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“ . . . my stuff has been momentarily adequate.”

– Rod Serling (1924–1975)




Preface to a Foreword

Submitted for your approval: Incident in a multipurpose room.

A group of college students gathered together, all facing a man sitting on one of those institutional vinyl couches found in such rooms. The man on the sofa is a television legend. Six Emmys on his mantel. He is also a decorated World War II veteran. He is wearing his paratrooper’s bracelet on his wrist. Later that evening he will give a lecture at the university he’s visiting. At this afternoon’s informal gathering he’s talking to students about writing and television and politics.

A door at the back of the room opens. Someone arrives late. He looks around for someplace to sit. All the chairs are taken. He could hang back, lean against the wall, or move forward and sit on the floor. But he doesn’t. For reasons to this very day he can not explain, he goes around the edge of the room and sits on the far end of the sofa where the guest is seated.

It was in this fashion I ended up sitting next to, well, several feet from, Rod Serling when I was a student at the State University of New York at Albany during the last quarter of the twentieth century.




✿✿✿







Foreword to an Introduction

This is a book for writers. For storytellers. It is also a book for people who like stories and storytellers.

This is not a biography of Rod Serling. There are several biographies of Serling. If you are so inclined, you should read more than one, then compare and contrast and make up your own mind. This is not a complete history of his work or its production. These also exist elsewhere. 

In no way should this book be mistaken for scholarship. It is a subjective wandering through some of the words that caught me when I was young, and those I discovered later.

I claim the pleasure of talking to you about Rod Serling’s writing. Some of that writing will be familiar to you. Some will not. If I can shift your focus slightly so you look at the known tales from a different corner of your mind, good for me. If I can introduce you to stories you might not know, even better.

The excuse for this indulgence is the fact that 2024 is Rod Serling’s centenary.

I’ve never been shy about claiming I wouldn’t have a career if it wasn’t for the effect Rod Serling had on me. His one-hundredth birthday gives me a chance to explore some of the reasons he’s meant so much to me as a dramatist. 

His writing worked on the hard wiring of my brain from a very early age and sent me off on the impractical and soul-saving ambition to be a writer. Writing has been a major part of everything good that’s ever happened to me. And Rod Serling was the man who started me off before I knew what a writer was.

As with my A Screenwriter’s Companion, I’d like this book to be within easy reach, maybe under a couple of paperbacks on the nightstand. Something you might forget is there, until the dog knocks the books over looking for a forgotten biscuit. It is meant to be perused. The book, not the biscuit.

I went back and forth about a subtitle for this book. For a while it was One Writer’s Appreciation, then it was One Writer’s Assessment. “Acknowledgment” finally won when I saw the second definition of the word in the Merriam-Webster dictionary. It is defined as “a thing done or given in recognition of something received.” That’s what this is: a statement of recognition and gratitude.

Acknowledgment will involve opinions. Said opinions are mine, and that’s what they are: opinions. My choices of what to talk about may seem arbitrary. That’s because they’re my choices. 

Encountering Serling’s themes and motifs while preparing this book, gathering them together in one place, has been like a walk along a familiar street; memories behind all those windows, and somewhere, two blocks over, the sound of a carousel.

I have a few things to say about my own writing in respect to Rod Serling, but you can skip those parts if you want to.

So, let’s you and me sit down at one end of a bar somewhere, the sort of place Tim Riley might have operated, where the beer is a nickel and you get to play three Glen Millers for a dime, and talk about Rod Serling and what he wrote.

Prepare to ramble.

✿✿✿




Introduction

Rodman Edward Serling was born in Syracuse, New York on Christmas Day, 1924. 2024 marks the centenary of his birth. He barely made it halfway.

He was the second child of Esther Cooper Serling (1893–1958) and Samuel Lawrence Serling (1892–1945). His older brother, Robert Jerome Serling (1918–2010), would become an award-winning aviation journalist and novelist.

He was a husband and the father of two daughters. He was a teacher. His gravestone in Lakeview Cemetery in Interlaken, New York, identifies him not as a writer, but as a World War II veteran with the rank of technician fifth grade in the United States Army.

Serling grew up in Binghamton, New York, about 175 miles from Manhattan, 140 miles from Albany, 73 miles from Syracuse. He was vocal in the affection he had for his hometown. He kept turning the memories of the place in his mind, like someone looking into a vintage snow globe.

