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Dedication

For my wife and also my lover, who have the pleasure of being the exact same person, and who hates it when I call her “my lover,” so I do it a lot, because I have a disease that makes me say it.
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Note to the Reader

I have changed the names of many characters in this book, because most of those people own guns.






PROLOGUE

A Conversation with My Mother About This Book

When I left Mississippi many years ago, I would sometimes come back to visit my parents, and at some point, my mother and I would end up in the kitchen, while my father sat in the living room watching America’s Most Wanted and trying to decide which of his neighbors were lying about their identities.

She would be cooking, and I would be watching her cook, and she would ask me this Very Important Question. She started asking it about twenty years ago, and has never really stopped. I still remember the first time.

“Did you have a happy childhood?” she asked.

She is a needy woman, but when you’re married for forty years to a man who has the emotional tenderness of a Soviet farm tractor, it’s easy to be needy.

“I need to know,” she said. “I need to be validated.”

I bought her a Deepak Chopra book once, and this is how she started talking.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I have no memories of being molested.”

“Molested?” she said. “What are you talking about? By who?”

“By anyone.”

“I want to know. Who didn’t molest you?”

“Many people.”

“Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“Because it never happened.”

“Are you hearing this?” she said in the direction of my father, who now slept soundly in his big chair, dreaming of home invasions.





CHAPTER 1

Don’t Tell Me a Love Story

They say the South is full of storytellers, but I am unconvinced. It seems more accurate to say that it is full of people who are very, very tired. At least this was my childhood experience in Mississippi, where there was very little to do but shoot things or get them pregnant. After a full day of killing and fornicating, it was only natural that everyone grew weary. So we sat around. Some would sit and nap, others would sit and drink. Frequently, there was drinking and then napping. The pious would read their Bibles, while their children would find a shady spot to know one another biblically, or perhaps give birth to a child from a previous knowing. Eventually, though, all the sitting led to talking, which supposedly led to all the stories, or at least the beginnings of stories.

In my family, we were unable to finish any. Until now.

Back then, most of our stories were told at the dinner table, after the meal, by my father, Pop, and his father, known to his peers as Monk. These men, to whom I am deeply grateful for giving me life and a name and any remnant of virility that might linger in my fragile and bookish bones, could not get to the end of a story if you gave them a map and a footpath lined with Nilla Wafers. In their storytelling, they went back and forth, like Vladimir and Estragon, in a slow and maddening game of interrogatory squash played by men with no arms.

“Well,” Monk would say, from one end of the table.

“Well,” my father would say, from the other end.

This is how all their stories began. I’d be sitting there, waiting for a story, a tale, something.

“You ever speak to old Lamar Bibbs?” Pop would say.

“Not since him and Gola Mae went down yonder after the thing up at the place,” Monk would say.

The younger me would perk up, eager to hear some gothic fable drawn from the mists of Mississippi Hill Country lore. Perhaps a story about a mule trampling a baby, or the time when everyone got the yellow fever and died.

But all was quiet. Monk would be leaning over and staring at his folded hands, as though he had been bludgeoned with a skillet, while Pop would be studying his dentures, which he held in his palm like a small, wounded vole. Then he would place them back into his mouth, having divested them of any lingering corn.

We were in Coldwater, Mississippi. Ronald Reagan was president, spacecraft were shuttling in the space over our heads, and the homes of American children were filled with Atari consoles. But here in Coldwater, it might as well have been 1850.

“Whatever happened to old Billy Bridgewater?” Pop said.

“Pulled a tumor out his head.”

“Out his head?”

“Cracked him open like they might would a coconut.”

“Seem like it would change a man.”

“He got to cussing awful bad is how they knew.”

“At his wife?”

“At everybody.”

“Church, too?”

“Sad to say.”

“Was it him got his ear chewed up over in Hernando?”

“Naw, that was fellow name a Gentry.”

“Jim Gentry?”

“Luther.”

“Luther Hines, you mean.”

“Grassley.”

“Old Luther Grassley!”

“He’s the one got him a dog looks like a wolf.”

“And the one ear.”

I was eager for them to finish the story about whatever bad thing happened to Lamar and Gola Mae Bibbs, or how Mr. Grassley lost his ear and how that affected his ability to find happiness or wear eyeglasses. Really, I just wanted to hear any story that didn’t compel me to wonder if these people really were my people, or if they’d found me in the back of a dead gypsy’s wagon. I was sort of starting to feel like they had.

“Papa fought in the Spanish-American War,” my grandfather said, looking down at the brass zipper of his coveralls.

Finally, a story about our family. War. Honor. Death.

“Did he kill any Spaniards?” I asked.

Ah yes, I would hear how my father’s father’s father climbed San Juan Hill, flanked by Teddy Roosevelt and General Calixto Garcia, to impale some gallant Basque with a bayonet glinting in the Cuban sun. Did he die? Did he win glory? Did he slink into Havana under an alias and take up with a mulatto woman and make a Cuban baby that he remained in contact with for the rest of his days, sending letters downriver to New Orleans and eventually paying for the child’s first trumpet?

“Shoot, boy, I don’t know,” my grandfather said. “He got tired and stole him a horse and come home.”

It didn’t bother me that one cannot actually ride a horse from Cuba to Mississippi, unless that horse is either magical or inflatable. What bothered me was that the story offered so little information. Perhaps they were trying to protect me from the truth: that our family was born in dishonor and wickedness, rife with ancient malefactors, Chekhovian job-lots, con men, Marxists, crooked preachers, barn-burners, possibly union bosses from the fiendish land of Cleveland. Or, worse, that our family was uninteresting.

