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			“It is my lot to wake with anger every morning,

			to lie down at night even angrier.

			All in pursuit of one truth that lies at the core

			of every jot of fiction ever written: we are all in the same skin …

			but for the time it takes to read these stories I merely have the mouth.

			You see before you a child who never grew up, who does not know

			it’s socially unacceptable to ask, ‘Who farted?’ ”

			

			—

			

			Harlan Ellison, “Mortal Dreads”

			Introduction to Shatterday, 1980

			




		
			
			

		

      
			“I’ve written it a hundred thousand times.

			I’m a blue-collar worker.

			I’m a writer, not an author.

			I’m accessible.”

			

			—

			

			Harlan Ellison, interviewed

		


		
			

		

		
			Foreword

			So … there’s this guy, his name is Ellison. Harlan Ellison.

			He writes. Brilliantly.

			He gives speeches. Brilliantly.

			He sues people. They crossed a boundary.

			He collects stuff. His house is a museum of culture, pop and otherwise.

			He has several shelves full of awards.

			He’s charming. Or he pisses people off. There is no inbetween.

			That’s how most people know him.

			There’s also the Phantom Ellison, the one that exists only as a vicarious golem, stalking through various literary communities and those who scamper to keep up. As Robert Silverberg once remarked, “I admire Harlan’s ability to dominate a conversation, even from three thousand miles away.”

			The rumor mill has given Harlan Ellison a reputation so fabled, so storied and gloried, so remarkable that the real Harlan Ellison is a pale shadow by comparison.

			Here’s an example.

			Once, as a joke, many years ago, I remarked, “There is no truth at all to the rumor that Harlan Ellison and I once pushed a baby elephant down an empty elevator shaft to see if it would go thump or splat — on a twenty dollar bet. Besides, it’s hard to get an elephant to climb stairs.”

			Today, decades later, I still get people asking me, “So what’s the truth about Harlan and the baby elephant?”

			There was no baby elephant.

			Honest.

			It’s impossible to rent a baby elephant.

			But stories get repeated, endlessly. It doesn’t matter if they’re true or not. What matters is if they’re a good story. But the more a story gets retold, the more it gets embellished. The result? All of us are trapped inside a global game of Russian Telephone.

			The real Harlan Ellison?

			I’ve met the real Harlan Ellison.

			The first time was in 1969. I was flailing in an ocean of emotion, confused and desperate, and I needed advice. I’ll skip the squalid details because this essay isn’t about me, it’s about Harlan. For some reason, I assumed that Harlan was the only person I knew who might have some kind of a handle on how life works.

			So I called him.

			Aside from a few convention encounters, I was mostly just another ambitious young annoyance, but he stayed on the phone with me for the better part of an hour, talking me down, telling me what not to do and mostly just listening — listening to me as if I were important enough for him to listen to.

			Respect. He demonstrated a level of humanity and respect that stunned me. From that moment on, I understood that there was a part of Harlan Ellison that most people would never see. Call it Authentic Harlan.

			Most people never meet that Harlan because most people only get to see Performance Harlan.

			Performance Harlan is the same person as Authentic Harlan, just louder, faster, funnier, and a little more calculated. Both are passionate, but Authentic Harlan whispers. You have to listen harder.

			The second time I saw Authentic Harlan, it was just a brief passing glimpse, but it was a profound moment. It was 1974, and I was story-editing a TV show called Land of the Lost. I went up to Ellison Wonderland to see if I could convince him to write a story for me. Ben Bova, another major force in SF, was also visiting.

			Harlan declined to write a story, but Ben was eager to give it a try, so we sat and talked. Abruptly, Harlan got up and left. He charged upstairs to his office and almost immediately, the sound of frantic typing came pattering down to us like the illusion of rain. Ben and I both understood that when Maxwell the muse whaps you with his silver hammer, you must write or die, so we continued to block out the Bova episode for the series.

			In the middle of that conversation, the typing paused. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a phantom. A strange little old man in bathrobe and slippers came shuffling out of Harlan’s kitchen carrying a glass of seltzer.

			I didn’t recognize him, I didn’t know who he was, but he went back up the stairs and shortly after that, the typing resumed.

			That was Authentic Harlan — not wearing his Harlan suit — just a little old Jewish man who could sit and type.

			Shortly after that, Harlan came back downstairs. Harlan — not the little old man. He handed me a three page outline for Land of the Lost. Page one. Page two. The first two acts were brilliant. Of course.

			I turned to page three, eager to see how it would all play out. On it, he had typed a single sentence: “I tie it all up neatly in the third act. Trust me.”

			Goddammit!

			I turned to him and said, “If I could get NBC to approve this outline, I’d buy it right now.”

			He grinned. It was one of the single most elegant practical jokes he’d ever performed on a fellow author, and he was very pleased with himself. As well he should have been.

			It was also an incredible acknowledgment. He thought I was worthy of that kind of prank.

			Since then, I’ve seen Authentic Harlan many times. Rarely at a public event, mostly when I’ve had occasion to visit. Sometimes, we just hang out. We sit and schmooze. We gossip about terrible people who deserve to be gossiped about — we share horrific experiences. We say nice things about other people behind their backs.

			One of my favorite memories, however, is a small one, but very revealing. I’d gone up to the house to drop off some books. As usual, it ended up being a three-hour visit. This is understandable. Writers sit alone in a room and type — we are all starved for human contact. So when we actually get to spend some time with a cherished friend, we make those moments last. (I’ve been blessed by this phenomenon, more than once — Theodore Sturgeon, Anne McCaffrey, Robert A. Heinlein, Larry Niven, Spider Robinson, Jerry Pournelle, and too many others to list here.) (And I do it myself, so I speak from experience.)

			Anyway, on this particular afternoon, while we were talking about stuff — I don’t remember what stuff, just stuff — the phone rang. It was Ray Bradbury. He needed to check with Harlan about something or other. I don’t eavesdrop on other people’s conversations, but this was so minor, Harlan didn’t even bother to ask for privacy. The conversation lasted only a few moments, but it was obvious from Harlan’s tone how much he loved and admired and respected Bradbury. Ohell, who among us didn’t? Ray was special, he loved life — he was the embodiment of enthusiasm for writing the next story, having the next adventure. He was that very special kind of writer — a fanboy with a genius level of ability. He could make the dreams sing.

			Oh, wait — I’m supposed to be talking about Harlan. Never mind. Sorry about that.

			Anyway, Harlan finished the conversation, hung up, and turned to me. He said, “David, do you know the difference between you and me and Ray Bradbury?”

			I shook my head. (I think Harlan likes me because I’m a good audience.)

			Harlan said, “You and me — we know all this is a game. Ray really believes in it.”

			That was one of the most authentic things that Authentic Harlan ever said. If he had tattooed it onto my chest with a hot soldering iron — in reverse, so I would read it in the mirror every morning — I couldn’t have remembered it more any more profoundly. (Why is there an L in soldering iron when we pronounce it “soddering?”) Because it revealed to me the difference between Performance and Authentic. Authentic recognizes Performance. Authentic knows when to put it on and when not to.

			You’re about to read a book about Harlan Ellison and this introduction is my gift — not to you, but to Harlan. I love Harlan. I admire him. He is my big brother from another mother. He has been a role model, a mentor, a standard of excellence — and an unconditional friend. I know this because he’s willing to slap me upside the head whenever (he thinks) I need it.

			Example: In 2015, I was one of the author Guests of Honor at Sasquan, the World Science Fiction Convention in Spokane, and I was also the Hugo host. 2015 was a year of turmoil in the science fiction community, much of it focused on the Hugo awards. One afternoon, a few months before the convention, Harlan called me — specifically to tell me, “Behave yourself, David.”

			After I asked, “Who are you and what have you done with the real Harlan Ellison?” we had a serious discussion of the pitfalls a person can stumble into when the spotlight is focused on him. He was warning me not to be an asshole. Limelight contains kryptonite. His advice — again with the damn soldering iron! — helped me set a context for everything that followed after. (The Worldcon is a family gathering, the Hugos are about celebrating excellence. Focus on that and everything will be all right.)

			Anyway, you’re about to read a very good book about Harlan Ellison. The only problem with this book — with any book — is that it cannot give you an actual physical experience of the man himself. It can give you details, it can give you incidents, it can give you fascinating stories about things that he has done and accomplished. It can even give you insights. But it cannot give you the experience of Harlan Ellison, which is a whole other thing. It’s the difference between reading a menu and eating the meal.

			Harlan Ellison is a grand feast of humanity. He is a vast smörgåsbord of events and knowledge. He is a groaning board, an endless buffet of erudition and even occasionally, enlightenment.

			And yes, Harlan has occasionally stumbled over other people’s boundaries — that’s part of his charm. (Or whatever you want to call it.) It’s usually an expression of Performance Harlan, not Authentic Harlan — but again, you’d have to know the man as a person to know the difference.

			Never mind all that. That’s just my estimation of the man.

			Here’s why Harlan Ellison is important and deserves this examination of his life and career. I can tell it to you in two words: Dangerous Visions.

			And here are the long expository paragraphs to explain those two words:

			Harlan Ellison is one of the most ambitious human beings on the planet. He demands excellence — not just from himself, but from everybody around him. That’s one of the reasons why he’s such an annoying gadfly, a pain in the ass, and a goddamn nuisance. It’s also the reason why he’s one of the most important voices in the literature of the fantastic.

			In the ’50s, Harlan established himself as a rising young star, even an enfant terrible. (According to the Oxford Dictionary: “a person whose unconventional or controversial behavior or ideas shock, embarrass, or annoy others.”) But in the ’60s, he began to chafe against the arbitrary restrictions of the science fiction genre. The magazines were the principal outlet for new fiction — but each had an established identity and well-established limits. There were places Harlan wanted to go, but there were few publishers for those places.

			Finally, in frustration, he took a stand — the result was an anthology.

			Not just an anthology, Dangerous Visions was a manifesto. A writ hammered into the doors of the church. A rebellion.

			Very simply: This genre is unlimited. It must not have boundaries.

			He invited every major author in the genre, and a few from outside the genre as well, to contribute. Harlan wanted not just their best — he wanted their most dangerous, the stories that they could not sell anywhere else, because editors were too cautious, too conservative, too careful. He wanted stories that would break the boundaries of the genre.

			And he succeeded.

			In two volumes, Dangerous Visions and Again, Dangerous Visions, Harlan Ellison didn’t just explode the genre, he demolished it in a blast of energy, a splash of cold awareness in the face of the entire field. And science fiction was never the same afterward.

			If you could travel back in time to read through the magazines and anthologies of the ’50s and ’60s and into the ’70s, all in chronological order, you would experience for yourself the sea change that occurred in the worlds of science fiction and fantasy. No, it wasn’t all Harlan — there were a lot of other good authors who were pushing something called “the new wave” — but Harlan Ellison was the guy who preached and screeched the loudest about dragging the genre out of its nice safe little ghetto.

			Because of that singular demonstration of what was really possible, the genre began to reinvent itself. And has been reinventing itself ever since. What we’re seeing in the field today — all the bold inventions, the many ambitious experiments, the exciting work of a new generation of authors — it started in a movement crystallized by the publication of an anthology rooted in the most subversive impulse: The way things are is not the way they have to be.

