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Praise for The New York Times Bestseller

Lake Wobegon Summer 1956

 

“[Keillor is] a storytelling genius . . . where others might see dysfunction, Garrison Keillor discovers founts of deep affection and humor.... [Lake Wobegon Summer] is a sweet, sweet book . . . and a wonderful evocation of an American childhood, complete with Nehi, Schwinn bikes, playground bullies, drive-ins, the Hardy Boys, booger jokes, John Foster Dulles, necking down by the lakeside, mixers, Ed Sullivan, rhubarb pie, beatnik poetry, Jack Benny and homegrown tomatoes. Sit a spell with it. You’ll enjoy the visit.”

—The Washington Post

 

“Brilliant ... [and] very funny! . . . As in many of Keillor’s previous books, Lake Wobegon emerges not only as the product of Keillor’s sprawling and essentially caustic imagination, but as a place that seems more three-dimensional all the time. It’s a town steeped in universal foibles, pettiness and hypocrisy yet is full of examples of quiet integrity.”

—The Minneapolis Star Tribune

 

“Keillor’s Lake Wobegon is not just funny: it can be sad too, and poignant, and very real . . . at least as real as Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, Twain’s Hannibal, and some of the Chicago neighborhoods, in Dreiser, Wright, or Bellow.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“A delightful comic romp featuring characters who deserve to become legends . . . Think Huckleberry Finn in hormonal overdrive . . . Irresistible.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“No one tells a story better.... In his inimitable style Keillor takes us from point A to B, C, D, etc., never directly, but always with a graceful little dance, a soft-shoe with an occasional tap. . . . He’s Will Rogers with grammar lessons, Aesop without the ax to grind, the common man’s Molière.”

—The Houston Chronicle

 

“Many of us remember that it was awful to be fourteen years old. Garrison Keillor remembers why. . . . Lake Wobegon Summer 1956 gives Keillor fans full value in laughs and knowing nods . . . the detail is superb.”

—New York Daily News

 

“A celebration of the ordinary and his role as the observer . . . Of course, this is the genesis of Keillor’s genius, a love for quirky detail, an ear for the comedy of self-righteousness, and an eye for the foibles that make us human. A bit of every summer should be spent in Lake Wobegon.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

Praise for Garrison Keillor and his work

Wobegon Boy . . .

“A masterful portrait of the sort of small-town world that many of us Americans believe we grew up in, or would have liked to . . . A wonderfully readable tale.”

—The Washington Post Book World

 

“[Wobegon Boy is] expansive, big-hearted and can stand proudly alongside the most enduring American humor.”

—The Seattle Times

 

“Wobegon Boy had me spraying Diet Coke from my nostrils and scattering popcorn across the carpet in great gusts of mirth . . . As sharp and funny a comic novel as any I’ve read in the ’90s.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

 

“This dark night of the happy Lutheran soul, spun out in Keillor’s clean, elegant prose, makes Wobegon Boy a midlife crisis well worth living.”

—Daily News

 

Lake Wobegon Days…

“A comic anatomy of what is small and ordinary and therefore potentially profound and universal in American life . . . Keillor’s great strength as a writer is to make the ordinary extraordinary.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“Keillor’s laughs come dear, not cheap, emerging from shared virtue and good character, from reassuring us of our neighborliness and strength.... His true subject is how daily life is shot through with grace. Keillor writes a prose that can be turned to laughter, to tears . . . to compassion or satire, to a hundred effects. He is a brilliant parodist.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 

Leaving Home . . .

“These monologues hold up as a string of lovely vignettes and memorable portraits . . . and slowly climb to peaks of quiet hilarity.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

 

The Book of Guys ...

“Marvelous stuff from the funniest American writer still open for business.”

—Time

 

“Endearingly acerbic . . . In the most autobiographically revealing stories and the most wildly imaginative ones Keillor is at his subversive best.”

—The New York Times Book Review

 

“Brilliant and imaginative . . . recommended for anyone who’s a guy, who knows a guy, or enjoys good writing and a laugh.”

—The Houston Post

 

“Keillor [gets] at the heart of guydom. . . . His splendid command of the lingo of modern pretension is fine stuff.”

—The New York Review of Books

 

“There aren’t too many guys I’m interested in reading on the subject of guys. But Garrison Keillor is one of them.... He unburdens himself beautifully, poignantly, on the sad, sorry plight of the modern American domesticated man.”

—The Philadelphia Enquirer
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To my darlings—winter was so long 
And soon will come again, meanwhile 
This story from when I was young 
I hope will elicit a summer smile.