We lived in Memphis, but Pop insisted we play baseball just over the state line in Mississippi, where the game retained its purer, more barbaric qualities. My rural teammates had fascinating lives. Many of them lived in trailers and other sorts of homes capable of being rolled down a hill, which had a real sense of adventure to it, while others had metal teeth and chewed tobacco. Here we were, barely eight years old, and one of them was already an uncle, while another teammate came to practice one day carrying a giant dirty baby.

“I wish I had a little sister,” I said.

“Shoot, this here’s my aunt,” he said, carrying her like a sack of Ol’ Roy dog food.

I was sure such family arrangements must violate some important commandment or at the very least demonstrated what sorts of accidents can happen in homes capable of interstate travel. Still, those boys had interesting families, with what I imagined to be shirtless parolees and tattooed cousins in bikinis and knife fights around the dinner table. Why couldn’t I have a family like that?

I secretly hoped my people were hiding something, some story that would illuminate the dark underneaths of our beds. But my parents were not even divorced. Pop was a devoted father, a large and powerful man who showered us with guns and love. He did not drink, or hit our mother; his only luxury the occasional heart attack. And Mom was a saint, a gentle schoolteacher who believed in the inherent goodness of all creatures, unimpeachable in her love for others, a woman who seemed to believe that the source of all human pain was merely a misunderstanding or an accident, never intentional, and whose greatest sin was smoking cigarettes in the bathtub, where she believed we could not smell them, and which made us believe she was trying to set the house on fire.

Of course, even in our serene, sidewalked neighborhood, there was trouble, families who were dismembered and flailing. I had seen under those families’ beds, had found all sorts of secrets, mostly in the form of magazines filled with naked women. These women had breasts the size and shape of experimental weather balloons, and looking at them made my pants hurt. Perhaps my own parents hid things under their bed, too?

One day, I ran home, reached my arm into the dark horizontal crevasse, and felt something: a secret magazine! When I pulled it out, my fears were not allayed. For there in my hands curled the glossy evidence of dark family secrets: an old copy of Mississippi Game & Fish. I could only pray that my father had no sexual feelings for the eastern wild turkey.

Here’s what I knew about my family:

Our people were originally from somewhere between Scotland and the Holy Land. They were poor and downtrodden and forced to eat their children. They sold their uneaten children onto a boat that debarked somewhere between Baltimore and Charleston, so that those children could learn to be poor and downtrodden in a whole different place. Eventually, these children fled the Atlantic seaboard for the fertile lands between Memphis and New Orleans, where they were promised the opportunity to starve to death under more democratic forms of government that only occasionally enslaved people. In time, some took to preaching, others to cattle and cotton, and they entertained themselves on Saturday nights by hitting one another with a razor strop until the sun rose and it was time for church. With hard work, my grandfather obtained a cow and sold its milk. When the teat ran dry, he trapped mink, which he took to Memphis to trade.

“Who’d you sell them to?” I asked.

“The Jews,” he said.

“Like in the Bible?”

“I reckon.”

Also, I knew, had heard whispered, that my mother had once been married to a man named Gene and my father had once been married to a teenager.

Who was a hussy, they said.

There was quite possibly a gun involved, the first gun I would ever shoot. A .410.

Had the gun been stolen? Won in a duel? Or had I made this up?

Dreamt it? Hoping it would be true?

And who was Gene?

“Gene is gone,” Mom said.

“Tell me about the hussy,” I said.

“There’s nothing to know.”

Perhaps Gene and the hussy were part of the same story?

I was still a child but wanted to know so much, about the past and the hussy and Gene and the history that seemed to hold secrets of lust and calamity, but whom could I ask? Monk was interested only in stories that took place before the discovery of penicillin, and Pop was too busy with his demanding coronary condition. Mom was the obvious one, but she seemed too fragile.

Best to wait.

One problem was that, in my family, stories were not good things.

“Don’t you tell me a story,” Grandmother Key would say upon asking one of us if we had done something unspeakable, such as desire food when hungry. She said the word story as my father did, the first syllable rhyming with low or row or no.

A sto-ree.

“I seen you take a biscuit,” she would say.

“No, ma’am,” I would say, dropping the delicious greasy puck into a back pocket. She was a good-hearted woman, but she believed that eating between meals led to terrible things like miscegenation and the use of microwave ovens.

“What would Jesus do if he thought you was telling me a story?” she’d say.

What I thought was, Jesus would like me to have a biscuit, because he loved me and did not want me to suffer. Eventually, though, I would surrender and hand over the puck, covered in fuzz, and go outside for a switching.

“This is what happens when you tell me a story,” she’d say, peeling a thin, leafy shaft from the hedge. From a very young age, I learned that stories were fraught with sin, never true, and that if you told them, somebody would start hitting you with the shrubs.

But maybe they hit you because the stories were true. Everybody I knew, it seemed, had disturbing true stories to tell about their family arrangements, and I wanted a story or two of my own, wanted it fiercely, a story that would tell our story, that might involve some secret sin, a gun, fisticuffs in a baptismal, something.

“Our family is boring,” I told my brother, Bird, one cold workday, as we were burning more garbage.

“Boring, hell,” Bird said. “Fucked-up is what it is.”

He had a look on his face that suggested he knew things I did not. I pressed him, but he said nothing. Later, while scavenging for clean socks in his room, I came across a scrapbook, mostly chronicling Bird’s early attempts at art and athletics, but with something else, too: a very old news clipping about an agent of Mississippi’s Alcohol and Beverage Control dying in an automobile accident. The date was August 1977. The agent’s name was Gene.

