat was more evenly distributed, I still bought my clothes in the Husky Boys section.  At the start of high school, I was as tall as my dad and outweighed him by 50 pounds.



I was encouraged to find some companionship through group activities.  My voice changed from soprano to tenor, and the choirmaster said I had good range, so I joined the men’s chorus and sang in the church choir.  Then Brad talked me into signing up for the football team, too.  Because I couldn’t play with my glasses on and I wasn’t very fast, they had me play right tackle.  Big enough to block someone, I guess.  I did OK, and all of that helped build my confidence.


It was about this same time that things changed at home.  Dad got a promotion to regional supervisor.  This put him on the road a lot, and we only saw him on weekends—if we were lucky.  To fill the emptiness, Mom, my sister Gail, and I spent more time with her mom, my Nana, who lives in town and bakes a lot. 

I certainly didn’t want to disappoint Nana after she went to all the effort of making pies and cakes and cupcakes and this thing she called Kaiserschmarrn, which is like a fluffy scrambled pancake with caramelized raisins and powdered sugar.  I could eat it for every meal.  She used to call me her “big beefy boy,” and she helped make me that way. 

But she also nurtured my love of books and music.  Time hung heavy for me until she encouraged me to load up at the library like I was loading up on lebkuchen and pfeffernusse.  While in the kitchen, we’d listen to all sorts of music.  We’d play some 78s on her old Victrola, or we’d turn on the radio and sing while we baked. 

Nana likes to say that my brain grew faster than the rest of me.  I did get pretty smart, which is another difference between me and Brad.  I suppose that’s why we remained friends despite our different social whirls.  He usually needed me for something besides gas money.  I helped with his homework, and he picked my brain constantly for advice, mostly on how to get out of the jams he got himself into.  I hated to think that this was the only reason we hung together, but a needy friend was better than no friend at all.

Besides, the KISN Good Guys were always talking about being positive, enjoying life, and promoting togetherness.  If I wanted to ever be a Good Guy, I should live the philosophy, shouldn’t I?

As we drove along, KISN’s morning Good Guy, Michael O’Brien, was talking about Philadelphia winning the NBA playoffs and wondering whether Portland would ever get a professional sports franchise.  When we slowed for the light at the highway, Brad suddenly turned down the radio. 

“Listen, you gotta do me a favor before we go to the Double-D,” he pleaded.

See?  Needy.

“I’m all ears,” I said.  “What is it this time?”

“I've gotta problem with Janie.”

Janie Thompson was Brad’s girlfriend.  My mom knew her mom and said the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, whatever that meant.  She said Janie was “pretty, but overbearing,” while my dad called her “high maintenance.”  Other girls at school called her worse.  She was cute like Sally Field, more Sister Bertrille than Gidget, but her personality was anything but nun-like.

She was nice to Brad when they were in public, especially when she wanted something.  That meant she was nice to him all the time because she always wanted something.  Brad was usually a good sport, given his easy-going nature. I figured he must get something in return, though I never asked him.

“You gotta come up with some excuses as to why I can’t work with Janie,” he pleaded.

I was surprised at his desire not to be around her all summer.  I needed more information, so I asked, “I didn’t know they had any openings.  Besides, Janie said they only hire girls on account of—well, I forget.  Anyway, why don’t you want to work with her?”


The light changed to green, and we drove toward the high school.  Brad didn’t respond right away.  Suddenly, he said, “Lemme pull over here and I’ll explain,” and turned into an empty lot behind the truck stop off the highway.  He shut off the engine and turned toward me, getting that look on his face like when he’s called on in class and hasn’t done the assignment.  Pure panic. This was serious.


“I wanna play American Legion ball this summer,” he said, “and I can’t do that and work at the same time.  Janie thinks I can, but there’s no way.  If there are any scouts at the games and I’m not there, well—you know I’m gonna need some sort of scholarship if I want to go to college.”

I was well aware he’d need an athletic scholarship.  His grades were barely passing, and that was only because he relied on me for help with his homework, term papers, and the occasional crib sheet for exams.  You’d think I could get some gas money credit for all of that.