O my Lord God almighty and everlasting, grant me a prayerful heart. Even in the tumult of prosperity and all ordinary distress, give me words to address to Thee, O great Attender to misfortune, and when my spirit is defeated and my faith is an ash pit, yet grant me a silent prayer, O Merciful, O Giver of Life and Creator of this day, this piece of wood.

 

—ST. JOSEPH THE WOODCARVER




1

A Summer Night

Saturday night, June 1956, now the sun going down at 7:50 P.M. and the sprinkler swishing in the front yard of our big green house on Green Street, big drops whapping the begonias and lilacs in front of the screened porch where Daddy and I lie reading. A beautiful lawn, new-mown, extends to our borders with the Stenstroms and Andersons. The dog under the porch scootches down, pressing his groin into the cool dirt. A ball of orange behind the Stenstroms’ house, flaming orange shining in the windows, as if the Mr. and Mrs. had spontaneously combusted because of a faulty fuse, a frayed electrical cord, or a box of oily rags in the basement. The shadow of their elm reaches to our porch, a wavery branch flickers across my right arm in gray shade. I wish my cousin Kate would come by. She said she would but it doesn’t look like she will. I wrote her a poem: Kate, Kate, 
She’s so great 
I would wait eight hours straight 
To attend a fete 
For Kate.





Daddy lies on the white wicker daybed in his blue suit pants and sleeveless undershirt and black-stockinged feet, exhausted from a long week at the bank. He is the head cashier. Daddy doesn’t like dealing with people. They wear him out. Their ridiculous demands. Their utter ignorance of sound fiscal practices. He pretends to be reading C. H. McIntosh’s Commentary on the Ephesians, but really he’s listening to the Minneapolis Millers on the radio. Mother is upstairs lying down with a headache, and the big sister is on the telephone complaining about boys and how dumb they are, and the big brother is at the University, studying math, the big brain of the family. I am taking it easy. Reclining on the porch swing, nestled in four pillows, a bottle of Nesbitt orange pop within easy reach. I am fourteen. In 1958 I will obtain my driver’s license and in 1960 graduate from Lake Wobegon High School. In 1963 I can vote. In 1982 I’ll be forty. In 1992, fifty. One day, a date that only God knows, I will perish from the earth and no longer be present for roll call, my mail will be returned, my library card canceled, and some other family will occupy this house, this very porch, and not be aware that I ever existed, and if you told them, they wouldn’t particularly care. Oh well. What can you do? I hope they appreciate the work I did on the lawn. Here’s a little-known fact: Saturday contains the world turd. How many of you knew that? Librarian has a bra in it. Words are so interesting. Breastworks, for example. Peccary. Pistachio. Cockatoo. Titular. Interred. Poop deck.
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I lie on the white wicker swing, Foxx’s Book of Martyrs before me, reading about the pesky papists piling huge jagged rocks on the faithful French Huguenots and crushing them, while listening to the Minneapolis Millers on the radio lose to Toledo thanks to atrocious umpiring that killed a rally in the third inning. Eruptions of laughter from the Jackie Gleason Show at the Andersons’ to the east of us, the Great One glaring at Audrey Meadows. One of these days, Alice—pow! Right in the kisser! At the Stenstroms’, Perry Como sings about the tables down at Morey’s, at the place where Louie dwells. We are Sanctified Brethren and do not own a television, because it does not glorify Christ. I know about these shows only from timely visits to the home of my so-called best friend, Leonard Larsen. Tucked inside my Martyrs book is a magazine called High School Orgies, lent to me by Leonard, opened to an ad for a cologne made from “love chemicals” that will turn any girl to putty in your hands. You dab some behind your ears and hold her in your arms and suddenly all resistance in gone, she is whispering for you to thrill her, fulfill her, do what you like. Plus a book of surefire pickup lines with a bonus chapter, “Techniques of Effective Kissing.” Daddy is also worn out from killing chickens today at Grandma’s farm. He and Aunt Eva dispatched forty of them, forty swift downstrokes of the bloody hatchet, forty astonished heads flopping into the dirt, the scalding, the ripping of feathers. The evisceration, the cleaning and wrapping. Usually, my job is to chase the birds and grab them by the ankles with a long wire hook and carry them to the killing block, but I didn’t go today, because I wanted to mow the lawn and besides Eva is mad at me. Daddy grew up on that farm. He doesn’t  like to visit, because Aunt Eva has weepy spells and Daddy can’t bear to be around anyone crying, but he has to kill chickens for Grandma, because the ones sold in stores carry deadly bacteria. The bacteria doesn’t seem to bother us, but it would kill her.

