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    A writer’s “sources”? His shames
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Earlier
today, as we were driving along the spine of a ridge with a far view to the north
of that steep range of low mountains I have known all my life, and which I to this
day think of as my mountains, my papa said to me that his son, my uncle, had told
him that he wanted his ashes scattered here on the day of the first snow of the
year after his death. I asked him when his son said this. Four or five years ago,
he said. Wonder how he feels about it now. A moment later he pointed his red finger
at some steel beams standing upright in a level part of the pasture just below us,
eight rusted poles equidistant from one another, four to a row. Those my papa said
were going to be for the barn. He’d planned to build a house nearby. When I asked
him why he didn’t my papa said: I guess he decided he wanted to do something else.
We were deer hunting from the comfort of one of his several white trucks, my first
time hunting at all in close to fifteen years, the pickup crawling from pasture
to pasture, rising and falling through mare’s tails and tall reddish sage grass,
from open hayfield to darkened thicket at the speed of three or four miles an hour,
the sky above us heavy with clouds, the fading light the color of blood in a bruise.
My papa’s green-stocked 6.5-millimeter Creedmoor lay muzzle-down against the floorboard
between us, below the barrel of which rested two cardboard cartons of different
caliber cartridges, neither very heavy, each containing twenty or thirty .17 or
.22-250 caliber ballistic tips, which cartridges I’d just inspected following an
anecdote in which my papa related, with muted but obvious satisfaction, the brief
but happy story of how he’d recently used one to blow an unsuspecting turtle completely
apart. We came out of the thicket and into another pasture. My papa pointed again
and told me the name of the man who owned the land beyond the fence to our left.
Like the names of most of the people who make their lives in these woods where my
papa was raised and where he raised his daughter and son and where his daughter
raised me, the name he mentioned was familiar but brought to mind no face, and though
he continued to speak about some relative of the man, who may well have been a distant
relative of ours—nearly everyone from this town is related to everyone else either
by blood or marriage (or both) by at least the third or fourth generation back (three
of the first four crushes I had were on first, fourth, and third cousins respectively)—I
no longer heard him, for I was thinking instead of a particular misty morning when
as a young boy I’d watched his son shoe a horse, recalling the rough sound of file
against hoof, the sharp tink of hammer on nail, the sweetish scent of horse and
horse saddle and horse hay and horse shit and the cans of light beer he drank and
tossed to rattle in the back of his truck: how, I wondered that morning, as I still
wonder now, could a creature willingly endure having a nail driven into its body?
I knew of only one other exemplar of such willing endurance. Even He, much to my
bafflement, being that He was God, or so I’d been repeatedly taught and at that
time thoroughly believed, that final night in Gethsemane, deserted by his lazy disciples,
had not exactly welcomed the idea. Let this cup pass from me He said to God (Himself)
but God (Himself) did not oblige Him—and then His friends fled before the approaching
mob. So abandoned, Christ gave himself up to the trial of the Sanhedrin and the
ambivalence of Pilate and then the public whipping and the nails, and it thus transpired,
watching him drive nails into a horse, that I came to suspect him of something.
Of precisely what I was not sure. All I knew was that he was my mother’s brother,
and that he was taller and he laughed, on those occasions when he laughed, louder
than anyone else, and that though the perpetual cast of his face belonged to his
father, it was colder, twisting into a smile that looked kind on the elder and made
the younger man appear cruel. In the truck, crossing the black water of a shallow
creek, my papa laughed softly to himself. He was now talking about a recently dispatched
coyote—two syllables: kai-yoat. I punched him, he said. My uncle was
always something other. Now, writing this, I see that what I perceived then as his
otherness was that unlike the rest of us, he was his own. He wasn’t God’s,
like I was and my parents were, or so I was told. He wasn’t my papa’s or granny’s
or mother’s, either, though they were of course related by blood. He was his own
and it was through this, through his ownness, or so I now think, writing
the initial version of this paragraph in the house where I spent the bulk of my
childhood, on the night of the twenty-second day of the eleventh month of the year
after hunting this afternoon with my papa, his father—it was through this fact of
being his own and no one else’s that he came to emanate that immense solitude which
I detected in him even then, when I was but five or six years old, watching him
drive nails into a horse’s hoof. Another time, one evening at dusk at the high school
where my papa worked as a maintenance man, after I’d been forbidden to do so, while
my papa wasn’t paying attention to me, I watched him pull a sinister metal mask
down over his face and take up a torch that spouted a strange blue fire and sent
sparks in all directions. Seeing me look my papa said: Don’t look. You’ll go blind.