			It isn’t just spaceships and robots, aliens and time machines — it’s also about human beings. Messy, selfish, horrible, despicable, passionate, and loving human beings, all scrambling wildly to be something better or something worse or something else entirely in that mad caucus race of life we’re all desperately trying to win before the final bell rings.

			It’s about humanity.

			Harlan Ellison is a human being.

			He’s an excellent human being. He’s an ambitious human being. He’s striving for perfection.

			The problem is that perfection is impossible. Neither the physical universe nor the subjective universe will allow it. The best that anyone can ever achieve is excellence.

			Harlan has achieved excellence, but he’s striving for perfection — and the fact that it remains impossible and out of reach is the simplest possible explanation for that simmering rage that so many have noticed and written about. He’s impatient. He doesn’t suffer fools. He’s on a personal quest of achievement but also a much greater quest of expanding the event horizon of the imagination.

			That’s at the core of Authentic Harlan. And we are all living in a better world because he has been part of it.

			Read the book.

			Enjoy.

			

			David Gerrold

			November 2016





		
			

		

      
			Preface

			“I have no secrets,” insists the man who wrote All the Lies That Are My Life. Harlan Ellison explains that he always tells the truth about himself, not only because a writer needs to keep the trust of his readers, but so nobody will ever be able to hold anything against him. But then he jokes, “I never lie except when I’m lying,” and adds, “I only have one secret, and the only person who knows it doesn’t know he knows it. And I’m hoping he’ll be dead soon, and then I don’t have to worry about it any more.”

			This is all part of Ellison’s stump speech, the disclaimer he started giving back when he was making the innumerable appearances at colleges, conventions, writing workshops, signings, and talk shows that distinguished him as the rare author who is also a celebrity. But there was a crucial difference: celebrities try to ingratiate themselves. Ellison doesn’t give a shit. He’s not afraid of a fight with words or otherwise, and his verbal archery is legendary. Because of this, people bait him, grotesquely seeking the memento of a Harlan Ellison insult. “I don’t mind if you think I’m stupid,” he told one antagonist, “it’s just that I resent it when you talk to me as if I’m stupid.”

			It isn’t that Ellison is always looking for a fight. It’s that he respects both his craft and his readers and resents on their behalf anyone who does not. He takes glee in working a crowd, reading people’s “tells,” and leaping over the boundaries of good taste with Olympic prowess. He is an entertainer whether on the page or at the lectern, and his best work achieves a breathtaking combination of language, insight, and moral truth. That’s why a great deal of this book is verbatim Ellison. A Harlan Ellison interview is a colloquy as well as a conversation, and I have tried to preserve its distinctive flavor.

			Despite his reputation for impatience with others, Harlan Ellison’s greatest tormentor may, in fact, be Harlan Ellison. His perfectionism, his concern for the human condition, his remarkable powers of observation, and his compulsive work ethic blend to create not a satisfied artist but a frustrated man. He needs more hours in the day. He is neat to an obsession and scrupulous in his obligations. He is famously litigious but only when wronged, and notoriously unforgiving. (He is fond of saying that he is still working off grudges from 1964.) He characteristically answers his phone with an impatient, “Yeah?” and has no time for people who waste his. He is an autodidact who is a born teacher (his stories are filled with educational asides) as well as a closet romantic who pretends that his heart is made of stone. He is, well, Harlan Ellison.

			This is not, strictly speaking, a biography, nor is it objective. (Who can be objective about Harlan Ellison?) Rather, it is intended as a portrait of the man, his creative process, the world in which he lives, and the world he would prefer it to be. These are the “Harlan stories” pinned down and set into the context of his life. Where some of them may be missing, it’s because the public record has already covered them in more than enough detail and my conversations with Ellison and others added nothing new.

			Two critical studies were helpful in the preparation of this book: Ellen Weil and Gary K. Wolfe’s meticulous Harlan Ellison: The Edge of Forever (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 2002) and the more formal Critical Insights: Harlan Ellison, edited by Joseph Francavilla (Pasadena, California: Salem Press, 2012). There is also the Encyclopedia Britannica profile of which Ellison is especially proud, and Erik Nelson’s insightful 2008 documentary, Dreams with Sharp Teeth, is a dynamic taste of the Ellison persona.

			My own Harlan story begins in 1996 when I was producing the Stan Lee Biography for A&E. My crew and I arrived at Harlan’s distinctive house at the prearranged time. He answered the door in his tan bathrobe and pretended to have forgotten we would be there, grumbling, “Well, since you’re already here, we might as well do the interview. But make it fast. My wife and I are defrosting venison hamburger, and you can’t stay.” We entered a vast gallery/sanctuary of meticulously ordered books, irreplaceable prints, awards, tchotchkes, and countless posters and comic books that would make any collector drool.

			Every interview begins with a mettle-testing ritual: Is the interviewer smart or merely glib? Is the subject caring or perfunctory? Each side probes the other. Harlan cut straight to the chase: as we were setting up our equipment, he let fly a revoltingly vulgar wisecrack that hung on the walls like projectile vomit. Worse, it wasn’t good material. In reaction, I said, “Nice going, Harlan, we’re only here ten minutes and already you’re telling dick jokes.” He grinned like a little boy who’d been caught cussing on the playground and immediately warmed up. “All right,” he smiled, “let’s do it.” For the next hour he was literate, informed, quotable, energetic, and, best of all, caring. By the time we left, the venison burgers were defrosted, and I felt confident that someone I had long admired was, in fact, worth admiring.

			We stayed in touch. A call, a note, a quick hello at a book signing. He did me the huge favor of acting (and damn well) in a staged reading of The Waldorf Conference, a play I co-wrote about the origins of the Hollywood Blacklist and produced as a benefit for the Hollywood ACLU and the Writers Guild Foundation. But that didn’t insulate me from his wrath. Sometime later I broke the rules and sent him a birthday card. Knowing his hatred of such greetings, I mailed mine late. He saw right through me. “You weird senile wretch!” his written response began, and continued, in part, “It is only out of respect for your withered talent that I do not turn your card phosphorescent, Segaloff. Cease hectoring me with the spawn of Hallmark, lest I unship my bedamnt1 wrath upon you! You have been warned. (signed) H. Ellison.” With it came a parchment proclaiming “The Harlan Ellison First Warning Notice — Do Not Do It Again” made out to “NAT ‘Gee, ain’t I cute, folks!’ SEGALOFF.”

			I had arrived.

			I offer my thanks to people who, in addition to those who granted interviews, helped me in various ways with this project, especially my agent, Agnes Birnbaum. Particular thanks to Daniel M. Kimmel whose friendship and interest were key (he knows), Erik Nelson who generously provided transcripts of his complete interviews with Harlan Ellison from Dreams with Sharp Teeth, and to Harlan’s faithful and discreet assistant, Sharon Buck.

			Alphabetical thanks also to Mike Abrams, Mark Askwith, Liza Asner, Herb Borkland, Stephen Bowie, Michael Brockhoff, John Corcoran, Christine DiCrocco, Patrick Donegan, Kathryn Drennan, Robert L. Goodman, Greg Goodness, Gary H. Grossman, Karen Herman, Adam Huss, Beth Jackson, Donald Kline, Barry Krost, Joanne Lammers, Stan Lee, Judith Levitt, Michael Lennick, Bob Madle, Jenni Matz, Cat Mihos, Sue Nadell, Kevin Ott, James Robert Parish, Tim and Andrea Richmond, Melanie Rose, David J. Schow, Thom Sivo, Allan Taylor, Robb Weller, and Jon Winokur. I express my gratitude to the Archive of American Television of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences (www.emmytvlegends.org), the Shavelson-Webb Library of the Writers Guild Foundation, and the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.

			The dedicated folks at NESFA Press were especially supportive and knowledgeable. My gratitude goes to David G. Grubbs, Ann Crimmins, Becky DeVendra, Dr. Christopher S. Kovacs, Anthony Lewis, Ann Broomhead, Leslie Turek, Tim Szczesuil, Gay Ellen Dennett, and Sharon Sbarsky.

			Constant thanks as well to my special family, Ami, Ivanna, Adam, and Joseph Benjamin (JB) Lahmani. Without them, this book might have been finished a year sooner. Then again, it mightn’t have been finished at all.

			Special thanks to Susan Toth Ellison, without whom neither Harlan nor this book would exist, and to Lisa Rabnick Rubin for her counsel and the loan of Ellison family photos and letters.

			I wrote this book because Harlan wouldn’t. Although he announced in 2008 that he had agreed to do his memoirs (tentatively titled Working Without a Net) “for a major publisher” and produced a memoir-like introduction for the newly revised edition of Ellison Wonderland, in the end he chose to allow me to do this biography. Harlan has often said that his life can be found in his writing, which it can, but also, Grand Master storyteller that he is, he will often contour the facts to fit the need of the narrative. That’s something I wouldn’t let him do as we conducted the countless hours of interviews that gave shape and content to this book. Additionally, I was constantly cautioned by others to question every story he told me, especially if they involved someone who was no longer alive to correct him. All but one of these friendly Cassandras declined to be interviewed. Aware of this challenge, I pressed, and Harlan gave, and I admire him for having the courage to let me take a tour in his life. He was hands-off throughout the process yet was always available. This is the book I wanted to write. I hope it’s the one you were expecting to read.

			Three notes. First, I conducted numerous interviews with Harlan in the course of writing this book. These are listed, along with other interviews, in Appendix D. Unless otherwise attributed, all of his comments in this book are drawn from those interviews we held between 2011 and 2016.

			Second, I was still writing this book when Harlan had his stroke in October of 2014. Although it forced him (unwillingly, to be sure) to explore undiscovered lands, we had already charted those that came before, and I chose not to go back and mention his stroke until it occurred in the timeline of his life.

			Third, this book contains spoilers. If that bothers you, go read Harlan’s stories first and then come back to mine.

			

			Nat Segaloff

			Los Angeles, CA




			
				
					1. True to form, I had to look up bedamnt. It appears to be a nonce word meaning “incredibly condemning.”

				

			





		
			

		

		
			Prologue

			The toddler crawled through the snow, heedless that the life could have been frozen out of his tiny body. He had, had, HAD to get to the corner of Lee and Mayfield Streets, for that was where the ice cream lived. At Uberstein’s. It was just after sunrise of a bitterly cold January morning in Cleveland Heights, Ohio, 1936, the worst winter in twenty-two years.

			The two-year-old had already made his way out of his crib, across the living room floor, and stood on the arm of the Morris chair to take the chain off the front door of the apartment. He swung off the doorknob and onto the floor, crawled down the hall and down the three flights of stairs to the front door of the building. He hid behind the door until somebody either came in or went out, then scrambled onto the slippery stoop and onto the icy sidewalk of Lee Street in the Cedar Hill neighborhood.

			“I looked like Swee’pea in Popeye,” the man, now grown, recalls. “They found me huddled up in the doorway of the drug store, in a little alcove. It was just a local neighborhood pharmacy where they had comic books and they had ice cream, and I was waiting for ice cream, and Mr. Uberstein came to work at about 8:30, and I had been there for two, three hours, completely undressed, except for my little Dr. Dentons.”2

			Back home, his mother and father were frantic. If his sister knew, she wasn’t saying. She was eight years older than he, and sibling rivalry had set in the day her little brother was delivered on May 27, 1934.3

			When Mr. Uberstein discovered the baby, he recognized him from the child’s many visits with his mother and summoned the panicked parents. The parents brought him home, upset that he had gotten away; the baby was frustrated at having lost out on his favorite maple walnut ice cream.

