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“I am understandably leery of sticking my head into the mouth of the electronic
lion,” were John Updike’s first words when he agreed to author for us the opening
and closing to the first-ever, on-line, collaborative writing contest. His opening
three paragraphs hit our Web site on July 29, 1997.
Through the uniqueness of the Web, for 46 days, people from all over
the world enthusiastically followed the story of Tasso Polk. Thousands of
authors contributed superb entriés, expressing strong and sometimes hilarious
(Elvis Presley, John Updike himself, and many others, showed up in some of the
non-winning entries) vision of how Tasso should behave. Each day Amazon.com’s
judges whooped, hollered and pleaded for their favorite entry to win the day’s
prize and be added to the story. Each day the mystery grew more intriguing.
Enclosed is a special publication of this collaborative and eclectic story.

We had a lot of fun with it. We hope you did too!

Jeff B_ezos
Founder & CEQO, Amazon.com



JOHN UPDIKE

John Updike was born in Reading, Pennsylvania, in 1932 and grew up in nearby
Shillington. Like many small-town adolescents, he felt an early urge to escape

to the world “of New York, of sophistication, of amusing adult misery, of carefree
creativity.” Yet Updike’s boyhood provided him with a surfeit of imaginative
materials from which he created the eerily 3-D universe of Rabbit Brewer—

and many, many others.

Updike left home for Harvard in 1950. There he joined the staff of the
Harvard, contributing faux-Thurber cartoons and humorous sketches. The drawings
may come as a surprise to some of Updike’s readers, but in fact he pursued the
visual arts with high seriousness, enrolling in the Ruskin School of Drawing and
Fine Arts in Oxford. In the meantime, though, his writing had drawn the attention
of William Shawn and Katharine White at the New Yorker. They soon persuaded
Updike to move to Manhattan, where he began a long association with the
magazine. He later recalled: “Twenty-three, 4-F, married, the father of an infant
daughter, fed up forever with formal education, and determined to live by my wits
and words in New York City, I was hired by the New Yorker, as a ‘Talk of the Town’
reporter. They assigned me to an office on the 18th floor, in the midst of the ladies
who assembled ‘On and Off the Avenue.’ A steel desk, official stationery, and a
telephone were mine.”

Updike remained at his steel desk for two years. Then he decamped to
Massachusetts to concentrate on his own poetry and fiction, and the bumper crop
of Updikeana began in 1959 with The Poorhouse Fair and The Same Door. The next
year saw the appearance of Rabbiz, Run, and henceforth the author was to average
a new volume every 12 months (the current total stands at 48).

His fluency and fine-tuned ear for domestic dialogue were on display from
the start. So was his intellectual curiosity, which got all the theological books
dumped in his lap for review at the New Yorker (and later resulted in such
creations as Roger’s Version and S.). To be sure, his detractors have found his
verbal magic somewhat showy and his sexual politics reirograde. But no author
has crammed more contemporary existence into his work, and the four books of

the Rabbit series—which also include Rabbit Redux (1971), Rabbiz Is Rich (1981),



and Rabbit At Rest (1990)—comprise a peerless Rosetta stone of American life
from which our civilization could be reconstructed in the event of flood or fire.
Appropriately. Updike has won all the honors: the American Book Award.
the National Book Critics Circle Award (several times), a pair of Pulitzer Prizes,
and just about every other medal, plaque, and commemorative scroll a writer can
receive. At 65 he might be forgiven for resting on his fantastic accumulation of
laurels, or for fiddling around with those autumnal projects that Richard Howard
calls “old men’s toys.” But Updike’s imagination remains as fertile as ever, whether
he’s assaying a mythological slice of South American life (Brazil) or exploring
the movies as America’s supremely secular religion (In the Beauty of the Lilies).
Just as his physical appearance grows more distinctive with each passing year—
the nose craggier, the eyebrows more shaggy and cantilevered—so too does his
ever-expanding oeuvre. The new Updike remains one of the annual, and most

reliable, pleasures of literary life.









BEN WEINER is national distribution manager for Jaguar Cars. He enjoys volleyball,
gardening, traveling, and, of course, reading in his spare time, but he makes no claim to
fame as a writer. His taste in literature ranges from Robert Heinlein to Frederick Forsyth to
Isabel Allende. When asked to name his {ovorife character in “Murder Makes the
Magazine,” he replied, “Uncle James, of course, because | made him up.” Ben and his
wife, Mindi, plan to use the prize money for a trip to Europe next year. They have lived

happily in Wyckoff, New Jersey, for the past three years.
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JOHN UPDIKE

BEN WEINER

Miss Tasso Polk at ten-ten alighted from the elevator onto the
olive tiles of the nineteenth floor only lightly nagged by a sense
of something wrong. The Magazine’s crest, that great black M. the
thing masculine that had most profoundly penetrated her life,
echoed from its inlaid security the thoughtful humming in her
mind: “m.” There had been someone strange in the elevator. She
had felt it all the way up. Strange, not merely unknown to her
personally. Most of the world was unknown to her personally, but
it was not strange. The men in little felt hats and oxblood shoes
who performed services of salesmanship and accountancy and
research and coordination for the firms (Simplex, Happitex,
Technonitrex, Instant-Pix) that occupied the seventeen floors
beneath the sacred olive groves of The Magazine were anonymous
and interchangeable to her but not strange. She could read right
through the button-down collars of their unstarched shirts into
the ugly neck-stretching of their morning shaves, right through
the pink and watery whites of their eyes into last night’s cocktail
party in Westchester, Tarrytown, Rye, or Orange, right through
their freckled, soft, too-broad-and-brown hands into adulterous
caresses that did not much disgust her, they were so distant and
trivial and even, in their suburban distance from her, idyllic,
like something satyrs do on vases. Miss Polk was forty-three,

and had given herself to The Magazine in the flower of her
beauty. Since the day, a nervous bride, when she had been led

to a desk in whose center was set a bouquet of sharpened pencils
in a water glass, she had ridden the elevator two dozen thousand

times, and her companions on this alternating rise and fall were

rarely strange.

Miss Polk entered her office and waded through the pink sea of
messages left ever so tidily in the top right corner of her desk.
The last brought an unlikely smile, as it was from her Uncle
James, a favorite from her childhood and an occasional drop-in,

always from an unusual location. James claimed he was named