Ten eye-popping mouth-watering stories in every issue of High School Orgies, and the first is the story of Jack and Laura, tenth-grade teachers at Central City High who have the hots for each other. She is blonde, him too, and common sense is no match for spring fever, no match at all. She felt his eyes devour her resplendent globes as she bent to squirt mustard on her ham sandwich in the faculty lunchroom—why had she worn this blouse with the plunging neckline??? What was she thinking of ??? Whatever it was, he was thinking of the same exact thing, and in no time flat they find themselves in an empty classroom tearing the clothes off each other with trembling fingers.

 

 

“There is a hole in a screen somewhere,” Daddy says. “Mosquitoes are coming in all over the place.” I listen and hear no mosquitoes. “You run around with bare legs and arms and you never use bug repellent, for crying out loud. I keep telling you and it’s in one ear and out the other.” He lies looking up at the ceiling, talking to himself as the announcer Bob Motley says, “We’ll be right back after this important message,” and a male quartet sings, “From the land of sky-blue waters, Hamm’s, the beer refreshing.” Daddy: “You ever hear of encephalitis? Know what that is? It’s an inflammation of the brain. They have to drill a hole in the top of your skull and stick a tube in and drain it. And if you get an infection—pffffffffffffft. You’re a goner. You’d be a vegetable. You couldn’t use a knife and fork. I saw this over and over in the Army. But  don’t listen to me. What do I know? If you want to be a cripple for the rest of your life, go right ahead.”

This is pure Daddy. He is a woofer. He’s only happy when he can get upset over something. If a toilet is running, if he walks into a room and finds a light on and nobody there, he barks from one end of the house to the other. What are you people thinking? Do you think I am made of money? After Elvis sang on the Tommy Dorsey show—even though we have no television—Daddy woofed about that for weeks, the corrupting effect of it on the youth of our nation.

 

 

From one mail-order house, you can purchase nifty magic tricks, a correspondence course in ju-jitsu, novelty underwear, and powerful binoculars that can see through clothing. A cartoon man aimed his binocs at a high-stepping mama and his eyes bugged out and his jaw dropped and drops of sweat flew off his brow.

The cologne makes girls “eager to respond to your every wish, as if in a hypnotic trance,” which sounds like a good deal, but what if someone like Miss Lewis came under your spell? You’d have a scrawny horse-faced old-lady English teacher in your arms. Maybe a guy should settle for the binoculars. And learn ju-jitsu in case somebody tries to steal them.

“Where does the word Saturday come from?”

Daddy grunts. He thinks it comes from the Roman god Saturn.

“But it’s not Saturnay. It’s SaTURDay.”

“It got changed, I guess.”

“Why would they change Saturnay to SaTURDay?”

“Got me.”

This is not an important matter to Daddy.

I spring the next question. “Do you think it’s right for Christians to use the names of pagan gods for the days of the week?”

He grunts. I have caught him in a small inconsistency of faith. But in matters of faith, could any inconsistency be said to be “small”?

We are Sanctified Brethren, the Chosen Remnant of Saints Gathered to the Lord’s Name and Faithful to the Literal Meaning of His Word, the True Church in Apostate Times, the Faithful Bride Awaiting the Lord’s Imminent Return In Triumph in the Skies, whom God has chosen to place in Lake Wobegon, Minnesota, a town of about twelve hundred in the center of the state, populated by German Catholics and Norwegian Lutherans, whom Scripture tells us to keep clear of, holding fast to the Principle of Separation from the Things of the World, Avoiding the Unclean, Standing Apart from Error, which is not such a big problem for my people, because we are standoffish by nature and not given to hobnobbing with strangers. Separation is the exact right Principle for us.

The Brethren are opposed to having a TV because it doesn’t honor the Lord, but does it honor Him to refer to Saturn or Thor or Wotan when you plan a family picnic? Should we not testify to our faith by changing Saturday to Saintsday? How about Spiritday?