“And you’ve explained all this to Janie?”  I asked, knowing he hadn’t.  Brad was an expert in conflict avoidance.

“Like she’d listen,” he said.  “She told me they needed someone to do janitorial stuff like mop and move supplies and sweep the parking lot and like that, since the owner busted his knee.”

The real reason Brad wasn’t interested in the job suddenly came into focus.  It required physical labor.  That might seem odd given Brad was our star baseball pitcher, point guard on the basketball team, and was probably going to be the starting quarterback next fall.  But the reality was that if it didn’t involve a ball, he was lazy.

Not me.  That’s exactly the kind of stuff I was doing around our house since Dad got the manager’s job.  He paid me for my household chores, but I would have done them anyway, just to help out.  Still, the money helped me build my record collection, and the thought of getting more money for the same kind of work gave me an idea that would solve both our problems.

The idea of my arguing Brad’s case against Janie was laughable.  For one thing, I was no good at talking to girls.  I could talk to guys, but put me in front of a girl and I was all “uhs” and “ahs” and “ums.”  I felt tongue-tied, looking and feeling foolish.

It wasn’t that much different with Janie.  When the three of us were together, she ignored me unless she wanted something from me.  Sort of like with Brad, but without the benefits.  If I said anything to her, she disregarded it, brushing it off like she would an errant fly.

“Well, are you gonna help me or not?” Brad begged.

Of course I was. And my idea solved both our problems: it would get Brad out of his predicament and get me some much-needed cash.

“You can drive on with confidence. You’re in good hands now,” I said in my best announcer voice, just like in the commercial.  “I’ll fill you in later, but I have an idea.  C’mon, we’re gonna be late—”

When we got to school, Brad parked in the student parking lot, and we hurried to our lockers.  When we got there, Janie was already waiting at Brad’s locker with a look that was both sweet and devious, like a praying mantis just before she devours her mate.

“It’s about time you got here,” she said to Brad, disregarding me as always.  “We’ll be late for homeroom, and I was hoping you could fill out this application now so that I could drop it off when I go to work tomorrow.”  She pulled out a piece of paper from her combination purse/bookbag, which was really a TWA flight bag.  Janie owned a series of these from Pan Am, TWA, Northwest Orient, and others.  She’d pick one that matched her dress for the day to show she had class and to give the illusion that she’d been on an airplane several times. 

“I thought you had to work this afternoon,” Brad said.


“Nuh-uh.  I traded with Patsy Martin ‘cuz it’s supposed to be a nice day, and I thought we could go to the park this afternoon, and—y’know.”  She smiled coyly and drew closer to him.


Brad’s shoulders went limp.  “Oh, well, I thought the three of us, I mean, uh—” He looked at me and shrugged, “Sorry Chuck, but it looks like—”

“Hey, no problem,” I said, cutting him off, “and listen, I can take your application with me when I go to the Dairy Dee-lite after school.  I’d be happy to do it, OK?”  I kept looking at him and winking on the sly so he’d know this was part of my plan, but he just kept gazing dumbly at Janie.  I grabbed the application from him.  “Here, I’ll even fill it out for you, all right?”


“Uh, sure, OK.  You know most of this stuff anyway, dontcha?” He gave me the application, and then finally a wink, to show he’d finally caught on.


“Yeah, you guys go have fun; I’ll handle it.”


Janie shot me a puzzled look but didn’t say anything.  She took Brad by the arm and they headed off to homeroom, her chatting all the while.  As for me, I had an application to fill out.  Beginning with my name.



2—Do Everything Else First

I’m sure Janie never suspected I was up to no good.  I had never failed to do Brad a favor before now.  And since she usually benefited from my efforts, why should she suspect? When I helped him with his homework, I’d free him up sooner so they could go off and do what lovers do.  Surely my chipping in for his car’s gas added extra mileage to their jaunts.


When you got right down to it, I was the better job prospect.  I was always available while Brad had other commitments. I already knew a lot about the place after having spent so much time there.  I was a lot smarter than Brad, though I’d never say that out loud.  Could it be my fault if they wanted me, not Brad? 