(How I wanted to look! I wanted to look and keep looking.) My uncle welded and shoed
horses and branded cows and drank beer and his wife took me riding and smoked in
the pickup on the way to the rodeo arena and I never quite knew, other than her
name, who she was. One night near the arena during the yearly rodeo I saw her then-husband
drinking with my papa’s brother and some other men I did not know, or did not really
know: their laughter, in the shadows behind the bleachers where I went to sit with
my papa, erupted from some deeper and darker place in the body than the laughter
of any of the men in my father’s family, or so I then thought. (When, I asked my
papa, was the bullriding? You’ll see, he said.) They separated and later divorced
and afterward I saw him less and less and have not seen her since, though their
names remain beside each other on a certain headstone I know, which stands over
the remains of my papa’s father and mother. Now, when I see him, my uncle, at ever
lengthening intervals of years, even across one of the linoleum-covered tables at
the café, it is as if we are looking at each other from the opposite sides of a
vast pasture. He begins to speak and doesn’t. I begin to speak and don’t. At last
he cannot put it off any more and he opens his mouth and his voice sounds as simultaneously
familiar and strange to me as the shadows thrown by the lights of the rodeo arena
glimpsed almost three decades ago. How’ve you been, he says. Though I have never
once called him by his real name, he calls me by mine, which no one uses anymore.
Scatter my ashes, he said, here, on the day of the first snow of the year after
my death, while my papa and I drove from pasture to pasture, dense thicket to empty
hayfield, and I looked up at those mountains I call my mountains, here in southeast
Oklahoma—home—before I sat down to write the initial version of these words on the
night of the twenty-second of November in the house where I was raised. Don’t look,
he said again, more emphatically this time. Don’t look.









I
see now that there was a question my uncle raised in me that took me a very long
time to ask of myself, a question never fully expressed in words because I never
doubted the answer, which was given to me over and over again throughout my childhood:
to whom did I belong? First and foremost, or so I was told, to God. After
Him, to my father and mother. What I glimpsed in my uncle was a different answer
to the same question and it was precisely this that made him both who he was and
thus fundamentally unknowable. That he was his own, and the immense solitude which
resulted from this, though I did not have the words to express it until tonight,
writing the initial version of this paragraph and the one above, the first two of
this writing, was the true source of my childhood suspicion of him, or so I now
think, writing this, sitting there in the barn on the short stool with the horse’s
hoof propped up on his knee, a fine mist falling just beyond the barn door. Don’t
ever stand behind a horse, he said. He’s liable to kick you. Why, I said. Because
he can’t see you there, he said, and if he can’t see you, he doesn’t know what you
are.