Hometowns in Serling’s work are always presented as a longing. You hear that longing from Martin Sloan in “Walking Distance” all the way to “Captain” Benteen in “On Thursday We Leave for Home.”

It’s perhaps too simple to identify that longing with the fact that Serling’s memories of Binghamton existed on the far side of his experiences during the Second World War. Simple, but not necessarily false.

Rod Serling was class of 1943 at Binghamton Central High School on Main Street. In elementary school, Serling was either a troublemaker or a clown, depending on whom you asked. In high school he came to the attention of Helen Foley, who taught English and thought the boy showed promise.

Within days of graduating Binghamton Central High School in 1943, the eighteen-year-old Serling enlisted in the army, following his older brother, Robert.

Helen Foley remembers Serling coming back to his high school after basic training. “Spit and polish, all the way, and so proud of himself. He went to every teacher in that school. And it seemed such a pathetic thing to have a shining little boy like that go off to the horrors that he went through.”

Helen Foley became a founding member of the Rod Serling Foundation in 1985. A year later, The Binghamton High School auditorium was dedicated as the Helen M. Foley Theatre. She died in 2002 at the age of ninety.

Serling used her name for the lead character in “Nightmare as a Child” in the first season of The Twilight Zone. The character was a teacher.

So much of Serling’s writing is concerned with pairs of things, usually in opposition: characters, concepts, moral choices. If Binghamton is one element of a pair, then anchoring the other end of the rope are World War II and the Philippines. “Light and shadow.”

He returned from the war with the Purple Heart, the Bronze Star, and the Philippine Liberation Medal, having served with a unit that suffered a 50 percent casualty rate. He was surrounded by death in forms unimaginable to anyone who hasn’t been on a battlefield. Death in front of him, death at his shoulder, and death behind him. Serling was overseas when his father died of a heart attack at the age of fifty-three.

Rod returned to Binghamton after the war and enrolled at Antioch College in Ohio, following his older brother. 

Memories of the war crowded Serling’s mind. He started writing, describing it as “a kind of compulsion to get some thoughts down, and the desperate sense of a terrible need for some sort of therapy . . . I needed to get it out of my gut, write it down. This was the way it began for me.” 

It was at Antioch that Rod met and married Carolyn Louise Kramer (1929–2020). By 1951, Carol was pregnant with their first child, Jodi. Her sister, Anne, would be born in 1955.

Serling worked as a staff writer at a Midwest radio station. “Staff writing,” he wrote in 1957, “is a particularly dreamless occupation characterized by assembly-line writing almost around the clock, everything from commercials and fifteen-second public-service announcements to half-hour documentary dramas. . . . It teaches a writer discipline, a time sense for any kind of mass-media writing, and a technique. But it also dries up his creativity, frustrates him, and tires him out.”

He sold his first television script to the NBC series Stars Over Hollywood in 1950. He was grateful for the sale, but felt the script itself was borderline professional at best. It felt like what it was: something written late at night at a kitchen table after a full day of writing banalities and shows that called for a real grassroots, down home, “folksy” approach.

By 1951 it was clear to him that he could not become the writer he wanted to be if he had to do it part time. He needed to make a commitment to the craft and the business. He needed to quit the staff job and write freelance.

At a table in a Howard Johnson’s restaurant, he made his case for walking away from a regular paycheck and going freelance to Carol, twenty-one at the time and three months pregnant with their first child.

“She knew all about free-lance writing. She’d lived with it with me through college and the two years afterward. She knew that in my best year I had netted exactly $790. . . . She knew that it was a frustrating, insecure, bleeding business at best, and the guy she was married to could get his pride, his composure and his confidence eaten away with the acid of disappointment. All this she knew sitting at a table in Howard Johnson’s in 1951.”

Carol Serling’s response to the journey her husband wanted her join him on: “All she did was to take my hand. Then she winked and picked up a menu and studied it. . . . For lush or lean, good or bad, Sardi’s or malnutrition, I’d launched a career.” 




◊

Rod Serling suffered a heart attack on May 3, 1975. This was followed by a second heart attack two weeks later. On June 26 he underwent ten hours of open heart surgery during which he experienced a third heart attack. He died two days later, on June 28, 1975.