Here’s what I gathered:

Gene was Bird’s biological father.

Gene had died, tragically, suddenly, leaving Mom and Bird. Then Mom, bereft of a husband and someone to cook for, had married my father, a union that eventually produced me.

But the date on the article was 1977.

And I was born in 1975.

So Gene died when I was two?

No, that wasn’t right.

And odder still was that, when he’d died, Gene had been married to a woman named Faye. Which was strange, because that was my father’s sister’s name. My aunt. Aunt Faye.

What did it all mean?

The upshot was that Gene and the woman who’d soon be my mother had divorced and then in the span of a year had each remarried, and their new spouses, Faye and Pop, respectively, happened to be siblings, which meant Gene had to watch his new brother-in-law father a child with his ex-wife.

Wait, what?

Had this Gene really divorced my sweet mother and married my sweet aunt Faye, the sisters-in-law who now seemed to get along famously, smoking cigarettes out back after Sunday dinner? And why had my father married his new brother-in-law’s ex-wife? And wasn’t it wrong to have a cousin who was also your stepsister and an aunt who was also your stepmother, as Bird must have had? I needed help figuring it out—maybe a compass, some graph paper, a eugenicist. I had enough knowledge of human biology to know that such rambunctious behavior could lead to birth defects, or at least a great deal of confusion at family dinners.

I confronted Mom with Exhibit A, the newspaper article.

“Why was Gene married to Aunt Faye?” I said.

She took a great deal of time to fold her dishrag into a pleasant, limp quadrangle over the edge of the sink she’d just emptied.

“Why do you want to know?” she said.

“Do I have all my chromosomes?”

“Good Lord.”

Something happened in that moment. The woman, Our Mother of Perpetual Hope, this gentle, beatific fifth-grade schoolteacher with the little Santa Claus brooch, she of the perennial smile and the everlasting faith and the lovely cloud of permed hair that could have snared a passing brace of mallards, crumbled like a biscuit in a boy’s back pocket, and then told me everything.

How she and Gene had lived next door to Aunt Faye in the small town just up the road from my grandfather, the latter a widow herself by that time, with two children who would eventually be my older cousins. How Faye had invited my not-yet mother and Gene and little Baby Bird for Fourth of July down at Monk’s farm. How Mom had met Pop there, him with a precious little kindergartenish daughter and married to a whole other woman who was always napping in some other room. How Pop and Gene had quickly become hunting buddies, enjoyed killing things together, deer, ducks, time. How Pop and Gene had gone to the Liberty Bowl one cold winter night and then sat in the truck afterward, watching their breath.

“I’m going to leave her,” Gene had said to Pop.

And Pop thought Gene was crazy, and said so, and Gene left her anyway.

And the reason Pop thought Gene was crazy was that the woman was a good woman, the kind you don’t leave. The kind you marry.

And so Gene had left my future mother and the Little Baby Bird, had just up and disappeared, then reappeared, with the neighbor, Faye, Pop’s sister.

If you feel that this arrangement requires a diagram, you are not alone.

And so Mom left town, putting herself and her boy away quietly in shame, and how Gene’s old hunting buddy, this swaggering talker with the giant head, had shown up on her doorstep with a hanging-clothes bag over his shoulder and a burning fire in his heart.

“Go away,” Mom had said.

“I’ve come for you,” Pop said.

“You’re married,” she said.

“Not no more,” he said, the napper having walked out for a quieter bed.

And Mom told it all to me, how she let him inside, and he told her what he wanted: a good wife. He’d had two bad ones, he said. Also, he needed a son of his own. And she figured, well, she could probably see to that. Pop was right: She was a good woman.

“We both needed to start over,” she said.

And so my mother and father were married, and Gene and Faye were married, and Mom and her former husband were once again in the same family, married to a brother and a sister, and it was unclear how this would ever be normal and who should bring the coconut cake on Christmas.

It was around this time, I believe, that Mom took to locking herself in bathrooms with cartons of Winston Lights and mystery novels.

And then I was born, making the whole situation terminally irreversible, son of a son of a son, to carry on the family name, with what was said to be a giant head, like the fruit of a gourd, like my father’s before me, a great big gourd-head baby.

I had to sit down to take it all in, and use a pencil and pad to work it out, trying to see that my older brother, really a half brother, had once been my stepcousin, if such a thing even existed, and that my mother and aunt had been married to the same man in the span of a year. Finally, I had my story, and I wanted to unhear it. Bird was right. Fucked-up is what it was.

Which is what makes it such a good story, and probably why I just told it to you now, more than thirty years later. I am in a new place, a new home, far from Memphis and the Mississippi that would make me into the man I am, whatever kind of man that is. Skittish. Prone to sweating and stories. These days, I find myself wondering what sort of story I should tell my own children.

“Tell us a story!” my oldest daughter, eight, asked before bed one night. She and her sisters were on the top bunk, where my enormous boulder of a head rose like a moon over the horizon of their bedclothes. It was a new century.

“A story?” I said.

“One from when you were little, like us!”

I have told many stories since leaving Mississippi, at comedy clubs and in black boxes and on Greyhound buses and inside Waffle Houses bathed in oleo and yellow light, where I deployed pink and blue packets of artificial sweetener as visual aids. I would write their names on the packets, blue for Gene and Bird and Pop, pink for Faye and Mom and the other women who starred in what had come to seem, in the intervening years, a sort of Old Testamentish farce.

It is a sad story, and a funny story, and our story.

“What kind of story do you want?” I asked my daughters, in their nightgowns.