The
sun is going down now over the ridge to the south, a different ridge from the one
mentioned in the first paragraph of this writing, on my left, brush-covered, in
more or less the same place that the moon went down last night. Through park-like
woods behind me stands the house in which I grew up and in which I last night wrote
the initial versions of the above paragraphs. Every now and then as I write I can
hear the voices of my son and Elle in the yard, playing on the swing-set behind
the house. Directly across the pond from where I sit towers a darkness of pines
along a fence-line built by my father and his father more than twenty years ago,
during a period of my father’s father’s madness. Beyond the pines flows the river,
invisible from where I
sit writing these words. A timber company planted these fast-growing conifers forty-odd
years ago; when my grandfather bought the land for some two hundred dollars an acre
in the early 1980s they were near their prime and ready to be cut. Now they are
old for their kind, thick in their planted ranks. Most of the local buzzard population
roosts together every night just beyond the pine plantation, in the mixed hardwoods
that resume a dozen or so yards from the riverbank, high in a pair of bone-white
sycamores at the mouth of a shallow inlet about two hundred yards from where I now
sit, the carrion-eaters congregating in the dusk together above the shallow water,
poking out the obscenity of their naked necks from within their black feathers as
men’s dongs once extruded from dirty trench coats in the days of blue cinemas. In
the early nineties, in the madness of his mid-sixties, my father’s father briefly
thought he could fix himself by becoming a cowboy, a bizarre turn of events seeing
as he hated cowboys more than anything else in the world, and it was then that he
and my father built the fence, in what remains a concrete expression of his personality
which he seems to have passed onto me: the gift or curse of mistaking metaphorical
realities for material ones and vice versa. Shortly after he and my father built
the fence that phase of his madness subsided and, though still attached to a few
pines here and there, the fence itself rusted and fell into disrepair, and remains
a monument to the rusting and falling into disrepair of his mind. (In such places
as this one, in these woods for instance and along this river, where to abandon
an idea often means to leave behind physical evidence of an internal wound, there
are moments when to mistake the material for the metaphorical, as it turns out,
may be no mistake at all.) Instead of running cows we went crow hunting. We, meaning
he and his brother and my father
and I, on what few good days in those years he had. He owned a battery-powered black
box with a speaker into which one could insert a tape recording of the sounds of
crows speaking to one another excitedly, much in the same tone as the ones I heard
just now in the pines as I was writing the initial version of the previous sentence.
One could turn on this box and then, if so inclined, the crows would come and, if
so inclined, one could shoot at them (they were, and did; we were, and did). Just
now I heard my son through the park-like woods behind me let forth a shriek. That
swing-set behind the house, where my son just shrieked, was my father’s father’s
final project, spurred on by the urging of his last remaining friend on one of his
last remaining friend’s final visits. The only thing I knew about his friend was
that they had known each other since they were boys together, as it seemed to me
several centuries earlier, and that his friend was an oilman and, as such, quite
rich. The boy isn’t shrieking anymore. I think he’s okay.









Once
we went to stay at the oilman’s magnificent house and it was there, fearfully and
for the first time and well before I ever desired to do so, that I slept with a
girl. The purpose of our visit, if I recall correctly, was a funeral, in that county
in the central part of the state where the oilman, my grandfather, and my father
were all born. The fact of their having been born amidst that landscape, so altogether
different in its particularities from the one in which I myself had been born and
where we lived, imparted to it a mythic quality: in the far-flung pastures, the
sweeping distances between the small stands of scrubby and brush-choked blackjacks,
I imagined I saw the land of my true origins—the land of my father and his father
and his father’s father—where there were no mountains and no cowboys that I knew
of, only hills that rolled
gently to the horizon as if blown there by the wind, where all my father’s old people
either were from or kept, held in the various old person’s homes that to my mother’s
horror I could not help referring to as funeral homes, in that place where everyone
knew my father’s father and my father, and where, conversely, my mother and I had
to be introduced—yes, here’s my daughter-in-law, this is my grandson—in that county
where I stepped into the largest house I’d ever seen, the oilman’s, and was shown
to a room down a long hallway on the second floor, in which above the fireplace
hung something I’d never before seen: an oil painting of a girl of about my own
age or perhaps a few years younger, whose eyes looked down at me and which produced
a sensation I very much did not like, for I detected in her expression a certain
envy, possibly because she was trapped there in the painting whereas I was not.
I told myself she was not alive. She’s not alive, I said to myself a second time,
but there could be no debate: alive or not, while in that room, no matter where
I stood or sat or lay, her eyes never left me, and I was sure that when it was time
for bed and I was condemned to sleep alone in that room with her that she very well
might take her revenge for her lack of freedom. Just now a silent crow passed overhead
and disappeared into the pines, heading in the direction of the unseen river.









It
was when I was around my son’s age that I began to suspect that my whole life was
being clandestinely filmed, though I did not know who they, the ones filming me,
were. I did know, however, that they did not have permission to do so, and suspected,
because they never showed themselves, that their motives might not be pure. One
explanation for my initial suspicion is innocent enough. Even at that age I grasped,
rightly I think, that there was no such thing as pure fiction, only real events
caught on film or described
in written words. (How could I think otherwise? We read the Bible every day and
believed that in it were described real and true events.) If so, or so I logically
assumed, all films must be made by hidden cameras. And yet the natural result of
this thought belied a darker possibility, which caused me to worry that there might
exist a fiction either beyond or in front of the real events of my life, namely
that if my life were being filmed on the sly, or, even more disconcertingly, if
my life was a film that had already been made, then it became possible that my father
was not merely my father—if indeed he was my father—but rather a villain in disguise.