Besides, what could be better than working where I hang out nearly every day, anyway?

At lunch, Janie talked and talked while we boys ate silently.  I wanted to get a private word with Brad to make sure he understood my plan, but there wasn’t a chance.  Since we didn’t have any classes together, when seventh-period geometry ended, I ran to the parking lot to catch him before he took off with Janie.  His car was already gone, so I headed back to my locker, got my books for that night’s homework, and headed out with “his” application.


Dairy Dee-lite is one of two drive-ins here.  It’s located next to Maple Falls Park on the west side, while The Doghouse is on the east, closer to the high school.  Most kids with cars escape to the “Double-D” when they should be in school, partly because the hot dogs at The Doghouse are pretty awful.


For me, it’s about a 20-minute walk from both school and home to Dairy Dee-lite.  During the walk, I thought about what my parents would say about my working there.  Just last week, Mom asked me when I’d be looking for summer work, so this wouldn’t be much of a stretch.  I was more worried about what Janie would say when they hired me instead of Brad. 

Well, I’d deal with that later.


I took a moment to review my application.  As always, I did a good job: neat penmanship, completely filled out, listing all my previous experience.  Granted, the experience was working for my parents, but it showed that I’d already done the duties the job required.  I added at the bottom that I’d be willing to take on additional responsibilities like working the window, should the need (and opportunity) arise.


When I got there, no one was in line, so I went up to the window where Paula Johnston was working.  She was dressed in the usual Dairy Dee-lite attire of a white blouse, dark skirt, and a blue apron with “DAIRY DEE-LITE” stitched across the front. 

“What’ll it be today?” Paula asked.  “The usual blue raspberry slushie?”

I shook my head and told her, “I’m here about the janitor job.  I heard about it from Janie.”  This was technically true, of course.  It’s just that I wasn’t the one Janie had in mind for the job.

“Let me go get Rose.”  And she went into the back.

I had to stop and think for a moment.  Rose was Mrs. Archer, and Mr. and Mrs. Archer have owned Dairy Dee-lite for as long as I can remember, but I’ve never heard anyone call them anything but Mr. and Mrs. Archer.  Even my folks, who knew them from church, called them Mr. and Mrs. Archer.  Is this a benefit of working here?  I hoped to find out.

Rose, I mean Mrs. Archer, came to the window, and beckoned me to the back door.  She had on the same outfit as Paula, except her apron was red.  I assumed this was to show everyone who was the boss.  She led me to a small metal desk next to what I thought was a storage closet, then directed me to a chair next to the desk.  I sat in the chair while she sat down behind the desk and grabbed a pen and a legal pad. 

She placed my application on the pad and began to review it.  Once she finished, she was quiet for a minute.  Then she grimaced, nodded, and turned to me. 

“You’re not Brad,” she said.

“No, ma’am,” I replied.  I thought that was obvious.

“I’ve seen you here before, though.”

“Yes, I’m a regular customer.”

“I thought Janie said she was sending someone named Brad.”

“Brad is her boyfriend.”  At this, she frowned, and her nose twitched.  Thinking I was on solid ground here, I added.  “I came instead.  I have more free time than Brad; he’s involved with baseball, and he’ll have football practice in August.  Plus, I’ve done lots of the things Janie said the job was about.”

“Hmmm.”  She studied my application again.  She made a few marks along the edge.  I sat quietly, waiting.  Finally, she put the application down.


“My husband was doing all the heavy lifting here until he—.”  Here she stopped and rolled her eyes, “Until he screwed up, fell off a ladder, and twisted his knee.  I need someone who can do everything he did.  He can show you what to do.  There’s mopping, window cleaning, parking lot maintenance, janitorial duties, mowing the grass, supplies—”


She stopped to look at me.  “There’s a lot of physical stuff here.”

I was pretty sure I knew what she was driving at.  “I’m pretty strong for a kid, and I do all that stuff at home.  My dad’s on the road a lot for his job.  I also mow lawns in the neighborhood.  Can I assume I’d be doing that here, too?”