That summer of 1975, I was married to Terry, also born in Syracuse. We were renting the attic rooms of a house in Levittown on Long Island. Terry worked. I didn’t have a job. 

 I was alone on the bed, looking up at the peak of the roof above me when someone on the radio told me Rod Serling had died at Strong Memorial Hospital in Rochester, New York. That is how the image of the inside of a suburban roof became one of those mental “I remember where I was . . . ” snapshots usually reserved for assassinations and disasters.

Not long before that morning, I’d been sitting at one end of a battered sofa in a multipurpose room at the State University of New York at Albany. Seated at the opposite end of the sofa was Rod Serling.

I’d like to report our conversation was wide-ranging and informative, touching on philosophy, politics, and the craft of writing. But that wasn’t the case. 

He was a legend, smoking at the end of the sofa, and I was profoundly gobsmacked to be in his presence. There were thirty or so other students in the room at this informal gathering before his lecture that evening in the field house.

Someone made an ill-considered comment about being disappointed by the two Lovecraft adaptations that were done on Night Gallery. That person was me. Serling looked at me and furrowed his brow and I withdrew into what I hoped was an impenetrable cloud of shame.

I did get to ask him one question. In hindsight a dull and unimaginative question. I asked why it was necessary for Burgess Meredith’s character to break his glasses at the end of “Time Enough at Last.” My memory of his response is cloudy. I think I was still concerned he might punch me for making the Night Gallery crack. I mean, the man was a boxer in the army. He could have clocked me solid. 

His answer was, essentially, “Nuclear war shouldn’t work out well for anyone.”

And that is the sum and total of my interaction with the writer who is more responsible for my having a career than any other artist. There have been other influences, but for deep, life-shaping impact, nothing matches Rod Serling. In particular, Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone.

Why didn’t I ask him a better question? 

Why can’t I remember every word he said to me? 

Why didn’t I tell him I wanted to be a writer?

Then, on a sunny morning in June 1975, someone on the radio told me that Rod Serling was dead at the age of fifty.

Those fifty years contain a career that saw the last days of radio drama make a shaky transition into live television. He did not “learn” television writing; he was one of the people who created the form and craft of it. 

He created a television series that remains a cultural touchstone more than sixty years after its last network broadcast. He went on to create two other series, one obscure, the other what some consider the television equivalent of a redheaded stepchild.

Rod Serling received six Primetime Emmy Awards for Outstanding Writing for a Drama Series, including three in a row, the most of any writer. I won in the same category. Once. But it was in the same category! We don’t have a mantel, so the statue sits on a bookshelf close to the corner of the sofa where I am currently writing this. People sometimes sit at the end of that couch for a considerable length of time before noticing the golden lady. The double takes are worth the wait. 

By the time I won an Emmy, I’d had a play produced off-Broadway, finished my first freelance episodic television assignments, and had my first staff writing job on a series called thirtysomething. In the moment I was handed the same honor that was given to Rod Serling, I felt things were being confirmed. I had, as Joseph Campbell advised, followed my bliss and received a talisman certifying that I was entitled to be who I wanted to be. 

I have been making my living as a writer for close to forty years. It is possible to do so. At least, it was for me. Things have changed in the production and distribution of American drama, and I wonder if writers just getting into this will find the same longevity I have. I hope so. I wish them well.

The way I keep score, my career started ten years after Rod Serling died, but he remains central to how I look at what I do. I’m always surprised when I talk to a writer starting out and find that they’re operating with a completely different set of inspirations than mine. Does that mean Rod Serling is in danger of being forgotten? I don’t know. I worry his name and writing might acquire a coat of dust that keeps contemporary artists from appreciating and learning from what came before.

I made a decision about this book. It might seem arbitrary, but I have my reasons. I know what happens when you walk on a soundstage with a cast and crew. It’s an alchemy. But I also know what you have to accomplish before you walk on that stage. What you have to do all by yourself in a room with some blank paper. And yes, I still use paper. In order to talk about what I want to talk about I have to avoid being pulled into the web of connections that spins around any script.

I’m going to refrain from mentioning actors, directors, and other creative people who had the good fortune to work with Rod Serling’s scripts. This isn’t meant to slight his collaborators. Those creative people enriched the words of Rod Serling and often told how they were enriched by the words. But I’m a writer and I want to talk about the writing.