			This was the first of many escape attempts for Harlan Jay Ellison. By the age of thirteen, he would succeed. When he later became a writer, he would take his readers along with him aboard one of the fiercest imaginations in twentieth century literature. He would grow to possess a rabid curiosity, the ability to observe people, a relentless work ethic, a rigid morality, a consummate memory, a fierce loyalty, and a celebrated temper. He would win every award in his field and become known not only for his stories, essays, scripts, and lectures but for being the uncompromising personality behind them.

			But for right now, all he wanted was ice cream. As years went on, he would want more. His life is the story of how he got it.




			
				
					2. As a reminder, unless specified otherwise, all Ellison quotes in this book are drawn from auctorial interviews or Ellison’s own writings as noted on the copyright page(s).

				

				
					3. Delivered by Dr. Muncaster at the Mayfield Road Hospital, now part of the University Hospitals in Cleveland.

				

			





		
			

		

      
			Chapter 1: Morning in the Sunken Cathedral

			By the time the Depression began to lift, Louis Laverne “Doc” Ellison was a fixture in Cleveland Heights, Ohio, eight miles east of Cleveland. Born in Brookfield, Pennsylvania, in 1898, he was a highly respected dentist. His practice included the usual roster of regular folks as well as a demanding breed that had come into being since the 1920s: mobsters. While not exactly Chicago, Cleveland sported its own syndicate, the Purple Gang, a band of bootleggers that operated between there and Detroit and ran booze in the Great Lakes during Prohibition. They were put out of business when the Great Experiment was repealed in 1933, but their teeth still needed attention, and one thing and another led them to Doc Ellison.

			Doc’s wife, Serita, nee Rosenthal, had quit her job as a legal secretary to marry Doc and become his receptionist and assistant. They made a stunning team. Born in London in 1899, speaking Yiddish as well as English, Serita was comely and warm. But she also had a hidden tough side. When Doc’s mobster-patients arrived for their appointments, Serita made them hand over their guns, which she carefully unloaded and stowed in the third drawer on the right-hand side of her desk. Then she ordered them to take a seat until the doctor was ready. That the Purple Gang sometimes did contract work for Murder, Inc. didn’t faze Serita one bit. After all, she was the fifth of five children of old Russian stock and had grown up under her stepmother’s oppressive thumb, so stoicism was a virtue she learned before arriving in America.

			Louis was known for his singing voice as well as his looks — “like the actor Brian Donlevy,” his son maintained. In the years before records and radio, sheet music was how songs were sold, and Louis was partners with a friend who had access to Al Jolson. Together they plugged songs to the incomparable Jolson, and those he bought featured Jolie’s face on the printed scores with a cameo of Doc that was just big enough to earn him a share of royalties, thereby bringing a little extra income into the marriage.

			The Ellisons had two children: a daughter, Beverly Charlene, born in 1926, and Harlan Jay, born in 1934. According to Ellison, the siblings never got along and apparently never wanted to. “I hated her,” he says, “and she treated me, not brutally, but very, very unkindly, and did things to me that drove me crazy, drove me up the wall. My parents intervened. My mother was always coming between me and my sister: ‘Harlan, stop annoying Beverly.’ ‘Beverly, stop kicking Harlan.’ ”

			Beverly’s daughter, Lisa Rubin, says that her mother never knew why her kid brother hated her, but that “it just festered and festered and was ridiculous because they were so much alike. Bev used the same slang, had the same sense of humor, and they looked alike. It’s uncanny that you can be apart from somebody for thirty years and grow and have such different lives and be the same. She was so witty and sarcastic — like him.”

			Ellison admits to having a broiges with his sister (a Yiddish word for a long-standing feud in which only one party knows the reason) and agrees that he and Beverly “had absolutely nothing in common except that we lived in the same house, and I was eight years younger, so I was the coddled baby, but I didn’t know I was the coddled baby. I was a nuisance, I was a pain in the ass, I was a real fuckin’ nightmare. To have me as a kid brother must’ve been like something out of a Little Lulu cartoon. All I got was animosity from her, to which I responded with more jackanapery, which only made her loathe me the more.

			“She had other tortures. I’ll give you her favorite one. I lived for Saturdays because I got to go to the movies. My mother assigned Beverly to take me downtown, and then Beverly would go off about her business with her high school friends. Beverly, as we were getting ready to go, would take her dress and lift it up and put it over the back of her like a scarf, so that you could see her underwear or a petticoat or whatever she was wearing. Then she would say, ‘Okay, let’s go,’ and I’d say, ‘You can’t go like that.’

			“She’d say, ‘like what?’

			“ ‘With your skirt up like that, you can’t go out like that.’

			“ ‘Yes I can. Come on, we’re going to the movies.’ And I would start to cry, and she would make me cry and sit me there until we were one minute shy of missing that bus down Mentor Avenue. She would do that to me over and over and over again. I didn’t know it was sibling rivalry till I was seventy-five. Out of the blue, a few years ago, I realized, holy shit, she had every reason to be mean to me. I deserved it.”

			That epiphany was long in coming. Before that — in his July 10, 1970, television column for the Los Angeles Free Press — Ellison launched a fusillade against his sister. “I don’t hate her, I despise her,” he wrote. “There’s a big difference. Hate means you have affection somewhere in you; despising someone means they are so contemptible that they are beneath rational notice.” The triggering event for this column was a visit from Beverly and her husband, Jerold Rabnick, in March of that year during which she revealed “that [she] was not only prejudiced and a bigot, but she is essentially a stupid person (italics Ellison’s) … Were I a more devout Jew, I would sit shiva for my sister; for me, she is dead.”

			Nevertheless, when Beverly Ellison Rabnick actually died in 2010 after a succession of illnesses, Ellison — according to Lisa, who had to break the news to him — “he took to the bed, and he still won’t say that’s what it was, but he went into mourning and didn’t leave the house, it seemed for months and months. Because there were such unresolved issues there.”

			It was Lisa who tried for years to broker rapprochement between the siblings, but first she had to make headway herself. “He always thought that I was the JAP,” she says. “He didn’t give me a chance. I’m not just like my mom. I work; I travel; I’m into the arts. But for years he just didn’t want to talk to me or have anything to do with me because he thought I was just a little Bev. So, yeah, I did have the curse of Beverly on my back. That’s why I would pop up [on his speaking engagements] like we did in Atlanta, and then in Columbus, because I promised my grandmother I would always stay in touch, I would do whatever I can to keep in touch.”

			As for Louis Ellison, Harlan had scant time to know him. “My father worked like a dog,” he says. “When he wasn’t working, he adored me. He loved me, but my parents were like a pair of pandas that gave birth to a catamount. They didn’t know what the hell to do with me. I drove them insane, but they loved me and they treated me better than I ever deserved. I was not as kind as I should’ve been. I was not as loving to my mother as I should’ve [been]. She was the authority figure. It wasn’t that they didn’t yell at me, because I was always being yelled at by everybody. My dad never raised his hand to me except once in his life. It cost him far more than it cost me.” In The Harlan Ellison Hornbook, he describes an occasion when as a child he had done something “outstandingly shitty”4 and was taken to the basement for a strapping. “I got over the stinging in about an hour,” he writes, but “my father became ill. He went upstairs into his bedroom and he cried. He wasn’t himself for several weeks after.”

			For a kid who seemed one step above feral, young Ellison defied the “snails and puppy dog tails” description of boyhood by being obsessively neat about his bedroom. “I was not so much anal retentive as I was obsessive-compulsive,” he says. “I would put things in a place where they wouldn’t be fallen over, and, if I noticed dust in a place where something had been for five years, I would take everything down and clean. My mother never had to say, ‘Harlan, put your books away’ or ‘Harlan, make your bed’ because I did all those things as a matter of course. I couldn’t function if there were things out of place.” He remains so today.

			Even so, Ellison admits that he got away with an awful lot. “I was like Huckleberry Finn. I pretty much raised myself. I ran away when I wanted to and ran back when I wanted to. I came home and stayed out and stayed in. They just kind of sighed and suffered along with me. They were not by any means lackadaisical or non-interested. If you’ve got a handful of sand, it’s gonna run. There’s not much you can do about it. You just have to hold on to as much as you can.” He takes pride that he was the DBS (“Designated Bad Seed”) of his crowd, meaning that, if there was ever any trouble, it was probably his doing. “I was the kid that everybody was told not to play with,” he says with a flicker of pride.

			It was here that he began storing memories that he would later roll into his fiction. He boasts of having “telephonic memory” in that he can remember “things I hear, but I see them better than they were.” It’s been an asset for him as a writer but a burden for him as a man, especially when emotions accompany the images. “The first thing I remember, my first memory in life,” he says, his piercing light blue eyes focusing on something nearly eight decades ago, “is my mother leaning over my crib and leaning down. I remember my mother’s perfume — Evening in Paris — any time I smell that perfume; even today, they still make it. My mother was going out. She must’ve been going out because I grabbed onto her pearls. I reached up and I grabbed them and started sucking on the pearls, and my momma had to take them out of my hand. I had to be under a year old because, by the time I was two, I could already read. I had taught myself to read from reading cereal boxes.” His first childhood book was Millions of Cats (1928) by Wada Gág, and the first one he borrowed from the public library — he got his library card at the age of three — was Dr. Seuss’s And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street (1937). Ellison is emphatic that the name is pronounced “Soyce” instead of “Soose,” boasting that Geisel himself tutored him on how to say it.5 At the age of five, he sneaked into the public library and devoured the children’s section. “Then they wouldn’t let me in the adult section because I was a kid, so I laid down on my stomach like an eel, and I inched my way along the floorboards underneath the sight of the woman who checked in the books, and I managed to get my hand inside the adult section. The first book I could pull out was a hardcover, and it was Blackmore’s Lorna Doone, which is a dreary book.”

			He learned other things, too, such as gin rummy. His mother was “one of the great gin rummy mavens of the world. My mother, when she was losing, would suddenly overturn the table and scream, ‘Earthquake!’ I would say, ‘Momma we’re in Cleveland.’

			“I adored my father just because he was my father and because he was so handsome. He always treated me with a kind of, well, oddly enough, I can’t tell now whether it was respect or weariness. But I remember one day when I had a comic book that I wanted my dad to read for some reason, I stood behind his big easy chair. We read a comic together and that’s all that happened. That’s all there is to the story. We read a comic together. Captain Marvel, I believe. But I was in heaven because my father and I were participating. Because my dad didn’t play baseball, and I was too small for sports. So there was no way we did that together, but we did this together.

			“We would go out on a Sunday. My mother, my dad, and I would drive out and go to Isaly’s and get ice cream. I always had to say, ‘Where are we going?’ and they would say, ‘We’re just driving.’ I would say, ‘You can’t just drive. You have to be going somewhere,’ so we would have to go somewhere.”