There were so many to tell, and to finish. The farmhouse in Coldwater is empty now, and so many of my people are dead and buried on the greenest hills I’ve ever had the pleasure of crying on, and Faye is dead, too, and so is Gene, him buried in a double plot that will be forever single, because Faye married again and is buried elsewhere. And Ronald Reagan is in the earth, and the space shuttles are forever grounded, and Atari is gone.

“Tell us a Mississippi story!” one of my daughters said.

We live in Savannah now, a city with sidewalks and art galleries and things to do besides kill and fornicate, and the South is dying, maybe dead, driven from the earth by progress and the demand for affordable chinos. Nobody is ever bored anymore, and Mississippi is terra incognita to my children, a place at the far end of the map where dragons be.

I looked into their eyes and remembered wanting to hear, to know, so desperately. Were they old enough to hear the story of our family?

“Hurry it up in there,” my wife said from the other side of the house. It was bedtime.

“Tell us a story about when you killed some deers!” they said.

Should I tell them a hunting story, I wondered, or the story of how my great-grandfather was a horse thief, or the story of the boy who was older than his very own uncle, or all the stories of my father and the things he showed me and did to me and with me and for me, and how I came to be a part of this world, fathered through what seems like sin and defilement, but was really just the human heart behaving as it will, when set loose?

“Well,” I said.

And they leaned forward.

This is how all my stories begin.





CHAPTER 2

The Imaginary Farm

This funny thing happens when people ask where I’m from, especially when I’m at academic conferences, where people are so often from uninteresting places.

“Mississippi,” I say.

“Oh, wow!” they say.

I can tell they’ve never seen a real live racist before, or at the very least someone who’s related to a racist, or has seen one in the wild. It’s exciting for them. They want to tweet it. They want to write a memoir about it.

“So,” they say. “What’s Mississippi really like?”

I can tell what they really want to ask is, What was it like to grow up around crazy people who believe that whatever can’t be shot should be baptized? But they are afraid to ask, because they are not yet sure if I am one of those people.

I am.

Kind of.

Not really.

Sometimes.

I do believe in the power of Jesus and rifles, but to keep things interesting, I also believe in the power of NPR and the scientific method. It is not easy explaining all this to educated people at cocktail parties, so instead I tell them that it was basically just like Faulkner described it, meaning that my state is too impoverished to afford punctuation, that I have seen children go without a comma for years, that I’ve seen some families save their whole lives for a semicolon.

My father believed a lot of crazy things: that men with earrings were queer, that the pope got to pick the Notre Dame football coach, that we couldn’t possibly have made all those expensive calls on the telephone bill. He would sit in his recliner and review the bill like some Old Testament scholar with a gift for high blood pressure.

“Who called 734-908-4560?” he would say. “Who is that?”

“Who knows?” Mom would say.

“Somebody knows! And I aim to find out!”

“Why does everything have to be a conspiracy?” Mom said.

“Where the hell is 734?” he said. “Sounds Canadian.”

“What about that number sounds Canadian?” Mom said.

“Who in this family thinks we can afford to talk to Canada? This ain’t the League of Nations here! Where the boys at? Go get the boys.”

“We’re right here,” we said. “We’ve been sitting here the whole time.”

“Godalmighty, boys, which one a you is calling Alaska here?”

“I thought it was Canada,” I said.

“How expensive of a call was it?” Mom said.

“A dollar fifteen,” he said, his face expanding, reddening, his heart preparing to outgrow the Saskatchewan province and explode.

Sometimes his illusions were as big as his head, massive fantasies with gravitas, hallucinations with enough mass to reroute rivers and change lives forever.

I was born in Memphis, Tennessee, but Pop did not like it there. It was too progressive. The public schools were too clean. The hospitals were too well equipped. Sure, they had jobs there, but they also had sidewalks, for Godsakes. Pop was a country boy and did not know what to think about sidewalks. And Godalmighty, all the boys did was ride bikes and play video games and sit around getting sissified. If you wanted to toughen up your kid, teach him about knives and woods and whatnot, your only resource was the goddang Boy Scouts.

Pop especially hated the Boy Scouts.

“Why they gotta make them boys wear them damn neckerchiefs?” he said. “It’s sissy enough as it is, I mean, a pine-box derby? They make them little boys play with toys and play campout in the middle of the city, and then go and make them wear a dang lady’s scarf. It ain’t right. You too old for silliness such as that.”

I was six.

But no, it’s okay. I’m not bitter. I understand: He wanted something more for us. He wanted to take us to Paradise. A place where we could grow to be real men. A land of werewolves and tooth decay, where sidewalks and neckerchiefs had no quarter.

Mississippi, he said. We had family down there. We played ball down there. We ate most Sunday dinners down there, but we always had to leave, come back to the city, and stare at the goddang sidewalks until it made Pop’s soul hurt.

And then he got him a job down there, only he didn’t say “down there,” like us city people. What he said was “down yonder.”

“Down yonder,” he said. “It’s different.”

Yonder. Strange word. I’d heard it used before, but never really knew what it meant.

“What’s a yonder?” I asked Mom.

“It’s a place.”

“What kind of place?”

“A place not like the one you’re at.”

Permanent residence in Mississippi was going to be very different, it was explained to me. In Memphis, for example, a trailer was a thing you saw in a parade, while in Mississippi, it was where you got your mail. In Memphis, you went to church to hear about the dangers of premarital sex. In Mississippi, I would learn, you could go to church to have it.

I guess the city just crowded Pop, like a tight collar on a shirt that shouldn’t have been dried so hot, and he had to go.

“These houses is too close together,” he would say, of our little Memphis neighborhood. “It ain’t right.”