You’ll find a brief compendium of relevant credits for reference at the conclusion of this book. 

✿✿✿




Things and Ideas

Everyone writes for the moment they’re in. If we’re lucky, and we’re good, our work can outlive that moment. And that’s what writers want. To survive. Not to be famous, not really, but to lodge in the imaginations of people we never meet. People who will be here after we’re gone. 

Writers long to linger.

Rod Serling lingers. He does so because he loved words and language with a gastronomic passion. The same passion that illuminates his personal moral landscape. 

Rod Serling has always given me something to reach for. A clarity, a boldness. And he wrote so much, so quickly! That speed is one of the reasons his craft is often visible through the skin of the piece. There is little time for theorizing when you’re writing at the speed of television. It demands that you lean on your craft and instincts and experience. You use everything your memory can get its hands on: moments, people, mistakes. It’s draining and more than a little scary. But that same speed prevents you from doing too much second-guessing. It’s Zen practiced on an unfinished roller coaster. 

We are talking about one of the most disposable of all the arts, television. There’s so much of it, and they keep making more every day. Even when it isn’t saying anything, it’s saying a great deal about who we are and what we value. This is an awareness I got from Rod Serling.

Serling was intent on communicating, to make sure you knew this was important to him and should be important to you. This is especially true in The Twilight Zone, where stories were distilled into their most potent form. A place where verisimilitude isn’t as important as an idea, a sense, a hope. Sometimes he exceeds the structural load limits of story, but there is never the sense that he’s faking it. 

Sincerity is easy to mock. Sincerity is something we’re supposed to keep to ourselves. We need to be fashionably cynical, witty, and jaded. Because if people knew what we cared about they’d somehow be able to use it against us. 

Sincerity is the bass note vibrating through all of Serling’s work, when he was writing at the top of his game and when he was exhausted. Sincerity and authenticity.

Serling’s emotions and agendas are part of the weave of his writing. He belongs to the generation of post-World War II writers who felt the gnawing need to say something, reveal something, protest something, to praise and lament while entertaining. Sometimes the moral consciousness battled with the craft and the result came out lopsided to one degree or another. But to think less of it because of its sincerity is to miss the point. 




◊

Serling was an unrepentant lover of language. Of words and their rhythms. Alliteration, merism, aposiopesis, anadiplosis, hypotaxis, parataxis, chiasmus, prolepsis . . . you may not recognize the formal names for the building blocks of language, but you’ve experienced them in Serling’s writing.

The spoken word was his music. And he liked a good solo. That’s one reason why so many Twilight Zones are, completely or for the bulk of their running time, one-character pieces. 

Language. All sorts of language. He reveled in it. He soaked in it. He indulged in it.

So: “Where a hundred thousand people died.”

Becomes:“Where on one given morning one hundred thousand people were killed.”

Instead of: “I’m alive, but do I want to be alive?”

We have: “I’m alive…The thing of it is though…the thing of it is: I’m not at all sure I want to be alive.”

Responsibility, awareness, accountability are the reasons he wrote. The stories were armatures: skeletons to support the clay that would become the sculpture. You see that in the plays, and you can see the same technique stripped down and sharpened into parables on The Twilight Zone. 

One of the reasons Serling has stuck with me is because he was the first writer I encountered who was willing to talk to me about what was important to him: This is wrong, this is right, honor has value, sacrifice has purpose, and, as Edgar Allan Poe warned, “Never bet the devil your head.”

✿✿✿




1955–1959

Patterns

Requiem for a Heavyweight

The Velvet Alley

Serling’s commitment to television coincided with the medium’s first serious experiments in drama. 

From 1951 to 1954, Serling lived in Ohio, commuting to New York whenever a script his first agent, Blanche Gaines, managed to sell went into production. Writing in 1957, Serling remembered “ . . . a five-month period late in 1952 when my diet consisted chiefly of black coffee and fingernails. I’d written six half-hour television plays and each one had been rejected at least five times. What this kind of thing does to a family budget is obvious; and what it does to the personality of the writer is even worse.”

There were no traditions for writing dramatic television in the early 1950s because dramatic television had no predecessors. There was an assumption that the people who wrote radio drama would be able to make a quick transition. Many did, but many found the new medium claustrophobic instead of liberating.