			Though he loved his father, the two men were distant for reasons that Ellison has tried in his writing to comprehend. “I’m sure I’ve gone on walks with him,” he says, “but I don’t remember. When he would come home, he was exhausted from work, not just nine to five but eight to ten. No television, we’d turn on the radio. My dad would just want to sit down. He’d smoke his pipe, smoke his cigar, he’d read the newspaper, ask me about school. Other than that, there was none of that big type family union. He was a good father, and he paid attention to me, but not as much as he would’ve liked to and not as much as I would’ve liked him to. My mother was stuck with me. It brings back memories that I’m not happy about. I had no brothers. I had a sister who, for all intents and purposes, was no sister. So I was all alone.”

			But not for long. By 1939 the Ellisons had relocated to 89 Harmon Drive in Painesville, Ohio, some thirty miles northeast of Cleveland, a few blocks from Lake Erie. As young Ellison would discover, Painesville was aptly named. At first, the diminutive boy (he would never exceed 5' 5", barely taller than his father6) made friends, finding that his gift of knowledge and ability to read others’ body language made him a natural leader.

			“I was the one who ran the gang,” he says. “If I could get enough kids interested in something, then I was the gang leader. There were maybe three or four kids who ran with me, but they were all their own kids and I was the bad one among them. I would get them into trouble, so their parents were always nervous about them playing with me. Otherwise, I was reading. My childhood was eventful by the trouble that I got into all the time.”

			At the age of eight, he was busted at the local A&P for opening a box of Kellogg’s Pep cereal to filch a Felix the Cat pin he was keen to add to his collection. His gambit might have escaped detection, but he opened (he says) 356 boxes before he found the one pin that would complete his set of thirty-six, and the evidence was too massive to miss. “I was taken to the Painesville pokey,” he says, “where the Cossack-in-charge ran me through a chamber of horrors guaranteed to traumatize a septuagenarian, much less an eight-year-old; I was hustled through the drunk tank and the corridors of cells, staring at local thugs and unfortunates who had been caged up for unnameable offenses, who leered and jeered and beckoned and puked in my direction. Well, sir, may I tell your face that when I got out of there, I was a candidate for a nursery school run by Rimbaud and de Sade. And though I am now aware of the misguided philosophy behind the cop’s actions — scare the little snotnose, and he’ll be a law-abiding citizen from this point on — it was my very first understanding of the limited humanity of many minions of the law.”

			He wrote of the experience in “Free with This Box!” (1958) and has been skeptical of police, not to mention The Establishment, ever since.7

			One particular incident burned into Ellison’s memory, and it involves a birthday party his parents held for him when he was nine or ten. “I knew no one would come to my party,” he says. “But I worked out all sorts of things. I laid out all my comics on the floor so that just the titles of the comics were showing. By about five o’clock, no one had showed up. My mother was home, my father was working, and my sister was away at college, I presume. So I ran away. I ran up Harmon Drive to Mentor Avenue, which was the east-west thoroughfare that ran into Euclid Avenue when it gets into Cleveland. Across the street was the old Colony Lumber company. There were stacks of lumber everywhere. Behind, it had grown to weeds and swamp. It was swampland and swale and mud and a pool in a pond with mosquitoes and reeds, and I sat there on the edge of that pond with my feet dangling in, throwing pebbles and stuff in, until nine o’clock when I had been bitten enough by mosquitoes and I went home. I walked in and my mother and father had prepared a cake for me. There was no one there, no kids, my comics were still in place on the floor. My mother and father were crying, and they wished me happy birthday. I had a piece of cake and I went to bed.” This memory of his peers’ rejection became a key image in “Count the Clock That Tells the Time” (1978), an apocalyptic tale about two people who find each other just as the world is ending.

			Ellison’s overwhelming memory of Painesville is its anti-Semitism, though he may be amplifying it from actual experience. The name Ellison doesn’t suggest an obvious ethnicity even though it is derived from Eli’s son, referencing the Old Testament’s Book of Samuel. But God’s gentle people were more aware of his Judaism than he was.

			“We were not very Jewish,” he says, though he does admit to being bar mitzvahed when he was thirteen. “I was a shabbas Jew. We were Jewish when it came to the high holy days. The rest of the time, the only time Jewishness was brought up was when somebody called somebody a kike and there had been a fight. And that was usually me.”

			Beverly had a different religious experience: church. “Her friends were Catholic,” says her daughter, Lisa. “She went to church because there wasn’t a temple, there weren’t a lot of Jewish friends, so she grew up going to church. And then she got all Jewy-Jew later in life.”

			Young Ellison, however, stood out. “I was the only Jewish kid in town for a long while until the Millers and the Rogats moved in,” he says. Significantly, the only teacher he remembers from grammar school was Mrs. O’Hara, who “picked me up and brought me back inside to the nurse’s station after they8 had beaten me up for being a Jew. I hugged her. I had enough resentment in me for the kids in the neighborhood who beat me up and for the anti-Semites. Of course, I didn’t know from anti-Semites; what I knew from was ‘dirty kike.’ ”

			He was baffled when a grammar school classmate casually asked him, “If you’re Jewish, where are your horns?” He felt his head and told her in all innocence, “I don’t have horns.”

			“Does your hair cover them?” she persisted.

			“I don’t have horns,” he insisted. Even when another classmate told him he was going to hell because he wasn’t Christian, he didn’t catch on.

			Not until the beatings started. And he fought back.

			His parents could not have been unaware of their singular religious status in Painesville, but unlike their son they didn’t face it daily at the end of a schoolyard fist. “One time I came home after [other kids] had torn all my clothes off me, and my mother said, standing there at the sink with a washcloth in her hands, ‘What did you say to get them so angry?’ It was an icicle jammed into my chest. That my own mother would not understand. At that moment I had an epiphany: I cannot bear it when people laugh at me.” He pauses, then reflects somewhat distantly, “It’s hard now to know, short of psychiatry, what one’s feelings really were.”

			Time and again, Ellison has cited anti-Semitism in Painesville and named grammar school classmates Ted Beckwith, David Jividen, Jack Wheeldon, and Ken Rogat as his personal antagonists, with Rogat being a particular disappointment because he was a fellow Jew. Rogat disagrees: “I grew up same place, same everything. I never had that experience.” But Rogat, who is now a financial advisor in Cleveland, does agree that Jack Wheeldon was bad news. “Wheeldon was a smart-ass, dumb, almost a redneck, not a nice guy,” he says, and he recalls learning from classmate Bob Reed, years later at a school reunion, that Wheeldon had referred to Ellison as a “dirty Jew.” Reed reported it to his mother, who told him that such language was unacceptable. “I have no idea that Harlan had any such incidents,” says Rogat, who also heard Wheeldon slight Ellison. “I hopped in front of him and said, ‘Wheeldon, you can say anything, you know I don’t like him any more than you do, but you can’t call him a dirty Jew,’ and we pushed each other around.” Because of this, Rogat believes, “Harlan interpreted, for the rest of his life, that Painesville was therefore anti-Semitic.”9 Ellison also recalls Wheeldon and Beckwith making anti-Semitic comments while sitting behind him at a school assembly. Finally Ellison turned around and punched Wheeldon in the face so hard it toppled him and everyone else in the row onto the floor. “Of course, I was dragged off to the principal’s office,” Ellison says. “I sat in that chair so much that the seat conformed to my rear end.”10

			Battles were also triggered because, as Ellison readily admits, “I was a smartass. My childhood, apart from my family, was a horror.” As for his numerous bêtes noires, it’s beyond trite to say that revenge is a dish best served cold, but Ellison managed to get even with many of his tormentors, not by sneaking into their homes and strangling them in their beds but by immortalizing them as antagonists in his stories. “But it’s really pointless because they did not recognize themselves. There was a guy who conned me into doing a construction job and … he screwed me and he screwed me badly. I got even with him in a story called ‘The Man Who Was Heavily into Revenge.’ I settled the score by giving him the worst possible fate I could think of. I never heard a word from him. He never sued me. I didn’t mention his name. I twisted his name so that I wasn’t legally responsible. But yeah, I’ve gotten even in ‘Final Shtick.’ I’ve gotten even in ‘One Life, Furnished in Early Poverty,’11 I’ve gotten even with all the kids who beat me up when I was a kid. I’ve used stories to get even, but it’s not really getting even. It’s not taking a two-by-four upside their head.”

			“When you’ve been made an outsider,” he told filmmaker Erik Nelson, “you are always angry. You respond to it in a lot of ways. Some people get surly; some people get mean; a lot of people become serial killers. I got so smart that I could just kill them with their own logic or their own mouth.” He points to a photograph of his third grade class in which he is the shortest kid there, shorter even than the girls. Look closer and it shows that he is standing with his hands on his hips in a belligerent pose, and he has a Band-Aid on his face from a recent playground scrap. At the other end of the photo stands Bill Brown who has an even bigger bandage on his face, having lost the fight.12

			Jack Wheeldon13 is named only once in “Final Shtick,” but his specter pervades the tale of an accomplished comedian, Marty Field (nee Morrie Feldman), who returns to his roots in Lainesville [sic], Ohio, for a tribute at his old high school. Within, the still-bitter Field plans to throw the award back in the faces of all the people who had made his childhood a living hell. When the moment finally comes, however, he realizes that he is a coward — or perhaps he understands that the pain of his past is what made him the success of today. Published in 1960, the story reads like a struggle between self-analysis and revenge, with revenge coming out ahead in the sense that just writing about Lainesville is already an indictment.

			“One Life, Furnished in Early Poverty” is a fantasy in which a successful writer bolts on a Hollywood studio deal to travel back to the small Ohio town where his youth was so unpleasant. Passing without contrivance through a time warp, he befriends himself as a child and tells him about his adventures as a runaway, trying to assure the boy (while attempting to convince himself) that everything will be all right when he grows up. When he finally tells the boy that he has to leave, the boy angrily resents his abandonment, and the grown writer, to his horror, realizes that he himself is the reason that his life has gone to hell.

			Bullies weren’t the youth’s only bane. A neighbor had it in for his beloved black terrier, Puddles, and she waited until the nine-year-old was away at summer camp before reporting it to the Painesville police as a nuisance and had it gassed. When young Harlan returned and asked his parents why Puddles wasn’t there, they told him he’d gone to doggy heaven or some such euphemism. Ellison knew better. He made inquiries and learned the identity of the culprit, staked out her house, and, one night, absconded with the favorite whisk that she used to beat the dust from her rugs. From the man who would later send a dead gopher to a publisher, a stolen cleaning tool seems like weak revenge. To a nine-year-old comparing one treasured thing with another, however, justice was done. He collected his due some thirty-five years later in “In the Fourth Year of the War” (1979) when the narrator, driven to murder by an inner voice that has taken control of his body, kills “Mrs. Corley” for canicide.

			It was against this background that Ellison formed his lack of belief in God. He was kicked out of Sunday school for asking the teacher while the class was discussing Genesis, “If this is Sunday, why aren’t you resting?” and for trying to analyze the logic of the creation of Adam, Eve, and the serpent. “I’d read the Bible by then,” he says, “and I remember speaking out and saying, ‘this is horse shit.’ I don’t believe in god the myth, I don’t believe in the Fall, in Ba’al or Poseidon or Gabriel or Lucifer or the devil or any of them. If people want to believe, believe. What does that got to do with me? But if you try to make me believe, then you’re trodding on my shadow, and I won’t permit that.”