His only real belief about urban design was that houses should be far enough apart to let a man stand in his own front yard and relieve himself in relative privacy. At our suburban home, this was not possible. My older brother, Bird, and I made it a practice to urinate on all four sides of the house, under the judging eyes of neighbors who did not share our wonderment at the joys of urethral art.

“These boys need space,” Pop said.

“They need to stop doing number one on my pansies,” said Mom.

“Boys need to be raised in the country,” Pop said. “Where you can run and jump and play and work and farm and hunt and fish and those kinda sorta things. Where you can learn to work like a man. Shoot, I grew up on a dairy. You want to talk about work, son. Shoooooot. I worked.”

“Are we going to have cows?” I said.

“Maybe.”

“And horses?”

“I like me a good horse,” he said.

“And chickens and turkeys?”

“You boys is going to like the country,” he said. “Work and whatnot, that’s how ye learn about life and stuff.” Pop was raised in a home where he rose at four in the morning to milk. “Don’t you want to milk cows?” he said.

“Not really,” I said.

“All you got to do is pull the teat down hard,” he said, and yanked my arm.

I was not an animal lover, and did not like the idea of going around in the dark, tugging on animal parts. I could barely find my own parts with the light on.

Did they even have lights in Mississippi?

We’re almost there!” Pop said. We’d driven about two hundred miles, long past communities with appropriate tax bases and school systems. There was nothing out there. After a long while, Pop explained: “There’s a store up the road a stretch. They got candy, food, ammo, block cheese, ice-cold Co-Cola—heck, man, they even got clothes!”

What was this store called, we wanted to know.

“A general store,” he said.

I had always preferred my stores to be as specific as possible. And hadn’t we seen one of those in a movie? Perhaps with cowboys and excessive scalping?

Driving on, we sprang forth from the dark womb of pines and into a cleared valley of green, and there, glowing in unsullied puritan white, we beheld a Currier & Ives farmhouse with a real Thomas Kinkade–Painter of Light sort of magnificence. Something in me, some ancient longing, awoke.

All these years, here I was, going to malls, Skee-Balling in the Chuck E. Cheese, curdling my brain in a chilling vat of HBO and MTV and Nickelodeon. Who knew I would experience such overwhelming love at the sight of a new home? I had visions: overalls and rubber boots. Chickens and turkeys. Horses and mules. I would name them. They would be mine. We would be the best of friends. The sort of friends you milk.

“Wow,” Mom said. “Pretty.”

Behind and around the house were a warren of rough-hewn, but handsome, tin-roofed barns, and dozens of picturesque cattle scattered hither and yon.

“Is that really our farm?” I said.

“Not really,” Pop said. “It’s just yonder.”

The car was slowing, but not stopping, and the full-orbed American pastoral skidded by us, slowly, slowly.

“There,” Pop said. “That’s our house.”

We were at the bottom of the hill now, pulling into a gravel driveway. Our home was a low-slung, brick ranch with a bad roof and a gravity problem. No barns, no gardens, no signs of animal life, save what appeared to be a cat carcass in the driveway, supine, as though it had been murdered in the act of sunbathing.

When I walked into my new bedroom and looked out the dusty venetian blinds, I finally saw some live animals: a lazy clot of black cows not ten feet from my window. I liked the idea of cows, but this was a bit much. How could I sleep at night, knowing they were right there? I opened the window and discovered the ripe, invasive smell of live beef. In one great olfactory flush, I lost whatever verve I had for Pop’s farm. I did not like animals so much, I remembered. They could eat you before you had the chance to eat them.

Mom came in. “What do you think?” she said.

“The cows seem a little close.”

She looked out the window. “Oh, look, how cute!”

“Are these our cows?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Just don’t touch them.”

“I’m not touching anything.”

In the coming years, this woman, my mother, would become my ally. We shared so much in common, such as our love of baths, and our belief that cows should not be touched. She had grown up in Greenwood, Mississippi, a little town in the Delta that, while isolated and surrounded by a cottony expanse that extended a hundred miles in every direction, was still a town, with the sorts of things that towns have, such as libraries and streetlights, but I’d seen no libraries on our way here, and the sun was gone now, and it was dark. So dark. Out the window, all I could see were stars, and the real farmhouse we had passed back up the hill, high and imposing and proud.

Pop began to speak about our new home in strange ways. Besides “the Farm,” he called it “the Hacienda” and sometimes “the Plantation.” Would our new plantation have slaves, we wondered? Yes, was Pop’s answer. We would be its slaves, and he our master.

He bought tools, saws, axes, mauls. He took the watercolor brush from my hand and stuck a shovel in it.

“What do I do with this?” I said.

“Work,” he said.

“Like how?”

“Shovel something.”

“What do you want me to shovel?”

“It don’t matter. Go.”

And so there I’d be, digging holes in the backyard, the judgmental cows on the other side of the fence, eyeballing me like I was about to steal something.

On real farms, there is always work to do, always something to be fed, led, slain, rode, fertilized, prayed for, fought for, and mortgaged until you can’t hardly keep your pants up. That’s the reality of farms. But Pop didn’t let reality get in the way of his dreams, and so he invented new tasks every afternoon, every weekend, waking us at the red light of day to do some new work on our imaginary farm, like scrubbing utility poles and trying to milk the dogs. He could fill whole mornings with tasks worthy of inclusion in the medieval trivium. For example, picking up sticks. For an acre of yard covered in trees, this was no brief task.

“I mean even the little sticks,” Pop said. “Them that’s no bigger than your tallywhacker.”