Daddy ignores this suggestion. He is good at shutting out matters he prefers not to address. Daddy is large and slow-moving, balding, with soft pink hands, smelling of Lifebuoy soap. He and the big brother (the genius) got in some bitter arguments before the genius went away to the U—Daddy yelling, “If you knew the actual number of communists in the federal government today, it would make your skin crawl!” and the genius simply ignoring him, employing his own separation principle—because what is the point of arguing with an old woofer like Daddy? You only make  him woof harder. Above his head hangs a glass-bead contraption that dingle-dangles in the breeze. It glitters like a kaleidoscope. The dingling drives him nuts, like a phone that nobody answers, but it can’t be thrown out, because it belonged to Grandpa, Mother’s dad, and Grandpa is dead. This wicker porch furniture was his before he went to heaven to be with the Lord. He sat in this swing in his house on Taft Street and read from Deuteronomy and Leviticus and all about sacrificing calves and what was an abomination unto the Lord and how many cubits long the Temple should be, which made more sense to Grandpa, a practical man, than the Beatitudes (“Blessed are the meek”—what is that supposed to mean?). He was reading from God’s Word and got up to go take a leak and he slipped on a loose rug and fell and broke a hip. What got into the hired girl’s head that she had to go and wax that hall floor? The fool had too much time on her hands, evidently, so she had to go torture an old man, as surely as if she had set out a leg trap for him. Better she should have put cyanide in his prune juice or blown his brains out with a rifle. Poor Grandpa was hauled to the Good Shepherd Home, where he lay weeping and gnashing his teeth for two years, refusing TV, refusing crafts, until God finally called him home; meanwhile, we had been enjoying his furniture, knowing he’d never need it again.

Her hand brushed against the bulge of his maleness and suddenly his body seemed to rise as if on an ocean wave. His passion was too powerful to resist. “Oh, Jack,” she moaned. He leaned forward so she could better sniff his secret cologne and she began to tear at his shirt buttons. He had viewed her often through his binoculars and well knew the delights that would soon be his.

And suddenly, on the radio, Bob Motley is in a white froth, yelling, “Goodbye, Mama, that train is leaving the station!  Whoooooooooooooo-eeee!”—his trademark home-run cry—and Daddy perks up his ears, but it isn’t a homer, it’s a long fly out for Miller slugger Clint Hardin. (“That ball was on its way out of here, folks! And the wind got hold of it and it’s a heartbreaking out to right field for a great ballplayer and just a wonderful guy! What a shame! And now Wayne Terwilliger comes to the plate.”) The crowd goes back to sleep.

 

 

The noble Huguenots, our Protestant ancestors, are perishing under the rock piles dumped on them by papists, and with their dying breaths the Huguenots pray for God to forgive their tormentors, a truly wonderful touch. A papist sneers at a lovely Huguenot girl as she raises her hands to heaven, as a load of rocks is piled on her. Expertly, Jack’s tongue probed her hot mouth as his lovestick hardened. Laura moaned audibly—she loved it, the little vixen! And now out comes the older sister from the kitchen, all hot and bothered, and cries out, “Why does he get to lie around and read books while everybody else has to do the work around here? I even had to do his laundry today—boy, talk about disgusting!” She makes a face, at the thought of unspeakable things. “And he’s supposed to dry the dishes and he just waltzes away and the pots and pans are sitting there in the dish rack!”

I close the Book of Martyrs carefully to conceal Jack with his lovestick. But the book is too small! The magazine pokes out!

Quickly I shift High School Orgies from Foxx’s to my Collier’s Encyclopedia (Volume XI, Passover-Printing), but the sister got a glimpse of the lovestick man. I’m pretty sure she did. She doesn’t miss a trick. The sister smelled the wine on my breath that Sunday morning weeks ago. Walked in and sniffed it and knew instantly  where it came from. It was the Blood of the Lord. People go to hell for things of that sort, as she was quick to point out.

She stands over Daddy, hands on hips, her broad butt in the yellow Bermudas, her pale pimply piano legs. “It takes two minutes to dry a few pots and pans, and he can’t even be bothered to do that much!”

I explain to her the principle of evaporation, whereby the air absorbs moisture, and objects such as pots and pans become dry in a short period of time with no need for human hands.

“Why do you have to be so stupid?”

I am only being reasonable, I explain.

She leans over Daddy and touches his shoulder, to bring him back to the point. “Why do I have to do my chores and his too? It isn’t fair!” You’d think she had spent ten years on a chain gang.