			Even as Jews-lite, the Ellison household adhered to the tradition of family dining, a centuries-old ritual for handing down culture. Still, every meal served up danger. “My mother was a terrible cook,” Ellison jokes. “Pygmies came from Africa to dip their darts. My mother could burn water. She only knew how to cook steak one way, and it was absolutely well done all the way through. To this day I take steak well done. Blood-and-meat makes me physically ill. And she would give me green things. Vegetables, or something or other. I just thought of them as green things. There was a window beside the dinette where we ate, and I either fed it to my dog, whatever the hell it was, broccoli or something like that. I would throw it out the window, and there was a sumac plant that was the healthiest plant in the Western hemisphere.

			“My mother had specialties. She made matzo meal pancakes that you could use in the discus toss in the Olympics. She made Barley Duke sandwiches. It was Wonder® Bread with jelly and cream cheese. My mother loved Chinese food. Cantonese in those days. Jews knew Cantonese food. You went to ‘the Chink’s.’ My dad hated the stuff. I never noticed; I didn’t know this till years later. My dad loved my mother so much that, for twenty years, we would go into the Chung King in Cleveland. We would have chop suey and chow mein and all the other crap, and my mother would just sit there and be in Nan King heaven and my old man would very quietly order breaded veal cutlet.”

			Relatives were even less palatable. His mother’s sister, Alice Scher (“Crazy Alice”), “always treated me like dirt because she had been the youngest.” His father’s brother, Uncle Moe, was “a dickwad.” At Passover, the Ellisons were compelled to schlep to Coventry-Mayfield to take Seder in the Hampshire Road home of his maternal grandparents, Adele and Harry Rosenthal, where Gramma Adele (“a mean, rotten, cockroach of a woman”) would give Harlan the worst parts of the chicken. “To this day,” he spits, “beaks and feet, I can’t look at them.” Like many adults who were children during the Great Depression, Ellison marvels that his family managed to meet its needs, even if just barely. “We were hard up,” he says, “but [my parents] were so good, they made me not know we were hard up.”

			Doc was the hero in this struggle. In his younger years, in addition to his Jolson gambit, he had worked minstrel shows and hawked candy on riverboats before settling down with Serita. By the early 1930s, he had become a dentist. The people of Cleveland Heights knew that he was a good dentist. What they didn’t know was that he wasn’t a real one. The real D.D.S. was Doc’s brother, Moe, who lived in Buffalo, New York. Doc had picked up dentistry by watching other dentists and then made a copy of Moe’s license, replacing his brother’s name with his own before hanging it out as his shingle.

			By his son’s account, Moe was a brute and racked up a litany of complaints from injured patients. When investigators from the New York Dental Board paid a visit to Moe, the fillings hit the fan. They yanked his certification, putting him out of business. Undeterred, Moe packed his drills, moved to Cleveland, and went into competition with Doc.

			Doc and Serita panicked. Two unlicensed Doc Ellisons in one town was dangerous enough, but with one of them being incompetent-to-malicious, the other would be at risk. Doc confronted Moe; Moe wouldn’t back down.

			Then the Ohio licensing board arrived.

			Says Ellison of the resulting scandal, “The family, like all Jewish families, would rather go to the grave with a stake in their heart than tell you anything. Well, my mother told me the story on what she thought was her deathbed. She survived, but this is what she said: ‘The inspector came to the office when your dad was away. Was out on a call or was playing golf or was doing whatever he was doing one Wednesday afternoon. And he said, “We’re going to pull the license and your husband is going to jail,” ’ and he waited for my dad to come back. And my mother told me, ‘I went to dinner with the investigator and I talked to him. I talked to him. He said, “Okay; if he stops practicing, there won’t be any penalty, and that’s it.” ’

			Ellison pauses and lowers his voice as if Serita were still alive and could hear him from the next room. “When my mother told me this story, my suspicion was that she fucked the guy to keep him quiet. My mother would rather have her head unscrewed against the threads before she would ever say such a thing, but that’s my assumption.”

			Times were tight, but Louis was resourceful. Although Prohibition had ended, the American booze industry hadn’t yet sprung back. Louis had friends in Canada, and the friends had the contacts to get liquor, which Louis loaded into his car in Toronto and drove through Buffalo to Cincinnati and Cleveland. The rum runs were so good that, before long, Louis took a partner: his brother-in-law Morrie Rosenthal. One night, however, Morrie got busted by the revenuers and got Louis to take the fall for him. Louis didn’t serve his full sentence, but it was enough to drive Serita to seek help from the family: her sister, Alice; her three brothers, Morrie, Martin, and Lewell; and Doc’s sister, Hannah. None came through. Morrie was a particular disappointment. Ellison: “My mother goes to Morrie, and she says, ‘We’re out on the street, we don’t know what to do.’ My mother always said, ‘Trust family.’ Boy, was my mother full of shit.”

			On his release from jail, Louis was given a job by his brothers-in-law Martin, Morrie, and Lewell in a family jewelry store at the corner of State and Main in Painesville. This lasted through World War II, during which Lewell was in the Air Corps and Morrie used his mob connections to contrive what Ellison calls “a sinecure in San Diego” and didn’t return until V-J Day. It was not a happy reunion. Before long, Martin had a falling-out with his siblings, moved to Shelby, North Carolina, and opened up his own jewelry store. Then Lewell split from Morrie and opened a jewelry store right across from him.

			Throughout all of this, young Harlan was in his own world. Like his father, he had a yearning to perform. At age five, he appeared in blackface in local minstrel shows, doing his turn before throwing the stage to the troupe’s Mr. Bojangles. By the age of nine, he was doing children’s theatre at the famed Cleveland Playhouse; his biggest role was as a roller-skating penguin in Santa Claus, Cinderella, and the Merry Men. Stu Levin, born a year before Ellison, appeared with him on stage and notes that he was “very talented as an actor” and “had a good sense of humor and timing.” Levin went on to become a character actor while Ellison went on to become a character. Levin, who now teaches at the American Musical and Dramatic Academy in Los Angeles, also observed, “He was in need of attention and approbation. Most of us in this business got into it because of unhappiness in our childhood. Something went radically wrong. He was short, he was smart, he didn’t get along with the other kids in school.” Unlike at school, however, Levin says that at the Playhouse, “He was a wiseass, but he was with a company of wiseasses, so he didn’t stand out that much. He was just another wiseass in the group. We were all that way.”

			During this period, Serita would take annual three-week trips to Florida. “She either had some kind of little illness that needed the warm environ,” says Ellison, “or, more likely, my father, who adored her, would buy into a granfalloon.14 She took me with her one year. On [Miami Beach] the Air Force had set up an infiltration course for the pilots and the sailors and the Marines to run on. I was eight years old, and I was fascinated by these guys and by World War II airplanes. I started running the infiltration course with these guys, and I became their mascot.” Put to bed by his mother when she went off to play Canasta, he sneaked out of their sixth floor hotel room by jumping onto a palm tree (with appropriate arm padding) and sliding to the ground so he could join his service buddies at an open air movie they were seeing before being shipped off.

			“Here were all the guys and a couple of thousand sailors and Marines and Air Force guys sitting on the grass in the park. Huge sheet stretched between two palm trees, and I saw Tyrone Power, Basil Rathbone, and Linda Darnell in The Mark of Zorro. I didn’t know who Zorro was. I was a little kid. But the magic of the setting was so encompassing to me. I mean, here I am sitting among heroes, all these heroes who are going off to fight the war. And I suddenly get the message that with great power comes great responsibility. Here is someone who has ability. He has power — in this case, a secret identity and an incredibly heightened sense of justice. Somewhere in that film is when I got my self-image. I realize how stupid that sounds, how self-aggrandizing, but it’s that is the truth. I taught myself about courage and about defending the weak.”15

			It was in Painesville that Ellison discovered life on the streets. “The Cleveland mob and the Purple Gang would come down from Detroit and hang out. To this day, I still pronounce it ‘DEE-troit’ because that’s the way they always pronounced it,” he says with a mixture of nostalgia and reportage. “I ran numbers for them, but I didn’t know I was doing it. I was seven years old. What did I know? I would get out of school, and my brother-in-law [Jerold Rabnick] had an optical shop, Jerold Optical, that’s still there on Huron Avenue, on Prospect. Down Prospect was the Roxy Burlesque. There was a little bitty alley called Short Vincent, and that is where the theatrical grill had its entrance. They would send a bus down to Riverfront Stadium for the ball games. It’s where everybody went to have their steaks, but it was also where Greasy Thumb Guzik and Shondor Birns would sit. My Uncle Morrie introduced me. He would take me there every once in a while, and they liked me. I would sneak across the alley to the stage entrance of the Roxy Burlesque. I saw them all. I saw Candy Barr, I saw Tempest Storm, Evelyn ‘Treasure Chest’ West. Shondor Birns is one of the main characters of Boardwalk Empire. He and the Purple Gang and the Detroit Mob, they were all there. One day Shondor Birns says, ‘Hey kid, will you take this over to Gus at the cigar store on St. Clair Ave. I’ll give you the other half of this when you get back.’ He took a twenty dollar bill and ripped it in half. I took it to Gus at the cigar store and he said, ‘Thanks kid.’ That happened any number of times because I was Morrie’s nephew. I did all this shit and I didn’t know what I was doing. It was utterly and totally innocent. Twenty dollars. I bought more comic books than you could imagine.”

			In addition to comic books, Ellison became enthralled with radio drama. “The Shadow and all that, that’s where my writing and story [sense] came from,” he says, “from guys like Arch Oboler and Norman Corwin and the greatest of them all, Wyllis Cooper, who did Lights Out. And the guy who wrote The Shadow, Walter Gibson. The guys who wrote comic books taught me how to write.”

			By the time he entered kindergarten at the Lathrop Elementary School on Roosevelt Drive, he could read at an advanced level. Nevertheless, and despite his objection, he was placed in the little kids’ section.

			“There was a dictionary on the teacher’s desk, and I went up and I sat down, put my left thumb in my mouth, and I started reading it. I’m reading this dictionary, and the teacher comes along. She says, ‘Come on, little Harvey or Herman or Nerlon’ — they didn’t know what Harlan was — ‘Come on, stop playing at reading.’ And I’m saying, ‘No, I don’t wanna.’ And she’s pulling on me and I’m pulling back, so I bit her.” From that moment until the sixth grade, Ellison became a regular habitué of the Lathrop principal’s office.

			“They called my mother. My mother had barely gotten home. They said, ‘Mrs. Ellison, you better come to school.’

			“ ‘Why?’

			“ ‘Harlan’s in trouble, you better come.’

			“ ‘Harlan’s in trouble? I’ve been away six minutes!’

			“ ‘Please, come.’

			“My mother came in, and she sat down. My mother was a very smart woman. She listened and she said, ‘Did you check to see if he could read?’

			“They said, ‘Well, of course not, he’s five years old, you know he can’t. That’s why you sent him to school.’ So she grabbed the book off the principal’s desk and she opened it and she said, ‘Read.’ And I began reading: ‘These collections will be published two months apart. It is here with the …’ and they put me in the first grade.”

			Children who are especially bright in school bore easily. They become restless. They misbehave. Ellison did all three. By age six, this intellectual and physical restlessness began to estrange him from his schoolmates.