After all, the canvas of a radio drama wasn’t limited by what you could see. You could hear crowds and battles, parliaments and western panoramas. Your audience would supply the scenery.

Early television was at a crippling disadvantage when it came to providing vistas. Every dimension was limited, sets, costumes, scene locations, blocking. Directors and writers pushed the limits as far as they could, and the medium advanced quickly.

The smallness of early television became the intimacy of television, probably the best thing about it. 

In 1955 Rod Serling “broke through.” He wrote a one-hour drama that launched a career. The piece that was produced on Kraft Television Theatre resonated beyond the expectations of those involved. They knew it was good, but they couldn’t anticipate the impact it would have.

Following “Patterns” live performance on January 12, 1955, Jack Gould wrote in the New York Times: “Nothing in months has excited the television industry as much as the Kraft Television Theatre’s production of ‘Patterns,’ an original play by Rod Serling. . . . For sheer power of narrative, forcefulness of characterization and brilliant climax, Mr. Serling’s work is a creative triumph that can stand on its own. . . . ‘Patterns’ was seen from 9 to 10 P. M. Wednesday over the National Broadcasting Company’s network; a repeat performance at an early date should be mandatory.”

The play was performed again, live, over NBC on February 9, 1955.

Rod Serling, after nearly a decade of hard work, was an overnight sensation. He was now participating in a small-screen renaissance of American drama, following Horton Foote’s “A Trip to Bountiful” and Paddy Chayefsky’s “Marty,” both broadcast in 1953, and Reginald Rose’s “Twelve Angry Men” in 1954.

The scope and quality of live television drama coming out of New York studios in the early fifties is difficult to imagine. It was possible in the early fifties for Americans to watch a live production of an original play almost every night of the week. The original dramas kept company with televised productions of Shakespeare, Shaw, and Ibsen, giving the new authors initial credibility by association.




◊

“Patterns” begins with Fred Staples’s arrival at the corporate headquarters of Ramsie Corporation in New York City. He’s a rising talent with an engineering degree and a gut feeling for production management. Everybody seems to know the ruthless Ramsie has hired Fred to replace aging, failing Andy Sloan, one of the first of Serling’s bighearted and abused underdogs. Fred is witness to Sloan’s humiliation in board room meetings. Ostensibly, this is Ramsie wanting the old man to quit, but Ramsie is clearly taking pleasure in grinding this man into the ground. It pains Fred to see the day-by-day devaluing of the older man, but as he admits to his socially climbing wife, he wants Andy’s job.

After one more vicious attack in front of the other executives, Sloan collapses and dies.

Fred confronts Ramsie, ready to resign over the treatment of Sloan. “He was your conscience,” the young executive tells his boss. But Fred’s catharsis is turned on its ear by Ramsie. Not only will Ramsie not apologize for what he’s done, he tells Fred he should take the job held by the dead man instead of returning to the Midwest, using his cheap morality as a cover for his inability to cut it in the rarified air at the top of the corporate ladder.

Fred changes his mind and decides to stay. He vows to be as much an irritant as Andy was. Ramsie smiles.

At first glance, Andy Sloan could be mistaken for a management version of Arthur Miller’s Willy Loman, who stepped on the Broadway stage in 1949’s Death of a Salesman. There is a resemblance, including both men having two sons, but it’s superficial.

Each man has been worn down by the system they serve, but Andy was able to hang on to a core morality that slipped through Willy’s fingers. In the end, Andy may have sacrificed his dignity, but not his family. He dies in the corridors of business of a heart attack. Willy Loman commits suicide, leaving behind a $20,000 insurance policy as his only legacy.

Rod Serling was an unapologetic moralist. He expected people to maintain certain values, virtues that help us navigate through life. Shading those values to fit a fashion or ignoring them altogether is done at your peril.

This would become one of the spines of The Twilight Zone. A place where you may not get what you want, but you always get what you’ve been asking for.

We’ll never know if Fred Staples will stand or fold in the years ahead of him. He walks into Ramsie’s office outraged and determined. In the space of a few minutes, Staples is talked out of his outrage. Ramsie’s closing argument for Fred staying is a blatant pitch to his ego. Fred can go home to a company filled with “nice people.” Or stay with Ramsie, where he will “learn more, grow more, do more with me than anywhere else.”

Fred is convinced. He has been given a way to stay while claiming he will be Ramsie’s new conscience.