 

 

I open my encyclopedia, which conceals Jack and his lovestick. A handsome book from Grandpa’s sixteen-volume set, of which each grandchild received a volume. My volume includes Pax Romana, peacocks, the peanut, The Pearl Fishers by Bizet, explorer Robert Peary, the Peloponnesian Wars, the Pend d’Oreille Indians, penicillin—I wish that Penis were here, illustrated, so I could check my own for normality (why does it hang slightly to the left?)—Pennsylvania, the pentatonic scale, the periodic table, the perpetual calendar, perspective, photography (illustrated), the Pimpernel (Scarlet)—Wayne fouls off a Toledo fastball—a full page of Scottish plaids by clan, the planets, the various genuses of plants, the Poets Laureate of Britain, poisons and their antidotes, poker hands, polo, Catholic popes, Presidents of the United States from Washington to F.D.R., the prevention of forest fires, a history of printing— how could a person not love such a book? And right in the middle, surrounded by Scottish plaids, Jack is doing a push-up over Laura with her luscious orbs and his lovestick is between her legs, vanished into a thicket of hair. “Please, Jack, don’t stop!” she murmured, as a wave of pulsating pleasure hit her like an express train and the life-giving sperm suddenly shot over her proud globes of flesh. They were teachers at the high school and suddenly it was spring, they opened the windows, and now look at them. Wayne Terwilliger fouls off another pitch. “It’s a waiting game,” says Bob Motley. “Wayne’s looking for the inside fastball.”

Daddy says he wishes I would be kinder to my sister and do my share of the chores.

“I do the lawn.” And this is surely true. When the genius went away to the University I took over the lawn, which he, being a genius, had allowed to go to rack and ruin, and now take a look for yourself. Thick, green turf. Dandelions: vanquished. Massed on the Anderson border, they launched a seed barrage that fell to certain doom, thanks to vigilance. Crabgrass: ditto. “It would mean so much to Daddy if you’d take over the lawn,” Mother said to me in early April, and that very same day I became the Lord of the Yard, Genghis Khan of the Lawn, the Conqueror of the Crabgrass Race (but to impress Mother, not Daddy)—I fertilized and raked and watered and poked it with steel rods to aerate the soil and fought off two moles by whacking their tunnels flat and flooding them and inserting poisoned Twinkies. I spent several Saturdays prying out dandelions with a two-prong fork, stemming the yellow tide from the Andersons’ jungle, I patted chunks of sod into bare spots caused by winter blight or dog pee. And I was surprised myself at how verdant and thick and green it got by the end of May. I cut it close and soak it regularly and the result is a lawn worthy of millionaires  and Hollywood stars—if Clark Gable had our lawn, he’d sit on it every day and grin for the photographers. Every day Daddy looks at this perfection, and once, prompted by Mother, he said, “It’s looking pretty good,” but mostly he searches for flaws, a ragged edge, a few brown blades, a lone clump of skunk cabbage, and he delights in pointing these out. But still—you don’t hear me whining about my sad lot in life. Everybody knows Daddy’s not the backslapping type. But the sister has him wrapped around her little finger. She works him like a marionette. She stands behind him, touching his shoulder, and he tells me to go dry the pots and pans. Even though I have today mowed the entire lawn. “I will,” I say. “In a minute.”

“Why can’t you do what you’re told to do?” she hisses at me.

“Don’t make a federal case out of everything.” Wayne fouls off another pitch. Still looking for the inside fastball.

She looks daggers at me, poor ugly thing. A big shovel-faced girl with Christmas cookies for titties and Percheron legs and chubby thighs and cheesy hair and a very very bad personality. And that is the problem here, ladies and gentlemen. This is not about pots and pans. This is about a personality problem.

I tell her that a person can’t poke along washing the dishes and complaining about everything under the sun and expect me to stand and twiddle my thumbs and wait for her to finish in a week or two, can she. And steady Wayne Terwilliger takes a called third strike (“Un-believable! Un-believable, folks! That pitch to Twig was in the dirt, ladies and gentlemen! How can a man be expected to hit a pitch like that? In the dirt! And the fans here are letting home-plate umpire Larry Cahoon know they’re upset about that call!”) and the Millers are set down, scoreless, and there’s a commercial for Rainbow motor oil and then the Burma-Shave Boys  (“You can put on suntan lotion, where the ocean meets the sand. / Find he-man perfection and a complexion well tanned. / You can dream of sweet amore on your surfboard on the wave, / But listen, pal, you’ll get your gal if you use Burma-Shave.”).

She says, “I just finished washing your underwear, and if that isn’t a disgusting job. Did nobody ever show you how to use toilet paper?”

A low blow. I ignore it.

Daddy says, “I come home from butchering forty chickens and I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown and you kids can’t give me one minute of peace.”

I have given him plenty of peace. It’s a peaceful night, the sprinkler swishing, school is out, and the humiliations of phys ed are over, I am quite content here with my reading material, but this porky little whiner, Miss Misery, comes and ruins a perfectly lovely summer night, simply because someone knows enough about the scientific process of evaporation to let the pots and pans sit and DRY BY THEMSELVES instead of running in to dry them at her beck and call. This is the issue here.