			“He was different,” says Ken Rogat. “He was a young kid who believed in science fiction in a community where nobody else did, so he was weird, he was different than anybody else.” Rogat recalls that Ellison even jumped out of a window trying to be Superman. Ellison concurs, adding that he and John Mumy planned it, and he landed on the garage roof. This and other quirks leads Rogat to conclude, “He made a life out of what he was, so God bless him. If you look back, those were the things that defined who he is today. He did what he should have done.”

			Even when Ellison made friends, it was based on being different. “There was a kid in our class named Joe Toble who was one of the only two friends I had. I suppose it was because he was a geek, too. Joe Toble got head lice, and they had to shave his head. He had to wear a stocking cap, and everybody made fun of him. I made friends with him because I was the only Jew — ‘Let’s beat the shit out of the kike.’ ”16

			Ellison himself was aware of his difference. “One day when I was ten, I was out in front of our house at 89 Harmon Drive, sitting with my dog,” he says. “And I’m looking across the street at Leon Miller’s house, and I said, ‘It’s mine. It’s all mine. All I gotta do is go out and get it.’ And a few years later, at age thirteen, I ran away for the first time. I ran away because I was bigger than the box I was in. No hyperbole, I was the bad kid. I was so hyper, I was so active, I was so smart, [my parents] couldn’t possibly know what they had on their hands. I knew what they had on their hands, but I didn’t really know. All I knew was I wanna do this and I wanna do this now. So I ran wild.”

			This became a pattern. He has often described how he would run away and find work on the road then return for a while before heading out again. Though young and small for his age (and despite child labor laws), Ellison rode the rails with hobos, learned their secret symbols, fought with them over bridge trestles to sleep under, and “had knife fights with bums for a piece of cardboard to sleep on in the snow.”

			One of his escape attempts led to his being sent to a youth summer camp. “It was supposed to be a summer camp,” he says. “It was actually where homeless kids were sent all year ’round. It was called Bellefair, and they had me washing steps like Little Annie Rooney — Gloriosky! — and I did it with a horsehair brush and a big zinc bucket filled with vinegar and water. The steps were bowed from decades of kids running up and down those stairs.

			“I ran away constantly. I did everything. I tied sheets together with a rock on the end and threw it over the wall. Sometimes I would hang onto the bottom of a laundry truck. Other times I would just go off into the woods and keep walking. In those days, Cleveland was a very small city surrounded by gigantic woodlands, and once I got out, I would be lost forever. One time I wandered for two days until the most wonderful thing happened: somebody had dropped a brown paper bag, just a flat bag, and there was a comic book in it, and it was a Green Lantern comic. And I read that thing for miles and miles and miles and years later the artist, Martin Nodell, and I became acquainted, and I gave him a job on Harlan Ellison’s Dream Corridor.”

			Ah, comic books. The Golden Age of comics (1938–1950) was in full force throughout Ellison’s youth, and such heroes as Joe Simon, Jack Kirby, Bob Kane, Will Eisner, Jerry Siegel, Joe Shuster, Gardner Fox, Harry Lampert, Mart Dellon, Bill Finger, Charles Moulton, and dozens more gave it form, language, and legend. Ellison’s stars were not the super-heroes on the page, they were the super-heroes who put them there, the writers and artists who created the ink-and-paper universe of Superman, The Spirit, Batman, Flash, Wonder Woman, and the rest.

			Ellison during these formative years had something else in common with the comic book world: They were both outsiders. “I was always an outsider,” he says, “a) a Jew; b) a tiny provincial Ohio town; c) the Depression; d) short, bullied, smart as a whip, taught myself to read, all that crap. When you’re given those tools, and you are no bigger than a cockroach, and people start laying ‘god’ and ‘believe’ on you, I look at these people and I think to myself, ‘Oh you poor devils, don’t you know?’ And then I think to myself, more kindly, ‘No; if they knew the truth, they would weep endlessly.’ The world was mine. Why was I standing there on Harmon Drive? I was going to join the circus! I had read Toby Tyler. I knew if I ran away, I’d get a monkey. I got far enough away where I found a carney, and I was with a carney till I got busted and put in jail in Kansas City.”

			The first few times he threatened to run away, his mother dismissed the notion. “I used to threaten to run off, and my mother would say, ‘I’ll pack you sandwiches.’ I would say, ‘I will run away from home, and you’ll never see me again.’ I even would take a pole and wrap up the things [in a kerchief] like a hobo. You learn a lot of tricks. From the moment I hit the road I was a ’bo, a dog robber, a scrounger. I could lie with the best of them, I could plead my case, I could ride the rails and all that shit. I guess I’m the last generation that did that. But I had been impressed at that time by Jim Tully and Jack London, two great writers. If I look back on my time riding the rails and running the road, I have no bad memories. I just don’t. I remember the lady who gave me fried chicken at a back door. I remember bums giving me coffee out of a tin can. I remember sleeping in boxcars. I don’t remember any of the bad stuff. I think that’s good, because I don’t have a haunted childhood. I had a happy childhood. It’s part of my whole life of happy.”

			Each time he was dragged home, Ellison returned to a puzzled family that still considered him a little boy. He would soon learn to be a man. “Years went by, and my Dad thought he owned a piece of the [jewelry] store,” he wrote. “I was too busy fighting for my life to pay much attention … but then in 1947, after my Uncle Morrie had come back from the war, it turned out my father didn’t own anything. He had been the manager of the store, had built up the clientele and won friends all through town — he was the only Jew ever taken into the Moose lodge in Painesville … but when the crunch came down, my old man was out on his ass.17

			“I always remembered the night of the fight,” he says, lowering his voice. “They were on the sun porch in my Uncle Morrie’s house with me two rooms away under the dining room table. I was terrified. Martin had gone off to Shelby, North Carolina, to open the store there; Morrie and Lewell had been drafted and had left my father, who was older, to do everything. Morrie lied to him and told him he was going to make him an equal partner, and my dad worked his ass off.” Ellison’s voice drops to a self-described “wolverine growl” as he says, “Morrie lied to my darling daddy. I remember the fight very clearly. One night, my mom was back there with them, and my mom never raised her hand to me, and I never saw my father raise his hand to any other human being, and I looked up from under the dining room table, back across the big dining room and kitchenette and kitchen and the sun porch. They were sitting on a porch glider, and Morrie finally got around somehow to not being able to get my father to believe any of his god damn lies, and he said, ‘You’re out!’ or something to that effect. My dad finally lost his temper and he tossed a pillow at Morrie, and Morrie took a swing at my father, and I was paralyzed with fear under the table. My mother interceded and stopped the fight.”

			Recounting this, Ellison is in tears. “God, my curse is memory.”

			This incident, as did the gassing of his dog, Puddles, also turned up in “In the Fourth Year of the War.”

			Nearing age fifty after the ouster, Doc had to go into business for himself. He opened a second-floor shop and sold appliances practically door-to-door, climbing the steep stairs day after day, several times, hauling his wares up and down with him. On May 1, 1949, it killed him.

			“I saw my father die,” Ellison says. “It was a Sunday morning. He had a coronary thrombosis sitting in his easy chair, just to the right side of our fireplace in the living room. He was smoking his pipe or cigar, reading the Cleveland Plain Dealer, about to ask for the funnies when he suddenly got hit and began to choke. My mother was in the kitchen. I remember her coming in from the right, which is where the kitchen was. I don’t remember her getting terribly hysterical. My sister wasn’t home. She was at college. It was my mother and myself. My mother and I carried him to the sofa and he was dead before the rescue squad got there. ‘Please call the hospital. Get us someone here quickly.’ They came fairly quickly, but there was nothing they could do. He was already gone. They took my dad away, and we had empty days until we went to Cleveland to the funeral. It was then that I left all religion forever. When I realized that the synagogue had the list of the people that died in the year preceding, and they listed them not alphabetically and not chronologically, they listed them by how much money they had given. I said I want no more. I never went back into a Shul (which is strictly not true because I’ve gone to a couple of brisses and a couple of funerals). I never cried. I didn’t cry at my father’s gravesite. I shoveled but I didn’t cry.”

			Doc Ellison was forty-nine. Serita never got over it in the twenty-seven years she survived him. “They were all spent in mourning,” their son says. “There wasn’t a day when she didn’t cry. The months after my dad died, my mother couldn’t sleep alone, so I had to sleep in the bed with her. Until I found it creepy. I lay beside her on the bed and listened to the ball games, the Cleveland Indians. My mom adored my father to the point that, after he died, apart from maybe once or twice, my mother never went out on a date. She was nuts over him.”

			There is an epilogue. In April 2013, Ellison returned to Cleveland to visit Beverly’s and Jerold’s daughter, Lisa; her husband, Mike Rubin, and Lisa’s brother/Ellison’s nephew, Loren Rabnick, all of whom had remained there. Loren had been, as Ellison describes, an Olympic-level Greco-Roman wrestler before falling to a degenerative muscle disease in his fifties. There was politeness toward Lisa and Mike, but Ellison’s affection — indeed, the reason he broke his vow and ventured back to his home town — was for Loren. “Loren always loved Unca Harlan,” Ellison says, “because I was the barnstormer who always came into town with Ann-Margret on his arm.”18

			This time it was clear that this would be their last visit. “Before I could even sit down,” Ellison says, “Lisa said, ‘Come with me, I want to show you something.’ We walked up four steps to a little alcove above the living room, at the front edge of which was the back of Loren’s television. Loren is below in a wheelchair, looking at it. She says, ‘Look at this,’ and she points me to a chair which had clearly been recovered a couple of times.”

			Lisa continues the story. “See this chair?” she said. “This is the chair that your father died in.”

			“ ‘What?’ Ellison gasped.

			“This is the chair. Mom had it all these years, it’s been in the family.

			“He was quiet, and then he said, ‘Well, why the hell would you show me this? Why do I need to see all this?’ I said, ‘This has been around me all my life. I have had the family things, and the family taking care of them, so it’s time for you to see them.’ Later he asked Nikki, my daughter, ‘Why would your mom do that to me? Why would she show me all that?’ I think it was hard for him seeing all that because he’s been away from the family so many years that he could build his memories and he could remember what he wanted but not be bombarded with all the chairs and the pictures and the tchotchkes. He hadn’t walked into [Beverly and Jerold’s] house in thirty years. There are so many things in that house that he grew up with: the chandelier my grandmother brought from England, on and on, tchotchkes that have been in the family forever. I got him to take a couple things home. But that was hard for him.”

			By his own admission, Ellison has spent the rest of his life trying to find and define his relationship with his father. The father image runs deep in his work and is never away from his heart. “I’ll tell you a terrible story. Because I had cried so much as a kid, being beaten up and being all left alone on the street, in the bushes, wherever, I just didn’t cry over my father. I didn’t cry because I was cried out. My birthday was May 27th. He died on May first. I went outside. I used to bounce the ball, a tennis ball, off the front wall of the house. And I did that day after day after day after day, from morning till dark. It wasn’t until years and years later that I realized what a nightmare that it must’ve been for my mother. It was like the Chinese water torture. I’m going boomp, catching, boomp, catching, and not thinking anything about it. But inside the house my mother is hearing it. This went on for hours. I would stand there for six, eight, ten hours at a time.”

			Within four months, the remaining Ellisons moved back to Cleveland.

			


			
				
					4. Possibly entering Lathrop school at night, somehow pushing a powered lawnmower to the top floor, and balancing it on a window ledge.