A few minutes later, my brother, already having launched into the vulgarity of rural puberty, turned to me. “Sticks no bigger than a pecker?” he said. “Shoot, he must be talking about you. My sausage is huge.” Bird was adapting so well to the country. It suited him: the language, the work, the emphasis on sausage.

Bird and I burned, raked, washed, held secret discussions about the possibility of Pop not knowing what century we were in.

“Time to clean out the barn,” Pop would say.

“But we don’t have a barn,” we would say.

“I mean the shed,” he said, swatting a fly that wasn’t there and staring off toward horizons of land he didn’t own.

Where had he brought us? What mysteries would this place reveal? In those first days, it revealed mostly ticks. But there would be more. Pop had plans, you could tell. The look in his eye. He looked at Mississippi the way he looked at telephone bills: fiercely, ready to blow. He knew the secrets of this place.

“You ready to learn?” he would always say, before showing us how to do something important, like sawing the head off a tiny squirrel he’d instructed us to shoot.

I was not ready. I would never be ready. I wanted to go home, back to a place where they had malls and ice cream trucks and all the squirrels still had their heads.

“This is home,” he said, on that first day in Mississippi.

We were standing on the back porch, and briefly, I allowed myself to be impressed by the vastness of pasture off to my right, big as ten Superdomes.

Okay, I thought, that part is kind of pretty. Maybe, a little.

It had been a long drive from Memphis, and we hadn’t even stopped once for gas, and so it seemed the most natural thing in the world to unzip my tiny little Toughskins jeans and urinate.

“The heck you doing, boy?” Pop said.

“Using the bathroom.”

“That ain’t a bad idea,” he said.

“I got to drain my lizard, too,” Bird said, and joined us.

I couldn’t have known that everything was about to change, that unholy phantasms of agricultural posturing were gunning for us, that Mississippi was going to have its way with me. All I cared about right then was draining my lizard, watering the grass of our new farm, while Mom watched from the back door and remembered wanting daughters.





CHAPTER 3

A Secret Race of Giants

Where are we going to go to school?” I asked Mom.

We had moved in September, and so far had seen nothing resembling a school, or really any buildings besides our house that were not intended for the worship of God or the slaughter of livestock. I am sure my father hadn’t given much thought to the school system where he’d bought our new home. To him, school was school. You went to the one closest to your mailbox, whichever one that was. There was no talk of private schools, of test scores and rankings. His thinking was, Why in the hell would you pay to go to a school where everyone was probably a pussy?

My thinking was: because I am pretty sure I am a pussy.

“You boys going to Puckett,” Pop finally said, a few days after we settled in.

Puckett. Strange name. It sounded like a curse word, or the sound you’d make if you were stabbed underwater. I stood in front of the mirror and said the name aloud three times, to see if a demon appeared.

Puckett. Puckett. Puckett.

No demon.

I felt better.

The long trip there was filled with hope, through miles of verdant glens smelling of chlorophyll and Christian charity. I ignored the occasional sign of economic hardship, the homes and trailers where there appeared to be an excess of chickens roosting in derelict sedans. Ten miles later, we saw it: low and flat like a military barracks, its bleached brick the color of creamed corn. It looked like a dystopian outpost, the sort of place where one might see a wild dog in the road, eating a baby.

In the office, we waited while a pleasant woman with a golden bouffant the shape and luminescence of a Fabergé egg clutched a Smith Corona at her desk. Hers was old hair, harking back to a more innocent time, before Nixon and low ceilings, when women had been forced to use their hairdos for the ensnaring of moths and small birds.

The door opened and in walked a tall boy, tall as a man, sinewy and lean with scabs across his dirty, streaked arms, followed by a teacher.

“Sit!” the teacher said, and walked out.

“Sit down, Willie,” the hair lady said.

Willie sat.

A sour stink suffused the room. Sort of like garbage, if it was wrapped in a decorative sack made from the soiled underwear of lumberjacks. My nose shuddered. I would come to know it as the odor of poverty, a new sensation to my delicate suburban nostrils, a tangy olfactory assault wrought by those whose homes did not have running water. I tried, briefly, to pity this large student, but found that his odor had incapacitated the parts of my brain that controlled both language and compassion.

Another woman entered, smiling, a mannish lady with thick forearms and short gray hair. The principal. She looked at Willie.

“I hope you’re not still stabbing people with your pencil, son. I thought we talked about that. What are pencils for?”

“Eating,” he said.

She turned to us, introduced herself.

I could not take my eyes off Willie, who could not take his eyes off my pants. I’d worn parachute pants, snug nylon trousers appropriated from distant breakdancing cultures, with many zippers, designed to make one look as much as possible like a duffel bag.

I shouldn’t have worn those pants.

“Let’s find you a class,” the principal said, leading me to the door. I clutched Mom’s hand and performed a quick mental calculation concerning the difficulty of reattaching myself to the wall of her uterus.

“Remember,” Mom said. “You’re very special. You have talent.”

The only talent I needed, in a school full of Willies, apparently, was the ability to digest my school supplies.

I met my teacher and my new fourth-grade class, and noted with concern that many students were dressed like Native Americans. I was instructed to sit behind a child in the back wearing an actual headdress. I searched for clues that I had accidentally been enrolled in the Mississippi Sanatorium for Children Who Must Wear Costumes to Feel Not Crazy or perhaps that I had died and was now in hell.

Recess came quickly.

In Memphis, recess took place in a canopied glen, the centerpiece a playground constructed of artisanal hardware and swarthy timbers salvaged from a sunken colonial schooner. This new playground was rather Dalíesque, though, a grassless pasture of hard dirt, its sparse equipment of weathered iron apparently welded on-site from the remains of expired locomotives.