“Go dry the pots and pans,” says Daddy. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

“As soon as I move the sprinkler, I will go and put away the pots and pans, which are undoubtedly dry already.”

“So move it, then,” he says.

“I’ll go check and see if it’s ready to be moved.” I set the encyclopedia down on the porch swing, with the lovestick inside, and set a pillow over it.

The sprinkler is placed at the exact point where it douses a quadrant of front yard from the birch tree to the sidewalk, allowing a slight overlap. I check the grassroots. Wet but not soaked.

“Not ready to be moved yet,” I say.

Daddy says, “Make sure you move it before it floods, for heaven’s sake. Or we’ll have to resod the whole thing. And sod doesn’t grow on trees, either. It grows on the ground.” He chuckles at his little joke. I chuckle too. There is much to be gained by laughing at Daddy’s little jokes.

 

 

The sister is not amused. She shakes her head and stomps into the house, her big yellow butt like two pigs fighting in a laundry bag. And then she comes charging right back.

“The pots and pans have big water spots on them!”

I point out that pots and pans will still conduct heat and cook food even with a few water spots.

I step to the door and stand, one ear cocked to the game, the sprinkler whirring, the circle of drops flung glittering out into the gathering night. Faint in the distance the chugging of a tractor. They lay side by side on the classroom floor, their love juices spent, breathing softly, and then he felt her hand on his thigh, reaching for him, leaning against him, her resplendent breasts, and he thought he’d like to get a hand on those puppies.

“Boy, you never know how kids are going to turn out, do you,” says Grandpa, looking out the window of heaven, wearing his best wool suit and starched white shirt with the armbands, his hair perfectly combed. “I used to think that kid might become a preacher. Now I don’t see how he’s going to stay out of prison. Nobody in this family ever went to prison for sex crimes. He’d be the first.”

“Yes,” says Jesus, “you never know about these things.”

He and Grandpa are drinking cups of coffee and eating ginger snaps. Grandpa says, “When are you planning to return to earth?”

“Soon as I finish this coffee,” says Jesus. “Pretty good, isn’t it.”

“Never tasted better in my life,” says Grandpa.

Back when he was on earth, Grandpa used to drop in on Saturday and cry out, “Who wants to go for a ride?” And for years I said “Me!” and went with him, and then one year I said, “I can’t. I have homework. I’m sorry.” Three lies in five seconds. I hated riding around and listening to Grandpa reminisce about who used to live in that house and everybody they were related to. Once I liked it okay and then I didn’t anymore. I wonder if Grandpa remembers how I treated him, inventing excuses to get away from his perorations against Hollywood, drink, Democrats, Catholics. He was even hard on the Lutherans. Flatheads, to him.

 

 

“Why don’t you just go and dry those pots and pans?” says Daddy. “It’ll take you five minutes.”

“The pots and pans are probably dry by now,” I inform the sister. “All that needs to be done is to put them away in the cupboard, and I’ll come in and do that in a moment. Soon as I’m done reading about the Huguenots.”

“It’s not pronounced hug-you-nots,” she says. “For your information, it’s hue-ge-nots. Hue-ge-nots.” I thank her for elucidating this. Her eyes narrow to chinaman’s slits and she leans down and quick as a snake she snatches the naked couple out of the encyclopedia.

“Give it back. Please.” She grins at me all bony and wolfish, and her muzzle twitches at the smell of blood. She backs away, clutching High School Orgies.

“Please give me back that magazine,” I say firmly.

She gazes at it. “What is this?” Her eyes widen in mock horror  as she flips through a few pages. “Oh my goodness.” She looks to Daddy, but he has spotted a pair of houseflies and is stalking them into the corner, a swatter in hand. Daddy is a sworn enemy of flies. Flies walk around in fecal matter, and if you don’t kill them you may as well be eating your dinner off the barn floor with the hogs.

“You really need to go see a psychiatrist,” she says.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Talking about this.” She waves the magazine at me, wrinkling the cover. “Touch not the unclean thing,” says the sister, who is getting a bad Scripture-quoting habit. “Whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are holy, let your mind be fixed on these things.” I could club her.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She wants me to beg for mercy, but remorse is an endless highway where she’s concerned, I know her, so I must take the 100-percent denial route. I never saw those pictures of that naked couple and their hot love juices. I know nothing about this magazine. I have no idea where the sister found it. I had no idea she was interested in such things. Frankly, I’m shocked.

“You know this would break Mother’s heart. She would cry her eyes out if she knew,” she says.

“If she knew what?”

“You know what,” says the sister. “You know.” She tosses her head and reminds me that the dishes are waiting to be dried and wheels toward the kitchen, High School Orgies in hand.