				

				
					5. He later counted Ted “Dr. Seuss” Geisel among his friends and advised others, “Ted said it’s pronounced ‘soyce,’ not ‘soose,’ and if he’d wanted it pronounced ‘soose’ he would have spelled it ‘soose.’ ”

				

				
					6. Ellison says that his parents made him take injections of growth hormone Antuitrin-G, best described as an unreliable extract from a cow’s pituitary gland. Such faddish 1930s drugs were a step above snake oil and were sometimes blamed for tetanus, paralysis, and neuritis.

				

				
					7. June 26, 1970 column in the Los Angeles Free Press, reprinted in The Other Glass Teat. California: Edgeworks Abbey, 2011. “Free with This Box!” was collected in Gentleman Junkie.

				

				
					8. Possibly Jack Wheeldon and/or David Jividen, whom he has named as antagonists in his stories.

				

				
					9. When later informed that Wheeldon had died, both Ellison and Rogat said, ”He should have.”

				

				
					10. Ellison uses this in “Go Toward the Light” adding that “He was on the football team, and he broke my jaw … I ate through a straw for three months.”

				

				
					11. The new The Twilight Zone, Season 1, Episode 27, December 6, 1985. Teleplay by Alan Brennert based on Ellison’s 1970 autobiographical short story. The teleplay adds that Ellison’s real-life tormentor, Jack Wheeldon, turns up as a taxi driver who never left his home town. This is also the title of an unrelated and unfilmed Ellison pitch to Route 66.

				

				
					12. Dreams with Sharp Teeth, directed by Erik Nelson, California: Docurama, 2007.

				

				
					13. “Jack’s left-hand wing man was David Jividen,” Ellison adds, “and his right-hand wing man was Teddy Beckwith.” Beckwith turned up as the drug-dealing crew member who triggers the trouble in Ellison’s original version of “The City on the Edge of Forever” for Star Trek.

				

				
					14. A word coined by Kurt Vonnegut in Cat’s Cradle (1963) for a meaningless association of human beings. Ellison uses it metaphorically to mean a fabricated idea that people accept.

				

				
					15. Erik Nelson interviews.

				

				
					16. Ellison adds, “Every Easter I used to ask all my Gentile friends, ‘Why do you nail up one of my people and call him a hero?’ They didn’t think that was all that funny: ‘Spike a Kike Day.’ ” (from Q&A with Josh Olson at Dreams with Sharp Teeth showing, New Beverly Cinema, April 23, 2009.)

				

				
					17. The Harlan Ellison Hornbook.

				

				
					18. Loren Rabnick died on November 19, 2014. Wrote Ellison on his blog, “Please: I presume accurately that many of you feel my loss and wish to succor me with your good thoughts. I ask that you refrain. This one is mine to handle, and constant gentle and well-intended iterations will only weary me. I thank you in advance for your concern, but don’t.”

				

			





		
			

		

		
			Chapter 2: First Contact

			Harlan and his mother moved into the Sovereign Residence Hotel in Cleveland in time for him to enroll at Cleveland Heights High School. Serita found work wherever she could: as a legal secretary, as a maid, as a clerk at the local B’nai B’rith thrift shop. It was at the latter that she bought her son a highly used portable typewriter, probably a Royal, for all of two dollars. Although he had by this time become familiar with the keyboard — he says he had started at the age of two with a toy machine with the letters on a wheel and you pressed a key to drive it into the roller — this one was serious.

			So was his worsening relationship with his sister. Now 23, Beverly had graduated from Harvey High School in Cleveland in 1945 and headed straight for Ohio State University (“to get her M-R-S degree,” says Mike Rubin, Lisa’s husband). College ended for Bev when the money did even though Serita borrowed tuition from her and Louis’s siblings. She also worked. So did Harlan — as a soda jerk, at a bookstore, and later on road gangs digging ditches for a dollar an hour.

			At age fifteen with his father dead, Ellison’s life was upended. He lost concentration and struggled through classes. His earlier epiphany — that he was an outsider — blossomed into a full case of alienation. Where once he was the celebrated Designated Bad Boy of his crowd, by this time he had crossed the line to pariah status. Despite joining the drama club and writing for the school newspaper, his academic interest flagged and his grades dropped. Finally, when he authored an incendiary column (the contents of which he cannot now remember), he was “asked” to leave. “It was probably just me opening my big mouth.”

			He soon found another use for his mouth: kissing. “Her name was Sally Dunn,” he says. “Sally and I stayed friends. She wrote for my fanzine. Sally was always smarter than I was. Her father introduced me to Kay Kyser band music. Lawrence Welk music. It was populist, and I liked that a lot. I don’t think her family approved of me. Who would approve of me?”

			Ellison progressed from kissing to — well, you couldn’t call it lovemaking — when he was around fifteen. “The first time I got laid,” he says, “was just before I went to college. It was in the maid’s closet at the Sovereign Hotel at 12701 Shaker Boulevard.19 We were both science fiction fans. Her name was [name redacted]. She’s remarried so you’ll never find her. We happened to find ourselves alone. My mother wasn’t home. I had been putting together my fan magazine. Somehow we wound up fucking. I think I was her first, and she was my first. It was not terribly memorable, but it was nice.”20

			He also scored his first publishing deal (the word sale is arguable) when the Cleveland News printed two of his stories on its children’s page, “The Rangers.” One was a five-part serialization, “The Sword of Parmagon” (1949), that he admits “was a direct steal from Sir Walter Scott ’cause I had been reading the classics. I was paid off in tickets to Cleveland Indians baseball games. I followed it up with my next big success called ‘Track of the Gloconda,’21 which was a direct steal from H. Rider Haggard.22 I did my own illustrations.”23

			Other than Scott, Ellison cites few influences on his work. “There are moments,” he says, “a moment in The Sea Wolf by Jack London or The Long Valley or short stories by Steinbeck or something in Hemingway or Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley that meant something to me. But there is no single influence, including any of my teachers, that shaped my writing.”

			By this time, mother and son had rented a home across town. The new address was in a different school district, and this allowed Harlan to enroll in a new school where his reputation didn’t precede him. Unfortunately, it was East High School, known in those days as “Switchblade High.”24

			“I didn’t know what to expect. The school was about evenly divided between black people and white people and males and females, all of whom had names like Balahutsky and Jablonsky, and I was Ellison. They said, ‘That isn’t a Jewish name,’ and by that time I was smart enough to say, ‘Yes it is; it’s Eli’s son.’ ”

			Having become inured to knives while on the road, it wasn’t the weapons at Switchblade High that bothered him, it was the attitudes. “This is part of my childhood that very few people know,” he says. “I was in my senior year at East High School, having been thrown out of Heights High School. Being a Jew, my mother said, ‘Always be with your own,’ which is what Jewish mothers say. It’s also what black mothers say, also what Latina mothers say, and also what white mothers say. Cleveland was one of the centers of bigotry in America. People on the east side hated people on the west side, and people on the north side hated people on the south side. The blacks hated the whites, and the whites hated the blacks. On the side of Cleveland that I lived on, there were all the Polacks and wops and Galitzianers and Litwaks and even the ‘N-word’ — or in Yiddish the ‘S-word’ — people. I’ve used racism, bigotry, sexism, and egalitarianism in all of my stories. As a person I am so color-, sexuality-, gender-, and nationality-neutral, I’m fuckin’ oblivious. When people ask me, ‘How many times has a gay guy made a pass at you?’ I say, ‘If I think about it real hard, I think maybe two times in my life, but I don’t know for sure if that was a pass.’ I was so aware and unaware at the same time of color, sexuality, gender. I know how I felt about religion from the time I could walk. I knew it was all bullshit. Except maybe Buddhism because it’s the only one that has a god that doesn’t say, ‘I’m gonna kick you in the ass if you don’t do what I tell you.’ ”

			Most of his education took place on the commute to and from school. “I would go out every day and get on the rapid and ride it down to St. Clair or Superior and take it all the way out to East High School, and I would sit out there and read. I would read Roger Price, and comic books, Captain Marvel, Cervantes … Never drank, never mooched or robbed. I shoplifted. I shoplifted books like crazy. I still have, to this day, books that I shoplifted.”25

			The journey toward what would become the genre most (albeit reluctantly) associated with Ellison had begun when he was eleven and read his first science fiction story, “Twelve Hours to Live,” by Jack Williamson.26 Ellison found in this literature not only fuel for imagination but a statement of the ironies that he had long observed in life. “I knew nothing about science fiction,” he says. “I used to read sports magazines, but I was reading science fiction and I didn’t know I was reading science fiction. It wasn’t a separate genre to me. I was reading Clark Ashton Smith, I was reading Ray Bradbury, I was reading Edmond Hamilton, I was reading A. E. van Vogt, but I was reading them the same way I was reading James Fenimore Cooper, the same way I was reading Mark Twain, the same way I was reading Victor Hugo and Dumas. A book was a book. If you left a cereal box on a table, it was a book, I read it.”

			It was at East High that Ellison made friends with fellow student, Ray Gibson, an artist who collaborated with him to create cartoons for the school newspaper, the Blue and Gold. One such effort earned a life beyond East High: a gag showing a robot sitting in a chair and holding his aching foot while the curly haired wife robot looks down at him as he tells her, “Boy, my plates are killing me.” Ellison sent the cartoon to Bill Hamling, editor of Imagination magazine, who paid the pair $25. Ellison spent his share on a used AB Dick mimeograph machine and an array of styluses to draw on its blue wax stencils —

			— Because by this time (1953) he was publishing his own science fiction fanzine. Science Fiction Fantasy Bulletin was the journal of the Terrans, members of the Cleveland Science Fiction Fantasy Society, which Ellison co-founded and of which he became the periodical’s editor. It was one of a growing number of fanzines devoted to the genre. Perhaps because sf has been considered a less distinguished form of writing, its fans and practitioners show a camaraderie unusual within literary circles. When Ellison left the Cleveland Science Fiction Fantasy Society, he took the publication, now named Dimensions, with him and used it as his calling card. He shrewdly printed it by befriending Al Wilson, a Cleveland tech worker whose side business Ellison never fully figured out, but he had a Varitype machine for typeset and a Multilith® machine for running off copies. He also had a gun, which Wilson handed to Ellison, offering him a job as combination errand boy and bodyguard for $200 a month. Ellison accepted both, later rationalizing, “Fred, you knew the job was dangerous when you took it.” Proof of this came when Wilson sent him on a flight to Cincinnati with a briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. He made the mistake of telling his Uncle Jerold what he was about to do, and Jerold had police meet the teenager at the airport. Fortunately, he had left his Beretta with Wilson, so he was allowed to board. He was met in Cincinnati by science fiction fan Don Ford who unlocked the cuffs and sent him home. He resigned his job without ever learning what was in the briefcase.

			Meanwhile, he ran his story, “Green Denouement,” (a title he now calls pretentious) in Dimensions and it attracted the attention of the legendary William M. Gaines at the bi-monthly comic magazines Weird Fantasy and Weird Science. Their June 1954 issue would feature “Upheaval,” their new title for Ellison’s story, illustrated by Al Williamson, who became a friend. Gaines’s $150 paycheck is arguably Ellison’s first official story sale.