My own experience with anything close to office dynamics of this level are the years I spent as an office temp before I convinced other people I could write. The thing about “business” is that it’s pretty much the same from one industry to another. People do different things with capitalism, and capitalism does different things to people, but I believe dramatizing it is mostly a question of scale.

I worked on a series called thirtysomething. One of our most successful story arcs was the failure and success of the two main characters. Michael and Elliot are first seen trying to get their small ad agency running and then, after they lose the business, how they maneuver inside a larger company run by a man who may be clever or enigmatic or a sociopath, depending on the day.

I didn’t create the character of Miles Drentell, the zen master of advertising, but I had a great deal to do with shaping him. If my Miles episodes weren’t directly inspired by “Patterns,” it was certainly on my mind when I wrote them. Miles is also one of the few characters I’ve worked with who could indulge in something close to Serling’s more Byzantine dialogue. 

The closest I came to recreating a scene from “Patterns” comes at the end of an episode where Michael has walked away from his job at Drentell’s advertising agency. I had gotten into the habit of lifting Twilight Zone titles to use as good luck charms on certain scripts. Michael quits in an episode titled “A Stop at Willoughby.” I thought I was being very clever about this one, but I realize now I named my script after the wrong episode.

Fred Staples confronts Ramsie and quits the company after the death of Andy Sloan. Ramsie suggests the real reason for Staples’s decision: “You walk out of here with a halo because you spoke your mind. Then what do you do? You go work for a nickel-and-dime outfit run by ‘nice people’ who won’t challenge you, beat your head in, and make your talent reach a height you never dreamed of.”

My thirtysomething take on the “Patterns” scene is fairly close to the dynamics in “Patterns.” Except for two things. While Fred approaches Ramsie at work, Miles makes the concession of going to Michael’s home. And the second thing: When Miles delivers his most Ramsie-esque line, “You’ve done your best work with me.” Michael says no to going back to Drentell’s advertising agency. In that moment, what I thought was my “A Stop at Willoughby” became instead my “Walking Distance.”

And it’s only taken me thirty-plus years to figure that out.

The last scene of my last thirtysomething episode is sort of an inverted version of the penultimate scene in “Patterns.” It doesn’t have the same ending, and it doesn’t end like “Willoughby.” Now it looks to me like a sort of gene splicing.

When I think back, I can hear a Serling dynamic whenever Miles and the suffering Michael Steadman are alone in a room together. It’s the two-handed dynamic, the back-and-forth between two characters in a room, for which I seem to have a proclivity.




◊

As concrete as the action of “Patterns” is, the setting is lacking in specifics. The actual business Ramsie does seems deliberately vague. It has something to do with construction and money, but it’s as vague an enterprise as what the hell they make at The Twilight Zone’s “The Brain Center at Whipple’s.“ Whipple and company appear to make . . . things. I believe. It really doesn’t matter. The dynamics between workers and executives don’t vary so much from business to business. It also, in the case of “Patterns,” avoided what would become a bear for Serling’s plays: oversensitive sponsors.

“ . . . the part of Fran, Staples’ wife, is badly drawn. At no single point in her development do we get a reasonably accurate picture of this woman and her motivations . . . The writing makes her hard to understand.”

This is not the opinion of a critic, but Rod Serling commenting on his own work in the 1957 published edition of four of his television plays. He’s not being coy. He also happens to be right. Fran is rather underdeveloped, and her motives move all over the map in the space of the hour. But Serling was under no pressure to call himself out for what he saw as his own inconsistent and underdeveloped writing. He’s just as frank about the other three scripts in the book.

The effect of “Patterns” on Serling’s career was immediate and oversized. In the two weeks following the first broadcast of “Patterns,” Rod Serling received twenty-three firm offers for television writing assignments and three offers to write screenplays. In the blush on the other side of “Patterns,” Serling made what he quickly realized was a mistake, a decision he would visit upon Ernie Pandish, the television writer at the center of “The Velvet Alley”: Serling essentially said yes to everything.

Writing in 1957, Serling remembered, “I sold six television pieces in a row—plays that had been knocking around for anywhere from six months to three years—and they all went quickly, with no price-haggling. All of a sudden, with no preparation and no expectations, I had a velvet mantel draped over my shoulders. I treaded my way through a brand-new world of dollar-sign mobiles hanging from the sky, shaking hands with my right hand, depositing checks with my left, watching my bank account grow, reading my name in the papers and magazines, listening to myself being complimented unreservedly and extravagantly.”