I will swear up and down I never laid eyes on it, I will lie my face off, tell fibs until I am tied in knots—deny everything. Mother looks at me, hurt, tearful, holding the filth in her hands. How could you, my son?—I never saw that magazine in my life, Mother. I demand a polygraph test! Call in the FBI, Boston  Blackie, Sam Spade. Get me City Desk! We’ll get to the bottom of this! Find out who is defiling our household with this despicable literature! But Mother will know. Mother knows all. She will know.

The tears run down her cheeks, her voice trembles. “I never thought a child of mine would sink to such depths of degradation. What pleasure could you possibly get from this—this trash?”

And now my eyes are full of tears and one tear rolls down the side of my nose and into my mouth, bitter salt, and, not wanting anyone to see me cry, I slip into the dark living room and up the stairs and into my bedroom and lock the door and in safety now release a gush of tears and a wrenching sob.

I sit on the bed. What a wretch I am. What a gink. A hayseed Herkimer Jerkimer from the sticks and also a freak and a sicko. A despicable sinner, as Grandpa can see from up in heaven, and soon this will become general knowledge, and Mother and Daddy and even Aunt Eva will turn away from me in shame.

I will be sent to a hospital with rolls of barbed wire around it, and men in white uniforms will place copper electrodes on my temples and throw a switch and scorch my brains so I never have another dirty thought in my life, and I will return home a placid moon-faced boy with an IQ of 45 who sits on the porch steps all day with his dog Scooter and eats big bags of potato chips and waves bye-bye to passing cars.

The village idiot.

Which is exactly what I looked like in the movie Daddy made on New Year’s Eve, 1955.

Everyone has seen this movie twice and the memory of it burns like acid.

O friends, Romans, countrymen.
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Mr. Tree Toad

We Sanctified Brethren are people of the Word and the great cadences of the King James Version of 1611. We don’t hold with Literature and its godless drunks and wastrels, but we hold fast to God’s Literal Truth in Scripture. Yea, surely. But Daddy is a man of the picture and he loves his Kodak box camera. At family picnics he loves to arrange family portraits in the backyard and place Al next to LeRoy and Uncle Sugar and Aunt Ruth and Mother in her new green dress and Aunt Flo, all in a row beside the hydrangeas, and cry “Cheese!” and dash into the gap between Ruth and Mother and grin as the shutter goes click! Then get one of LeRoy mugging and get the earnest Al to hold out his hand for a trick picture in which he seems to be holding Flo’s head in his palm. We have pictures of various dogs wearing hats and neckties. An old snapshot of Sugar (with hair) holding a chamber pot. Aunt Bertha from behind, bending over her petunias. The older brother, tall, stone-faced, on roller skates,  arms at his side, concentrating on remaining upright. The big sister in Camp Fire Girl neckerchief, trying to look normal and friendly. And me.

 

 

I look like a tree toad who was changed into a boy but not completely. There is still plenty of toadness there. The dark amphibian eyes blinking, the pipestem arms and wrists, the high-water pants, the flappy clown-shoes, the Herkimer hair, the steel-rim glasses. There I am at the end of the row of family, hunkering, as if waiting for a tasty dragonfly.

Daddy gave himself a Revere movie camera for a Christmas present, and on New Year’s Eve, as Mother and I sat playing Monopoly and listening to Ben Grauer live from Times Square, with Guy Lombardo and his Royal Canadians standing by at the Waldorf-Astoria, and Mother having just traded me Boardwalk for two railroads and Baltic Avenue, the camera started whirring and a floodlight blazed and I turned and Daddy said to smile and I leered at him (and at posterity) and these eleven seconds, my fellow countrymen, will forever live in the annals of shame.

0-3 sec. Side view of pencil-necked geek, his glasses, his hopeless hair shaved high on side of head, visible shaver-marks, unmistakable signs of home haircutting kit. His big Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows a bite of oatmeal cookie.

4-6 sec. His head jerks in reaction to off-camera command and he turns head, still chewing, and smiles his hideous toad grin, the little yellow toad teeth showing between the slimy lips.

6-11 sec. More of the leer, his trademark Norman Ninny  glasses riding low on the oily nose, and then he attempts to boost them by screwing up his face—it looks like a spastic in mid-seizure! The feeb’s entire face scrunches up, and then he boosts the glasses with his little toad finger.

Here in this facial convulsion you can see why girls do not chase after this boy. Here is the reason he has never kissed a girl. (Okay, one girl, but a cousin. More on this later.)