			Ellison was aggressive in courting professionals who might open publishing doors for him. “There were a few professionals who dealt with fans,” he recalls, “Robert Bloch, Ray Bradbury, Arthur Wilson Tucker, who wrote under the name ‘Bob Tucker.’ You meet them, and they introduce you to Henry Kuttner and Leigh Brackett and Edmond Hamilton and Robert Heinlein and A. E. van Vogt and Isaac Asimov. You look in these magazines, and you see the budding Harlan Ellison.” It was here that he began corresponding with many of the emerging writers who would reshape and dominate the genre for the next fifty years. “Fandom in those days was like a matrix,” he says. “Everybody traded magazines. I’d start out with the N3F (National Fantasy Fan Federation); it’s how I got to meet Robert Silverberg and Redd Boggs. Every professional was a fan.”

			“We met because we both contributed to the same fanzines,” recalls Robert Silverberg, who says he only briefly belonged to the N3F in the 1950s. “I began publishing one in 1949, and Harlan arrived on the scene a year or two later. At some point in 1952 or early 1953 he phoned me from Cleveland to my home in Brooklyn, New York, which astonished my father because telephone calls were very expensive in those days and one did not lightly make long-distance calls. He suggested we meet at the 1953 Worldcon in Philadelphia, which we both had said we were going to attend.”

			“I spotted him almost the instant he walked into the hotel,” Silverberg wrote in the July 1977 The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, which devoted its entire issue to Ellison. “He was the little guy in the center of the crowd, doing all the talking and obviously holding his audience in the palm of his hand. ‘Ellison?’ I said. ‘Silverberg.’ He said something snide out of the corner of his mouth, and a deep and strange friendship was born.”27

			A fellow magazine publisher, Silverberg, only a few months younger than Ellison, describes his own fanzine as “dignified, quiet, and serious,” while calling Ellison’s “gaudy, flamboyant, enormous, and raucous, with vociferous headlines calling attention to sensational exposes of the science fiction world’s soft underbelly.” Such phrases as “The mad dogs have kneed us in the groin again” were incendiary within the close-knit sf community and carried a lit fuse into the 1953 Worldcon (World Science Fiction Convention) at Philadelphia’s venerable Bellevue-Stratford Hotel, the first major fan event he attended and surely the one that minted the Legend of Harlan Ellison.

			For those who have never attended one, an sf convention or “con” can seem intimidating: hundreds, even thousands of like-minded, single-minded fans gather in one place to collect autographs, buy books, trade fan fiction, and mingle. Seen from the inside, however, cons are also a huge comfort zone for people, especially kids, who, at last, discover that they are not alone in their passions.

			Ellison had taken a suite with Robert Silverberg; together they were known as BNFs — “Big Name Fans.” They then sub-rented corners of it to lesser fans who were thrilled at being able to hang out with them. “It sounded like a good idea,” Silverberg recalls, “and very shortly we had agreed to share a room, too, and then to rent a suite and invite other fans to buy floor space at $5 a night. Dozens of them took up our offer, and the place was crowded every night; he and I split the proceeds, which were considerable. A hundred dollars or more each, an enormous amount for teenagers that long ago. We had never met before the 1953 convention, but we found an immediate affinity for each other, which has endured — with some trying episodes along the way, and a six-year estrangement — for the following six decades.”

			Ellison held court at the hotel’s reception area a few short flights of stairs up from the lobby, when, as he tells it, “all of a sudden, a long way down, comes a voice very loud: ‘HARLAN ELLISON!’ Then the same voice screamed my name again even louder. It was joined by at least two other voices screaming my name. As if by direction, the fans parted like the Red Sea, and I stood alone like Gary Cooper in High Noon. At the other end of the now-passageway stood a guy I had never seen before in my life, very stalwart [with] a mean look on his face.”

			The man was Joe Semenovich, a fan (and later writer) who had become incensed over opinions Ellison had expressed in Dimensions. “Dimensions had a large readership,” Ellison says, “and I was as outspoken then as I am today on a great many subjects that most fans never talked about: race, women’s rights, who was writing well, who was writing badly. A vivid, upstanding, and very intelligent discourse. Joe Semenovich was rancorous. What he took exception to I do not know, but he knew what I looked like because every issue had a photograph or caricature of me. I’d gotten letters from him in which he’d threatened me, and they went into the file.”

			Says Silverberg, who saw it happen, “Semenovich was a working-class fan from New York who published a magazine called GHUVNA, which I think is Polish for shit.28 Harlan said something critical about him or his magazine and Semenovich vowed to come to the convention and beat him up. He arrived with two big goonish friends. The Bellevue-Stratford lobby was very long and narrow. I was near the main door of the hotel and Harlan was far away, near the registration desk, when the three of them cornered him.”

			According to Ellison, Semenovich said, “I’m gonna kick your ass, I’m gonna tear your heart out, and you’re gonna bleed to death right here.” Then, says Ellison, “Everybody pulled back farther. Nobody came in behind me, not Robert Silverberg, not any of the fans I’d known for years. Nobody. I learned in that instant that most people, as sweet as they are, would not raise a finger. They did nothing.”

			Explains Silverberg, “My own reaction was one of astonishment. I’m a lot taller than Harlan, but I’m not given to physical combat and haven’t been in any sort of brawl since my childhood. I don’t know what I would have done in Harlan’s place. On the other hand, I’m not the sort of person who would have gotten into that sort of imbroglio in the first place.”

			While his tormentor seethed, Ellison began walking, closing the thirty or forty feet between them. As he neared Semenovich, the bully’s men began to melt away and run. By the time Semenovich realized that he was alone, Ellison was but a few feet away. “Okay, Joe, let’s take care of this right now,” the diminutive writer said crisply. With that, Semenovich himself turned and bolted from the hotel, shouting threats into the wind as he escaped onto Broad Street.

			Word of the showdown instantly spread among the Worldcon fans and thereafter throughout the sf community. “I already had the reputation of not taking any shit in my fanzine,” Ellison says, “but this was a demonstration that caused Bob Silverberg to say, ‘Harlan is fearless.’ It took me years to realize he didn’t mean sans fear — that is to say, brave — but fearless meaning that I was so stupid that I didn’t know there was a rattler rattling in front of me and I wasn’t smart enough to run in the other direction.” Silverberg’s assessment is more direct: “Physical courage to the verge of idiocy. He wins some and he loses some … but he never backs off.”29

			The reputation stuck, and it has been as much a burden as a shortcut, as Ellison has learned over the decades. He is impatient with incompetence; he becomes agitated when people “drift” instead of giving direct answers to simple questions, and he is unforgiving of malice. As it happened, he was still at East High when he had another occasion to enforce his personal Torah.

			“The French teacher and I didn’t like each other. She was a priggish martinet who wore a red wig and had a goldfish in a bowl on the window ledge. One day she pushed me too far.” The exact cause has become lost but not the effect. “I reached into her bowl as the fish swam around and she’s screaming and the students are all watching and I said, ‘Watch, Miss Dickwad’ and I popped the goldfish in my mouth and I chomped. When she came to grab me, I pulled the wig off her head. She was as bald as a cue ball. The principal threw me out of school.”

			By the time he was readmitted, he was out of sync with his class and graduated one semester behind them in January 1953. Nevertheless, he got them to sign his yearbook and happily quotes some of their autographs: “Stay as weird as you are” and “We know you’ll be a success.” He counts no teacher signatures among them, nor does he credit any of his instructors with so much as a modicum of influence on his work.

			All that summer, he worked various jobs to support his mother and prepare to attend Ohio State University, but the college decision was more to make his mother happy than to educate himself. After all, his real education had been on the road and was coming from books, the mark of an autodidact. His job experiences read like a personal Yellow Pages®:

			I worked at a lithographing plant down on public square, I was the hot bucket monkey [carrying slag]. I worked at a drug store as soda jerk, a floorwalker at Higbee’s Department Store (the one in A Christmas Story). I also shoplifted books from Halle’s … When you’re on the road, there’s only three jobs. You can be a produce devil, you could be a garbage man, or a short order cook, and that’s it. I was such a good short order cook. I could make the best grilled salami sandwich you’ve ever had in your life. I would make you a grilled salami sandwich on corn rye. It would make your eyeballs dart from your head. I was a hired gun for a wealthy neurotic, a floor-walker, a cross-country [dynamite] truck driver. I worked on the Brooklyn Bridge as a painter, hanging underneath the Brooklyn Bridge, painting it from one end to the other sitting in a leather cradle. I did a lot of the jobs because I had read early on in Hemingway [that] one should never write what one doesn’t know. I thought I should know everything. Anywhere I went where there was a job, didn’t matter whether it was a short order cook or a printer’s devil or a ditch-digger or a crop-picker. Wherever there was work available, I took it. I used it in all my stories. There’s bits and pieces of every job I’ve ever done in a hundred different stories. Have you ever picked berries? Of course! Have you ever picked casaba melons? Yes, certainly, of course. So I just lied. I figured most of these jobs are so stupid and so easy to do, all I have to do is watch who’s doing it around me and I’ll be able to pick it up, and I did, or I would find another way of doing it myself that was not their way, that was quicker. I never had a union job until I got into the bricklayers and then with them, I got my card. Other than that, I took all non-union jobs, which were very low pay and which were highly dangerous. That was the dynamite truck thing. The only reason I got that job was ’cause nobody was fool enough to take it but me. I told them I had driven trucks. I told them I could navigate those twisting roads, up above Shelby, North Carolina. I had the jobs that other people in their right mind would never have gone near. Never been afraid, never been frightened. Not afraid of heights, not afraid of snakes, not afraid of insects, spiders, close spaces, I’m not claustrophobic, none of those things. Nothing scares me.

			In December 1953, he went to New York to visit Robert Silverberg, who was then in his sophomore year at Columbia University. By then, Silverberg had sold a couple of stories, but Ellison was still making submissions, all of which were being rejected. “Turning pro,” says Silverberg, “was a very big thing for young fans of our generation. It was like losing one’s virginity. Nearly all of us yearned to do it, and when someone actually made a sale, we looked on with profound envy. [Harlan] and I were more than usually motivated to make that jump to the contents pages of the magazines, not just for that one sale that would allow us to think of ourselves as pros, but to create ongoing careers for ourselves. Which is what we did, though hardly anyone else of our era succeeded in getting anything more than sporadic acceptances.”

			Failing a sale, Ellison returned to Cleveland and entered Ohio State University in 1954.

			College didn’t agree with him. He lasted three semesters at Ohio State. The first week there, he rewrote “Green Denouement” into “Mealtime”30 and took it to OSU’s humor magazine, The Sundial, whose publisher recognized his nascent talent and brought him onto the staff. While he was there he wrote several satirical columns for them and pledged to the Jewish fraternity Zeta Beta Tau (ZBT) as a legacy from his brother-in-law, Jerold. It lasted until homecoming weekend in 1954 when the Ohio State Buckeyes were playing the Michigan State Spartans. Ken Rogat, attending Michigan State, dropped into OSU’s ZBT frathouse and Ellison, recalling their youthful rivalry, saw red. “I went absolutely blind and attacked him,” Ellison recounts. “Took a whole bunch of people to drag me off him. I put him in a hospital, and that’s when they knew I wasn’t really fraternal.” (Rogat does not recall the incident.)31
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