“Yeah, that too.  Well, OK.” 

She looked at my application and wrote something on it, then kept looking at it like she expected it to jump off her lap.  “It’s part-time now, maybe five to ten hours a week, more hours in summer as we get busier.  Supply days are Tuesday and Friday, so keep those days open. The standard uniform is a white shirt and dark slacks for you.  We supply the aprons.  Pay is $1.50 an hour to start, and—”

She looked up at me again and bit her lip. “And employees get one free item each day they work, and on days off, everything is half-priced.”  She rolled her eyes as she said this.

Wow—free food!  I eagerly asked, “When do I start, Mrs. Archer?”

“Let’s say Friday.  Can you be here right after school?  The supply truck comes in the morning, and I’ll just have them set everything aside until you get here.  My husband, Jerry, will be here later to show you the ropes.  Any questions?”


“No, ma’am.  I’ll be here on Friday.  Oh, wait, I did have one question.  What are the chances I could someday work the counter and wait on people?”


Mrs. Archer crossed her arms.  “One thing at a time.  Do everything else first.  Then we’ll see.”

Even though I knew what “we’ll see” meant, I smiled back at her and said, “OK, then, thank you for the job.”


3—Modeled After Dick Clark


I knew better than to ask for a freebie today, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to get something to eat.  I felt so good about getting the job that I decided to order a couple of things.  After all, I solved two problems at once: I got Brad off the hook, and I got myself a source of cash!  I still worried about what Janie would say when she found out, but that could wait.


I ordered both a large blue raspberry slushie and a large dish of chocolate soft-serve. Carrying my booty out to the picnic tables, I realized I hadn’t taken any napkins.  Before I went back to get some, I drank some of my slushie, then I put some of the chocolate soft-serve into the drink.

What, you’ve never done that?  As Mom used to say, “You don’t know what’s good.”

When I got back, some guy was standing over my drink.  “What the hell is that?” he asked in a raspy voice.

“It’s my—it’s a blue raspberry slushie, and I put in a little chocolate soft-serve.  I like the way the slushie mixes with the chocolate.”

He made a face and coughed.  “Sheesh, looks like a turd floating in a toilet with one of those blue chemical things that hang down into the bowl.”

Despite myself, I laughed.  “Well, it’s sweet and satisfying and just the thing after a hard day of school.  And besides, I’m celebrating!  I just got a job.”

“Hopefully not here.  At least, not making those things.”  Before I could respond, he headed for the window, then came back.  “Hey, does that slushie thing [cough] come in any other less-disgusting colors?”

“Oh yeah, they’ve got all sorts of fruit flavors.  Cherry, strawberry, lemon, and Hawaiian Punch, too.”

“Hmmm, I could go for a nice Hawaiian Punch.”  Then he coughed again, made a fist at me like in the Hawaiian Punch commercial, then went back to the window.

I went at my treat with gusto and was about half-finished when he came back to the table.  He coughed again and then said, “You mind if I sit here for a minute?”

“Sure, no problem.”

He sat, cleared his throat, and then proceeded to drink about half his slushie at once.  He sat back and let out a long, “Aaahhhhhhhhhhh.”

“Hits the spot, doesn’t it?” I said.

“It did today.  I needed that.”  He coughed again.

“Hey, are you sick or something?”

“No.  Just got a bad throat.  Too much talking.”

“Some of my teachers tell me the same thing.”

“Well, I can’t help it.  It’s my job.”

I had been digging away at my dish, but stopped and looked up at him.  “What kind of job can you get where you talk all the time?”

“I’m in radio.”

Ding!  That certainly got my attention. But him?  In radio?  He didn’t look like a radio person.  What I mean is I’d seen radio people before, specifically, the KISN Good Guys. 


They were always featured on their music surveys, pictured as young, vibrant, clean-cut sorts.  Every one of them must have been modeled after Dick Clark, host of the American Bandstand TV music & dance show.  Well, everyone except the overnight guy, Pat Pattee, who looked older, but he could have been a dapper guy once.