(There were moments when he, like my uncle, rather than ours, seemed like
his own.) This particular thought startled me one night when I woke in the passenger
seat of his pickup truck as it rumbled along the rutted dirt road toward the cabin
where we lived, which was owned by a man called Fears and as such called the Fears
Cabin or Fears Place. It was so dark I could not see the man driving the truck.
I assumed naturally enough that this man was my father but for one detail, which
did not square with the image of the man I knew. There was something on fire in
his mouth. I had seen other men with something on fire in their mouth but never
my own father. And yet, waking, there he was, or rather someone was, driving the
darkened truck with something on fire in his mouth. To make matters stranger still,
when I recall this memory to mind, I am seated on his right and the truck is headed
not toward, but away from the cabin. Gradually as I now observe the memory to its
conclusion he begins to look more and more like my father and there the memory ends,
for when I saw him for himself my alarm ceased. That night when the light was turned
out I could not see the girl in the painting but I knew she was there. She took
no revenge on me, but
I remember waking the next morning with palpable relief at having made it through
the night, my first with a member of the opposite sex not my mother nor sisters,
and that at the breakfast table in the oilman’s house I was astonished to glimpse
through the windows of that room a pasture that stretched farther than any I’d ever
seen, with cows upon cows grazing there beneath a yellowish sky. As we ate breakfast
a heavy rain began to fall beyond the high windows of the oilman’s dining room,
a flash of lightning lit the pasture, and thunder boomed so loudly the panes rattled,
causing my younger sister to scream, at which the oilman and my father’s father
laughed. Writing this, I now somewhat doubt that we were there for a funeral, but
also cannot imagine out of all the memories of my childhood for what occasion we
would have stayed the night in that county where my grandfather and his son my father
were born, other than to see someone buried.









Now
that I’ve finished the initial version of the above paragraph, I can see it, that
trip’s ultimate destination: the cemetery of a town called Holdenville. Unlike most
other cemeteries I knew in those of my life’s earliest days, most but not all of
the headstones here were set directly in the ground, their faces to the empty sky.
The funeral was that of my father’s father’s youngest brother, his half-sibling,
whom I never knew, and the wind blew as it never blew beneath those mountains I
still think of as my mountains throughout the entire graveside service without stopping
even for a moment, which made it hard to hear the words of the preacher standing
next to the casket. (It’s possible that my recollection is incorrect, and I am conflating
one funeral or even cemetery with another. I do not know.) Every day a man called
Mr. Gates drove past the Fears Place and every day I ran out of the house and shot him. Some days he would raise thumb
and point index finger and shoot back, or make as if I’d got him. My bed stood in
a corner of the living room, in the center of which was a wooden pole, which presumably
held up the roof, which leaked into two or three of my mother’s cooking pots every
time there came a heavy rain. Now, there are times when, in writing this, my father
still sits on the sofa next to my bed cleaning his .50-caliber black powder rifle,
a Hawking, while I play with his shoelaces. My mother tells me Mr. Gates is driving
by and I leave off writing and quit the shoelaces and run out of the house and kill
him. But I now see that Mr. Gates cannot be driving by. Not if my father is cleaning
his gun, or so I now see in revising the words which have come to form the substance
of this memory, for my father only cleans his guns at night before hunting the following
morning—so I do not run out of the house. Instead I look up at my father. Soon he
will hoist me in his arms and flash the wire stubble of his cheek against my softer
face. Finished with the gun and its sharp-smelling oil, he places it back in its
case and fries eggs and sausage and toast, and lets me have a few bites before bed.