Many of the students were enormous, tall, thick, with long orangutan arms and sideburns, and this included many of the girls, who, in a far corner of the playground, appeared to be stoning a boy roughly my size.

“I got a gun,” said a voice behind me.

I turned around and there stood a young man wearing no costume at all, save the badge on his flannel shirt.

“Today’s Western Day,” he said. “Then it’s Nerd Day.” A Surrealist nightmare unspooled in my imagination: Cat Day, Vegetable Day, Infectious Disease Day.

It was homecoming week, he explained.

“You and me should be friends,” he said. “You could come over to my house and watch my brother soup up his car. He can soup up all kinds a shit.”

“Soup?” I said.

“Ain’t you ever souped up nothing?”

This boy was Tom, my first friend. He was short and stumpy, like me.

“Where you from?” he said.

“Memphis.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Everybody here is really big.”

“See that dude?” he said, nodding toward Willie, who was now lurching around and menacing classmates. “He’s seventeen. He’s been in sixth grade for like a million years. He’s poor as shit and has a huge pecker.”

I wondered if I should say anything about Willie’s odor.

I zipped and unzipped one of the many pockets on my trousers. They were expensive pants. I’d cried many tears to convince Mom to buy them. Her reluctance had troubled me, made me think we might be poor.

But we had water, and a phone, and regular penises, like normal people.

“He sort of smells funny,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. He had sex with a horse.”

I knew it was wrong to be cruel to the poor. I’d learned this in Vacation Bible School. I wanted to pity Willie and the others who had no phones and lived in barns and might actually have no parents, but I found it hard to have compassion on someone who touched innocent farm animals with his penis.

“Hey, you got a gun?”

“Oh, sure,” I said. “Lots.”

Technically, it was true. My father had guns. It was understood that, one day, he would put them in my hands.

That fall, others wanted to know, too. Did I have a gun? What kind? Was mine as big as theirs? What had I killed with it? Did I want to see their bruises, caused by their guns, because they were so big?

“Ain’t you ever hunt doves?” they said.

“No.”

They explained that basically, a dove was a grayish bird that flew real fast and tasted like chicken but was smaller, and more delicious, because you had killed it with your own hands.

“With your hands?” I said.

“With a gun,” they said.

I missed my old school, where all we did was watch television and then talk about it.

If things were strange at school, they were stranger at home.

For one, my toys began to vanish. The stuffed animals, the Hot Wheels, the Darth Vader Carry Case with its army of figurines. I searched the house for these items, but casually, as though I were dusting. For every toy that disappeared, Pop was close behind with something that had recently been bleeding. A duck here, a fish there, the head of a noble whitetail extending from the wall as though stuck between this and some happier dimension. Soon, there was a new animal on my wall: a mallard that Pop had plucked from the sky.

“Why is there a duck in my room?” I asked Mom.

“Your father thought you would want it,” she said.

My parachute pants were getting tighter, and beside them in the closet appeared a number of strange new garments that can best be described as “army issue.” For Christmas that year, I received gloves, boots, overalls, a floppy green hat, a bandolier.

“What’s this for?” I said to Bird.

“Shotgun shells,” he said.

“For why?”

“For killing shit.”

Bird seemed pretty excited about killing shit. He had never had the chance to kill much shit in the city.

In the city, I had been my best self. I had done many things well. I sent and received many love notes, for example, asking girls to “go with me,” and they agreed, and we went. Where? Technically, nowhere. What was important was that we had agreed to go nowhere together, which was a testament to the strength of our love. But in Puckett, it was not so easy. Many of the girls in my new school were very pretty. After a few months, I got up enough courage to hand one a note.

“What’s this?” she said. She was blond, small.

“It’s a note,” I said, and hustled off. The next day, at recess, I found her waiting for me.

“Hi,” I said.

She grabbed where she must have thought my nipple was and twisted with great power. Immediately, my areola sent a distress signal to the prefrontal cortex along the lines of “Go on without me” and “Tell my family I love them.”

“We don’t go with boys like you,” she said, and ran off, disappeared behind a tree, presumably to feed on small woodland creatures.

Boys like me? What did she mean?

In Memphis, I had been praised for my intelligence, my mastery of facts and spelling, but in Puckett new kinds of intelligence were desired, involving gunpowder and animal husbandry and the books of the King James Bible. Everything I’d done well before didn’t matter.

There, I’d been a rider of BMX, a winner of trophies, unafraid to wreck and bleed. Here, everybody had scabs and scars and wounds far greater than mine. There were boys with leg braces, missing teeth, rickets, broken hands from animal attacks. There was a boy with a dent in his head deep enough to catch rainwater.

“What happened to him?” I asked Tom.

Tom didn’t even look up.

“Hatchet fight.”

A year after starting at the new school, I had my first real chance to show these classmates that I was as tough as them, or could at least fake it. It was Labor Day weekend, the opening day of dove season.

I had never really given much thought to what it might be like to kill a thing. Unlike most men in my family, I found it quite easy to romanticize animals, attributing to them deep human feeling. At the grocery store, I felt a strong desire to pray for the lobsters in the tank. I worried about them. At the very least, I felt, they must be extremely bored.

The day before the hunt, Pop came home from work bearing gifts, handing Bird and me each a camouflage vest with a tag that read, “Now with deeper, spill-proof game pouch to prevent seepage.”

I had no desire to be around the seeping of things and could not imagine wearing clothing that promoted it. Dead things were one thing, but wearing dead things that had the potential to seep their deadness onto you was something new.