When I picked up one of their music surveys, I imagined them spinning records and running the controls, having fun being on the air.  I saw myself doing the same thing when I grew up, even though I looked nothing like any of the Good Guys.

But neither did Mr. Cough-Cough.  He was old: at least forty-five.  Certainly not clean-cut; he needed a haircut and a shave.  His clothes were wrinkled, and that voice—raspy, coughing.  He sure fooled me about being sick.

“You’re in radio?” I asked.  That was a stupid question; he just said he was.  “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you.  I mostly listen to KISN in Portland.  They’re my favorite.”

“Oh yeah, them,” he said.  “I assume kids your age listen to them.  On the other hand, your folks probably listen to me.  KMFR here in Maple Falls.  I’m [cough] Ray Waters.”

“If you’re not sick, what’s wrong with your throat?”

“I’ve been on the air a lot lately.  We’ve got one jock out sick, our morning man is on vacation, and I’ve had to fill in damn near everywhere.  All this week I’ve been doing just about every other shift.  It’s driving me batty, and—”  

He took a long suck of his slushie.  “Y’know, I might just have to get another one of these.  They’re pretty good.”

“I can recommend them.  And even more so now that I work here.”

“You do?”  He sat back down.  “In that case, why don’t you get me another one?”  He reached for his wallet.  “Here.  And get yourself one, too.”

“Uh, I can’t do that.  I don’t do that kind of stuff here.  I’m kind of a janitor, and they won’t let me wait on people.  Yet.  But I hope to soon.”

He put his wallet back and tilted his head like dogs do when they’re trying to understand you and said, “Say, how’d you like to do some work at our radio station?”

I almost dropped my slushie.  Is he for real?  I took a deep breath.  Still, I’m pretty sure it came out, “GoshwouldIever. That’swhatIwanttodo. BelikeyouontheradioImean.”

Ray cocked his head the other way now.  “You want to be on the radio?  Is that what you said?”

I took another breath and said, more slowly this time, “Yes, I want to be a DJ.  I listen to the radio all the time and know lots about music.  Well, rock and roll.”

He smiled and asked, “You have your license?”

“My what?”

“License.  To be on the air, you have to have your Third.” 

I stared at him blankly.  “Third what?”

“Third Class Radiotelephone license,” he said.  “With the broadcast endorsement.”  He looked me square in the eye.  “You’ve got that, don’t you?”

I dreamed of being in radio, and I didn’t know this?  How could I have been so ignorant?  A license?  “Uh, no.  No, I don’t.”

He waved his hand.  “No matter.  You say you know music, eh?  Well, if you want to learn about radio, come work with us; I think I can find a spot for you.  Come by the station tomorrow after school, and ask for Paul Benninger.  He’s our general manager.  I’ll speak with him tomorrow morning and tell him you’re coming by.  You know where we’re at?  Corner of Third and April.  OK?”

“O-O-OK,” I stammered.  “And Mr. Waters, thanks.”

“It’s Ray, kid.  Call me Ray.  And what’s your name?”

“I’m Charles, but everyone calls me Chuck.”

“OK, Chuck.  See you tomorrow.”

“I’ll be there, Ray.” 

Hey—I can call an adult by their first name.  Cool!  I could barely contain myself.  First, I got a job.  Then I got offered another job—at a radio station!


Sure, it wasn’t KISN; I’m not that dumb to think my first job would be at the best radio station in the world.  But—wow!  I was so excited I practically ran home, and I hardly ever run anywhere.  And it’s more of a lope than a run, anyway.



4—Thinking Radio Was All About Fun

When I got home, Mom was in the kitchen.  Before she could even ask, “How was your day?” I blurted out the news. “I got a job and I might get another one, and it’s at a radio station and I can work after school now and on weekends, and I don’t know when I’d work at the station or what I’ll be doing, but it’s so cool!”

Mom smiled and said, “Slow down and take a breath, then tell me again. Something about a job?  Where is this?”

I told her all about Brad’s problem, going to Dairy Dee-lite and getting the job to do “man’s work,” and then my meeting with Ray and his offer to work at the station. 

“So, what do you know about this Ray fellow, and about the station?”