Something about this food is strange and wonderful to me—most likely because it,
unlike all the other food I eat, is made by him. When he takes me in the dizzying
heights of his arms I feel like he may as well be God: thus is one of the greatest
confusions of the first two-and-a-half decades of my life inaugurated. In the morning
he is already gone hunting by the time I wake and Mr. Gates drives by and I shoot
him as always but the wound, as usual, is not fatal, for he laughs and crosses the
cattleguard and his rickety old flatbed truck winds slowly out of the pasture to
the gate at the far end, where a small figure exits the truck and opens the gate,
returns to the truck, drives past the gate, then gets out again and closes the gate. (The figure is no longer Mr.
Gates because Mr. Gates is dead.) One morning in the spring before Mr. Gates drives
by I run down the short hallway to wake my father, and when I pull back the sheets,
yelling wake up, wake up, to my horror I find attached to him, surrounded by a forest
of shockingly dark hair already hosting a few silver strands, the augury of some
dark knowledge belonging either to the future or past or both. Don’t look, my papa
said.









Earlier
today I visited the cemetery where I hope one day to have a headstone with my name
on it, which I have made a habit of visiting ever since I first left this place
for college in the northwest. It lies near the end of a narrow old road, paved at
some point in the past century, in the center of which grows a strip of emerald
moss, for the road itself, bordered on either side by post oaks and gnarled cedars
stitched together by barbed wire, lies almost always in shadow. A stand of dense
brush crowds beyond the left-hand fence-line. On the other side a rocky pasture
climbs up towards the woods at the peak of the hill. At the top of a gentle rise
the road opens out to a small dirt lot with a far view of the mountains on the left
and the cemetery on the right, the cemetery itself level in the near part and slowly
sloping up the hill in the back, bordered on all sides by a chain-link fence. The
place has the air of an extinction event prolonged, endured, and—beyond all probability—sustained.
The first grave I found this afternoon was that of my great-grandfather and great-grandmother,
their joint-headstone affixed with the names of their twelve children, one of which
belongs to my mother’s mother, who grew up in a small house about two miles as the
crow flies or does not fly from where I sit writing these words by the pond. Just
now I heard two gunshots from separate directions as I type this with increasingly
cold hands. The sun is gone now behind the ridge. Where, I asked myself as I walked
through the cemetery, would I want to be buried, were I to be buried here? I thought
about my mother’s mother, in that tiny house with her twelve siblings, her name
etched among all those others on the stone that stood just a few feet away. I thought
about her daughter, my mother. It was when I was around the same age as that of
the event mentioned at the end of the paragraph above the paragraph above this one
when one morning at the Fears Place I saw her in a mysterious and terrifying state.
I had just entered the house from its only doorway, letting the screen bang shut
behind me. As it banged she shouted my name at the top of her lungs. Naturally I
ran in her direction, through the living room, down the short hallway, and into
the room she shared with my father, where I arrived just as she completed her sentence:
DON’T COME IN HERE. There she was, in the closet on my right: her back
turned, all of her, naked. I ran terrified from the room, the sound of her laughter
chasing me to my little bed. When she emerged, clothed, she laughed at my expression
and reassured me that I’d done nothing wrong. Another report came over the hill
as I wrote the previous sentence. Pohhhhh. It would be almost twenty years
before I would again flee the presence of a woman in such a way, only a few months
after getting married in Seattle. The young woman in question and I met up with
a group of friends at a quiet bar on top of Queen Anne Hill, but for some reason
I no longer recall, our friends failed to stay long, leaving behind just the two
of us, or four of us if you counted the two very prominent features of her anatomy
below her clavicular area which I could not help thinking of as magnificent and
which, though I certainly did not count them as persons, I could not prevent from
causing my heart to pound—indeed, or so I said to myself there in the bar as the young woman and I talked, in
all the days of my life up to that point I’d rarely enjoyed the opportunity to be
in such close proximity to two such genuine feats of human anatomical glory, nor
found such entities to belong to such a funny person, especially one who seemed
to enjoy talking with me as much as I was enjoying talking with her, and so it was
natural enough for me to want to buy us both another round, but I was too terrified
to discover what might happen if I did, knowing that another round can lead to another
round and who knows what after
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Many questions are asked, some are never answered,
some are answered so many times that they revert to questions.
The very spaces between the sentences are heavy with unspoken
movement. You don’t know where you are, and you know exactly,
which is only and precisely what a great novel does.

Emily Hall
author of The Longcut
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