He sold every script in his trunk and saw many of them produced. Scripts that had been rejected for a reason. Scripts written by someone in the process of learning how to write. Scripts that would be compared with “Patterns” and found wanting. His best work rapidly became his worst competition.

Serling wrote of this time, “ . . . on the periphery of every success, in the shadows just outside the limelight, is a hulking, brooding monster known as a ‘flash in the pan.’”

It would be almost two years before Serling felt, at least for the moment, that he had managed to escape the curse of the one hit wonder. On Thursday, October 11, 1956, “Requiem for a Heavyweight” was the second weekly offering of Playhouse 90, a series that would eventually present 133 productions before leaving the air with a final Rod Serling play about the Warsaw ghetto, “In the Presence of Mine Enemies” on May 18, 1960.

There was a great deal riding on the success of Playhouse 90, for CBS and everyone involved in the project, no one more so than the playwright. The play’s reception surpassed that of “Patterns.”

Serling remembered, “‘Patterns’ seemed always to obscure everything else I had done, and I was desperate to change this situation. “Requiem” turned out to be exactly the right play to do this. Its enthusiastic reception when it was produced . . . proved to a lot of people that “Patterns” was not a happy accident. And, most important, it was proof to me.”

“Requiem” begins at an end. Mountain McClintock, who was almost the heavyweight champion of the world, has fought his last bout. Blindness and death wait for him if he ever steps back in the ring as a boxer. 

Harlan Mountain McClintock is carried out of the ring between his manager Maish Rennick and longtime “cut man” Army after a brutal loss in what would turn out to be his final bout. In the dressing room, Maish and a doctor talk across McClintock, who’s stretched out on the table between them going in and out of consciousness. 

The doctor tells Maish Mountain is finished. Another match could leave him blind, possibly kill him. Maish tries to finesse the doctor into clearing McClintock, but the doctor will have none of it. 

Maish and Army knew this day was coming. They spent years coaching McClintock, watching his rise then his physical deterioration; now all that is over. And McClintock, who has a ninth-grade education and has known nothing but boxing his entire adult life, has no idea what to do next.

After 111 fights the thirty-three-year-old McClintock is told by his manager that his boxing career is over and that he should find something else.

“What should I do, Maish?” Mountain asks the man who’s had all the answers for the past fourteen years.

“What’ll you do? I dunno. You do whatever you want to do. Anything you like. It’s as easy as that,” Maish tells him.

“I mean, I mean a guy’s got to do something.”

Maish doesn’t have an answer. He’s got troubles of his own. McClintock lasted through eight rounds in that last fight. Behind Mountain’s back, Maish bet his money that he wouldn’t last three. He bet against his own fighter.

In the bar of their rundown hotel, Mountain watches a cluster of punch-drunk, prematurely old fighters drinking and remembering in a part of the bar Maish calls the Graveyard.

Mountain has no idea what to do next. He feels, in some way, that he’s let down Maish and Army. Maish doesn’t hear much of this; he has to make money, and he has to make it fast. Mountain leaves the bar and ends up in the alley next to the arena, shadowboxing with a poster of himself on the alley wall.

Army drags Mountain to the state employment office, where he has a painfully awkward interview with one of the placement workers, a young woman named Grace Carney. She is officious at first, trying to negotiate the employment application with McClintock, but the document wasn’t created for men like him. 

“I was almost the heavyweight champion of the world. I’d like to put that down someplace on that paper. This isn’t just some punk. This was a guy who was almost the heavyweight champion of the world!”

Miss Carney exhibits far more patience and understanding than one might anticipate from a civil servant.

“I think we can get you something you’ll like. Just give us time,” she promises.

“Something I’d like? Do that, Miss. I don’t want much. Just the heavyweight championship of the world. That’s all.”

Meanwhile, Maish is preparing to cash in on what little value might be left in McClintock. Maish is making a deal with a professional wrestling promoter to put Mountain back in the ring, only this time essentially as a clown. Army warns Maish that the last thing Mountain has is his dignity, and Maish is figuring on selling that for ten cents on the dollar. The way Maish figures it, “He owes me.”
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