Pop took us into the pasture to practice shooting. To me, he gave a 12-gauge, a large gun for a boy my size. I did not know what gauges were, but felt 12 might be too many.

Pop hurled clay doves in low arcs, instructed us to shoot at them. I aimed, pulled the trigger. The kick was unexpected. I fell down, and my eye started bleeding, as did my nose.

Bird was better. He was very committed to the warrior lifestyle, and he hated himself for not having enlisted to fight in Vietnam, despite the fact that he was a newborn at the time. His gift for weaponry, unlike mine, neared the level of art and would have won him respect from any number of warring Native American peoples, whereas I tended to shoot more creatively, like an enraged Hells Angel at an Oakland riot.

“Good,” Pop said.

When we woke up the next morning, it was still dark, because, according to Pop, the early bird really did get the worm, although in this instance he also got murdered. I dressed in clothes Pop laid out for me, camouflage everything: pants and a T-shirt and cowboy boots and the anti-seepage vest. I looked like a shrub with a head.

So much had changed. I had come to Mississippi in clothing designed primarily for dancing, and now was wearing clothing engineered for the transport of dead birds.

We loaded up, and many miles later came to rest at the tail of a queue of trucks that wormed off the blacktop and into a wide, flat glen where two men stood with a bucket apiece, doing head counts and taking money.

“Watch out for the crazies,” Pop said.

“Who are the crazies?” I asked.

“Anybody I shoot with this here,” he said, and fingered the small pistol on his hip. It was, as I recall, exactly the kind of thing a crazy would do.

I noticed in the glare of headlights a handful of grown men drinking what appeared to be toxic levels of beer.

Pop rolled down his window, stuck a few bills out.

“We don’t want to hunt around no drunks,” Pop said to the man, who cracked open a container of beer so tall that I briefly mistook it for a can of Rust-Oleum.

“Only rules is,” he said, “don’t be shooting nobody in the face.”

“This doesn’t seem very safe,” I whispered to Bird, who was now applying black greasepaint to his face.

“You think ’Nam was safe?” Bird said.

On some level, we were all playing supporting roles in my brother’s larger Vietnam fantasy.

Have you ever seen a wedding in an exotic place, like Palestine or Juarez, where there’s a lot of drinking and the shooting of guns wildly into the air in joyous celebration? That’s what dove hunting is like. It’s fun for most people. For me, it was more like the first ten minutes of Saving Private Ryan, the part when Tom Hanks is trying not to die.

Detonations of smoke and light rippled down whole ranks of shooters, thundering across the pasture and down into my groin like a herd of angry horses intent on flushing the kidneys. When for a brief instant the din halted, I heard a dry rain in the branches overhead and found myself pelted in the face by what felt like handfuls of dry rice hurled through a particle accelerator.

I was going to die.

But I did not die. Instead, I missed. Many birds. Thousands, it seemed, while my father and brother slayed them with upsetting speed. Eventually, it got quiet. The birds were all dead or gone, the hunters blacked out from medical emergencies involving acute alcohol poisoning. All that was left was us and the heat and the late summer sun. Body fluids pooled in my boots. My pants, once so large, now seemed so tight. I was sweating in places where I didn’t even know I had skin.

Tight pants always made me angry.

I was angry at Bird, for believing he was in Cambodia, and I was angry at Pop, who insisted that we spend holidays shooting things, and I was angry at my classmates, who seemed to know more about the diameter of pellet spread at thirty yards while using a modified choke for upland bird hunting than, perhaps, how to spell the word diameter.

Mostly I was angry at me, for not having killed anything. I wanted to kill. I wanted to be liked. And then, something happened.

A cote of doves was crossing the pasture, flying fast and low through heat vapors right at me. Bird aimed, but waited. Pop held his hand up: Wait. Let your brother.

They were mine.

I aimed, and pulled the trigger, and one bird hit the dirt.

“You got him!” Pop said.

I got him.

I walked out into the sea of clods and looked down at my tiny dead chicken. Shit, I thought. I had never thought “shit” before that moment. But shit was easy to think now.

What was I supposed to do with it?

“Put it in your sack!” Bird yelled across the vapors of noon.

But the bird was not dead.

This is the story of my hunting life, one that would unfurl over the next decade: the thing killed from afar is not killed and must be killed again, at close range, where you can see the opal wetness of its eyes seeing you back, close enough to feel you could learn something of the animal’s personality, take it home, give it a name, feed it, love it.

“Just whop its head real hard,” Pop said.

I picked up the bird as instructed, the small gray package of feathers and meat. Yet the dove was not gray, not at all, but many colors: clusters of white, pale yellow, black feathers, its head nearly pink under the sun, its chest mother-of-pearl, glinting dark purple if you let it catch the light. The dying animal looked at me.

It quivered in my hand, shuddered, its head darting. Pop suggested I knock it against the tree, but how? Just throw it, like a ball? That’s the thing they never tell you about killing: It’s not easy. You have to commit.

So I threw it at the tree, and the bird landed and flapped its wings as if to say, Try again, please. I hit it against the stock of my gun, and it flapped some more. Finally, I laid the dove across a root, pushed aside any lingering shame, said a prayer, and stepped on its little skull.

It was my first time to kill a thing.

Nobody even asked me how it felt.

I’ll tell you how it felt: Go outside and shoot the first bird you see, but shoot it in the wrong place, so it’s not dead, and then go pick it up and throw it at the side of your house a few times until every happy thought dies inside of you, and then crush its tiny head with your shoe. How does that feel?

We gathered on the sidewalk in front of our classrooms, and there was much talk of the weekend’s hunting.
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