And once again, I felt ignorant.  And embarrassed.  Here I was, about to get my dream job at a radio station, and I knew nothing about it at all.  I didn’t know a thing about Ray’s station or what I’d be doing there.  I had already been embarrassed that I didn’t know you needed a license to be on the air, and now this.


“Nothing, I guess,” I said.

She shook her head.  “I assume it’s KMFR, the station here in town.  That’s the one we listen to in the morning.  Aren’t they located near where Nana lives?”

“Yeah.  Ray said they’re on Third and April.  Nana’s up a few blocks from there.  I can find it easily enough.  They want to see me tomorrow after school.”

“Well, how about this?” she said.  “After dinner, do your homework, and then you do some more homework on this radio station.  We can listen to them during dinner if you’d like.  I know that’s a break from our normal behavior, but this is a special situation.  Like when we eat TV dinners in front of the television.  And once you’ve finished your homework, you can listen until bedtime.”

“Sure!  And can we listen tomorrow at breakfast, too?”

“Well, since we normally have the radio on then, yes.  Now go get ready for dinner, and tell Gail to set the table.”

I don’t remember what we had for dinner that night or if I ate anything.  I’m sure I did, but I just don’t remember.  Gail told Mom about something she learned in school, but it was all blah-blah-blah—just noise outside my head.  I was too busy thinking about how I could learn everything about KMFR before tomorrow afternoon.

Lucky me that the only homework I had was in geometry and American history; those are two of my easiest subjects.  I quickly finished both and sat down at my desk with my transistor radio to listen.  Then I realized I didn’t even know what frequency KMFR was at!  I ran into the kitchen and looked at the table radio.  It was set at 1450, so I went back to my room and dialed up to 1450 from KISN’s 910 spot on the AM dial.

I made a list with two columns.  In the left column, I wrote down everything I knew about KISN.  Then, I’d try to make a similar list for KMFR.  I had the location and frequency for both stations, but then I wrote lots more info for KISN. 


For KISN, I knew all the DJs, when they were on, whether they were funny or cool or whatnot.  I knew about the station’s contests, the concerts they sponsored, and some of the places that advertised on the station.  Of course, I knew all about the music, from listening all the time and from their weekly music surveys.  I had no idea if KMFR did anything like that, or if they had contests, or hosted concerts, or—anything.



I looked up “radio stations” in the Yellow Pages.  There were two listed: KMFR and KGOR in Graffton, the town just west of here.  KMFR had a display ad that featured their slogan: “Serving the Maple Falls community and vicinity since 1951.”  Not nearly as catchy as “The Good Guys.”  They listed two phone numbers, one for the main business line and one for “requests/shop & swap.”  I had no idea what that was, but I made it a point to find out.



Then I turned on my radio and listened.  I wrote everything down as I heard it, a habit I started when I first got the idea of being a disc jockey.  That happened one day when I was over at Brad’s house when I was about ten.  We could hear his two older brothers in the next room listening to their radio, and it was tuned to KISN.  It was unlike anything I had ever heard.  The music had a beat, and if I danced, it would have been easy to dance to.


I didn’t know anything about that kind of music then, but I became a quick study.  When I got home, I listened to my transistor radio and learned more about this “rock and roll.”  I wrote down the artists and the songs.  Later, I noted the promotions, contests—even the ads!  I followed the music trends as they came and went: folk-rock, the British invasion, then Motown and Philly soul.  And I loved just about all of it. 

That night, I listened to KMFR for about three hours until it was getting close to bedtime.  I learned a lot in three hours! 


KMFR was mostly music like KISN, but certainly not rock and roll.  I recognized a few of the tunes they were playing, mostly older and slower stuff I heard on KISN that they called “oldies.” 



The pace of the show was a lot slower.  On KISN, the DJs were super-hyper, excited about EVERYTHING—the music, the weather, the time!  On KMFR, the evening announcer, Don Matthews, was like an old friend.  He told you what you heard and offered a bit of chat.  It was like he was in the same room with you, playing songs on his record player and then telling you all about it.
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