No sensible woman would marry a guy this creepy. Take a look and you see: this person will never be a normal American. He will live alone and suffer from psoriasis and hemorrhoids and halitosis and earn $$$$ at home through taxidermy and selling salve and he will never have true friends, only other geeks, who remind him too painfully of himself, but what choice does he have? So he meets them at the Spastic Center to compare stamp collections, play chess, solve algebra problems, do geek-type things. He may never obtain a driver’s license. He’ll ride his Schwinn bike to and from Ralph’s Pretty Good Grocery and his old classmates will zoom past in their late-model cars and think, “Whatever happened to old Gary? The creep-o. The spaz. Haven’t seen hide nor hair of him for years.” ZOOM! And there I am, the old guy on a bike, the old galoot who totes his necessaries around in a plastic bag, a rubber band around his pants leg, reflective tape plastered on the sleeves and back of his plaid jacket, and a reflector pinned to the back of his hunting cap, eating a Little Debbie Snack Cake. “You thrill me so,” she whispered as she kissed him, her back arched, her luscious orbs gleaming in the moonlight—this type of thing will not happen for that guy, any more than he will sing and dance in a Broadway musical. That guy’s lovestick will never be a lovestick that any babe thinks of with anything but mute disgust.

The High School Orgies story about the boy in home-ec class. This will not happen for me. The girls are sewing dresses and the boy sews a tiny leopardskin bathing suit and models it for them. The girls inspect it closely, admiring the handiwork, and suddenly he bursts a seam and soon they’re all naked, their love juices flowing. I find this tremendously exciting, those girlish fingers poking at his pouch. I am going to hell. This is becoming increasingly clear. As Aunt Flo says, you don’t get to be a Christian by sitting in church any more than sleeping in a garage makes you a car. What sort of Christian can open up High School Orgies to the picture of the home-ec girls’ breasts with pointy nipples and feel that happy twitching in his shorts?

I am going to spend eternity in hellfire for what is twitching in my mind right now.

Here I am in my room, weeping for my carnal sins, on a warm summer night, and what if the Second Coming is scheduled for nine-fifteen P.M. Central Time and in exactly five minutes the saved of earth will rise into the stratosphere and I will find myself left behind with the heathen?

This could be the case. What if I tiptoe downstairs right now and Daddy isn’t lying there on the daybed listening to the Millers on the radio—what if all of the Sanctified Brethren have whooshed up to the sky, Sugar and Ruth and Al and Flo and LeRoy and Lois, and I am left behind with the Catholics and the atheists and the drunks at the Sidetrack Tap? And Bob Motley says, “Folks, it’s the damnedest thing but all of a sudden—I’d say about a thousand fans—they were here in the stands enjoying the ballgame and suddenly they weren’t here, folks! I can see their half-eaten hot dogs, their scorecards, their shoes and clothes and, yes, even their  doggone underwear! But they’re gone! I don’t know what the hell is going on!”

And then I stand in front of God’s Throne squinting up at His blazing glory and He says, “You had your opportunities, boy. But did you listen? No. You went on heedlessly reading that garbagey magazine with pictures of naked girls in it. How juvenile! I gave geese more sense than that.”

Please, God. I’m only fourteen years old. A teenager. Have mercy. Be loving.

“I was,” says God. “For eons. And look at what it got me. You.”

God turns in disgust, just the way Daddy does. “Sorry, but I’m the Creator. I take it personally. There are slugs and bugs and night-crawlers I feel better about having created—I mean, there are sparrows—I’ve got my eye on one right now. Is that sparrow consumed with lust? No. He mates in the spring and that’s the end of it. Consider the lilies. Do they think about lily tits all the time? No. They look not and they lust not, and yet I say unto you that you will never be half as attractive as they. Therefore, I say unto you, think not about peckers and boobs and all that nonsense, and your Heavenly Father will see that you meet a good woman and marry her, just as I do for the sparrow and walleye—yea verily, even the night-crawler and eelpout. But I’ve told you this over and over for nineteen centuries. And now, verily, it’s too late. Time’s up, buster. Lights out! Game’s over!”

I close my eyes and squeeze tight until bright sparks appear. In this way, I manage to hold off the Second Coming for a moment. I say a quick preventative prayer (Lord,
OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/keil_9781101495698_oeb_001_r1.jpg
GAR

K

RISON

LOR

Lake Wobegon

Summerx
1956

PENG

OOOOOOOO





OEBPS/keil_9781101495698_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/keil_9781101495698_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
GARRISON
KEILLOR

Lake Wobegon
Summer
1956

@





